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                Synopsis

                
                    
                        "So, that's how my life ends, what a waste of time it was...". 


These were the last thoughts of a young man, shot by accident in a fight between local gangs. Little did he know that he would soon wake up in another world, a world of cultivation! 


This is the story of the whoreson of a wealthy family, of a transmigrator that had no purpose in his previous life, of a demon that will make power...
                    

                

				
            


				
                    01. Birth

					
					

                    
                        Darkness. This was his first thought after waking up.


'Where am I?'


He tried to move his limbs but the sensation of touch had something amiss from what he was used to.


'Wait, can I think?'


'I clearly remember getting shot in the chest by those gangsters. Am I in a coma?'


He tried again to move or open his eyes but the only thing he could feel was the sensation of being cramped and the only thing he could see was darkness.


'I guess I'm still alive, seems that I can't even achieve a quick death in my life. Well, at least it's warm in here.'


There was a constant warmth in his body, making the environment quite cozy.


'At least after I wake up my parents will let me off the hook for a while. Maybe I should just take this chance to get away from that house and go abroad, there should be at least a cleaning service hiring me.'


He thought of the possibility of exploiting that near-death experience as a mean to break free from the cage he called home. He considered how his parents would react once he said to them that he will drop the university to be a dishwasher.


'Dad will not make too much trouble for me, but mum will surely go crazy. Nowadays the only thing I can do home without starting a fight is reading. Maybe I will lose that too'


Since he remembered, he loved playing games, reading books and getting drunk. He found anything else boring and this seriously affected his school career since high school. So, the situation in his house grew more and more difficult for him to sustain as his parents would rather yell all the time than accept that the university wasn't fit for him.


'I guess a big part of that situation is my fault, after all, I've spent most of my life being drunk or isolated in some book. Not a good job as a son indeed.'


Thinking this, regret emerged in him. If he knew better at that time, he would've not used booze as a mean to vent and maybe the situation in his family would have been more peaceful.


'Well, I can't change what has already happened, and I didn't really have many options to keep myself cool while pretending all the time'


When he was 14 he figured out that something was not entirely right with him. He would see his friends going after girls or pretty clothing, emphasizing love and social status in a group of people. Yet, he only felt curiosity toward sex without ever being able to really bind with someone. As for human society, he saw it as a bunch of rules created by humans in order to force them to live together.


'Aren't those rules created by men? As a man, I should have the right to ignore them and live the way I want to.'


Time kept on passing while he was thinking, without him noticing that his thinking speed was way lower than usual.


'In the end, it's a world ruled by money. If you have it you can do whatever you want; if not you can only end up in one of the gears of society, accumulating money till the moment you die.'





'What a pitiful way of living. Forced by the rules of humans to work in order to accumulate pieces of paper, while those have value only thanks to the same rules you are obeying. True freedom is only achievable by gathering enough paper. Is there even value on living a life like this?'


His reasoning would stop from time to time as he would sleep or try to wake up his body.


In this way, days passed.


'Maybe I'm in a permanent coma and I will have to wait for true death in order to be freed from this darkness.'


The darkness surrounding him started to affect his mood, the only thing keeping him sane was the warm feeling in his body.


It was at that point that light appeared in the world of darkness, which seemed to get bigger as time passed by.


'Finally a change! I should follow th---'


All of sudden, some kind of compression pushed him from the cramped space he was in towards the light. It seemed to be a slow and painful process of which he felt the pressure. After some time, the world of darkness became a world of light so bright that his eyes hurt. He started hearing some cheers and voices speaking an unknown language.


When his eyes got used to the light he could finally see what was around him: a middle-aged fat woman was looking at him with worry, lightly touching his chest. The strange thing was that her hand seemed to cover his entire body.


'The fuck is happen---'


He could not finish his line of thought that the fat woman already turned him to the side and lightly slapped his buttocks.


For some reasons, he felt pain from that light slap.


'What the fuck are you doing woman?!?'


He said, yet what came out of his mouth was only a shrill cry.


After hearing that cry, the faces of the people in the room relaxed and the fat lady brought the baby to the arms of a pale but beautiful woman lying on an old-fashioned bed.


"It's a boy, my lady, and a pretty curious one, according to the way he looks at everything"


Even though he understood nothing of what the fat woman said, the young man in the body of a baby could easily figure out the situation he was in.


'Am I reborn? Wasn't it a coma?!?'


The woman holding the baby uncovered her chest and attempted to feed him.


'Wai--!'


Before he could say, or rather yell anything, a liquid poured down inside of his mouth and he lost himself in the dizziness of his first meal.


"I will name you Noah, yes, Noah Balvan it's a good name"


Noah looked at the woman feeding him with half closed eyes. The woman had long black hair untied on his back and ice-blue eyes below her thin eyebrows.


'Sure my mother is beautiful. Noah should be the name she gave me, at least it's a good name'


The door of the room opened and a man in his forties with short black hair and a stern face walked directly toward the woman on the bed.


"Lily let me see the child"


Saying so, the man directly took Noah in his arms and raised him in the air to have a better view of the baby. The fat woman and the other 2 maidservants on the side of the bed lowered their heads at the sight of the man.


Even Lily held her angry voice back at the sight of Noah being suddenly taken away from her chest.


"Mh, a bit pale and skinny but there seems to be some kind of wits in him. Maybe he will not be able to be a guard for the main family but he might succeed as counselor. You did a good job Lily"


Saying so, the man gave the baby back to his mother and moved toward the exit. Seeing this scene, Lily said softly:


"Rhys he's your son and his name is Noah, can't he aim at being more than a simple guard?"


Stopping at the edge of the exit, Rhys turned to look at Lily and said in the most natural manner:


"Even if he has my blood in his veins he has yours too mixed in, the son of a whore should consider himself lucky enough if he can protect the descendant of the main family"


And he went out of the room, leaving Lily with watery eyes hugging Noah. She didn't saw the deep stare of the baby in her hands toward his father after he left through the door.


'It seems that this family is not so simple, I should do my best to learn the language of this world as fast as I can'


Thinking so, he closed his eyes and went to sleep.
						




                    


                
				
                    02. Dragon

					
					

                    
                        Five months have passed since Noah got reborn in this world.


It was spring, or at least it seemed so for what he saw of the outside environment. The mansion he lived in resembled a countryside villa from his previous life, yet it had the size of a castle and was mostly made of wood, with a wall made of rocks on the perimeter.


In that moment, he was in the arms of his new mother, peeking around while she was walking through the mansion talking to him. Little did she know that Noah managed to understand most of what she said.


'The language of this world is not so hard, also because it has a lot of similarities with the English of my previous world. Well, it's also thanks to Lily never leaving my side and continuously speaking to me'


These five months were spent by him mostly in his mother embrace walking around Balvan mansion, with Lily explaining the most random things to him. Thanks to that he had a general idea of his position in the family and how the mansion was structured.


The mansion was divided into 2 rings, outer and inner. The inner ring was composed of a 4 stories building and it was the place where the main family lived; the outer ring had two 2 stories buildings and a 3 stories one and they were respectively inhabited by guards, servants, and guests.


At the moment, they were on the first floor of the guest's building, which was reserved to them since he had the blood of the main family in him, and since Lily was the beloved whore of Rhys.


Noah's father, Rhys, was the third and last son of the old patriarch of the Balvan family, Thomas. As such, even though they did not get access to the inner ring, they could still live a comfortable life in the outer one.


"You must grow strong, little dear, the people in the inner ring will see you as a bastard and will spare no effort to abuse and bully you, especially the legitimate grandsons and granddaughters of the patriarch"


Hearing this, Noah's mood became heavier.


'I lived a life without meaning, in a world full of compromises and now that I'm reborn I'm asked to endure bullying because of my social status only to become a tool for the main family to use. It seems that I will live another life void of meaning'


Lily kept talking but Noah's mind was away, trying to figure out the best course of action for this life.


'If I stay here I will probably have a lot of benefits, after all, the Balvan family seems quite wealthy. I just don't know enough of the outside environment of the mansion so I can't be sure of the possibilities the outside world has to offer'


Noah was already considering running away from the family. He appreciated the affection and the efforts of this new mother, but these feelings were far from the love he should've had for a parent.


'I already had a family and it didn't go so well. This time I don't have to go through various experiences to understand the kind of person I am so I can always choose the things that suit me the most. If life in the inner circle is too hard for the sole reason of being a bastard I won't mind abandoning the mansion. Plus, I have 25 years of experience in advance and the knowledge of a more advanced world, my possibilities should be plenty.'





From the clothing of the people, the structure of the buildings and the state of the furniture, he could guess that this was a world without electricity, so way behind in the field of technology compared to his previous world.


'Yet, this might be also a disadvantage; my habits are those of the industrialized society and my thoughts are those of a guy from the 21st century, I don't know how the people here might react to some ideas. I must be careful.'


Sometimes thinking about his future, sometimes listening to his mother, the day passed and the night was approaching. Lily walked to a balcony in order to watch the stars appear on the dark sky. Noah used this chance to study the environment outside the mansion. Outside the defense wall, there were sheep grazing the fields, there was a large stone road that started from the main gate of the mansion and stretched in the distance, cutting the green fields into 2 halves. A field of what seemed corn was being cultivated on his right side and a forest was barely visible on his left in the distance.


It was a beautiful scenery, one Noah wasn't used to seeing, and now this was his new world. Then he shifted his gaze to the sky, and he seemed to see the darkness enveloping the redness of the clouds due to the sunset. At the beginning it was like a small dot in the distance, becoming bigger and bigger as it was going in their direction. Only then he realized that something was wrong. The darkness wasn't caused by the nightfall but by the silhouette of something undulating through the clouds.


It was fast and it was getting closer and closer.


At some point, a deafening roar ran through the peaceful countryside. It was coming from the figure in the sky.


A black winged body dove from the clouds diagonally, speeding toward the flock of sheep outside the mansion wall.


It was 7-8 meters long and had big black scaled wings, actually the scales were covering all of his body.


It dove at such a high speed that Noah could not make out the time difference between its exit from the clouds and its nearing to the terrain where the flock was.


Suddenly, the wall illuminated with purple and runes appeared on its surface. It emitted a steady but loud hum and the purple color of the wall spread toward the countryside in the direction of the flock.


The beast seemed disturbed in its descent and tried to halt itself mid-air spreading its wings.


But its speed was too high and it inevitably fell on the ground where the purple halo was going, creating an immense pit.


The moment the purple halo touched the dragon, smoke rose from the pit and another roar, one of pain, sounded in the dusk.


The dragon rose to the sky again as fast as possible and stared with venomous eyes at the mansion. Smoke kept flowing out of his belly like from an open wound. Apparently, the purple halo had injured the dragon.


Filled with hatred, the dragon inhaled and then spat out a tongue of red flames toward the mansion that took the form of a lance as it kept nearing the outer ring.


Lily was frozen in fear seeing the lance of fire coming in her direction while Noah was still too stupefied by what he was seeing in order to even recognize the danger he was in.


Before the flames could reach the outer wall though, a figure appeared mid-air in between them.


He raised his right hand and mumbled something then the lance of flames hit something like a wall of air.


The attrition between the flames and the shield lasted for some seconds before the flames were extinguished and the floating figure was visible again.


He was an old man, with a straight combed long white beard reaching his waist and unbound long hair flowing in the wind. He was wearing a Chinese kimono with large sleeves yet the right one was now burned, showing his slim but sturdy arm.


He looked at the dragon right in its eyes and the dragon did the same.


This stall lasted for about 10 seconds before the dragon roared once again and turned to leave at high speed through the sky, in the direction of the forest.


The old man waited a bit more in the air over the wall looking at the direction where the dragon went. After being completely sure that the beast was gone he sighed and disappeared.


Lily was still frozen by fear and did not notice that was holding the frail body of Noah too tightly.


This pain was what made him return to reality as he left a small groan to wake his mother from the reverie.


Lily returned to reality too, softening the grip on Noah, and she was about to say something before being interrupted by an aged and deep voice.


"So, this is my latest grandson, am I right?"
						




                    


                
				
                    03. Power

					
					

                    
                        Noah didn't believe in the existence of the soul during his previous life, living was after all about empirics and reality, no place for religious or spiritual thoughts. But after he was reborn, he started considering the idea that there was much more than the eye or the advanced machinery could see.


As he was staring at the old man gently standing on the edge of the balcony, seemingly appeared out of nowhere, his mind fell into chaos.


'There was a dragon appearing and going after a sheep. So this world has dragons in it. Then the wall lighted up and hurt the dragon right? Then the dragon got angry and wanted to burn all of us but this old man, which apparently is my grandfather, blocked it with one hand while flying and then stared at the dragon to make him fly away.'


After a brief sum up the previous events in his mind he only had one thought.


'Where the fuck did I end up?!? This guy can literally fly and fight dragons and they want me to protect them?? Is something wrong with their minds? Wait, if they want me to protect them, it means that I should be able to learn a thing or two.'


His line of thought got interrupted by  Thomas entering the balcony and slowly walking in their direction.


"Yes, lord Patriarch. This is Noah, son of Rhys and my own son."


Lowering her head, Lily gently exposed Noah to Thomas in order for him to have a better look at the baby. Maybe Lily wanted to use this occasion to impose a tinge of love in Thomas for his grandson so that he could protect him in the future, or maybe she was just scared stiff at the sight of the old patriarch that she could do nothing else but to expose her son with trembling hands.


Noah, in the meantime, was staring at the old man with fervent eyes.


He didn't even notice the passion and curiosity that his stare was displaying.


'People in this world can fly and fight with fucking dragons! Old maaaan, look at how cute I am! Teach me how to fly!'


But only some sounds came out of his mouth, they resembled words but they had no meaning. So Noah stretched his little arms toward Thomas, in order to appeal to his feelings, putting a face of happiness at the sight of the nearing patriarch.


'You fight dragons but you still love your kin, right?'


Needless to say, the whole dragon accident left a deep impression on him. After all, dragons were only legends in his world and were represented as mighty and unbeatable. While their might was up to fantasies, in this world dragons could be fought, and you could win.


"Oh"


Looking at the baby happily stretching his arms toward him, Thomas could not help but show a trace of warmth on his serious face. Then he picked up Noah from his armpits and stared at him with a slight smile.


"Ooh, he seems pretty interested in me, there sure is some smartness in this child. Maybe he will really become a good counselor of the family. I'll keep an eye on him from time to time"





Hearing this, Lily was ecstatic and hurried to say the most respectful thanks she could muster.


"Many thanks, lord Patriarch. I'm sure that his safety can be assured for life with just one gaze of yours"


She bowed saying so, with both hands forming a praying form.


"There is no such being that could do that. Here, take Rhys' son and bring him back to his room. Today's events are not for a child this little to see"


Thomas handed Noah back to Lily and disappeared from the balcony. Lily could not stop her excitement after he left and kept cheering Noah.


"Have you heard? He will keep an eye on you! The Patriarch of the Balvan family will keep an eye on my son. Hahaha, this is wonderful. And he said that you could become a counselor, this is wonderful too. Not only my son will be protected by a mighty cultivator, he might also be away from the battlefield for life."


As a mother of a bastard son, Lily knew that the possibilities of Noah were not the brightest compared to the other descendants' of the main family so she was suddenly relieved when she heard some insurance from the patriarch.


Carrying Noah back to their sleeping quarters in the center of the first floor, she did not notice that the baby in her arms was silent and that his eyes were growing more and more determined.


'A counselor my ass! What's the point in giving advice to people with such powers. Any problem can just be blasted out like the old man did with the lance of flame! To think that a power like this actually existed! I must get my hands on it. I might have to risk a bit though, it seems that the purity of the bloodline is kept in high regard inside the Balvan family so showing some talent might attract unwanted attention from the main family descendants. Yet, I need some information to really understand what's going on'


From all the books he read, he could imagine that the fight for succession or even the envy of someone with a higher status than him might end up in blood.


'I already died once, and it was by accident. I don't want to be put in a political scheme and end up dead again, being powerless about it.'


A never felt determination ran through his little body, while Lily was preparing to put him in his cradle.


'A world where power is not given to men from the society they created. A power that seems to come from the inside of each individual, a power that belongs only to themselves. Lily called him a "cultivator", I must find something about it. I must learn to walk and read as fast as I can so that I can have some form of independence and at the same time show some early talent in the literature field. It might bring me to books that describe what a cultivator actually is and how to become one.'


From that day on he started eating more and more in order to grow stronger and get rid of the skinny physique he was born with. He started to actively try to walk, first in the cradle and then on the ground, worrying the maidservants or his mother every time he fell from his attempts to stand on his feet. Yet, this kind of pain was nothing.


'A bullet in the chest hurts way more'


And so, only 8 months after his birth, Noah was standing upright on the ground, taking his first steps.


'This is so fucking slow, I need to train for this. I should start running from time to time in order to be more healthy and be more comfortable with my body.'


Even though he was disappointed with how slow he was growing up, Lily and the maidservants were stupefied.


"This baby has been trying to stand up for 3 months and now he did it. Most importantly every time he fell he would not cry but try to stand up again. If we didn't stop him every time he could have gotten a big injury by now"


The chatting maidservants were totally ignored by Lily as a sense of pride enveloped her seeing her baby walking at the age of 8 months.


"This must be the patriarch blessing, I knew something good was bound to happen since that day."


Luckily or not, Noah achievement was pinned to the supernatural character that was Thomas Balvan.


Surprises in the first floor of the guests building were far from over though.


After being sure of having a good balance, Noah took slow and careful steps in the direction of his mother. Slowly but surely, and with a bit of sustain given by the wall at his side, he arrived in front of his smiling mother.


"Come to mummy little one, you did a wonderful job today. Mum is happy!"


Saying this she half-kneeled on the ground with spread arms waiting for Noah to reach her embrace.


Noah looked at her and smiled, then moved with spread arms toward her and yelled at the last moment before the embrace:


"Mommy!"


And then he fell in his mother embrace, while Lily and the maidservants stared at him with wide eyes.


'This should be enough to get me an early education.'
						




                    


                
				
                    04. Breath of Heaven and Earth

					
					

                    
                        Time kept passing, and rumors about an intellectual prodigy spread through the Balvan family.


"I heard he was able to talk fluently only one year and a half after he was born"


"I heard that kid started running around every morning before breakfast only three months after he learnt to stand up"


"You won't believe me, but I personally saw that kid going alone in the library of the guests building trying to pull books out of the shelves. Believe me, I was doing the cleaning service there at that time and I found him looking at the symbols on the book as if he could read. And he was only two at that time!"


"That's impossible, his mother requests to get him a teacher got approved two years and a half ago, are you saying that he knew how to read before he even got a teacher?"


"I'm only stating what I saw. I'm not sure he was reading, but he sure looked like he was trying to"


Rumors like these were everywhere in the guests building, spreading from servant to servant. Everyone was waiting for the next record the bastard son would break in his growth speed.


Five years had passed since his birth in this world with him working hard to improve himself and gain a stable foothold in the family.


He kept running every day, adding some light workout in order to make his still frail body less weak. This gave him a slim but rosy figure and he felt his body growing stronger every day. Yet, even if he was stronger than the average kid, he was still just a kid. He would only do half an hour per day of training since that was the limit of his young body. The rest of the day was spent eating large meals made of rice and meat, sleeping or reading.


Two and a half years ago he finally got his teacher, so he could stop sneaking out at night trying to decipher the strange symbols they called writing.


His teacher name was Li Neregnes. He was one of the scholars hired by the main family to instruct their descendant and his position in the family was quite high for a guest. Noah's father, Rhys, accompanied him to the outer ring personally, underlying how much the instruction process should be taken seriously and not as a game.


Apparently, the scholar position was of a higher rank than his in Rhys's eyes, since that was the first time Noah saw his father after his birth.


Li Neregnes was a man in his sixties, with grey hair tied in a ponytail and a short black beard noticeably cured. He had an apathetic face as if nothing was of his interest and explained things in a slow but concise manner. Yet, even this lofty character had to change his disposition toward Noah when he found out that he learnt how to read in less than 6 months of teaching.


After that, he would finish every book the scholar imparted him in less and less time and he even had time to rent books of his interest from the library on the ground floor. The servants were so used to him picking books that they would not even remind him to bring them back.





At the age of five, Noah had a general understanding of the topography near the mansion, of the social status of the Balvan family, and finally, he found something regarding cultivators.


Balvan mansion was situated in the countryside near Evergreen Forest, called like this for the type of trees that forest was made of. The big stone road of the main gate flowed into an even bigger road that led to the nearest big city, Mossgrove, that was ruled by the Shosti family.


Balvan family was an underling of the Shosti family and had to pay an annual tribute of gold or goods in order to keep his rule over this part of the countryside. They were the landlords of the 50 square kilometers surrounding Balvan mansion and had to exact annual taxes from the villages in this area and protect them from the attack of bandits or magical beasts.


Magical beasts! In that world, there were species of animals with the innate gift to absorb energy from the world and using it to empower their natural abilities. The lance of flames used by the dragon years ago was a type of usage of the energy of the world that empowered its already powerful flames, giving them more range of attack and destructiveness.


Finally, about a year before, Noah found a book about cultivation. It was an old and heavy book, written by a cultivator that wanted to spread the notion of cultivation to the common people and that later became a classic of literature. The cultivator's name was lost with the passage of time but the name of the book was still known to all people of culture as "Yin-Yang system".


'According to that book, the energy of nature is called "Breath of Heaven and Earth" and cultivators and magical beasts absorb and store it in order to empower their bodies, prolong their lives and use magical techniques. The Breath can be used as a mean to empower the body and the martial techniques or can be linked to someone's own mental energy to release elemental attacks. The 7 elemental types are light, darkness, fire, water, earth, wind and thunder and someone's aptitude to one of these is decided at birth. Generically, everyone has the aptitude toward one element yet the difference in mental energy decrees his ability to manipulate that element'


Noah was currently having a lesson with Li Neregnes about philosophy in a room on the first floor of the guests building, but his mind was constantly wandering on the topics described in the "Yin-Yang system".


'Magical beasts have an innate ability to manipulate and absorb the Breath and they will learn to use it naturally in the course of their life, it can be said that their bloodline is quite advantageous according to this aspect. Yet, Heaven and Earth are fair so most of them lack the intellect to better use their gifts.'


'Humans, on the other hand, can make a lance out of rocks and bow and arrows out of a tree but they need techniques in order to absorb and use the Breath and even special devices to understand their attitude toward an element'


'No wonder this book wasn't destroyed by cultivators and managed to survive till now, even if you know the general theory behind those powers you can't do much without the proper techniques. The best this book can do is give a better understanding of the supernatural to normal people.'


'Heaven and Earth are fair he says, yet if you are born in a poor family you can just dream about obtaining techniques. Even for me, born in a family with cultivators, it's hard to say if I'll ever be able to take a look at these magical techniques... Fair my ass'


Even though Li was engrossed in his exposition, he started to notice that Noah would just nod at him in answer every time he would look at him, while his eyes had been staring fixedly at the same point of the book in front of him for one hour.


A bit enraged, Li took a wooden stick from behind his back and trusted at Noah's left arm.


SNAPP!!!


A slapping sound ringed and Noah lifted his head to stare at his teacher while holding the spot where the stick had just hit.


"Are you still thinking about that cultivation nonsense? How many time do I have to tell you: don't waste your time. You are just a bastard of a medium-size noble family, even if the Balvan family had some techniques they are not meant for you. Moreover, literature is the real representation of humans, cultivation is just about killing and getting killed, there is nothing noble in that."


Li berated him, apparently this was not the first time Noah's mind wandered. Actually, it was since he finished the "Yin-Yang system" that he completely lost interest in the instruction of literature. After all, he reached his objective of finding out more about the world of cultivation so these lessons became only a boring obligation.


"But teacher, even the wisest man has to bow his head to the weakest magical beast. If you don't have the power to protect yourself all your knowledge is useless"


SNAPP!!!


Another hit of the stick landed on Noah's right arm. To teacher Li's helplessness, Noah would just hug his arm and let out a little grunt while no trace of fear ever appearing in his eyes.


'What's wrong with this kid, I instructed the son of the patriarch's firstborn and even now that he turned 25 he still fears my stick. This kid though...'


These were the thoughts of Li Neregnes, incapable of taming a five year old kid.


"Nevermind, just go to rest and don't wander in the library all night like your usual. I'll see you again in two days and you will better have forgotten about all that cultivation garbage."


Massaging his temples, he said that while pointing the exit door to Noah.


At his words Noah got up, picked his books, bowed and then left the room.
						




                    


                
				
                    05. Training

					
					

                    
                        Noah's life kept going. His black long hair kept growing so his mother would often comb them for him. Lily kept managing the first floor of the guests building, occasionally meeting Rhys deep in the night. She would often beg him to do more for his son, explaining Noah's interests in cultivation and martial arts but Rhys would always refuse, hiding behind the rules of the main family.


"I can't do anything about him, Lily. The rules are fixed: his position allows him only to get access to the low-level techniques and that is only permitted if he shows some merits in the family guard and completes some mission. You can send him there and see how it goes."


Lily's face darkened hearing these words. Truth was that Noah wasn't spending his time in the library anymore since he had turned 8, he would rather go to the guards building doing chores in exchange for some combat tips.


With the most pleading voice Lily could muster, she asked Rhys:


"Our son is smart, he has already figured out that he can not find anything relevant about cultivation in the library and shifted his attention to the guards hoping to obtain something valuable. He is only 10 now, he must be 13 to officially join the guards, but he has been doing chores for them for 2 years now only to get a better starting point! Can't you give him anything? You did that with your other two sons----"


SMACK!!!!!


A slap hit Lily's left cheek. She yelled lightly and then she recomposed herself in a half-kneeling position with her head lowered and a metallic taste enveloping her mouth.


"Remember your position! Remember that it was me who allowed you to give birth to that bastard and that's only because you can ease the grief I feel for my dead wife. Don't you dare compare the son and daughter Rebecca gave me with the son of a lowly whore anymore. You should never forget that I'm the one allowing the two of you to live."


Trembling a bit, Lily answered:


"I'm sorry my lord!"


And then she completely kneeled with her head touching the ground.


"Tsk, you better stand up and make up for making me angry"


***

At the same time, in the guards building, a kid about 10-11 years old was carrying 2 large buckets of water to a group of guards sweating under the sun.


This kid was, of course, Noah doing chores for the guards.


Since he understood that he could not achieve anything reading books he started searching for other ways to come in possess of cultivation techniques. Apart from breaking in the inner building and steal the books, which was impossible, the only option he had was to enter the family guards and obtain enough merits to be granted access to the inner circle. His teacher scolded him for half a day before giving up on him and going back to the inner circle while his mother only hugged him and said:


"Be careful"





Even though Noah could see a trace of disappointment in Lily's eyes he could not help but follow his decision. He didn't want to give up and live another worthless and unappealing life now that he saw hope to be more than a normal man.


'Yet, she really loves me. After all this time she still keeps seeing that father of mine. It's probably for my sake that she endures his character.'


Lately, whenever he would go back to his quarters, he would find some new bruises on his mother body and yet, he never saw Lily without a smile when she looked at him.


'I guess I should try a little harder in this life. I don't think I can live happily if I don't do my best to take care of her.'


A slight smile appeared on his face after this line of thought. Sadly, it was interrupted by a guard yelling to him:


"Hey, whoreson, the fuck are you doing smiling like an idiot while still carrying our water?"


He snapped back to reality and hurried himself to the group of guards to deliver the buckets.


"I'm sorry honorable sirs, I hope your training went well. Maybe you want to ease your mind ranting about how hard your workout is, which are the harder positions to maintain, how to--"


"Shut your mouth, the last guy you scammed was sent by the captain to clear the latrines for three months. No one will tell you anything, yet if you like helping us in the usual way I bet that there will be more than one candidate"


The guard interrupted Noah's facade before it even started. He was right though, in the previous two years, Noah managed to obtain some techniques by faking innocence in front of some lonely and tired guard. He would usually choose the ones that seemed excluded or bullied so that he could start some kind of connection with his status as a bastard and then he would ask them to show their forms and techniques in order to be "impressed" and boost their morale.


In the last year though, the higher-ups of the guards building started to notice his true intentions and chose to punish the guards revealing important information. They didn't dare punish him since he was still a young kid and, even has a bastard, he had the blood of the main family in his veins.


As for the "usual way of helping", it basically consisted of the guards hitting Noah a couple of times till he was on the ground as a form of "combat training".


It must be said that the combat training was still Noah's idea after he could not manage to scam any more guards. After all, in his previous life, he had basically no experience in fighting so it had to make up for that.


"I guess there is no other option. Let's go for a round, should be fun."


The group of guards cheered when they heard Noah's answer and started playing some hand games in order to decide who would have been the lucky one to teach that shameless kid a lesson.


In the meantime, Noah went to the training swords deposit to pick a short saber out of habit.


The guards building featured a large courtyard at the center in order to give the guards a spacious and private place to train. Noah only managed to get in thanks to his initial fake innocence and his diligence in doing their chores.


The deposit was on the side of the yard so after a couple of minutes he came back to the group of guards with a steel blunt short saber. The guards were, by then, used to this kid able to wield with quite dexterity the saber with his left hand.


"HAHAHA! Kid today is my turn, I'm still mad about the last time"


The guard standing at a distance from his group was 1.80 meters tall and had a burly musculature. He was bald and had a long curly beard, and hairy chest and bulging muscles. From his shirtless status, you could describe him as the archetype of the perfect soldier.


" Oh come on Micky, it was just a sword form and not even that well done!"


Hearing this, a tinge of anger rose in Micky as he started to get closer to Noah.


"Using weapon won't be fair since you are still a kid, so I will limit myself to these armpits. I know you are training the Ice-Fire revolving technique so don't expect me to go easy on you."


Micky sprinted toward Noah while using his arms in a crossed guard to cover his head and chest.


Noah went in a position he learnt from a sword style and waited for the right opportunity, shifting his weight on his front leg, ready to sprint at any time.


When the guard was one meter and a half far from him, Noah sprinted lowering himself to dodge the guard's charge and hide from his line of sight. He was basically half the guard height after all.


While he was sprinting he slashed his saber diagonally to the right leg of the guard.


CLANG!


The sound of metal against metal sounded as an armpit appeared in the saber's trajectory. The guard anticipated his move.


Without waiting any further, the guard pushed himself toward Noah aiming to hit him with his already lowered shoulder.


Contrary to the expectations, Noah did not dodge but twisted his left wrist holding the saber in a strange manner. The saber disappeared for a second only to reappear on Micky's neck without him noticing anything.


'I finally did it in real combat, I guess it's time to lose'


Thinking this, Noah let go of the saber and let the burly man hit him in the chest.


He flew for 2 meters before landing on the ground. Then he kneeled and coughed a bit of blood.


"You are lucky I went easy on you if I used my whole strength you would have been bedridden for at least 6 months."


After that, Micky cheered, happy to have triumphed on a 10 years old kid.


"You are super-strong Micky, now I should go home and rest. Your mighty strength is hard to digest."


Noah said getting up and hurrying towards his building. When he was on the exit he heard the group of guards laughing with an angry yell in the middle of the laughter that resembled his name...


In a room in the guards building, two figures were staring at the courtyard across a window where the group of guards was mocking a bald one.


"So, what do you think of him?"


One of the figures asked the other one


"He clearly won the round but still faked his loss. He is conscious of his position in the family so he tries to lay low as much as possible, yet he can't give up to his search for power. He's surely a genius, the rumors were not fake. I didn't think that he would learn the snake-wrist technique in less than two years..."
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                        "What is your opinion of him, instead, captain?"


The other man on the window thought for a while and then said:


"If Micky had used a weapon and his full strength that kid would not have had any chances. Yet, he used his age and appearance to his advantage, using our men as training for the few things he learned in these years. He is calculative, manipulative, fearless of pain and of great determination. That incident with the dragon 10 years ago must have twisted his mind to no small degree. To think that a kid can be so relentless in his greed for power scares me a bit"


Silence ran through the room as the two men kept on staring at the guards in the yard. That group, in the end, got bored of mocking Micky and agreed on a round of wine to end the day.


"So, what should we do with him, captain?"


"If that guy is left free like this it's just a matter of time before some major trouble will happen. It's pretty obvious that he will not stop his research for techniques, I just don't know how far he is willing to go."


"So, what should we do, captain?"


The other man repeated. After working together for so many years they had a tacit understanding of how their conversations went. Seeing the captain thinking with his eyes closed he kept silent waiting for his orders.


The captain opened his eyes and with a light sigh he said:


"We train him."


***

In the meantime, Noah returned to his quarters and found out that his mother was still closed in her room. Light moans could be heard if you listened closely.


He chose to take a bath to wash over the dust from the chores of the day, then he ate an abundant meal and went to sleep.


Around midnight, a servant came to his room to wake him up with a bowl of water. After sending the servant away he washed his face and put himself in a cross-legged position on the floor, breathing in a strange but rhythmic way. Seeing how smoothly the process went, you could see how used Noah was to this kind of process.


His body muscles would bulge from time to time only to return to the normal size with a slight increase of volume.


After about an hour, he woke up from his meditation with traces of sweat on his body.


'The Ice-Fire revolving technique is only a way to strengthen the body through forcibly absorbing yang energy during midday and yin energy during midnight, far from the standard of a cultivator. Plus, my body is now saturated with energy, so my limit is the strength of a 14-15 year old boy until my body grows up and allows me to absorb more energy.'


Then he got up and picked a short metal saber from under his bed. Flicking his wrist, the saber disappeared and appeared in another position from a different angle. After he did this exercise with both his hands for a while he put the saber back under his bed, then he lied on it and fell into deep thought.





'The snake-wrist technique is just a trick to surprise your enemies and finish them in one hit, it's not really worth being called a combat technique. Its usage is even limited by the quantity of Breath I can hold in my wrists. The other forms that I learned from the guards are either part of a set or are about weapons that I still cannot wield. What should I do now? The guards are wary of me by now and they won't reveal any kind of information. Do I really have to wait 3 years before officially applying for the family guards? This is way too slow, especially since I can't make valuable progress in these years.'


His stream of thoughts kept going for a while as he started to consider more illicit ways.


'I might steal some books from the guards, but that would require me knowing which techniques are worth the risk, who has them in the form of a book and it also would require me to escape from the mansion after that. There is the death penalty for crimes about cultivation and similar.'


Lily's face smiling to him appeared in his mind, a little grip formed in his throat.


'I don't think I can leave after all. To be more precise, I don't want to leave. Apart from my mother's problem, the technique issue still remains. I know this family has the techniques but I'm unsure of the situation of the outside world.'


Light struck his window, the sun was rising.


'Never mind, maybe I'm being too greedy. I always knew that I would have had to catch up with the lucky brats in the main family at some point. My body is still growing and the Ice-Fire revolving technique can keep up till I reach 18 years of age. In the worst case scenario, I can still be admitted in the inner circle through merits in the guard and scam some of the other descendants of the main family.'


'No, the worst case scenario is me scamming them and being killed out of their anger. Life here is too peaceful, I'm starting to forget my position. I won't be surprised if there is some servant giving information to the inner circle after the display of abilities in my early days.'


"Are you done with your reasoning, I'm getting bored of waiting"


Hearing this voice, Noah's body stiffened as he sprinted to the opposite point of the room toward the exit door. Then he bumped into something and fell on the ground, some blood went down from his nose into his mouth. The object he ran into was the body of the person talking that moved towards the door before he could.


'I can't escape!'


He was ready to turn back and pick the saber up from under the bed when the man said with a nonchalant voice:


"Relax, I'm not here to hurt you. Actually, I think you might like my offer."


After he talked again, Noah stopped and thought for a bit. Then he slowly turned around to take a look at the man.


He looked like an average man in his forties, 1.70 meters of height, no beard and some slightly long blonde hair. He had a playful face and a slight smile.


"Who are you?"


Noah asked.


"I'm the vice-captain of the guards of the outer ring,  William Challi. I'm here by order of the captain of the guards, we want to recruit and train you before you make some mess."


Noah was a bit speechless when he heard the words coming out of William's mouth. After a moment of pondering he asked:


"What kind of mess might I ever be able to do, some guards voluntarily gave me some pointers on how I should train."


He put the most amiable smile he could muster, after all, he was still in a 10 years old body.


"Cut the crap, we know that you learned the snake-wrist technique and that you faked your match with Micky. Plus, do you really want to keep scamming soldiers for some shitty technique like the Ice-Fire revolving technique? That thing is just an imitation of a cultivation technique"


Noah went from scared to know that his disguise was so easily discovered to dispirited when he heard that the most complete technique he learned was considered an imitation.


Looking at the smiling man in front of him he finally asked the only question that mattered in his mind.


"Will you make me a cultivator able to fight dragons?"


William was a bit taken aback from the honesty of such a question. He looked at Noah in the eyes and, sensing his determination, he chose to answer in full honesty. He sighed a little and, putting down his smile, he said:


"The road of cultivation is a personal road, people with the best techniques might not reach the level of the patriarch in their entire life, while people with just a simple respiration technique might cleave the sky in two. I won't hide it from you: I can't teach you the best techniques the Balvan family has but I surely will put you on the road of cultivation. Honestly speaking, this is the best bet you will be asked to take considering your position. So, what wil---"


"I accept!"


Before he could finish his speech, William got interrupted by Noah. Looking at him, he could now see that part of that honesty he had before disappeared, replaced by determination and scheming eyes.


'What a frightful kid, I can't lower my guard for even a second'


Putting back his smile, William happily said:


"Then from now on, you must call me Master!"
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                        The day after he accepted William as his Master, Noah went early in the morning to the guards building as per William instruction.


The previous morning he explained the situation to his mother and, seeing the new bruises on her body, he could not help but feel gloomy.


He entered the building and went straight to the first floor, apparently the men guarding the stairs were informed of his arrival and let him pass without troubles.


Before he put his foot on the last step, he heard the voice of William at the end of the corridor.


"You're early"


Watching the yawning figure that was now his master dressed in a white gym suit he felt a bit of trepidation.


He put up a serious expression and did a slight bow with his left fist in his right hand.


"Disciple was eager to learn, Master"


William didn't even look at him and gestured to follow him. Together they entered a spacious room with weapons on the walls and some wooden dummies sparse around.


Suppressing another yawn, William pointed at the floor:


"Sit, I'm not really good at mornings so I wish to explain everything just once, then you can ask me questions"


Noah almost immediately sat cross-legged on the floor. Yearning clearly visible in his eyes.


William sorted his thoughts for a little and then started explaining with a serious face:


"First, I want to make sure that you understand the reason why the captain chose to let you enter the guards. We can't have people scamming men for their rightfully earned techniques, especially a kid with your position. Weighing the pros and cons of the situation, we decided that it was better to use that greed of yours for our needs rather than punish you. So, remember to thank the captain for allowing you to keep your hands, when you see him."


A drop of cold sweat ran through Noah's back, he finally realized how reckless he was.


'The facade of the kid can't work against powerful people, maybe it's more right to say that they don't care that I'm a kid'


"Second, we won't gift you anything, a guard has to gather merits to obtain rewards and you will be no different but since you are now my disciple I will give you something to start with. Consider it as a loan that you will repay through serving in the guards. Do you understand me? You will have to spill blood for your family to obtain what you want"


William looked at Noah's eyes with probing intention. His situation wasn't exactly a secret, so it was reasonable to question his will to protect the Balvan family.


'I know what he wants to say. He is afraid that since I'm a bastard I might have accumulated hatred towards the Balvan, and use the guards as a mean to strengthen myself only to get revenge. He is not wrong but he totally missed my reasons.'


Looking conflicted and in thought, Noah lowered his head only to rise it with an even more determined face.





"Disciple understands!"


William stared at him, trying to decipher his face.


'If he is lying, he sure is good at it.'


Then he gave up on understanding the kid in front of him and resumed his explanation:


"Then it's settled. You are now the youngest member the guards of the Balvan family ever had. Our duties consist mostly in solving issues with bandits and magical beasts in Balvan's territory since it's the duty of the troops in the inner circle to personally protect the family members. I will explain more about missions later, now pay attention, I'm starting with the part you almost lost your hands for."


Needless to say, Noah's attention skyrocketed.


"You read the Yin-Yang system so I can skip the part about the Breath and elements. Human cultivation can be divided into 3 centers of power: dantian, body, and sea of consciousness that are deeply connected to each other."


"The dantian is in your lower abdomen and it's usually formed by the age of 15. It is the place where cultivators accumulate the Breath and, once accumulated, it will nourish the body and the mind as a consequence."


"The body is the shell of a cultivator, it can be nourished by flooding it with Breath and the stronger it is, the more stable your dantian and mind will be. You have already started nurturing it with the Ice-Fire revolving technique."


"The sea of consciousness is at the center of your brain and it's the place where your mental energy is generated and accumulated. Enlarging your sea of consciousness will not only give you more space to store mental energy in and raise its production, but it will also sharpen your senses and fasten your thoughts. It is said that at some level you can even start predicting imminent dangers."


"Now, you can start with your first round of questions."


Noah closed his eyes and repeated what his master said in his mind in order to memorize it. After scanning through the pieces of information a couple of times he found two things he was unsure of.


"Master, I have two questions: haven't you said that the Ice-Fire revolving technique is just an imitation of a cultivation technique? If the dantian is formed at the age of fifteen, does this mean that I cannot cultivate for the next five years?"


William's answer was immediate, as he had probably foreseen the doubts coming to his disciple's mind a moment earlier.


"Real body-nourishing methods use the Breath in the dantian to flood the body and nourish it. In comparison, the Ice-Fire revolving technique is just a process to forcibly store Breath in the body that will be naturally used as nourishment. The difference lays in the quantity of Breath used, besides the fact that the technique you practice can only accumulate a tenth of what methods using the dantian can accomplish. Moreover, you can clearly feel that that technique is bound to the physical limits of the body, while real body-nourishing methods can allow you to break those limits."


"As for the other question, yes, the usual age at which a human has completely formed his dantian is fifteen. Yet, as I told you, the three centers of power are deeply connected. Probably you have already sped the process of creation of the dantian up by practicing the Ice-Fire revolving technique. Who knows, you might have gained some months of growth already."


Hearing this, Noah's eyes lit up.


'This means that I can speed the process up by training the other two centers of power. Wait, something is strange, doesn't that mean that when someone trains all three of them at the same time his growth will be exponential?'


A confused expression appeared on his face. Eyebrows knitted together, he looked at his Master and was about to ask more questions when he got interrupted.


"You will understand more once you start practicing. Cultivation is innately an act of defiance against Heaven and Earth since we take its power and make it ours, so the process is extremely long and painful. Therefore, since the three centers of power are connected, if it's true that empowering one will affect the other two, it's also true that leaving behind one will slow the growth of the other two. But as I said, you will understand it once you step on the road."


William then sat on the ground and took out a pile of sheets from beneath his suit.


"I will give you a training technique for the sea of consciousness and let you choose a martial art and a body-nourishing method that doesn't need a dantian out of the ones I sorted out for you. These sheets are only the general description of the techniques so come closer and read them carefully. Remember to pick those in line with your personality and needs."


Before he could even put the sheets on the ground, Noah was already sitting on his knees in front of him.


'This fucking kid didn't even run this fast when he was running away from me'


Releasing a soft sigh, William added:


"Take note that you will have to change the body-nourishing method once you form a dantian and that the martial arts use Breath to express their true power, so for now you are limited to the one you accumulate in your body."


After the last warning, he laid the sheets on the floor, with body-nourishing on the right and martial arts on the left and watched with a slight smile this disciple of his reading them with fervent eyes. It seemed he could consume them with just one stare.


'He sure has the will of a cultivator, I wonder how far he can go'
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                        Noah chose to first sort out the pile of sheets on the left, the one having the martial arts.


'Five sheets:


Balvan sword style, a two-handed sword style created by the Balvan family, balanced in both attack and defense, perfect for soldiers. Breath will empower the thrust attack, able to shatter rocks. Rank 1;


Phantom saber style, a one-handed saber style made of peculiar moves hard to defend against, good attack and poor defense. Breath can make any of the willing body parts disappear in order to catch your enemy unprepared. Rank 2;


Flow of the sword, a two-handed sword style focused on deflecting your opponent's attack and counterattack at the right time, excellent defense. Breath can create a shield of air for a period of time. Rank 2;


Twin saber style, a one-handed saber style wielding two sabers, focused on speed, can defend and attack at the same time. Breath will enhance the perforation ability of the sabers allowing the wielder to cut without the need for the blade to touch. Rank 2;


Iron palm style, a weaponless style that uses hands as a weapon, excellent attack and maneuverability to strike. Breath will harden the hands of the user making them able to stop blades or release a shockwave to hurt the internal organs of the opponent. The hardening of the hands can be permanent with training. Rank 2.'


Noah fell deep in thought.


"Master, why is there a rank on the side of the arts?"


As if expecting the question, William seriously explained:


"The rank represents the potential of the technique when using the Breath, it basically defines how strong their effect and destructiveness can be. There is a rank for every technique and magic and there is a rank even for cultivators, but I will explain the cultivator's part once your dantian is formed."


Noah started to think again, looking at the sheets in his hands.


'I guess I can already reject the Balvan sword style since it's rank 1. The iron palm style seems cool, especially for the permanent hardening part, but I got quite familiar with the saber in these years so I should stick with it.'


Saying so, only 2 sheets were left in his hands.


'The Phantom saber style should be where the snake-wrist form came from, so I'm actually advantaged in learning this one, but it feels like it's a killing method against men, will a dragon fell for the invisibility trick?'


Like this, only one sheet remained in Noah's hands.


"I choose the twin saber style as a martial art."


William happily smiled and kept on nodding.


"Good choice, since you need to wield two sabers it will be a bit harder at the beginning, but you will soon understand that it is a style which fits every situation."


Noah shifted his attention to the group of the body-nourishing methods. He didn't notice that the smile on William's face had disappeared, being replaced by a worried expression.





'Mh, maybe I expected too much from a group of methods without the need for a dantian. Every technique seems similar to the Ice-Fire revolving one, they just add some peculiarity like more strength or more speed. At least they are all rank 2 so they should be better than my current one.'


He was almost ready to choose a nourishing method that would enhance his speed when he reached the last sheet.


'Rank 3'


The worry on William's face grew, as he stared with pleading eyes at the kid in front of him.


'Please don't choose that one. That is not a technique but pure torture.'


He didn't want to put that method in the block from which Noah had to choose but his captain thought differently so he had no choice.


"William, we have to respect his desires. If he gets in the guards and then finds out that we kept that method hidden from him, he might lose trust on us and revolt."


Such were the words his captain said to him the day before.


'Still, I don't think that a kid can understand the kind of pain we are talking about here.'


While William was lost in worry and thoughts, Noah was reading incredulous the rank 3 method in his hands.


'Forging of the Seven Hells, the peak body-nourishment of the ones that do not require a dantian, it equals the methods that require a dantian in terms of power, so if the user survives the treatment he will obtain a rank 3 body capable of blocking rank 1 martial arts and rank 0 magic spells almost without harm. In addition, since it's a body shaped by the Breath, it will have a better attunement with it, speeding its recovery and its manipulation. The treatment consists of breaking a fixed number of acupoints in a specific place in order to create an absorption vortex that will force the Breath of Heaven and Earth to enter the body and reconstruct the acupoints. Then the man must rest and let the newly acupoints shape and nourish the body for a period of time. Then he must repeat the treatment 6 times. Warning: extremely dangerous, the user must not lose consciousness during the process in order to manipulate the Breath or else there might be an error in the reconstruction process causing permanent paralysis or death. Warning: extremely painful'


Raising his head, Noah finally noticed the worried expression of his Master.


"Master, I think that in order to choose properly I have to understand in a better way the difference in ranks between the different arts."


William tried to hide his worry with a slight smile and said:


"Sure. Try to look at it in this way, the more variables you add into one attack the more powerful it is. The weakest of all is the body, which consists only in a strengthening, like reinforcing a wall. Then comes the martial art, which is a mixture of body and Breath, so of course, its power will be one time and a half higher than the simple body. In the end, there are magic spells, which use a specific element of the Breath you accumulate in your dantian mixed with mental energy to create spells, so they will be the most powerful and destructive. Generally speaking, a cultivator's highest rank is the body, while the level of his cultivation and mental energy is pretty similar. For now, just consider the dantian level as a form of fuel: the higher it is, the stronger its effects will be once used for martial arts and spells."


Noah shifted his gaze back to the sheet in his hand.


'The advantages of this technique are pretty awesome, I just don't know if it's worth the risk.'


"How much does it takes for a man with a dantian to obtain a rank 3 body with the orthodox way?"


William hesitated a bit before answering, and then he simply chose to tell the truth.


"If from the beginning a man trains a method for a rank 3 body, without going through methods for rank 1 and 2, it will take between 5 and 15 years."


"What body level am I right now? How much will it take with the orthodox methods once I get a dantian and while training a rank 2 method in the meantime? How much with this technique?"


A tempest of questions came out of Noah's mouth. If he had to risk his life he wanted to make sure that the benefits were way higher than the dangers.


"Right now, your body is below half rank 1, since your body is still growing and you trained in a method without the need of a dantian the results will be lesser if compared with the benefits provided by the techniques of the same rank which instead need a dantian. The same will go for the rank 2 methods below you. If you start training in one now, by the time you get your dantian you will have a body of rank 1 and a half, so to say, and you will probably reach rank 3 in 5-9 years. If you use that torture instead, it might take you between 3 and 5 years to complete the process."


Noah was a bit stupefied. The orthodox method didn't seem too slow at all. He was confident that with his rigid schedule, he would have achieved the rank 3 body in the shortest possible time, wasting about four to five additional years, but also avoiding such an extreme risk of his life.


He was about to reject the idea of going through the Seven Hells technique when he looked at his Master's eyes that seemed filled with shame. Then he thought of something and asked with a bitter smile:


"How hard is to get a proper rank 3 body-nourishing method?"


This time, shame ran through William for being found out. He lowered his head a bit to recover his composure and then said with a soft voice:


"You must enter the inner circle in order to request it."


Still smiling bitterly, Noah handed the sheet to his Master.


"Then I choose the Forging of Seven Hells method."
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                        William's fear came true, and he could not help but feel sad. After a moment of reflection, he straightened himself up and walked around the room. Then he started talking:


"I accept your decision and I will help you train in that method but I have some conditions. First, I want you to train your mental energy for six months and if after that time I won't consider you ready I will not allow you to begin the treatment. The second condition is that you will have to train the twin saber style with me personally. Will you accept?"


Noah looked at him a bit confused and rebuked quietly:


"May I know the reason behind these conditions?"


William stopped in place and answered:


"To withstand that kind of pain and still be able to manipulate the Breath you'll need a way stronger mind than the average man. If you train your sea of consciousness for some time you will increase your chances to survive the treatment. As for the second condition, I will be practicing torture on a kid and I don't really feel good about it. At least I will vent a little by training you and you might even raise your tolerance of pain during the process."


Noah was a bit taken aback from this answer, especially concerning its last part.


"Master, you don't have to force yourself to do the treatment to me if you don't want to."


"No one from the inner circle will help you do that and the only ones in the outer circle that can use the Breath skillfully enough are me and the captain. Yet, my precision in its usage is far better, so I'm the best candidate to perform it."


Noah fell into thought.


'Even though he tried to con me earlier, he's not a bad character. Well, it's either trusting him or going back to scam guards so I don't have much of a choice.'


"I agree"


Said Noah in the end.


"Wonderful"


Answered William, and then he took another piece of paper that was folded from a pocket in his pants. He handed that folded sheet to Noah and then started explaining again.


"Inside that sheet, there is written a rune called Kesier rune after the species of magical beasts they were obtained from. It is said that these beasts had such a powerful mental energy they could squeeze an adult man into a little ball of flesh with a single thought. They were similar to big monkeys and each of their kind had a different number of these runes embodied on their back, the more runes they had, the more powerful their mental energy was. When humans found out that they could use these runes to empower their mental energy, a big extermination begun, and of the Kesier species, only the runes remain now. The method to train the mental energy is the result of years of experimentation on these runes. Nowadays, there are three sets each made of three runes for a total of nine runes."


William paused a bit and then pointed at the folded sheet in Noah's hands.





"That one that I gave you is the first rune of the first set. When you will read it, you will feel a terrible pain in the center of your brain, which is caused by your first interaction with the sea of consciousness. Actually, there is a painless method to interact for the first time with the sea of consciousness but it will take you a week and knowing the kind of masochist you are I figured out that this method will suit you better. Go ahead and try reading the rune, after the pain comes, focus on it to enter your sea of consciousness."


Noah smiled a little at being called a masochist, he was just eager to get stronger, wasn't that the same for everyone?


He slowly unfolded the sheet in his hands till a strand of ink was visible. Immediately, he felt like his head was going to split open. He groaned, enduring the pain and hiding again the rune and then he focused on the origin of the pain.


He felt that he was in another world. The feeling of being on the ground disappeared and there was no smell, only the constant noise of sea waves was present. He opened his eyes and looked around him. He was sitting cross-legged in the air, his figure half transparent. Above him there was darkness, separated from him by a spherical barrier, beneath him there was an azure sea, with slight waves on its surface. After some seconds of pure amazement, he found himself back in the room with William staring at him, it seemed just one instant had passed.


"Master, can you explain?"


Asked Noah completely stupefied by this out-of-body experience.


"You have just seen your sea of consciousness. Consider it a personal dimension, where your thoughts, emotions and mental energy are stored. The bigger that dimension is, the more influence it will have on the material world. The water inside it represents your ability to think, so be careful when you train mental energy or cast spells because it will deplete that water, and once you are out of it, your ability to think will be greatly affected until the sea of consciousness is replenished. You might even faint in that situation and if it happens too often, you can even damage your sphere. Once the sphere is broken, your mind will shatter and you will just be a living body with no will or thought."


William was talking with a really serious face in that moment, it was hard to imagine how many men had shattered their own sphere trying to push their limits or overexerting themselves.


"The training method of mental energy is pretty simple, just memorize the rune. You will know that you have memorized it once the rune appears inside your sea of consciousness like it did on the skin of the Kesier species and looking at it will cause no more depletion of mental energy. Once you've done it you can be considered a rank 1 mage and you can learn your first spells after confirming your elemental aptitude. The ranks of mages go from 1 to 9 based on the number of Kesier runes in their sea of consciousness and they have an auxiliary title based on their rank. For rank 1,2 and 3 it's apprentice mage; for rank 4,5 and 6 is intermediate mage; for the rest of them is high mage. Basically, every wealthy family has a set of the first three runes, Balvan family should have the first five ones, while for the higher ones only the Shosti family or similar high-noble families might have them. Now, enough with the explanations, go back to your home and start practicing the first rune. I will send the twin saber style forms and descriptions to your lodging including another saber. I will see you again in one week from now to check your progress with both of them. Remember not to exhaust your mental energy!"
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                        Inside his room, Noah was staring fixedly at a piece of paper in his hands. The process seemed hard, as beads of sweat ran down his forehead and his eyes kept trying to close themselves.


'This is fucking hard! Keep going, keep going! Fucking eyes stay open!'


Noah was completely focused on his task and ignored everything around him.


As time went on, his hands started to tremble and his eyes become redder and bloodshot.


Inside his sea of consciousness.


Waves kept surging from the center of the sphere where Noah's half transparent figure was standing with closed eyes. A deep frown was present on his face.


The waves would crash on the borders of the sphere enlarging its circumference by few millimeters every time. As this process kept going the sea level would lower and right now it was already covering less than a quarter of the sphere.


Noah abruptly folded the sheet containing the rune and let out a long breath while lying on the floor with speed arms.


'I feel that my head is about to explode! My sight seems confused and even thinking makes the pain increase. Terrifying, this kind of training is terrifying! And I feel so sleepy too."


Some knocks sounded from the door of his room.


Noah cursed a bit in his mind, only to feel again an increase of pain that made him curse again.


He stood up while supporting himself first to the floor and then to the walls and went to open the door.


The figure of Lily appeared on the other side of the exit, carrying two old books and a case with a radiant face.


"Some guards took these to the building. They said that the vice-captain sent the-"


She interrupted herself seeing the state her son was in.


He looked incredibly tired. His face was ashen and his eyes were half closed and completely red. She noticed how he was using the door as a support to keep himself standing.


She hurriedly jumped on him and put her shoulder below his armpit as support.


She then moved to the direction of the bed yelling:


"What happened to you!? It's that William right? Or it's the guards? I'm gonna talk to the captain right now! I'm gonna-"


Before she could finish her venting, Noah sat on the edge of the bed and raised a hand to stop her from yelling any more than that. His head ached like hell but he forced himself to talk because he felt the need to explain something to his mother.


"Mum, don't worry. It's just a special training that will make me able to do magic one day. I exaggerated a bit because it was my first time doing it but I will feel better after I get some sleep. Don't worry, the guards are nice to me, they don't do anything against my will."


Lily halted from talking any more and looked at her son. Touching his black hair and looking at those icy blue eyes she felt warm from how similar looking Noah was to her. She then sat next to him an hugged him caressing his head.





'This son of mine is so stubborn. His precocity is surpassed only by his determination'


Looking at the kid in her embrace she observed how carefully defined were his muscles and the high number calluses on his hands. A bit of pride for such a hardworking son invaded her and so she broke the embrace and put him in front of her, her hands locked on his shoulders.


"Ok I won't do anything but you must promise to be more careful! I don't want to see you anymore in this pitiful state! And don't work too hard, remember that rest is also a part of the training process. And don't you dare anymore to skip your lunch otherwise there will be consequences! Do you understand me, young man?"


Noah felt extremely warm in hearing these words. But his focus was elsewhere.


'One, two new ones, and that's only as far as I can see'


He was counting the new signs of violence on his mother body, it was a habit he picked up since he saw the first one appear on Lily, it was about the time when he requested for a teacher.


"Ok mum, I promise, I'll be careful"


Said Noah forcing a smile.


Lily looked at him for some other time and then stood up leaving the books and the case she was carrying on the bed.


"I have to go now, I will ask the servants to bring you a big meal. Always remember that your health is the most important thing. As long as you're alive you can do anything!"


She then kissed Noah on his forehead and after a last look at him, she exited the room.


Noah kept looking in the direction his mother went, the smile disappearing from his face and his red eyes acquiring a coldness that he rarely showed to others.


'324 visible one till now, daddy is increasing his ratio.'


He would only see Rhys entering and exiting Lily's room randomly, never once his eyes went to the son of his.


'It seems that I can practice the mental energy only at night or my mother might see the after effects of it, I don't want to worry her'


As coldness enveloped him, the pain on his head kept going but he totally ignored it.


'I spent about 4 hours in the sea of consciousness, I can probably stay for more time if I force myself, I just have to understand the recovery rate with one night of sleep'


He looked outside the window and saw that it was probably still 5 or 6 in the afternoon. Then he shifted his attention to the books to his side.


'Twin saber style and Forging of Seven Hells, apparently my Master wants me to get accustomed to the treatment even if he hates it so much.'


He first picked the book describing the saber style and started reading it, ignoring the pain it caused to his head.


'It is indeed a complete martial art and the usage of the Breath seems a bit easier than with the snake-wrist technique'


In order to activate the true power of the martial art, one had to move the Breath according to a specific rhythm and pattern and then he had to synchronize this manipulation with the correct body movement.


'I can't really train it now since it might do more harm than good but tomorrow in the morning I will definitely start practicing it.'


He closed the book and opened the case, a short saber was inside it, the quality of it seemed to surpass the saber he stole from the training yard.


'What a nice saber, William is really taking this Master stuff seriously.'


Then he took a look at the book containing the Forging of Seven Hells method, in the meantime, an abundant meal arrived composed of rice and chicken meat.


Noah ran through the information of the book while eating, a bit of nausea arose from his stomach due to the strong headache but he forced himself to eat anyway.


'The Mad Doctor joined and founded at least 12 cults to do his experiments on body-nourishing methods. The cults were responsible for providing children of age inferior to 13 in order for him to experiment on them. At the end of the process, the Seven Hells method was created but the mortality rate only got lowered from 99% to 85% without considering the after effects that the treatment caused on the specimens.'


Noah stopped his reading seeing that the night came and felt completely drained.


'I'll go to sleep, tomorrow I'll start training with the twin sabers and I'll probably begin with mental energy late in the afternoon, I wonder if tomorrow I will see some changes from today's training.'


Thinking that he put the books to the side of his bed and the saber back in the case and went to sleep.
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                        The next morning Noah woke up at dawn, the first lights of the day disturbed him.


He got out of bed and was ready to go to wash his face when he stopped in place.


'I've never got disturbed by the first daylight before!'


He entered his sea of consciousness focusing on the center of his brain. When his half transparent figure opened his eyes he could see that the level of the sea resumed the original level of half of the sphere.


'So one night of sleep is enough to replenish half of the sea! I will test again late in the afternoon for how long I can endure the training'


What he didn't know was that since he was a transmigrator his mind was far stronger than that of an average kid of his age. Overall, his mental age was about 35 years old and the events of both his lives contributed on strengthening his mind even more, so it could endure looking at the rune for far more time than any young man. If a 10 years old child was to look at the Kesier rune for 4 hours straight, his mind would shatter.


When he neared a bowl of water and washed his face, he shivered a little. The water seemed colder than usual.


"Why the water is so cold?"


He asked a passing servant pointing at the bowl.


The servant put her hand on the bowl and looked at Noah with a confused expression.


"The water feels of the same temperature as always, young master. Is it possible that you caught a cold? Do you want me to call the madam?"


Noah was a bit surprised by her answer but then he thought of something.


'Is it possible that my perception of sensations got stronger with only one session of training? That shouldn't be so fast right?'


"No, it's fine, keep going with your work."


He dismissed the maidservant and went to eat breakfast.


'I will ask Master when I see him. Now I should focus on the twin saber style.'


He went back to his room, opened the martial art's book and picked the two sabers.


He did the same thing he used to do whenever a guard would "give" him a martial form or a technique: closing himself in his room and practice till those movements became a habit.


This time tho, he found difficulties in managing two sabers at the same time.


'I guess it's really harder getting used to it, as Master said. I can only practice more until I can use these moves in an actual fight'.


Like this, his day passed by.


Noah went out of his room only to get his lunch and spent the dinner reading the Forging of Seven Hells closed in his room. When he felt that he digested it was already night. He closed his book and took out the Kesier rune from his clothing. As his most important asset, he would always keep it with him.


He stared at the rune sitting on his bed and kept going until the level of the water inside his sea of consciousness was below 1/5 of the sphere then he folded the sheet.





Some retches ran through him but he suppressed them with closed eyes until they were gone. Only then, he looked outside the window to understand how much time he spent training.


'About 4 hours again, even by reaching my absolute limit. It seems that practicing all day has its toll on the mind otherwise I'm confident I could have held for about 5 hours.'


Even though he reached the limit his body could withstand, of about 1/5 of the sphere, he stayed in the sea of consciousness for the same time as the previous night. He added another question to the list of those he had to ask his Master once he saw him.


'If tomorrow morning I wake up completely fine too, I will keep going like I did today. Training all day is tiring and this terrible pain at the head is discouraging but I can hold on! What is a bit of sweat and pain confronted with power?'


Reaffirming his determination, he lied in bed completely exhausted both in body and mind and slept soundly.


In the morning, Noah woke up again at dawn, as soon as he noticed the light on his window.


Checking that everything went smoothly in his sea of consciousness and that apart from some soreness from his limbs he had completely recovered, he chose to repeat the same actions of the previous day. He would train from morning till mid-afternoon in the twin saber style, read the Forging of Seven Hells while eating dinner and digesting it and practice with the Kesier rune during the night till his body was on the verge of throwing up.


Like this, the day of his meeting with William arrived.


In the same spacious room from a week ago, Noah was sitting on his knees looking at his Master standing in front of him. He was waiting for William to finish his yawn before asking him to clarify some of his doubts.


"Master, ever since I began training my mental energy I can notice the light of the morning at the window during my sleep. Plus, everything seems colder or warmer than what it used to be and I'm pretty sure I can hear some servants whispering in other rooms if I concentrate enough."


Noah never slacked off in these days and the changes in his perception grew every day more evident.


William was a bit surprised when he first heard that but then remembered how stubborn his disciple was when it came to training. He thought that he should impose more limits on his training habits before Noah hurt himself due to exhaustion.


"It seems that you practiced really hard on the Kesier rune. I remember that when I first started practicing my mental energy at the age of 15 I could not keep going on for more than 2 hours before collapsing. I remember the captain called me a rare genius! Haha, don't worry, as you grow up your mind barrier will solidify and become sturdier, allowing you to train for more time."


Noah was left speechless, staring at his Master with wide eyes. William put a proud expression a thought:


'Yes, that's right, your Master is a genius. Are you comparing yourself with me right now, right?'


A slight smirk was on his face as he thought that he finally obtained some respect from the kid.


'Wait wait wait wait, is he saying that he collapsed ONLY after 2 hours? A rare genius, him? What is the double of a rare genius? Maybe because my mind has already undergone another life it can be considered as a fully formed mind, so I can train for the same period of time of grown-up men while being still 10 years old. Isn't the same as saying that as long as I don't slack off, no one of my same age will ever reach me?'


Noah's mouth became a little dry and then he gulped. Trying to shift the focus of the conversation away from the hours of training he questioned William about another one of his doubts.


"How much did you take, Master, to memorize the first rune?"


William smile grew and said with a proud smile:


"About 6 years, but I could have done it in 5 if it wasn't for the captain always sending me in missions"


'So, if I keep going like this I might actually become a rank 1 mage in 3 years! Maybe the process will be slower due to my still not formed dantian, yet it's extremely good!'


Noah already wanted to drop this talk with his master and go back in his room to train, he was eager to understand what it felt like to cast magic spells.


Willam dropped his prideful pose and looked at him smiling.


"Have you trained in the twin saber style too, right?"


"Yes, Master"


Answered Noah, that remembered the main reason he came here today.


"Do you want to show it to me?"


"Yes, please! Master, don't go easy on me."


Noah stood up and picked 2 training sabers from the wall behind him.


"Don't worry I won't."


Said William, putting his left hand behind his back and raising his right one to his chest, the side of the hand pointing at Noah.


Immediately, the atmosphere in the room changed.
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                        The atmosphere became heavier, Noah felt a little like suffocating.


He looked at the stern expression on his Master face and gulped, then released a long breath and got in a charging position with both his sabers pointing ahead.


'He is strong, way stronger than any guard I've faced and they are stronger than me already.'


William was unmoving, he didn't even seem to breathe. He stared fixedly at Noah's figure waiting for his move.


'He won't underestimate me like Micky.'


Noah's eyes became full of resolution.


'So I can only charge ahead and see how it goes.'


Once decided, Noah didn't waste any more time.


He charged ahead, in a moment he was in front of William aiming for a horizontal double cut.


A loud THUD resounded in his mind.


"Reckless, what's the point of wielding 2 sabers if then you use both of them to attack against an opponent of which you know nothing?"


Noah found himself on the ground, his left shoulder hurting.


'I didn't even saw his attack'


"Again!"


Ordered William. Noah stood up pointing with his right arm and went back into an attacking position.


Then he charged ahead again but made a feint before entering William's range of attack and twisted to his left slashing with his right saber, the left one was held still to cover his head.


THUD!


"A feint can only work if your ability to perform it surpasses your opponent ability to see through it. Again"


This time it was his right leg to hurt. Noah slightly sensed something after he made the feint but it was too fast for him to react and so he ended up again on the ground.


Like this, the day went on.


THUD


"If you use a jump attack on someone faster than you, you are just cutting off your road of retreat."


THUD


"Whenever you try to use your height to your advantage, your opponent will do the same with his peculiarity."


THUD


"Aiming for my blind spot was smart but I'm a cultivator! I don't have blind spots because I can sense you clearly with my mental energy."


THUD


"I'm almost moved from your perseverance but even throwing your saber won't work"


THUD


"You sure are stubborn but that won't get you anywhere until you understand the lesson of today"


THUD


This time William didn't speak, he just looked at the kid full of bruises in front of him. He was pointing with trembling hands and legs at the floor with his sabers. His breath ragged and his whole body full of sweat yet, his eyes were still staring at William with fervor.


"And... Cough... What would be today's lesson about?"


Asked Noah confused.


"Tell me, my disciple, what can you do against an opponent faster than you, stronger than you and that you can't outsmart?"


Noah lowered his eyes and thought for a long time, then he answered with a questioning tone:





"Nothing?"


William half smiled sighing softly.


"Quite but not totally right. The only thing you can do is giving up. You must understand that sometime you simply can't win, even if you put your everything on the line, no matter how unjust it can be."


Noah looked at his Master smile. He had nothing to say, he was right.


"Today I wanted to make you understand this and also train you a bit, but your stubbornness carried on for 3 hours so it's best to call it a day. I'll see you again in a week at the same hour and same room. Now go to rest and don't do works that require your body."


And then, William left. The atmosphere relaxed and Noah could not hold on the sabers anymore and fell on the floor. He coughed a couple of time and then went in a cross-legged position.


"Fuuuuuuu"


He strongly exhaled with his eyes closed and then tried to resume a normal rhythm of respiration.


A smile appeared on his tired face.


'He is incredibly strong! From start to finish I never saw his movements and only sensed them a little. This mental energy stuff is incredible, a cultivator is incredible! I wonder if he would be able to stop a bullet from my previous world. Hahaha, I love this! The more I see a cultivator the more I want to become one! So much strength in just one man! A hand to stop 2 swords, a hand to stop a dragon! I want to train more, I want to get stronger, I want to forge my life with my own power! Who cares if I die again, this is the first time I felt so alive in 2 lives!'


Then, the image of Lily appeared in his head and his smile became more complicated.


'I guess I should first solve her situation otherwise I won't be at peace'


The smile disappeared and he opened his eyes, resolution was everywhere in his expression.


'Either way, I need strength to do both things, so my course of action can only be more training.'


He stood up with difficulty and carried himself back on his room. He ate a large meal and studied both the manuals till after dinner, then he carried on looking at the Kesier rune.


The next morning, he woke up with his body hurting all over the place but he didn't care. He stuck with his schedule with even more passion. Steadily but surely, he was becoming stronger.


The next week he arrived even earlier at the appointment with William. This time he actually had to wait for his Master to come.


When he entered the room he looked at the disciple looking at him with expectations and could not help but to shake his head.


'And here I thought that he learned something last time.'


He yawned shortly and then took a wooden stick from the wall behind him.


"Today we will exchange defense and attack and I will point out every mistake you make by hitting you with this."


He pointed at the wooden stick in his hands.


"Come on, start attacking me."


Noah hurriedly stood up and took 2 training sabers. Then he directly charged at William with his sabers crossed in front of him.


THUD


The tip of the stick hit his head as he fell back in guard.


"Your body must be more crouched to use that type of charge so to protect your whole upper body. Again"


Noah tried again with the same charge but following his Master advice this time.


THUD


The stick struck the point where the sabers crossed and pushed them back on Noah's chest.


"Put some strength in those arms. How can your weapons protect you if you let them hit your body"


And so, Noah charged again.


THUD


The stick hit the same spot as before but this time Noah held on and deflected the stick entering in William's guard but when he was about to strike he heard a voice coming from behind him.


"That wasn't bad, now try with a different form."


The William in front of Noah had disappeared and reappeared behind him.


Noah looked at the smiling figure behind him and shook his head to suppress any thought of cursing him.


This way the morning passed with William perfecting Noah's technique.


"Today was good, see you next week."


Noah was in a pitiful state but this time managed to make a bow before his Master exited the room. He was really grateful for the time William invested in him, and today he really did some great progress. He could not wait for 7 days to pass!
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                        Life went on peacefully in the outer ring of Balvan mansion, the only peculiar thing was a little kid going every week to the guards building.


At first, he would always come out of the building full of bruises but as time went on, the wounds on his body diminished and a faint pressure was created around him.


Today that same little kid was seen early in the morning again as he marched towards that guard's building.


'It's been 2 lessons since I last got hit. I wonder if in today's sparring Master will again raise his level'


Since his second lesson, Willam kept on engraving the forms of the martial arts on Noah's mind. After 3 months of conditioning, his techniques were near perfect in their execution so his Master chose to raise the level of the training. They started to spar freely as William would hold himself back only to raise his level when Noah managed to consistently hit him. Now tho, the condition was fulfilled twice already by Noah but his Master would still not raise his level.


Entering the usual room, Noah was surprised to find his Master sitting cross-legged on the floor waiting for him.


No traces of his usual sleepiness was present as he was staring at a fixed point of the room with vacant eyes, probably in deep thought.


"Master, you're early!"


William's eyes regained its focus as he stood up and looked at his disciple with a complex expression.


"Can you use the Breath in your style?"


Noah was taken aback by this question.


Since the Breath in his body was limited, his Master always forbid him to release it during their spar or his personal training. Noah's schedule was always so full that he could not find the time during his day to refill it with the Ice-Fire revolving technique. His Master knew this, so he chose to forbid its usage and let it focus on nourishing the kid's body. As such, Noah only manipulated it during his training, without ever releasing it. Today tho, things seemed different.


"I think I can, even if I never used it in an actual fight I should get the hang of it in a couple of tries. Why is that?"


William did a light smile as a bit of warmth was exposed in his expression.


During these months he began to understand better his disciple. He would always smile and speak seemingly without thinking too much but he knew how things really were. Noah was ruthless, he treated his body and mind like a piece of metal going into forging. If the body would not bend he would hammer it till it did, no matter how much pain he would suffer in the process. If his mind was weak, he would heat it till its effects would reverberate to the body, causing a constant nauseous feeling lingering on him.


He knew how much Noah trained and how determined he was in his search for power, so Willam could not help to give birth to some kind of affection for him and even respect.





'This kid saying that he might do it in a couple of tries, does he knows how much does it usually takes to do it? What a pity, if his position was different he could have taken things slowly and have a bright future, with his talent and perseverance it's just a matter of time before he even surpasses me. Yet, the guys in the inner circle will never allow for someone from outside the family to become too strong, especially someone that might have reasons to get revenge on them.'


The complicated expression on William's face became more evident as he exhaled a sigh.


"Do you know how much time has passed since our first meeting?"


Noah thought for a little and then realization dawned upon him.


He was so engrossed in his training that he forgot about the passage of time but when his Master asked the question he understood.


"That's right, almost 6 months have passed and your progress with mental energy have long since surpassed the standard I had set for you. Next week we will begin the treatment, so the Breath in your body is not that useful anymore. It's better to start with the real martial art so to have some advantages if you manage to survive next week."


Noah's expression became serious.


'The time has indeed come, the life I was living was too perfect to continue, I almost forgot that all my training will be useless if I don't push my body to the next level.'


Thinking this, he went to the usual wall to pick 2 sabers as he stared at his Master with resolution.


"No reasons to waste time then, right Master?"


The slight smile on Noah's face was a blow delivered to William's mind.


'Does he really not care about death?'


He shook his head to repress the thought and took the usual wooden stick and pointed it at Noah.


"Then come at me like we always do, but this time try to mix some Breath attacks in the spar. You should be able to do 3-4 of them before the Breath in your arms depletes."


Hearing these words, Noah waited no more. He charged at William swiftly with his body crouched so low it seemed he would fall on the floor anytime.


When his Master entered in his range of attack, he thrust both his sabers in a diagonal uppercut infusing Breath according to the art's instruction.


Yet, his timing was a bit off and the result was only a simple double uppercut that William blocked easily positioning his stick horizontally.


"Almost, again."


Noah rushed again, this time in a cross-slashing position but the result was the same as before.


"Concentrate! You can do your forms almost perfectly and I know you can move your Breath according to the instructions, you only need to synchronize them!"


William knew that the process of synchronization wasn't so easy as he said but wanted to increase the pressure on his disciple. The only thought in his mind was how to increase the chances of survivance of his disciple. He wanted to increase his handling of the Breath even of just a little before the treatment.


Noah, this time, didn't immediately rush to attack him but closed his eyes to sharpen his mind, his only thought became the rhythm of the twin saber style.


When he opened his eyes he was ready for the last attack.


He exhaled slowly and then charged at William with a horizontal slash.


William mentally nodded and received his attack.


A piece of wood fell on the ground, it was half of the stick in William's hands.


William stared astonished at the saber laid on his throat.


'That... That's a perfect execution! I aimed for him to slightly dent the stick, never would I imagine that he could cut right through it with some blunt weapons!'


Noah realized the situation he was in and hastily retracted his sabers. Some sweat was on his face and back, apparently using a martial art synchronized with Breath was way more tiring than what appeared.


"I'm sorry Master! I didn't realize I could actually cut through it, luckily I stopped myself at the last moment."


William cleared his throat and touched the spot where the saber was lying just a moment ago.


"Don't... Don't worry, it's fine. Do you think that your Master is so weak that a mere disciple could hurt him? Hmph! I have a rank 3 body, do you think that a martial art of rank 2 powered with your poor Breath can actually-"


He had to interrupt himself seeing Noah pointing at his throat. A drop of blood was slowly falling from there.


"You wretched disciple don't be so smug about it!"


Noah could not help but laugh a little when he saw his Master lose his cool but then William calmed himself and looked seriously at Noah.


Noah understood that now was the time for his last instructions before next week so he listened attentively.


"Next week don't climb the stairs for this floor but wait at the bottom of them, I will meet you there. I will perform the treatment in another place after all the screams of a kid are not the happiest sounds to hear."


Noah gulped when he heard the word "screams" but then focused again, he had already decided to put his life on the line.


"If you survive, you will probably spend a week bedridden in order for your body to get used to its new acupoints, so remember to inform your mother about it. The day before the treatment don't practice anything, and I'm talking seriously here. The only thing you are allowed to do is rest and read the tome about the Forging of Seven Hells, your condition must be at the peak when you undergo the process."


William looked again at Noah, smiling this time.


"Now go, sharpen your mind even more if you can. Next week it's life or death."
						




                    


                
				
                    14. Lie

					
					

                    
                        When he went back to his room, Noah felt tired.


Even if the meeting of today was short and only half of the morning passed, the depletion of Breath from his body caused tiredness to envelop him.


'To think that with just that little Breath that I have I can make a blunt weapon cut, I wonder how much more powerful the twin saber style can be with an actual dantian. It's understandable why cultivators give so much importance to the dantian; if it can accumulate a higher quantity and quality of Breath every technique the user use will be exponentially more powerful. The difference will be really too big.'


Sitting on his bed he engraved the sensation of the execution of his last attack.


'That sharpness of mind must be my normal state from now on, no! It must be my starting point! I can't rely only on the sheer quantity of my mental energy I must also refine it in an orderly way in order to speed up my thoughts and my learning process.'


One of his biggest secrets was that his mental energy was progressing at an astonishing rate, in these 6 months since he started training it he raised of half an hour the time he could stay in a training session. The effects of this increase were evident as he would learn faster every lesson his Master imparted him and his ability in manipulating the Breath became more precise and smooth.


Inside his sea of consciousness at the center of the sphere, there was a slight disturbance in the space above the sea. It seemed that something was about to appear but could still not consolidate itself.


'During this week, I must focus completely on the Forging of Seven Hells and on increasing my mental energy. Training in the twin saber style will be used as a rest when I need to take a break. I can't lose any more time.'


Deciding himself on the new schedule for this week he immediately got to work and used all his attention to read and memorize the body-nourishing method.


At night he practiced hard on the Kesier rune.


In the morning he spent some time in meditation, trying to maintain the sharpened state his mind experienced with his Master, then he would practice the forms on the twin saber style for about 2 hours. The rest of the day was dedicated to the memorization of the nourishing method and the night was used to increase his mental energy.


Like this, days went by till the day before the appointment with William.


As per instructions, Noah didn't practice the martial art nor trained with the Kesier rune but spent the day reading the Seven Hells tome and focusing his mind to sharpen it.


During lunchtime, he went to see his mother.


Noah knocked at his mother door lightly saying with a firm voice:


"Mum it's me, I got something to talk to you."


After some moments, the door opened and Lily's figure appeared with a radiant smile and said happily:





"It's so rare for you to look for me, I believe that if it wasn't for your need to eat you would spend all your time training."


Noah instinctively looked at her body before focusing again his eyes on her face smiling lightly.


'4 more since the last time I saw her.'


His father was growing more violent as time passed, and Noah had the sensation that it was linked with his success in entering the guards.


"It is actually about training. I will go on a special training with my Master tomorrow and he said that it will take a week or so for it to be completed. So I'm not coming back here starting tomorrow."


Lily instantly got worried and wanted to ask more about this training but then realized that her son had somewhat changed. His eyes were more focused, his presence was more imposing, he seemed like a rock standing in a river constantly resisting the flow of water.


She knew her son. She knew that he had decided to take part in this training and that nothing will make him change his mind, so she limited herself to touch his cheek and ruffle his hair a bit.


"Promise me that you won't do anything reckless or dangerous."


"Don't worry mum, my Master will be with me all the time and he is really strong so there is no real danger that can affect me."


"I don't care, promise it to me anyway"


His mother plead was resolute and unmovable.


"Ok mum, I promise, I'll be careful"


He lied as her mother kept on staring at him. Then she hugged him and adjusted his clothes a bit.


"Then you are free to go but remember to not force yourself too hard, the work of a mother is to take care of his children while they are still young after all."


***

Back in his room, Noah was inside his sea of consciousness.


He was not training, he was simply focusing all of his mental energy on the treatment of tomorrow, reviewing the various steps and setting his mind for the task.


When he thought that it was enough he left his mental sphere and lied in bed.


'Now that I lied to her, I really can't allow myself to die.'


And then he went to sleep.


The next day he went to the appointed place where his Master was already waiting for him with a stern face.


He lightly nodded seeing the focus and determination in Noah's eyes.


"Do you have some question before we move?"


Noah thought a little and then asked softly:


"Is the place where we are going really soundproof? No one will hear me right?"


'Should he not worry about his life? Is he worried that his mother might hear him?'


"Yes, the place where we are going to is the underground prison of the outer ring. We are used to keep and torture prisoners there and no one ever noticed. Even some of our men don't know where the place is so you can rest assured."


Noah nodded, erasing the last doubt from his mind.


"Then I'm ready."


Willam nodded and then started moving toward the bottom of the corridor.


"While we go there I want you to repeat to me the procedure, so I will be sure that you won't make mistakes."


Noah started explaining:


"The Forging of Seven Hells is a treatment consisting of destroying 7 acupoints on the back of the specimen in order for the body to naturally create an absorption whirl that will accumulate the Breath of Heaven and Earth on his back. Since the absorption process is chaotic the specimen must be conscious during this process in order to direct the Breath in the place where the 7 acupoints were destroyed and reconstruct them with a mixture of their leftovers and Breath. The specimen must also use his mental energy to hold together the newly created acupoints until they solidify and connect completely to his body. The last step is to endure through the transformation the new acupoints will cause to the body of the specimen and then wait for his new body to be filled with Breath completely in order to go through this process for 6 more times."


William stopped at the end of the corridor and tapped on the wall in front of him in seemingly random points.


The wall then went back on itself and slid to the right showing a dark and rocky passage that went downward.


"We are almost there, now explain to me the dangers and advantages of this method."


Saying so, he started walking through the passage and Noah followed.
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                        "The biggest disadvantage is the high mortality rate of the treatment since one mistake in the process might cause the specimen to die. Then there is the difficulty of the process since the specimen must actively control the Breath while his body is being destroyed and reconstructed. There is also the problem that the destruction process can't be made by the specimen itself since the acupoints are on his back and there is the need for a skillful helper. The specimen can't, also, practice any different body-nourishing method before finishing the 7 cycles of the treatment since the acupoints on his body are still fragile and can't withstand any different process of nourishment. Last is the worthiness of using such a process since the specimen can just wait for his dantian to be formed and then use an orthodox nourishing method instead of risking his life. It is said that the Mad Doctor, the creator of the method, had his dantian severely damaged but didn't give up on cultivating and that's why he came up with this method."


Noah kept explaining while he was following William down the rocky passage, his Master would only nod every time he finished a sentence.


A sound came from behind them as the source of light was cut, it was the wall closing again by itself.


Only then Noah noticed some little lights at the bottom of the passage that were wooden torches fixed on the walls of this cavern.


With his mental energy already quite strong, it was not a problem for him to keep going down even before his eyes got used to the darkness.


"The greater advantage once completing all 7 the cycles is that you will obtain a rank 3 body extremely sensitive to the Breath, so it will enhance your usage of martial arts and vastly strengthen your senses. The reason the body can be considered of rank 3 is that after 7 cycles the quality of Breath will equal a dantian one so the level of nourishment will be the same. Plus, differently from any other nourishing technique, the Seven Hells method doesn't need meditation using forms or postures to refill the Breath in the body because the acupoints created will keep absorbing Breath according to the cycle the specimen is in continuously until the body is full of it. At last, when the treatment is over, the body will work like a smaller dantian, so the cultivator absorbing process will be faster and his storage space will be bigger. It is to underline that most of these advantages will diminish in effectiveness once the cultivator steps on a higher realm."


While Noah was speaking, they passed a number of metal cells, mostly empty. Only some of them had chained people inside of them. They were no more than skin and bones.


After some time they turned to the right and passed through a metal door, entering a room full of torture tools.


Willam pointed at a rusty metal table with metal handcuffs on both its sides.





"Take off the upper part of your clothes and lie down with your belly pointing the ground, I will tie you to the table and give you some piece of cloth to bite. Then we will begin."


As Noah was about to take off his clothes, Willam put a hand to his shoulder and asked hesitantly:


"From now on there is no turning back, this is your last chance to stop yourself from doing something you might regret."


Noah smiled a little seeing how concerned Willam was and answered honestly:


"There is never been a way back for me Master, not since this bastard, son of a whore, had the stupid dream of becoming strong."


Then he undressed and with his half-naked body he lied down on the metal table with arms and legs spread and his back pointing at the ceiling.


William felt a bit of pity.


Heaven and Earth were fair to everyone giving them talent and methods to become strong, yet humans were greedy and monopolized the methods in order to obtain even more power.


'If it's power you seek, you must serve under those that can teach you how to obtain it. I wonder what would have I done if I was in this kid situation'


Observing this 10 and a half years old kid lying on the table used to torture prisoners, William steeled his resolve and got near to him.


First, he chained both his arms and legs to the handcuffs and then he took a piece of cloth from inside his sleeve and put it in Noah's mouth.


"I'm going to begin, I will destroy the 7 acupoints in the order described by the Mad Doctor then you will be on your own. Good luck."


William put his hand on Noah's back and concentrated.


He scanned the body searching for the precise position of the acupoints and, once he found them, he gathered 7 slivers of Breath from his dantian and inserted them on the boy's back.


"I'm gonna start."


Noah tightened his grip on the chains ready for the wave of pain.


CRACK


The first sliver of Breath detonated destroying one acupoint with it.


An indescribable pain ran through Noah as he let out a scream through the piece of cloth in his mouth.


"GHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!"


He felt his back shattering as he convulsed as to try to run away from the pain inside him.


William remained impassible since he knew that he could not lose his focus on the other 6 slivers of his Breath


"Now two more!"


He yelled.


CRACK CRACK


Two more slivers detonated destroying the corresponding acupoints.


This time Noah felt as someone was using a hammer to keep on smashing his already broken back.


Even while he was screaming and convulsing, Noah repeated the same simple sentence in his mind.


'ENDURE IT! ENDURE IT! ENDURE IT!'


His entire focus was on staying conscious, during this process his extraordinary progress with mental energy showed its fruits.


But William could not wait for him to get accustomed to the pain.


"Three more!"


CRACK CRACK CRACK


Noah stopped trying to control his body, or to say it better he could not control his body anymore.


If it wasn't for William holding him down on the table he would have probably torn out his own hands and feet from the shackles.


Traces of blood appeared on the cloth inside Noah's mouth as he kept on screaming without end.


He entered a frenzied state where he could not understand if he was thinking something or yelling it. Yet, the sentence in his mind was still the same.


'ENDURE IT!'


"Last one!"


CRACK


This time, the pain didn't increase but a familiar feeling dawned on him.


'This is... death? So it's a race between the death of the body and the reconstruction of it! Bring it on!'


The whirl was being created and Willam kept on holding down Noah's body in order to let him focus on the reconstruction.


Through all the pain and the feeling of his body dying, Noah finally felt the presence of the Breath on his back. It was being accumulated at fast speed and was lingering over him.


'Now!'


Ignoring all other sensations, he solely focused on the Breath drawing it towards the 7 places where his acupoints once were.


The Breath entered the now empty spaces and accumulated until they were full.


After the spaces were full, Noah used the remaining Breath over him to close off the space around the new acupoints waiting for them to form.


Little by little, the Breath mixed with some bone shards started to solidify and to link themselves to his skeletal and circulatory systems.


Another wave of pain assaulted Noah as the newly acupoints forcefully fixed themselves on the already existing parts of his body, but he was ready for it.


He kept holding on with his life slowing sliding away, going toward a darkness that he knew too well.


Then the first acupoint ended its solidification process and completely fixed itself within Noah's body.


A wave of strength ran through him as the acupoint started working.


Then it was time for the second one, and then the third, till all the 7 new acupoints started working properly inside Noah's body.


He held on the barriers he created to isolate the process for fear of something going wrong but feeling the darkness getting further and further away he started to relax and slowly released his concentration.


With this new life invading his body, drowsiness took control of him as he fought to stay awake but at that point, William held his head and said with a whisper:


"It's ok, you did it. You can rest now."


Noah's last mental resistance fell hearing these words and he collapsed unconscious on the spot.
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                        When Noah woke up, he found himself in an unknown room lying in a bed.


His mind was foggy and he tried to turn his head to have a better look around him.


Immediately, a wave of pain came from both his back and head resulting in a grunt from the young man.


"You better not move, only two days have passed and your body still needs to recover. Your mind too was exhausted so you better not think of using this time forced in bed to train."


William's voice sounded from the side of the bed, he was holding a book as he casually browsed through its pages.


"Did the treatment succeded?"


Noah asked with a low voice.


"You really don't have anything else in your mind, do you? Yes, everything went well and as the nourishment of the first cycle goes on, you will break through the barriers of the rank 1 body and stabilize in its early stage."


William closed the book and took a basin full of a green liquid from a table nearby.


"Drink this, it will work as a meal and will speed up your recovery process."


He held the basin on Noah's mouth and slowly poured the liquid inside paying attention not to make him suffocate.


A cold sensation invaded Noah as he forced himself to drink the soup, ignoring the pain he felt from gulping.


When he was done he felt sleepy again.


"I think I will sleep some more, Master."


Then he closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep.


William shook his head but a smile was everpresent on his face.


'The treatment was actually worse than I thought but he handled it well. Such determination and such mental energy, I feel blessed having such a disciple.'


Willam sat down on the chair on the side of the bed and picked again the book he was reading. He wasn't going to leave his disciple side until he was fully recovered.


It was only 3 days later that Noah was finally able to stand up from the bed on his own, though with a bit of effort.


William was still on his side and could not help but feel amazed.


"In only 5 days of rest, you can already stand up, the advantages of the Seven Hells method sure are amazing. Even your mental energy completely recovered yesterday, I believe that in another day you might be almost at your full strength."


Noah was trying to feel the changes in his body while he was standing, he clearly felt the absorption force on his back that was constantly providing Breath to his body speeding its recovery process.


"It is indeed wonderful, Master. I think that after my body is fully recovered and the Breath focuses on nourishing it, my strength will rise exponentially!"


William shook his head, noticing how since he became this kid's Master shaking his head had become a habit.


"For now just focus on your recovery and on getting used to your new strength, from next week onward we are going to spar using the Breath every session since its replenishment won't affect anymore your free time."





Since he said that, Noah became excited and focused wholeheartedly on resting.


The following day, Noah went back to his lodging and was overwhelmed by questions by his worried mother.


After managing to hide the dangerous parts and eating more than he ever had in his life, Lily let him free to go back to his room, satisfied of the time she spent with her son.


Noah's life went back to his previous rhythm with the only difference being his weekly sessions of training with his Master being more heated.


They would spar all morning and Noah's usage of the Breath synchronized with the twin saber style grew in ability with every session, with his Master addressing his fast improvement to the Forging of Seven Hells method.


Yet, his biggest progress was still his mental energy.


Right now he could train with the Kesier rune for 5 hours straight, apparently, his mind got stronger after holding on against the pain of the treatment.


'It seems that the experiences one goes through in life can strengthen the stability of the sphere in the sea of consciousness. The stabler one mind is the more it can endure its exposition to the rune.'


Noah realized this after another night of training in the mental energy.


Two months had passed since that day in the torture room, and he felt that his body had reached some kind of limit, yet his 7 acupoints kept on absorbing Breath so he tossed the idea of undergoing the second treatment away.


His head hurt, like every night after he stared at the rune for many hours but that pain could not make him flinch anymore.


'After surviving that day, I'm afraid my concept of pain got a little twisted.'


He smiled lightly and then went to sleep.


Early in the morning, when the sun had yet to rise, he abruptly woke up feeling some uneasiness in his body.


He stared at himself and noticed that his pores were secreting some black substance that had a nauseous smell.


Not knowing what to do and thinking that it was an after effect of the Seven Hells method, he hastily jumped outside the window in his room and ran toward the guards building, falling from the first floor only caused him a little discomfort as he activated the Breath in his body to reinforce his lower body.


He ran way faster than he ever did in his life, but he was too worried to notice it.


When he arrived at the first floor of the building he hastily called for his Master.


"Master, help! There seems to be a problem with my body."


William was a cultivator of the age of 41. He cultivated for more than 20 years. A person like himself would notice when someone ran near his room but would usually ignore it since he loved to sleep.


Today though, he was forced to wake up listening to the call for help of his disciple.


He hastily left his room and looked in the direction of the voice.


Noah was covered from head to toe of some black liquid that had a terrible smell.


From his expression, you could see how worried he was.


William, seeing him in that state, smiled at first but then got a bit angry at himself.


'Shit, I totally forgot to explain it to him. If I told him earlier I could have kept on sleeping. Well, how could I know that it would have been so soon.'


He yawned and then rubbed his still sleepy eyes.


Seeing the relaxed attitude of his Master, Noah calmed himself a little and waited patiently for an explanation.


"So what's the problem?"


Said William a bit irritated.


Noah was surprised.


'Isn't it obvious?'


He thought.


"Ehm, I woke up in the night with this dirt coming out of my body. Could you please explain what is happening to me, dear Master?"


William put a surprised expression and acted like he didn't notice anything until Noah mentioned it.


"Oh that. Well, your body advanced to rank 1."
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                        "Eh?"


Noah was first surprised, then happy.


Only now did he inspect his body. His 7 acupoints where absorbing Breath at full speed and the limit he felt last night disappeared. His body felt light but was sturdy and full of strength. He also seemed to have a better perception of the Breath inside his body, as it felt a little empty.


'Now that I think about it, I've never run so fast in my life and my sight seems to have improved. Logically speaking, my other senses should have had an improvement too.'


He kept staring at his dirty body with curious eyes. He had to stop cause his Master scolded him.


"What are you doing still here? Go take a bath, you stink!"


William pointed at a door at the start of the corridor while holding his nose with the other hand.


Noah happily bowed and went hurriedly through that door. Inside the room, there was a large basin that Noah supposed was used as a bathtub and some buckets full of water.


He washed himself carefully and then took a white kimono from a pile in the corner of the room. When he went out his Master was waiting for him in the corridor. He was dressed in a tight dark green gym suit with a sword sheathed on his back.


"Since you woke me up you will have to come with me. I have to retrieve some special herbs for a mission the only problem is that a group of four-eyed wolves has recently made the place where the herb is found their lair. Those magical beasts are just rank 1 and even of the lower level so you should be able to easily take them down even if their number is around 15. I could do it by myself but it's about time you have an actual fight and you can even familiarize with your new body since you are at it. Go to your room to pick your sabers and meet me at the main gate of the defense wall."


Noah was instantly excited and almost forgot to make a bow when he was about to leave.


He happily ran back to his building to pick the two sabers hidden in his room and since he had no sheath for them he just tied them to his waist with pieces of a blanket.


'A fight to the death! This is totally different from a simple sparring with Master. And this body is amazing, I did nothing but run today yet I'm still not sweating. Even the Breath stored in my body is increasing, right now I should be able to attack with it at least 7 times just using the one in my arms!'


The advantages of a rank 1 body were already this evident with just some hours of nourishment.


'I wonder how much time has to pass before I can go through the second cycle.'


The sudden increase of power made Noah totally disregard the pain and dangers of the treatment, leaving inside him only an endless eagerness to become stronger.


When he arrived at the main gate of the Balvan mansion he found Willam waiting for him with a sleepy face, apart from his previous outfit he had a leather bag in his hand.





Looking at the shabby way Noah tied his sabers he could not help but shake his head.


"Did you forget to steal a shelter from the guards last time?"


Mocking him a bit, he threw the leather bag at the feet of his disciple.


Noah looked inside the bag and was surprised to see two short sheaths inside it, with a leather belt that could hold them.


'He really thought of that too.'


He could not help but smile when he saw how caring his Master was of him.


He hastily replaced his gear with the one in the bag.


When he was done he bowed deeply to his Master trying to express all his gratitude to him.


William nodded at his figure right now that even though was that of a kid, resembled a bit more the one of a warrior.


No master would like a shabby disciple after all his appearance would reflect on the image of his master.


"Follow me, we are gonna run to the wolf's lair immediately and take care of them."


Noah was a bit surprised.


"Are we not taking horses?"


Horses were the main form of travel in this seemingly medieval world and a stable was situated right before the main gate in order to provide its services more rapidly.


"You are a cultivator now, even if a weak one. Your body broke through rank 1, and even if it's not as fast as a horse, it can still run pretty fast. Plus you seem to forget that we are going to fight against magical beasts, a normal horse can only run away at their sight. Come on, I will explain things more in detail as we run."


William exited the gate and started running with Noah trying to follow him hurriedly.


This was the first time in his life that Noah left the mansion and he could not help but look around with curiosity and the green fields surrounding him, at some mountain in the distance and at Evergreen forest.


William saw his behavior and did a snort internally, raising his speed to force Noah to focus on following him.


'You are gonna fight for the first time and instead of being agitated you waste your time looking around, I guess he really is a kid.'


Noah and William sped in the direction of the forest that was at 3 days of distance on a horse.


After about 15 minutes of running, when the mansion was quite at some distance away from them, William started explaining.


"The four-eyed wolf is a magical beast the size of 3 meters, it generally has a pale-yellow fur and, as its name says, it has one pair of eyes on each side of his head. Its attacks consist of scratching and biting like every other wolf, and of a mental shockwave to momentarily startle his prey. With the steadiness of your mind, standing your ground against that attack is a stroll in a park so don't be too worried about it."


Noah lowered his head a bit to cover his complicated expression.


The reason was that no matter what level of mental energy his Master thought he had, he would always have way more of it.


'I know I can trust him but there is really no way to explain the transmigration thing to him. I'll just let him think of me as hardworking and with a high proficiency in it.'


William didn't notice the change in expression on his disciple and kept on with his explanation.


"Before, I said that the four-eyed wolf is a rank 1 magical beast so I think it's time to explain the ranks of a magical beast. It is humans who give a rank to the species of beasts based on their strongest attribute. For example, the four-eyed wolf has a rank 1 body but its mental attack is below that threshold, so the rank 1 of their species is given by their body."


Noah was really interested in this part of the explanation since he could never read something more specific about the cultivation world due to the fact that all the books about it were in the inner circle library.


He was about to ask which rank the dragon that attacked 10 years ago was when William continued speaking.


"Yet, Heaven and Earth are fair and since humans have a higher intellect and can create techniques to better express their strength, magical beasts have an easier growth process. Other than absorbing Breath naturally they can get stronger by eating other living beings full of Breath like magical beasts or cultivators. This causes innate aggression in their behavior and often causes cannibalism to happen inside their groups."
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                        "And what happens if they get strong enough to break through the limits of a rank?"


Asked Noah.


They were now running for 30 minutes and traces of sweat appeared on Noah's face, yet his Master seemed completely fine and continued to explain.


"They evolve, or to put it simply, they hibernate themselves for a period of time and when they wake up they will have a boost in all their natural abilities. Let's say, for example, that a four-eyed wolf of rank 1 was to evolve. Its rank would be 2 cause of its body but it would also have a rank 1 mental attack which will make it extremely more dangerous than its rank 1 version."


Noah finally had a better understanding of the evolution process of magical beasts and could not help but be a bit envious.


They had just to eat and sleep to get stronger while humans had to train nonstop only to take small steps toward a higher realm.


This time, William took notice of his disciple's expression and smiled a little.


"I know what you are thinking but don't worry, you will see humans advantage when you fight those beasts."


Noah was surprised but did not fully understand his Master words.


He started to focus his mind on the imminent battle trying to anticipate the worst possible outcome.


They moved for 20 more minutes till they reached a small hill, there William stopped and took a sack of water from inside his suit.


He passed the sack to Noah and said with a serious face.


"Over this hill, there is the wolf's lair. Their number amounts to 15 so you should be careful not to get surrounded. You will go alone while I will be watching closely enough to intervene if something bad happens. Remember all our training and don't be stingy on using the Breath until you have a complete understanding of your strength. Catch your breath a bit and then go, don't worry, you won't be in any danger."


Noah became even more serious in hearing these words.


He took a small sip from the sack and sat cross-legged on the floor to steady his breath.


He looked inside his sea of consciousness, where the faint shape of some lines was forming at the center of the sphere and checked that he was at peak condition.


'Do not hesitate, do not make mistakes. Be wary of your surroundings. 15 wolves to go.'


He exhaled with force and then stood up, his mind was ready and his body felt no fatigue, there was no reason to waste more time.


He unsheathed his sabers and started climbing the hill paying extra attention to anything that got perceived by his senses.


When he reached the top he could see the wolf's lair at the bottom of the other side of the hill.


The wolves were 3 meters long and 2 high, had 4 big and sharp eyes and yellow fur.


10 of them were lying on the ground, seemingly sleeping, while the other 5 were on guards on the sides of the sleeping group. A slightly bigger wolf was at the center of the pack, he was probably the alpha one.





'If I charge I will be completely in the open, there is no way I can catch them by surprise but there really seems to be no other option. Maybe if I run at full speed going down the hill and using the Breath I can land a couple of hits on one of them. Yet will it be enough to kill it? And then what about the other 14? Fucking Master, why can't you explain things properly'


He thought for a bit more but he really could not find other ways to get an advantage on them.


'Well, if I screw up, Master will just come and save me, so I might as well go all out.'


Steeling his mind, Noah concentrated and then jumped downward toward the lair.


He boosted his speed with the Breath in his legs and crossed his sabers in front of him.


He was fast! A rank 1 body using the Breath and going downhill reached an explosive speed.


Yet, Noah seemed not to notice as his mind was completely focused on taking out a wolf before they could surround them.


In a few breaths of time, he was at the bottom of the hill with one of the wolves staring at him.


As if it recognized some form of danger, it inspired as to prepare a howl to warn the other members of its pack.


Before it could though, Noah jumped horizontally and slashed at full strength toward the head of the wolf.


The saber, empowered with the Breath, cut the wolf horizontally from its head till half its body like it was butter.


The wolf was dead on the spot!


Even Noah was stunned for a second by the perforating ability of the twin saber style but was immediately forced out of his amazement seeing that the other 4 awake wolves were ready to give the warning signal.


"AUUUUUUUUH"


Hearing the howl, Noah hurriedly took out the saber from the wolf corpse and jumped to one of the howling ones.


He was right in front of it before it even finished howling and without wasting any time he slashed at his head.


Even though he used less Breath than the first time he still felt almost no resistance from the wolf skull, as his saber pierced right through his brain.


The light in the wolf's eyes disappeared since it died and this gave Noah the signal to jump on another target.


Suddenly, a shockwave hit his sea of consciousness, the remaining 3 awake wolves attacked together in order to stall for the other members of the pack to get up.


The attack was like a shrill sound inside Noah's mind, yet his sphere did not even tremble being hit by it.


'So weak!'


Noah thought as he jumped right through the pack slashing at two wolves that were almost on their legs.


Two half-circles of blood were created in the air as the two sabers slashed vertically the heads of the two wolves.


This time Noah felt some resistance as he used even less Breath than the last time.


'I can use even less of it and still manage to cut right through their skulls with my body strength. 11 to go!'


Blood continued to flow as Noah moved around slashing at the heads of the wolves in the pack until a shrill sound way stronger than the one before made his mental sphere lightly tremble.


The alpha wolf was staring at him with venomous eyes as it used a mental attack together with the remaining 7 wolves.


Noah felt a bit of pain coming from his head, but it was so soft confronted with what he had been through that he didn't even stop for a second in his slaughter.


He would use less and less Breath to deal with the wolves as he estimated the strength of his body and he moved too fast for them to encircle him.


If a wolf jumped at him he would cut it in half with a double vertical slash, if it came from his side he would rotate on himself to deal a devastating blow.


The onslaught continued till only the alpha wolf remained, it had a large wound on his neck since he managed to avoid the clear hit on his head.


'This one is a bit stronger than the others, after all, it was the only one that dodged one of my attacks even if barely. Well, I must consider that I'm getting tired, so my speed is diminishing. Next time, I must aim for the stronger ones first.'


The wolf was still looking at him with anger but there was fear now in its eyes.


Noah slowly got closer while the wolf retreated, yet the wound on his neck was too serious to heal on its own.


The wolf so tried a desperate attack, jumping with its jaw open toward Noah.


He watched the fangs of the wolf getting closed and then dodged at the last time to his right, delivering an upward slash to its neck.


The body of the alpha wolf fell on the ground and its severed head rolled for some more distance.


After killing all of the 15 wolves he finally had some confidence in his ability!
						




                    


                
				
                    19. Threa

					
					

                    
                        Noah breathed roughly.


Now that the battle was over he was overwhelmed by the tiredness of his body.


Even if he decreased the quantity of Breath as he got used to killing the beasts he still had almost none left.


He constantly used the one in his legs to boost his speed and agility and still used a bit of the one in his arms to activate the perforating ability of the twin saber style.


He sat on the bloody ground to rest a bit and allow his acupoints to refill the Breath in his body.


"You did a good job for your first time."


William arrived from behind him, smiling and carrying some flowers in his hands.


"So now you know why I told you that you would have been fine?"


Noah nodded and answered shortly.


"I use a rank 2 martial art, with just their rank 1 bodies they stood no chances."


William nodded.


"Yes! Martial arts and magic spells are what make humans the overlords of the world. A rank 2 martial art can damage a rank 3 body. The same goes for a rank 1 magic. Of course, if you don't have the corresponding quantity and quality of Breath you won't be able to fully use the potential of the techniques and you will be heavily limited in their usage."


Noah reviewed the battle he just had in his mind as he was waiting for his body to recover.


'I indeed wasted a lot of Breath during the battle and no one of the wolves could keep up with my speed so it was a one-sided battle. But I might run out of Breath if an enemy keeps dodging and that's if I consider my opponent a magical beast. Against a cultivator with the same martial art rank as mine, how would things go?'


He didn't like the answer he found.


The limits of having limited Breath were evident.


William shook his head, he could vaguely understand what his disciple was thinking.


"You don't seem to realize that no other kid of your age can slaughter a pack of rank 1 beasts without even getting hurt."


'Right, I almost forgot that I'm not even 11.'


He really did forget his age in this world for a moment.


His morale was lifted a bit.


The duo waited for 10 minutes before Noah stood up and nodded to his Master, signaling that they could go back.


When they could see the main gate of Balvan mansion, William got closer to Noah and spoke with a low voice.


"I believe that you acupoints will stop working soon since you advanced so you will be ready for the second treatment. After you enter the second cycle I will let you take on guard's missions."


***

Inside the guards building, on a table in the courtyard, 5 men and a kid sat in a circle reading a sheet in their hands.


The kid was, of course, Noah.


He was wearing a black gym suit with two sabers tied on his back inside their respective sheaths and his black hair was combed in a simple ponytail that fell on his back.





6 months passed since his fight with the four-eyed wolves and other than becoming 11 he also went through the second treatment.


He was still short since his body was still growing but his body seemed exceptionally sturdy with distinct muscles lightly bulging from his small body.


'Even though by now I've been in the second cycle for the same time I did with the first one my acupoints are still working at full speed. My body should be in the middle tier of the first rank right now.'


He thought before focusing again on the sheet in his hands.


Written on it there was the description of a mission and the reason for this group of guards gathering together.


'Lilun village, 5 days of travel by horse going south. Request for help due to continuous attacks from giant spiders, presumably a nest of ironclad spiders is inside a cave nearby. The mission consists of finding and destroying the nest.'


Noah raised his eyes from the sheet and looked at the frowning faces of his companions for this mission and waited for their group captain to explain further.


The group captain was called Mason and was a senior member of the guards of the outer ring. He was a tall man in his 50ies, with a long black beard and short red hair. His weapon of choice was a big two-handed axe.


Mason was waiting for everyone to finish their reading before nodding when he noticed the other 5 people looking at him.


"First, you must know that the ironclad spider is a rank 2 beast and apart from a really hard body it doesn't have any notable abilities. The only problem is that they reproduce at a really fast rate so their nest will probably be filled with newborns of rank 1. We will take the classic approach for the mission: get to the village, find clues about the nest, extirpate little by little their population. Any questions?"


No one seemed to have any objection until a guard of the group stood up and pointed at Noah.


He had only one eye and a deep scar that cut the now hollow eye cavity. He was a little shorter than Mason and was bald with a short beard. Yet, even though he was pretty tall, he was also quite fat and sweaty.


"I have only one question Mason, why the fuck are we taking a kid with us?"


Some of the other guards in the group seemed interested in Mason reply as to indicate that they had the same doubt.


Noah didn't even look at the fatty as he waited for the captain answer.


"The vice-captain vouched for him, so he can come and help us. And Balor, when this mission starts you must refer to me as captain or group captain."


Mason answered calmly but at the words "help us", the fatty named Balor exploded into laughter.


"This one was good, group captain. You could have just said that part of the mission was to babysit this kid cause his mother was busy serving the inner circle. Hahaha, help us!"


While he said so he neared Noah as to put his arm around his neck.


"Don't worry little kid, we will take good care of you, and maybe you can make me meet your mother in exchang---"


Balor stopped talking, or to better say, he had to stop.


A saber pointed at his left eye and the kid he was trying to hug with his right arm disappeared.


A threat sounded from his left side.


"Try to touch me, you fat pig, and I'll make you blind."


Noah was staring at him with icy eyes, the coldness he was emanating was intensified by his now extraordinary mental energy, it caused pressure to fall on Balor mind as his legs went soft and he kneeled on the ground. Yet, the saber always followed his remaining eye like it was attracted by it.


Noah kept looking at him applying mental pressure on the guard's mind.


Then he moved the saber toward the powerless guard and retracted it only when it was about to cut him.


After that, Noah sat back on the table as if nothing happened.
						




                    


                
				
                    20. Siege

					
					

                    
                        The guards were surprised but nodded internally at such a show of power.


They were soldiers, after all, they respected power.


The captain didn't seem to care too much as he was used to these kinds of events being among soldiers all his life.


"Since everything is settled, the meeting is over. See you tomorrow at dawn, I will take care of renting the carriage but remember to take some provisions with you. Clearing that nest might take more time than we imagine."


The group got dismissed and everyone went their way, yet Balor took a bit more to get up since his legs still had no strength.


'That fat idiot, I really hope he won't cause problems to me in this mission. At least, the other guards should trust my abilities a bit now'


Noah was still irritated by Balor's previous act.


He didn't know if it was the mocking of his mother, his daringness even though he was weak, or simply his aspect.


'On the bright side, I'm finally going to fight rank 2 beasts, I was getting bored of only sparring with Master.'


He went back to his room and packed things for travel. He ordered the servant to make some portions and checked that everything was ready.


He had only one doubt.


'Should I take the Kesier rune with me? I can't train in it since I would be exhausted after every session and I can't allow me to be weak while in a mission.'


He was about to hide the sheet under the bed when he thought of something and happily put the rune in his suit.


'If I train for only a couple of hours it should be fine right?'


If his Master was to listen to him saying something like that he would probably beat him up.


Two hours were nothing for Noah as the second treatment made his mind even firmer.


***

The next day he was the first to arrive at the courtyard.


As the other members of the group arrived, they would nod at Noah and wait for everyone to gather.


The only exception was Balor who did not even try to hide his resentment and hate for Noah.


Noah didn't care enough to pay attention to him and when the last man arrived they moved together toward the main gate to pick their carriage.


When they were on the road, Mason, from inside the carriage, cleared his throat to get everyone's attention.


"In order to have better teamwork, we should introduce ourselves and our weapon of choice."


The guards of the outer ring were a group of soldiers that amounted to a bit more than 100 people so it was safe to say that they knew each other at least superficially.


'Is he doing this for me? He wants to get on William's good side?'


As Noah thought, Mason was trying to do a favor to him because of his relationship with the vice-captain.


"I'm Mason, one of the eldest in the group of the outer ring, I use a big axe."





The other guards didn't seem to hate the idea and answered shortly.


"Luke, bow and knife".


"Robert, longsword, you can call me Rob."


"Eddy, longsword."


Balor only snorted but two heavy hammers were placed to his side as a self-explanatory answer.


"Noah, sabers."


Silence fell inside the carriage which was particularly awkward.


Robert took out some dice form his backpack smiling radiantly.


"I brought these with me, someone wants to play even and odd?"


It was a simple game where you had to bet on either odd or even and the result of the rolling dice would decide the winner.


The soldiers quickly agreed to kill their boredom with only Noah and the captain remaining on their seats.


Like this the 6 days of travel passed, since a carriage was slower than a horse, setting a campfire every night and playing games during the day.


Noah would manage to sneak up some hours of training in the rune when everyone was asleep but never forced himself over the 2 hours limit since that would affect too much his condition and he wanted to be ready for any danger.


On the evening of their 6th day of travel, the shape of a village appeared in their sight.


There was smoke coming from it and the light of torches was creating a red halo in the darkness.


"Something is wrong."


Said Mason.


"Get out of the carriage, we run there and check the situation as soon as possible."


The group of 6 got out and ran at full speed toward the village.


Noah was the fastest, even though he didn't have the most powerful body of the group, he was smaller and had a lighter weapon, so he sped like a bolt leaving the other soldiers behind.


'Finally a battle!'


He really got bored in these 6 days since he could not train or spar with anyone.


The village was getting closer in his eyes as screams and vague orders were becoming more clear to Noah's ears.


When he was about to enter the perimeter of the village he unsheathed his sabers ready to fight.


Inside Lilun village, the scene was terrible.


Big spiders with dark gray bodies were freely killing the powerless commoners and carrying their corpses away.


The men of the village were trying to set up a line of defense to allow the women and the children to escape but they weren't more than a meat shield that could only stop the spiders' tide for some moments.


Blood flowed continuously on the ground as the villagers were stabbed to death by the sturdy legs of the spiders and then carried away on their back, the brown ground was transformed in dark mud by the battle.


An ironclad spider managed to pass the human wall and reached for a screaming woman holding a child in her hug, trying to block the imminent blow with her body.


SHRIIIIII!


The sound of metal sliding against metal sounded as the woman mustered her courage to look at the scene behind her.


A little kid, not older than 12, was staring at the spider corpse at his feet.


A deep cut ran for half its head and green blood flowed from it.


The spider body was 1 meter and a half long and its head made only 30 centimeters of it.


She was about to ask if it was him who saved her and her son but stopped seeing the frowning expression on the youth's face.


'I didn't use that much Breath but the results were way less than I anticipated. A rank 2 body sure is amazing, if I didn't go through the second treatment I'm afraid I could be able to kill only 6 or 7 of them before having to rest.'


The ironclad spiders had an incredibly tough body, as their name suggested, their defenses were top tier in the range of the rank 2 magical beasts.


The other soldiers caught up with Noah and were surprised to see that he got rid of one spider in that short amount of time.


An 11 years old kid that was able to take down a rank 2 beast wasn't exactly a daily sight!
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                        "What do we do captain?"


Mason came back to reality and watched his surroundings.


The spiders seemed satisfied with their reaps and slowly retreated carrying around 40 corpses on their backs.


The eyes of Mason became resolute as he ordered.


"We stop as many as we can. I don't know why they are stockpiling food but we cannot allow so many of them to run away like this. Luke, you will follow those that escape and find out where their nest is. Good luck!"


He waited no more and went in pursuit of the beasts, the others followed behind him.


The group focused the spiders busy with the transport since they could not counterattack and in their poor intelligence they did not set any defensive formation around them.


Noah used his speed to appear in front of them and deal a clean lunge to their heads, which was his best method to spare Breath against their tough exoskeleton and still finish them in one blow. Meanwhile, he used his mental energy to pay attention to the guards' fighting method.


Mason would use his big axe to deal devastating blows not caring about hitting the corpses on the spiders' backs.


He swung his weapon with great dexterity and momentum creating his personal area of destruction as he advanced in the middle of the retreating group of beasts.


Noah could not help but think that if he got struck by one of those swings he would die on the spot.


Eddy and Rob had more difficulties.


Their martial art was the Balvan sword style which was rank 1 so its effects were limited against a rank 2 beast specialized in defense.


After they realized that they were only wasting energy, they used their swords to slow as many spiders as they could waiting for some of their companions to finish them.


From time to time, a sharp sound would run between them and a spider would fall dead on the ground with an iron arrow struck deep in its head. Luke was helping them from some distance away as he followed the faster specimens returning to their nest.


Balor was doing fine. His strikes were not precise but had great momentum, with his body weight added to his hammers one, every downward strike would kill or heavily injure a spider.


The slaughter continued for 20 minutes with only a small part of the beasts group managing to escape.


More than 30 spider corpses were scattered on the ground staining the terrain with green blood. The corpses of the villagers were either reduced to a pulp or heavily mutilated from the battle.


"Haha! The bodies of the ironclad spiders are really useful to the creation of magical weapons, when the inner circle comes to clean up we will be greatly rewarded!"


Balor exclaimed happily, and Eddy and Rob followed suit smiling radiantly.


Only Mason and Noah were frowning deep in thought.


'These beasts never reacted to our presence, they were only concerned on retreating with the dead villagers, something doesn't feel right.'





He looked in the direction of Mason and saw that he was probably thinking about the same thing.


He raised his eyes from the ground and looked at Noah shaking his head, neither him, with his experience, found an answer to the strange behavior of the spiders.


"We will know more once Luke comes back, let's rest at the village for now, maybe the villagers' stories can enlight us."


Noah nodded while the other 3 men looked confused by the captain words but chose to follow his orders anyway.


They needed food and rest after this battle, and the mission was far from finished.


Back at the village, Mason asked questions around but in the end, he found nothing useful.


He exposed what he had learned to the other four while they were eating some soup made of the leftovers inside the village.


"The attacks started around a week ago. At first, the spiders would kill the livestock of the village and carry it back to their nest. When the livestock ended, they targeted humans with the same pattern: kill and bring back. The situation escalated till the invasion of today. According to the elders of the village descriptions, this was the highest number they attacked with, so we can assume that they are increasing the number of their group."


Noah frowned.


'This makes no sense, there was selflessness in their actions, they didn't even protect themselves!'


"We killed quite a lot of them though, I think we can assume that their number in the nest should not go over 60."


Rob argued trying to lift the group morale.


The door of the house they were in opened as Luke's figure appeared. He calmly sat on the opposite side of Mason and took a drink from Eddy's soup.


"The entrance of the nest is at a few hours of travel going East. It is an underground cave naturally formed. I followed the spiders inside for a bit but then opted to retreat for fear of being surrounded."


Mason nodded and asked.


"What do you think of the situation?"


Luke took another sip from Eddy's bowl.


"It was strange, I could clearly tell that they were amassing food but there were a lot of spider's corpses inside the cave. It's like they are undergoing a forced reproduction only to eat their offspring."


Rob was disgusted thinking about this and cursed loudly.


"A beast, even if a magical one, is still a beast in the end."


Noah was even more confused now, their behavior made no sense. If they needed food to reproduce themselves why would they eat their offspring? What was worth dying for, for a magical beast?


Mason reviewed all the information he had and made the attack plan.


"We gather some resources tonight and then set an encampment in front of the entrance of the nest. Tomorrow morning, we will go inside to explore and clear the cave. If we cut their replenishment of food and diminish their numbers little by little we will be completely safe while still completing the mission. Get ready, we depart in one hour."


No one objected, so they got ready and by midnight they had set a fireplace 50 meters from the entrance of the nest.


They took turns to keep a night watch.


When it was Noah's turn, he could not suppress the faint sense of danger that the cave made him feel.


No matter how much he reviewed the information he had, he would always feel that he was missing something.


'Selfless magical beasts, continuous accumulation of food, cannibalism. What is actually happening?'


Nothing that could link all these pieces of information came to his mind.


He calmed himself and sorted his mind, he was ready for the battle coming in the morning.
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                        At dawn, a group of 5 men and a kid stared at the entrance of an underground cavern large 2 meters and tall 3. It went downward till eyes could see and was completely silent.


"The passage will go on for about a kilometer and then will divide itself in different directions. I only know in which direction the spiders went last night cause I stopped there."


Luke explained.


"I will be in the head, the rest of you follow tightly."


Mason ordered and went in, the rest of the group followed with Noah at the center of it.


The passage was made of rocks and terrain and didn't seem too stable and, as they moved on, the light of the sun could not reach their position.


The passage was growing darker which made the group advance slowly.


Mason was being very careful of where he stepped since he knew that, in the enemy's nest, even a little sound could cause a catastrophe.


The passage got larger after some time and they could stand side to side, then they arrived where the cavern split into different branches.


Luke pointed at one of them and Mason went directly inside.


They walked for about an hour before the passage split again.


The light was scarce and the air was stifling wet but the group had to wait until Luke found some traces of the beasts to decide in which direction they had to explore.


"There are no conclusive traces, well, there are signs of their passage in all 4 the directions. I advice we take the rightmost since there seems to be light coming from there."


Mason thought a little and then decided on following Luke's advice.


They moved again and after another hour of march, the cause of the faint light coming from the end of the rocky corridor showed itself.


A big basin occupied a space of some hundreds of meters square and, at the center of it, a lake was situated which glowed with faint blue light.


'Water that glows?'


Noah was surprised, he never heard of anything like this.


He looked around to see if any one of the group knew something.


Mason's eyes were wide open like his mouth hung on his jaw.


Noticing Noah's gaze he recomposed himself and talked in a soft voice.


"I might have an idea of what that is and if I'm right we could not need to work anymore for the rest of our life. Yet, to be sure I must look at it closely."


Everyone attention was picked by Mason words as they started to stare at the lake with greed.


'Strange, the concentration of Breath seems higher than the surface.'


Noah could feel his acupoints slowing their work as the air had a higher percentage of Breath in it.


Before he could investigate any further, Mason moved toward the lake.


On the walls of this big space, there were countless holes of different dimensions and on the ground, there were countless bones belonging to different species.





'Ironclad spider's legs, human skulls, those should belong to a sheep.'


As they were getting closer to the edge of the lake the numbers of body's remains grew as it grew the concentration of Breath in the air.


When they reached the lakeshore, Mason could not hide his excitement anymore.


"Yes, I'm sure. Inside the lake, there must be a Breath blessing, it's a legendary mineral that can attract Breath, the inner ring will pay any price to get it, imagine our rewards if we bring it back!"


Everyone stared at the center of the lake, trying to find this legendary stone with their eyes, they didn't notice that the sound of crawling started to resound in the basin.


Noah was the first to pay attention to the sound as his alertness and mental energy were the highest in the group.


"They are coming!"


He unsheathed his sabers without hesitation.


The men were started awake by Noah's warning and cursed loudly when they heard the sound coming from every direction.


Spiders crawled out from the holes in the walls, they were of different dimensions as some of them were still rank 1. Yet, at least 50 of them were rank 2.


"Don't panic! We might get wounded but we can handle their numbers."


Mason yelled looking at the hundred of magical beasts surrounding them.


Suddenly, the bones on the shore of the lake rose as a figure that was hidden beneath them was revealed.


It was 3 meters long and had 8 long and sharp legs. 3 pairs of eyes were on the sides of its face and 2 big pincers protruded from its mouth.


"Rank 3!"


Luke yelled but the mighty beast did not hesitate.


It shot one of its legs at Noah that blocked it but was sent flying for a couple of meters.


"RUN!"


Ordered Mason, as the group moved in the direction they came from, uncaring of the spiders in their path.


Noah jumped on his feet and followed them a bit behind.


'Fuck! My hands are still trembling from that blow and I think my sabers cracked a bit. Why the fuck I didn't reach this conclusion, it was obvious! The only reason a magical beast would be so selfless is that something more powerful than it gave the order! I'm so stupid! I have to run!'


He sped through the pack of spiders like he was a shadow, crouching and jumping to avoid their legs.


The other guards had already reached the passage and were swinging their weapon to force the blockage of spiders, when Noah arrived they had already proceeded and new spiders came to block his escape.


Without wasting any time he executed the best forms he ever did in his life and killed 2 rank 2 spiders on the spot only to continue speeding toward the passage.


Inside it, more spiders were crawling out from the walls using their powerful legs to obstruct the road but Noah didn't care.


He let them scratch and cut his skin in order not to waste any time.


When he arrived at the place where the first passage was, Balor was there preparing to enter. He didn't seem in a good condition as wounds were all over his fat body and blood flowed out of them.


He looked at Noah speeding toward him and smiled.


"Don't worry young man, I'll definitely tell everyone of your brave attempt in holding back those beasts to allow our escape. And don't worry about your mother, I'll be sure to console her properly eheh."


Noah's eyes widened hearing these words but he could only look as the man in front of him raised his hammers and struck the wall on his side.


The passage walls could not hold the impact and crumbled in front of him, while Balor was speeding on the other side.


"NOOOO!"


A rough yell came out of Noah's mouth as his only way out was destroyed in front of him.


'Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!'


"Fuck you, you worthless pig, if I ever come out of here alive I'll make sure to kill you personally!"


He could not contain his curses.


Meanwhile, spiders kept coming in his direction leaving him no time to for desperation.
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                        Noah turned to face the spiders coming from his back.


He jumped on them dealing 3 fast slashes.


3 rank 1 spiders fell on the ground cut in half.


His mental energy was aiding at full speed his decision making while he brainstormed about the situation.


'What can I do? That rank 3 beast must have been in hibernation in order to evolve so it can't still control his body properly, that's why I survived so easily its attack but I don't think I can face it even with this.'


Two other strikes were shot out from his figure, a rank 2 spider had its head pierced while the rank 1 was halved.


'There must be another way to the main corridor of the surface, there were other branches that we didn't enter, maybe one of these passages leads to them.'


Once finding that his theory was possible, he didn't waste any time and ran into the leftmost corridor.


Hordes of spiders kept going for him but he would just kill them with the least amount of Breath needed.


He was too focused, in this time of life and death his mind steeled like never before.


Even though he went through the treatment twice already, that only required to endure the pain.


This time had to find a way out, kill everything that threatened him and still conserve energy in case the rank 3 appeared.


This pressure made his sea of consciousness as a whole focused only on survival.


The passage had many branches but most of them had a blue light at the bottom of it that Noah linked to the lake, which is to say the rank 3. That's why he never took them.


Sometimes a branch that went upward appeared, Noah would take them and find himself back in some places he already passed, once he even found a corridor that led back directly to where he came from.


The cave was like an underground maze and since there seemed to be no patterns in its passages he could only test all of them from the ones that felt safer to the ones with the blue light at the bottom.


At no point during his exploration spiders stopped from appearing.


Even though most of them were newborns of rank 1 they still required a little bit of Breath to be dealt with because their defense was high.


Noah was helpless about the situation and even with his acupoints working at full speed in an environment with a higher concentration of Breath the one inside his body kept on diminishing.


He found himself again standing where Balor destroyed the passage.


'I mostly explored every ramification in the other passages. Only one left, if this one ends up as a dead end too, I'll be forced to follow the blue light.'


He went inside the road on the left of the rightmost one.


The passage was large, it could fit 3 grown up men.


Seeing the blue light getting closer Noah was almost ready to turn back but then he saw a cavity entrance to his left that went upward and in his opposite direction.





Noah was overjoyed.


'That must be the one, it's the only road till now that goes straight in that direction!'


He sped right to the entrance but found strange that no spiders appeared since he entered this corridor.


'Did I kill too many of them? Impossible, I mostly killed rank 1 spiders and only about 10 rank 2. I have a bad feeling.'


As if answering his premonition, the wall to his right collapsed and a huge figure came out.


Noah didn't even wait for the figure to be fully visible as he hurriedly turned back to escape.


Yet, the passage behind him was crumbling on itself from all the ruckus the beast created by going through it.


He slowly turned to face the figure that was standing still, blocking the only road left.


The rank 3 ironclad spider was standing of 4 of his legs with half his body raised in the air. The other 4 legs were pointing in the direction of Noah and its pincers kept opening and closing at an uneven rhythm.


It seemed to enjoy the feeling of trapping its prey as it just waited for Noah to act.


'If it's fear you are waiting for you'll be disappointed, the threat of death cannot cause it in me.'


He had already died once and the treatment would force him to see its doorsteps every time, death really had no hold on his emotions.


With his back on the crumbled wall and his front facing the massive beast, only calmness could be found in his mind.


'If I die it's fine, but that doesn't mean that I would just give up.'


He remembered his first lesson with William about impossible situations, yet, even an ant had its right to defy the will of a dragon.


Coldness exuded from his figure like an extension of his state of mind.


'But I'm not an ant and you are not a dragon! I can do this!'


His plan was to go through the spider and run for the upward passage.


He jumped toward the beast dealing the strongest strike possible with his technique.


2 iron legs blocked the blow, while the other 2 shot to Noah.


Red blood flowed as wounds appeared on his body, he managed to avoid a critical hit but the legs still scratched his skin.


He could not pass it. If he defended he would be bounced back on the wall if he deflected the other two legs would be there waiting for him.


Tens of attacks were exchanged between the kid and the monster, but the stamina of the spider was nearly infinite and it kept getting stronger as it got used to its new body.


In contrast, Noah was being covered by wounds and even if not serious ones they would still add up the blood loss as time kept passing.


Plus, Breath was growing scarcer in his body and his sabers were losing pieces of their body with every exchange.


'I can't keep up for much longer. Think! Think of every single possibility you have. Think of every experience you had in two lives. There must be something that I can do, I refuse to die here when I barely started my cultivation's journey!'


He kept on blocking and attacking until his face lit up.


'That might actually work.'


The plan was set in his mind as he got ready for his last assault.


He charged straight at the spider and blocked with one saber the incoming leg, he let the other one pierce his left shoulder.


Since he allowed the spider to strike a small window of opportunity opened and he threw his right saber straight at the beast face.


The flying saber could not hurt the spider but was enough to catch him by surprise.


In the few instants the spider used to deflect his saber, Noah freed himself from the leg in his shoulder and got closer to his face, his now free right hand scrammed through the insides of his suit.


When the beast turned back to face Noah he found him standing at one meter of distance holding an unfolded sheet in his hand, pointing it to the spider field of view.


The blue light coming from behind it made clear the figure of a rune written on it.


CRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII!


A painful scream shot out from the spider, as its first interaction with a Kesier rune hurt its sea of consciousness and stunned him momentarily.


'Now!'


This was the chance Noah betted his left shoulder and right saber for.


He held the remaining saber with both his hands and put all his remaining Breath in one last lunge aimed at the beast's head.


The saber pierced with difficulty the spider head and went through it emitting a shrill sound.


After it came out on the other side of the head the blade shattered from the cracks it received in the battle and from the amount of Breath it had to withstand.


Noah fell on the ground feeling completely drained.


THUD


A loud sound came right on Noah's side as the spider too fell on the ground.


Its body was not moving anymore, it was dead!


Noah looked at it for a bit for fear that it would stand up but relaxed when he saw no more movements coming from it.


He hugged the sheet that saved his life and closed his eyes overwhelmed by exhaustion.
						




                    


                
				
                    24. Anger

					
					

                    
                        Sounds of iron against rock reverberated in the passage.


Noah opened his eyes and was almost scared by the corpse on his side.


But when the pain from his body arrived he remembered the situation he was in.


'I have basically no Breath left. The one being absorbed by my acupoints is being used to mend my wounds, I believe I won't be able to kill even a rank 1 beast, let alone the remaining rank 2'


He tried to stand up pointing with his knees and elbows but he remained in a crouching position for a while.


The noise from the other spiders was getting closer.


'They are probably attracted from the body of the rank 3. I must get away, come on body MOVE!'


He managed to stand up holding the wall, he put the Kesier rune back in his clothes and moved slowly to pick his remaining saber.


He limped slowly toward the passage on the left only to find that the sound came from the bottom of it.


'Shit! Don't tell me that I'm going to die even after killing the rank 3!'


He was at loss of what to do, he needed time to rest but he had no food or water with him since he left his backpack in the fireplace on the surface.


'Wait! Water! Maybe I can sneak out to the lake while the spiders are busy eating their previous boss.'


He looked in the direction of the blue light and moved toward it.


He was walking at a slow pace and supporting himself on the rocks on the wall. It took him one hour to reach the basin.


The environment there was completely silent, either the spiders were still busy eating the rank 3 or their low intelligence didn't make them realize that now they could use the lakeshore to their will.


Since there were no more walls to sustain him, Noah chose to crawl till the center of the underground room.


'Luckily they have low intelligence, I believe that if it was a rank 3 four-eyed wolf the effect of the rune would have not been so decisive.'


He reached the lake and took a mouthful of water to drink.


The water relieved his body from some tiredness and even filled it with a bit of Breath.


'Right, the Breath blessing! These waters must be filled with Breath I can speed my recovery!'


Spiders began to crawl out of the holes in the underground room and move toward him and at their sight, Noah only smiled faintly.


'Of course, another danger would come after I find a bit of hope.'


He threw himself in the lake and floated toward its center.


'Now that I think about it, it's the first time I'm swimming with this body. Well, even the rank 3 was staying on the shore where the concentration of Breath is less than the water so it's safe to say that they can't swim.'


His hypothesis was right as the spiders would just surround the lake without entering it.


A peculiar scene was unfolding.


A kid wearing a smile was floating on the surface of a lake towards its center while 60 or so spiders were waiting on the shore.





'This feels too good! My body is being nourished at an incredible speed, apart from the wound of my shoulder, the others have mostly stabilized. And the concentration of Breath is still raising.'


When he was at the center even his wound on the shoulder showed signs of getting better.


Noah stayed like this for a while waiting for his wounds to heal.


'Maybe if I go to the bed of the lake I can speed the process.'


Once he had the idea, he followed through it immediately.


He kept going down through the water and at around 10 meters depth he saw a blue oval stone.


It was shining on its own and was beautiful to the sight.


As Noah got closer to it the thickness of Breath rose exponentially and when he was in front of it he could even feel his body getting stronger.


He didn't think much as he took the stone big as a man face and went back to the surface to breathe.


The Breath blessing was extraordinary, it was constantly attracting Breath of such a quality that all his wounds were closing and the acupoints went back on completing the second cycle of the Seven Hells.


After half a day, Noah found himself laughing happily, a sense of completeness filled his body.


'This thing is amazing! Not only it healed my wounds, it even helped me complete the second cycle! I've never felt so strong! I wonder if I can manage to keep it?'


He thought for a bit but then shook his head.


'A treasure is one only if I have the strength to protect it. If I'm weak it's just a calamity. Better to just give it to the inner circle and take some rewards.'


His acupoints had stopped working since the cycle was complete and his wounds were healed, there was no point in being here anymore.


He tied the stone to his clothes and looked at the spiders still waiting on the shore.


'Well, let's see what my body can do now!'


***

Going back to the time the guards escaped, 4 men were staring at the entrance of the cave.


Then a fifth figure came out, revealing itself as Balor.


The group was mostly fine, they only had some light injury that needed some mending.


When Balor came out, he found the other 4 men staring at him with disgust and repulsion.


Mason didn't even waste time talking, he arrived next to him and punched hard his face.


Balor fell on the ground confused.


"Ca-Captain what are you doing?"


Mason could not control his anger as he kicked the fat man on the ground.


"What am I doing? What have you done is the question! We all heard Noah cursing you, apart from being a disgusting man holding grudges with a kid do you know what mess you've put all of us in?"


Balor took the insults but still felt wronged, wasn't Noah just the bastard kid of a whore?


But Mason didn't care of his confusion and kept kicking in anger.


"When I said that the vice-captain vouched for him it wasn't the whole truth. That kid was the only disciple of the smiling blade William Challi! Do you know what he will do to us when he arrives?"


Realization dawned on Balor as he trembled in fear.


"Th-then let's just say that the rank 3 killed him while we could do nothing, like this he would not do anything to us?"


But Mason only shook his head.


"I already contacted him through a special talisman that he gave me explaining the situation. I will not risk my life to cover a piece of shit like you. Men, tie him up!"


Everyone got to work and tied Balor while they waited for the judgment of the vice-captain of the guards to fall on them.


A day and a half later, a figure appeared on the distance.


It was speeding like a bullet on the ground, and its legs were barely visible from how fast they were moving.


It abruptly stopped in the fireplace where the guards were waiting.


It was sunset and the figure got revealed by the last ray of lights of the day.


Willam stood there catching a breath, the tiredness for his hurrying here was surpassed only by the anger of one of his men betraying his disciple.


"Where he is! Tell me where my disciple is!"
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                        William was furious.


After all the pain his disciple went through only to get a bit stronger, he got betrayed on his first mission by a worthless soldier.


Mason stood up and explained with his head lowered.


"Vice-captain, we last saw him a day and a half ago when he got hit by the rank 3 beast. The last thing we heard was him cursing Balor."


He pointed at the man tied on the ground.


William focused on the man on the ground, the mental pressure he was emanating made Balor incapable of breathing.


"Please vice-captain have mercy! That kid threatened and insulted me and I was scared for my life, I only did what I had to do to survive!"


Lies came out of Balor's mouth as William was getting closed.


He took the tied hands of the trembling soldier and held them in his hands.


Then he spoke with a cold voice.


"If my disciple threatens you, you lower your head and ask for mercy."


The grip became tighter as the flow of blood in Balor's hands stopped.


"If my disciple insults you, you smile and thank him for his pointers."


Cracking sounds came from his hands as bones were compressed on each other.


His anger was so overwhelming that he didn't hear the faint sound of steps coming from the cavern entrance.


"If my disciple is risking is life, you exchange your place for his and risk yours, and if you die in the process you do that happily."


CRACK


The bones in Balor's hands shattered but he could not make any sound. He was too terrified by Willam's anger that he had no air left in him to talk.


The guards watching the process trembled when they heard the sound of his hands breaking and prayed that they could survive the vice-captain venting.


"Master, what are you doing here?"


A young voice came from the cave as a figure was visible on its entrance.


He was a kid with his upper body naked, pieces of his suit were pending on his sides.


He was bathed in a green substance from head to toe making him look like he had some kind of skin disease.


A broken saber was in his left hand with only half of the blade remaining.


He was looking half smiling at William with tranquil eyes.


"Noah?"


William immediately got up and jumped on him as he checked for injuries on his body, but apart from some scars and his suit reduced into pieces, everything was fine in him.


"Yes, Master?"


Noah looked at him in confusion, he still could not link his presence with this place.


The other guards were looking at him with wide eyes and even Balor had his mouth hung open as if he didn't believe in what he was watching.


Willam was happy beyond measure in seeing his disciple safe but could not help to release a storm of questions.


"How did you survive? What about the rank 3? Why didn't you come back earlier? And why are you green?"





He was holding Noah by his shoulders shaking him every time a question came out.


Noah was forced to answer in order to calm his Master down.


"Well, the cave is pretty big so I just kept running around killing spiders. The wall was destroyed by the fatty so I had to find another way out. The rank 3 is dead and the green is the blood from the other spiders."


This time, everyone had their mouth open as they metabolized the information.


William was the first to recover and kept on questioning him.


"What you mean the rank 3 is dead?"


"Well, dead is dead, I killed him."


Another wave of shock went through the men hearing this.


This time it was Balor the one who talked.


"Bullshit! How could you kill a rank 3 magical beast and come out uninjured?"


He regretted saying that when he saw the Master-disciple duo staring at him with killing intent and he lowered his head for fear of another round of torture.


"That scum is right though, how did you do it?"


Noah took out a folded sheet from his waist and showed it to his Master.


"I showed it the Kesier rune and took the chance when he was confused to strike a fatal attack. I believe it still was in its process to adapt to the evolved body, that's why I could hurt it."


Willam felt a bit of irritation going through him.


He smiled at Noah and said with a calm voice.


"And why would you have the rune with you in the mission?"


Noah answered with honesty like it was the most normal thing in the world.


"Well, it was a travel of 6 days and I wanted to train in the breaks."


A light punch arrived at the top of his head.


"You are impossible! Do you really think of nothing but training? Uff, I guess it's fine since it saved your life. Still, how are you uninjured?"


Noah seemed to remember something. He took out an oval form tied with a cloth and gave it to his Master.


When William unfolded it, a blue light shot out from it.


"Breath blessing! No wonder that specimen managed to reach rank 3! Haha my disciple, this time you really did an exemplary job. Don't you worry, I will intercede with the inner ring for you and take the best reward I can bargain for."


Hearing the word "reward" Noah's eyes lit up and he liked his lips.


"I will need better sabers, Master. These ones cracked only after some hits from a rank 3 beast."


William was about to reprimand but then shook his head smiling and ruffled his untied hair.


"Most importantly, what do you want to do with him?"


He pointed a Balor on the ground that was looking at him with pleading eyes.


Noah got closer and looked at his pitiful figure.


"Please, young master have mercy. I swear I will serve you with all my expertise from now on, I will..."


A torrent of pleads came out of his mouth but Noah only kept on looking at him with cold eyes.


When Balor stopped talking Noah gave only a short answer.


"No."


The saber did a horizontal arc and Balor's head detached from his body and rolled on the ground, blood flowed tainting the terrain.


His Master got close to him and asked in a soft voice.


"Are you ok? It is the first time you kill a human after all."


Noah looked at him smiling and said in a shameless voice.


"You know, my second cycle is complete, so I thought we could do the third treatment as soon-"


Another punch hit the top of his head and forced him to shut up.
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                        Noah woke up in a room of the guards building.


2 weeks have passed since he came back from the mission and 4 days ago he went through his third treatment.


His back still hurt a bit but his mental energy had recovered. He would train if his master didn't take the rune from him worried that he would not focus on healing.


His worries were right on point.


'Mh, my body should reach the limits of rank 1 at the end of this cycle, I wonder how much will it take. What a pity, if I had that stone I could go straight for rank 2 this month.'


The Breath blessing was delivered by William to the inner circle so it was probably gone forever from his grasp.


He focused his mental energy on aiding the healing process since he had nothing to do while eating the food left on the table nearby.


The door of the room opened as William went inside the room with a bigger smile than usual, he was carrying a leather bag and a big wooden box.


"Haha my dear disciple, good morning, I bring good news!"


He placed the box and the bag on the bed and pointed at them.


"These are the rewards I got for you and I have to say that they are awesome, you won't be disappointed."


Noah didn't waste any time and started opening the box, his Master made him curious.


In the box there were 2 sabers inside their respective sheaths, their hilts were clean shiny, they seemed brand new.


He picked one of them and unsheathed it, the body of the blade was black and sharp.


"They were specially forged for you from 2 legs of the rank 3 ironclad spider that you took down. They are not magical weapons but surely are top tier between the normal blades."


Noah was unconsciously smiling looking at the blade and swinging it around, he would get up and try it if it wasn't for his body still needing rest.


He sheathed the saber and looked at the bag.


An old book was inside and when he looked at the first page his eyes widened as he could not hide the shock he was feeling.


He looked at his Master in disbelief.


"Is this really for me?"


William smile grew even more as he nodded.


"Your Master is amazing isn't he?"


He wanted to brag a bit but Noah's eyes went on the book as soon as he saw him nodding.


William just shook his head and waited for his disciple to finish his reading.


'Nails of the Kamaitachi, rank 3. Martial art created imitating the rank 4 magical beast Kamaitachi. Highest speed and perforation between the arts of the same rank. It allows the user to cut at an unbelievable speed and precision surpassing every protection. The user might also cut things at some distance away from the blade and, at full mastery, it can shot wind slashes through the air. Limited to two-weapon wielders'


Noah raised his gaze from the book.


"The Kamaitachi is a weasel-like beast that runs the wind and cuts to death without the victim even noticing. It should fit you really well."





He took the folded sheet containing the rune from his clothes and gave it to Noah.


"Next week we begin to spar again, I believe you will want to test your new techniques."


Noah looked at him and bowed deeply uncaring of the pain on his back.


William ruffled his hair and got out of the room leaving him alone to concentrate on the book.


Having finally something to do, Noah's days of recovery passed rapidly.


His weekly sparring with William continued but he noticed a problem with his new martial art: his Breath was insufficient to express its potential.


To be precise he could only use one of its abilities twice before being drained.


"That is completely normal, you always forget how early you are in things. Normally, to use a martial art of high level you would need a dantian but you complain about being able to use only two attacks. Your biggest gain, for now, is the improvement in your forms, anything else must wait until you get a rank 2 body."


William explained.


Their sparring session had ended and Noah was exposing his doubts to him.


"So, what you think I should do, Master?"


"You could just let your body grow but you don't seem to know how to stay still."


William felt a bit of exasperation saying this.


"You can gather battle experience doing missions, I believe you should be fine against any kind of rank 2 magical beasts."


***

Months passed by.


Noah alternated between his usual schedule in the mansion and his travels outside it to clear magical beast's nests.


There was a pack of four-eyed wolves with a specimen that reached rank 2 but they were wiped out in half a day.


A horned snake appeared in the vicinity of a village in the North.


Its scales were hard, his body 10 meters long and large 2, and had poisonous fangs in its mouth. It was a beast at the peak of rank 2 and Noah had to resort to his rank 3 martial art to kill it after a strenuous battle.


He was forced to rest for 3 days because of that fight.


Yet, his most troublesome opponent had been a mud demon. This type of magical beast was naturally created when too much Breath accumulated in one place and consolidated.


The consolidated Breath would act as the core of a beast that could manipulate the terrain around it. It was not a powerful beast but countered heavily Noah's techniques.


He had to cut it in small pieces repeatedly to find the core and destroy it while dodging the earth spikes that it created to attack him.


Yet, his battle proficiency rose at a fast pace having to face different situations as he could decide more quickly the best way to deal with an opponent.


Today, he was sitting on his knees waiting for the usual mission that his Master would hand to him every month.


"This time will be different, you will go with a group of people that I picked personally."


Noah was immediately intrigued.


'Since he always let me go alone the difficulty of the mission must be higher to require a group.'


He picked the sheet describing the mission from William's hands.


'Deserters of the Shosti family have raided the village of Tasart, only the corpses of men and elders have been found, they probably took away women and young girls for their enjoyment. Find the rebels and execute them. Warning: there are cultivators inside their group.'
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                        "As you know, the Shosti family rules over us and since the rebels are in Balvan mansion's zone of influence they ordered us to take care of them."


Noah listened to the explanation but had a doubt in his mind.


"Master, can I fight a cultivator?"


His ability to fight with beasts of higher rank than him was mainly due to the fact that they were, in the end, just beasts.


A powerful body and some peculiar ability could be matched by powerful techniques and perfect execution of them.


But what would happen against someone who had a dantian and practiced techniques as powerful as his?


"Generally speaking, no. If he matches your abilities he will just overwhelm you by the sheer quantity of his Breath. You might catch him by surprise using your rank 3 martial art but then you will be mostly drained. And if he has a rank 3 martial art too, well, just run."


Noah felt depressed listening to this.


He was hardworking and talented, mostly due to his powerful mind, but others were too. And if he had to clash with them the difference in time spent cultivating would be decisive.


"So why are you giving me this mission?"


If he really could not do anything about the situation there was no point in going toward danger, he liked to fight but he was no idiot.


"Your role would be only of support. You will take care of the non-cultivator and of those with a rank 1 martial art between them, leaving the real fight to the others of your group."


William was about to dismiss him when he thought of something.


"Ehm, you can trust them this time, I made sure of that."


He showed a complex expression while he said that, apparently the events with Balor were still lingering in his mind.


Noah smiled and reassured his Master.


"Don't worry Master!"


As he left the room his smile disappeared transforming in a cold expression.


'No way I'm gonna trust anyone except Lily and Master, I should hide my strength from the time being, the nails of the Kamaitachi must be my hidden ace in the sleeve.'


When Balor betrayed him it made him remember the cruelty of men, which he had forgotten living as a kid for so much time.


He went back to his room and practiced again in all of the forms of the rank 3 art, only then he calmed himself.


His weakness was making him feel restless.


The more he knew about this world, the more he understood how dangerous it was.


By clearing nests he got an idea of how populous were the magical beasts in this world and yet humans still were at the top of the food chain, that meant that their power was unimaginable.


'While I'm just 2 steps away from the bottom of human power, I can surpass only commoners and dumb soldiers.'


In his mind, a soldier with a rank 1 technique became a dumb soldier.


His irritation reflected itself on his night training in the rune as he almost collapsed after forcing himself to watch it for 7 hours straight!





After more than one year and a half of training non-stop, the faint shape of the rune was visible in his sea of consciousness, he was sure it would not take much before he became a rank 1 mage.


'I guess I should start creating excuses for my rapid progress in mental energy, I wonder what face will Master make if I reach the apprentice mage status before I turn 13.'


He smiled imagining at his Master's astonished face but then the wave of pain from his head arrived so he went to sleep to rest his mind.


The next morning, he found his Master in the courtyard with 3 men and a woman around him, they were waiting for him.


"Noah, they will be your companions for the mission."


"So it's him?"


It was a tall muscular man between them who talked, he had no beard and short dark hair with a greatsword almost as big as him on his back.


He stared at Noah with focus, applying pressure with his mind.


'Is he testing me?'


His mental energy was heavy and was pressuring Noah's sphere but was far from enough to make him stand back.


Noah took the chance to harden his sphere since it was the first time he felt a constant pressure from the outside of it and closed his eyes to concentrate on it.


The man mistook his behavior as his attempt to resist the pressure and felt challenged, so a stalemate was created.


Noah would focus on strengthening the walls of his mind while the guard would raise the mental pressure to win the imaginary contest he thought he was in.


After 10 minutes, blood came out of the guard nose and he was struggling to keep the pressure.


The woman, seeing the blood, gave a strong slap to the back of his head stopping his concentration and dispelling the pressure.


"Ethan, stop, the kid is using you."


The man named Ethan was about to complain when he got hit but then the words of the woman made him look carefully at Noah.


He still had his eyes closed and a slight smile was on his face.


When Noah opened his eyes he showed a disappointed expression but then he noticed that everyone was looking at him.


"I swear he almost did it, I bet that if you let him try for one more hour he will definitely do it!"


A punch arrived at the top of his head as William moved behind him placing his hands on his shoulders.


"This shameless kid is my disciple, Noah. Always pay attention when you deal with him because he will say and do anything to learn more about your powers."


Noah raised his head to look at the Master behind him and complained.


"Come on Master, it's not fair if you break my cover so soon. Don't listen to him I'm a pure and innocen-"


Another punch hit him.


Ethan was incredulous, the woman was surprised while the other 2 men were almost suffocating from holding back their laughter.


They never saw someone threat the vice-captain like this and from the look of it, William actually gave up on fixing his disciple behavior.


"Haha, kid you're the best. I am Sanford but you can call me Sandy."


"We won't get bored in this mission, right Sandy? Haha. My name is Mark. Young man, we will get along."


The two laughing men could not hold themselves anymore as they greeted Noah.


The woman massaged her temples while exhaling.


"Don't listen to those two idiots. I'm Susan the captain for this mission and their nanny. The other guy is called Ethan, he is stupidly competitive. Now let's get somewhere private to decide how to complete the mission."
						




                    


                
				
                    28. Scroll

					
					

                    
                        Sandy and Mark had both brown hair and a short red beard. They were of medium stature and were, apparently, brothers from two different mothers and the same father. They were quite young, as their age didn't reach the 40ies.


Susan was a woman nearing her 50ies, with blond hair and an imponent frame and with her right ear missing.


Ethan was the youngest of the group, around his 30ies, and he was the tallest between them.


They were in a room inside the guards building sitting around a circular table with cups of hot tea on the side of each of them.


Susan was explaining the information she knew about the mission.


"We know the group is formed by a former mercenary group that was going to be absorbed by the soldiers of the Shosti family. Some of them, unhappy with the status of a stable soldier, rebelled and became robbers. You all read the report about Tasart village, I don't believe they could have cleared all their traces while kidnapping so many women. Of course, our best option is to start investigating from there."


Everyone nodded.


"What about their number and capabilities? And what do we do if they use the hostages?"


It was Noah speaking. He wanted to make sure that he was ready for anything in his first battle with cultivators, even if he didn't have to participate.


"We have some description of the strongest of them and their group should amount to 20 people in total. As for the hostages, we save them if we can, we cut through them if they are used as shields."


Noah nodded, he was happy with her answer.


'In this world, the weak are to blame while the strong are to revere, I won't endanger myself to save other people I don't care about.'


A village would be wiped out because, by chance, a pack of magical beasts found it in their way, weakness was indeed a sin in this world.


Having cleared his doubts, Noah listened carefully to the questions of the other soldiers.


They set up the priorities of the mission, the plan of attack and everyone's role.


Noah had to clear anyone trying to get closer to the other 4, leaving the cultivators to fight themselves with no one interfering.


"Since everything is settled, let's set off immediately. We will see each other again in 2 hours."


The group got dismissed and went to prepare for their mission.


Meanwhile, on the side of a small mountain covered with trees, 20 or so men were camping near a campfire.


It was winter so the temperature was low but these men didn't seem to care too much as they were doing a line to enter the bigger tent of the camp.


Cries and pleads could be heard from the tent but the men outside it would just laugh and lick their lips eager to enter.


Two men got outside of the tent and proudly announced.


"Now, there are no more virgins inside!"


Disappointed sighs and curses were spat out by the men still in line but then were suppressed by a yell coming from higher in the mountain.





"Shut up you beasts, I'm trying to concentrate here!"


The men shut up but soon whispers sounded again on the mountain.


"I heard that the boss managed to steal a magic spell's scroll from the old captain."


"Shhh, he is still in the process of learning it, he doesn't want any distraction. He let us raid the village just to make us happy and stop complaining."


"What a pity though, he had been a mage for such a long time and the only way he got a magic spell was with the rebellion."


"You chose to rebel too remember?"


"Well, we are mercenaries, we follow gold and women!"


The deserters talked for some more time and then went back to enjoy the contents of the tent.


***

4 days later, a carriage appeared in the outskirts of Tasart village, or what remained of it.


The houses were burned to the ground and not a living being could be seen inside it.


A group of 3 men, a woman, and a kid got out of the carriage, they were, of course, Noah and his group.


"Aww man, you are too boring, you did nothing but meditate and practice during the trip. Aren't you in the age when you want to talk about women?"


"Sanford, don't try to corrupt the kid, he still has time to become a waste of air like you."


"Captain you are so mean! I'm just trying to educate him to the way of manhood!"


Sandy and Susan bickered, they basically did it through all the trip.


Mark would just laugh on their side at every word they spoke to each other while Ethan tried to imitate Noah in his compulsive way of training.


'Don't tell me that you become an idiot when you start cultivating your dantian?'


These were his thoughts about cultivators after 4 days of travel with them.


'Now that I think about it, even Master isn't too normal with his constant smile.'


He was considering the possibility that cultivating could have some side effects on the psyche of the practitioner.


They neared the remains of the village and looked around it in search of clues of the deserters.


Dead bodies were still on the ground, left there since the raid.


As the report said, no females were among the corpses and signs of dragging were present everywhere.


"What there is in that direction that can hide 20 lustful men?"


Mark asked the question while pointing where the traces of dragging went.


"A mountain."


Answered Sandy.


"Cliffshear mountain."


Ethan pointed out.


Susan massaged her temples to hold back from yelling at the 3 of them.


"They must have gone there, we should hurry while they are still busy using the hostages."


Noah could not help to feel a bit of wariness toward the heartlessness of Susan after her proposal.


"Oh, something is coming."


"Yes, they must have been attired by the smell of blood lingering on the ground."


"Uh?"


It was the first time that Noah wasn't the first to notice something approaching.


'Are they already mages?'


Looking at Sandy and Mark staring in the distance he followed their line of sight, focusing on a dark dot few hundreds of meters in the distance.


The dot became 2 dots and then 4.


Then the silhouettes of 6 thunder wolves were made clear.


"Kid, you take care of them, have fun."


Sandy patted Noah's shoulder and sat on the ground like he was waiting for a show to being displayed.
						




                    


                
				
                    29. Flame snake

					
					

                    
                        The thunder wolves were all rank 2.


Generally speaking, wolves types of magical beasts had all the ability to coordinate their attacks together.


This particular one could send bolts of lightning from its mouth or coordinate with the pack to create a massive thunder that could destroy everything in its path.


If it was shot from 6 rank 2, its power could match the top tier of their rank.


Mark sat next to Sandy and they started betting on Noah's performance.


Even Ethan this time didn't show his usual competitive side and just sat on the ground looking annoyed, a fight with those magical beasts was not worth his interest.


Susan remained standing but just kept looking for more clues around the ruins of the village.


'These guys.'


Noah felt a bit irritated.


'Each one of them should be able to wipe those wolves in one hit yet they chose to let me do it. Basically, I'm here to clean the trash.'


The wolves kept getting closer and their tails were accumulating electricity to release into an attack.


"You know, I really hate being tested."


Said Noah to the group, while unsheathing his sabers and jumping towards the wolves.


His attention was on the tails of the wolves since it was from them that you could understand when the lighting bolt would arrive.


During the period of clearing nests, William gave him a slim bestiary to memorize. It had general information about magical beasts below rank 3, with some advice on how to dodge their most powerful attacks.


In the case of the thunder wolves, it was when their mouth opened to release the electricity accumulated in their tails.


There was no such thing as the perfect attack in this world, everything must have a weakness.


In the thunderbolt case, it was the long preparation required and its poor maneuverability;


In Noah's style, it was a limited area of effect.


A bolt shot from one of the wolves mouths in Noah's direction.


He hastily moved diagonally to avoid it and then resumed in his original direction.


The bolt passed near him an hit the ground, a one-meter large hole was formed with smoke coming out of it, the special ability of a rank 2 magical beast was not to be underestimated!


Another bolt shot out but Noah avoided it sliding below it at high speed, then he jumped to end up in the middle of the pack.


From the sight on a normal human, Noah only stopped in place for few instants between the 2 wolves on his sides before moving toward the other 4.


Even the 2 beasts got a little confused by his behavior and tilted their heads to follow the kid entering their group.


At that moment, a red line appeared on the 2 wolves' necks, followed by an eruption of bright red blood.


Two beast's heads fell on the ground, accompanied by their now headless bodies.





"Oh, that is indeed the speed of the Kamaitachi style, when William told me that he gave a rank 3 martial art to a kid I almost was sent to the prison for mocking him. I wonder how much power of the technique he can express."


Sandy commented from his position on the ground, while the other 2 men nodded in approval.


Even though Noah's attack was fast, it could not fool the eyes of cultivators on their level.


Only Ethan seemed to frown a bit, he clearly saw one of the attacks but completely missed the other one.


Meanwhile, Noah was still in the wolves' pack, this time the beasts were preparing a coordinated attack since the death of 2 of their companions made them realize the danger they were in.


But it was too late!


If they used immediately their most powerful attack while Noah was getting closer they could have had a chance, but now that he was among them their fate was written.


Noah seemed to casually stroll between the magical beasts but every time he passed one of them, their head would be severed and fall on the ground.


In less than a minute, the pack was no more, only headless corpses were around him.


'My forms are on a completely different level. If previously they were on the level of a middle-tier rank 2 magical beast or even lower, now they are definitely on the upper-tier! It's just a pity that I still can't cross the boundaries of the rank 3 because my body is still weak.'


Like usual, he would analyze the battle and his techniques to fix any mistake he found in it and to evaluate his power level.


'The events with the ironclad spider were really too fortunate, I don't think I could have killed him if he hadn't just evolved.'


Noah was still standing in thought when Susan came back to the group sitting on the ground.


"The village has nothing worth left in it and since the kid finished clearing up the beasts we should get going. What do you think, can he block the weak deserters while we fight?"


Sandy stood up while answering:


"The non-cultivators are of no concern for him, the low-level ones should give him some problems but he can handle it. The only problem is for how much can he hold them off, after all the Breath in his body is limited."


Susan nodded and then said with resolution:


"Then we end our fights before he's out of it, I don't want to be killed because some weak scum disturbed me."


"Agreed captain, and when we have completed the mission we can all go to the brothel in Mossgrove city to celebrate!"


Susan sighed loudly while massaging her temples, forcing herself not to get irritated by Sandy.


Meanwhile, on Cliffshear mountain, a middle-age muscular man was sitting cross-legged on the ground frowning deeply.


Screams and pleads would resound in the air but he seemed not to care or to be used to it.


A scroll with an intricate linear design written on it was open lying on his hands.


At some point, he raised one of his hands in the air and pointed at a tree on his side.


His whole arm lit up and a snake made of flames shot out of it, it slammed on the tree, destroying it and continuing for some meters before extinguishing.


The man smiled and opened his eyes to look at the destruction created by his first magic spell.


An area of 5 meters was wrecked by his spell, with some small flames still burning the destroyed tree.


The man nodded with satisfaction and put the scroll on the lingering flames burning it without any hesitation while deep in thought.


'I finally managed to learn the flame snake magic, the rebellion was totally worth it!'
						




                    


                
				
                    30. Battle

					
					

                    
                        The group of the Balvan family arrived at the base of Cliffshear mountain.


They jumped off the carriage and stared silently at the trees filling it.


Everyone was in a serious mood since the battle was imminent, the usual exchange of jokes and scoldings was absent, only concentration could be seen in their eyes.


Even if they could arrive sooner if they ran all the way here, they prioritized their physical condition, so they rested during the night in the remains of the village and took the carriage before dawn.


It was still some hours before midday but, even though the sun was high in the sky, the field of view in the mountain's path was limited by the numerous trees on it.


Mark was the first to break the silence.


"They will obviously have sentries around their camp if they are still here."


Everyone nodded.


"The terrain is not in our favor but we should have better scouts, once we find them we can prepare a plan of attack."


Susan said.


Sandy put his arm around Mark's neck and proudly announced.


"The best the outer ring has to offer."


Noah finally understood why they were able to spot the thunder wolves before him.


'So that's why. I wonder if they are just good scouts or if their mental energy is so high that they can take on that role easily.'


He was continuously trying to figure out the real strength of his companions but they rarely showed any clues about their powers.


With the exception of Ethan, he didn't even know what kind of weapon they used.


"You two go ahead and point the way, we will follow. "


After Susan's order, they entered the mountain forest following Mark and Sandy.


They would often go in two different ways before regrouping and point a direction on the ones following them.


Few hours passed by, with no one in the group speaking a word during their exploration.


Then, Sandy and Mark went toward them signaling to be silent.


They crouched on the ground and spoke with a soft voice.


"We found the encampment a few minutes in that direction. It should be them since there were screams of women coming from there."


"The common soldiers are tired and sleepy, I believe that they did nothing but **** those women these days. You are lucky Noah."


Since it was his job to take care of the non-cultivators this was good news for him. Apparently, no one cared about the fates of the hostages at this point.


"What about cultivators?"


Asked Susan.


"There is the one in the highest place of the encampment that must be the stronger of them, we could not find more about him for fear of being discovered."


"There are 5 of them worthy of our concern after him, the others are just weaklings for the kid."


Sandy and Mark would explain things by dividing the explanation between the 2 of them, Noah was almost certain that cultivating would cause some brain damage by now.





He thought that he had to ask his Master about this matter once he came back.


"How do we proceed?"


He asked and everyone's gaze went on Susan since she was the captain of the mission.


"I will jump straight in the middle of them and face the strongest guy. While they are busy following me, Mark, Sandy, and Ethan will ambush the cultivators trying to lower their number while Noah will storm between the weaklings. Once the situation stabilizes, we go hunt for the remaining ones. Remember your roles."


'She is actually planning to be the bait?'


Noah was doubtful but still decided to follow with the plan, after all, if Susan wanted to take the danger on her, so be it.


They moved toward the perimeter of the encampment and when everyone was ready, Susan jumped out in the open, speeding toward her target.


"Just follow us kid."


Sandy said as he and Mark took out a short knife from their clothes.


Ethan unsheathed his greatsword so Noah did the same with the sabers on his back.


The normal soldiers didn't notice Susan figure as she was too fast, it was only when she was halfway through the camp that someone gave the alarm.


"Enemy attack!"


The camp fell into chaos as the soldiers went to pick their swords left on the ground.


When Susan was nearing the top of the encampment, a man jumped out from a tent and directly swung his sword at her.


Susan raised her hand and the sword got deflected by it, the sound of metal against metal resounded in the air.


"Now!"


Yelled Mark, and the group still hiding in the perimeter of the camp shot out in the open.


Sandy and Mark went directly in Susan's direction while Ethan did an ample half-circle with his greatsword severing 3 soldiers in two, then he went in the same direction of the other 2.


Noah was the last one to appear and he took advantage of the confusion created by his companions to sneak out inside the group of deserters.


Blood spilled and heads flew as he ran through the group, the more he killed now while reaching Ethan and the others, the less he had to care about later when the surprise effect dispelled.


When he appeared on the other side of the encampment, 5 soldiers fell dead on the ground.


On this side, Susan was still deflecting different weapons with her hands while trying to reach her target, Sandy and Mark took out one of them with their excellent teamwork but then got encircled by 3 cultivators limiting their movements.


Ethan was fighting a tall man with a big axe alone.


At some point, Susan did a palm gesture with her hand that released a shockwave that stunned momentarily the 2 soldiers that were fighting with her.


She hurriedly grabbed the head of one of them and squeezed tightly.


The head of the unfortunate man was reduced to a meat pulp while Susan didn't even look at him before resuming her original direction, the other man on her side was too scared to react to the woman speeding through him.


Noah turned back to face the other soldiers unleashing another wave of seemingly invisible attacks, Ethan used a destructive move to shatter the big axe and then thrust his greatsword into the tall man chest.


Sandy and Mark were nimbly dodging every attack the 3 men were unleashing on them while delivering fast strikes as a counterattack, all 3 of the deserters had their wrists and arms wounded as a result.


Noah killed another 3 of them leaving standing 2 men that blocked his attacks.


Only 7 deserters remained alive, with 3 of them injured.


At that point, a ball of flame fell from the highest point of the encampment and stopped on the ground in the middle of the battlefield, Susan's figure was barely visible between the flames.
						




                    


                
				
                    31. Inspiration

					
					

                    
                        The battlefield became silent.


Susan was the strongest of the group from Balvan mansion and right now she was convulsing on the ground engulfed by flames.


'Fuck!'


Noah was the first to react.


He hastily slashed the throat of one of the men in front of him while he was still stupefied by the unexpected event and then got ready to run away.


He didn't know much about magic spells but he was sure of one thing.


'If that man can do that attack again we are doomed! I must retreat! I will never be the last one to escape again!'


He swore this to himself since the events near Lilun village, if you have to escape be the first to do that!


This was the main reason why he was the first of the group to react, he was constantly wary of any unexpected thing that could happen, like a rank 3 magical beast rising from a shore made of bones, or a misleading report not mentioning a mage in the group of deserters.


Before he even managed to turn back though, a shockwave ran from the flames, extinguishing them.


Susan's figure struggled to get up, showing to the onlookers the pitiful state she was in.


She was completely naked without any hair left on her body.


Her skin was almost completely burned and crackling sounds came out of it.


She was missing her right arm, that probably took most of the destructive power of the spell, while her left hand had only 2 fingers left.


A guttural voice came out of her mouth while she spoke slowly.


"Can... hold back him. Complete... mission."


Then she jumped back on the man now visible high in the mountain path.


He was staring at her with a slight smile, apparently satisfied by the damage dealt by his spell, yet his complexion looked pale like he was tired.


Noah was stupefied.


He was ready to run away but then he saw what should have been a burned corpse getting up and speak.


'She should have been killed already just by the injuries created by the flames, not even considering the impact of the attack hitting her. Is this a real cultivator?'


He looked at the remaining man standing in front of him, about how he blocked his attack, and could not help but feel like he was an ant fighting another ant.


'I really am incredibly weak.'


He wasn't thinking only about his physical power but also about his mental state.


Seeing Susan's determination inspired him.


As if sensing the change in his mental state, his acupoints started absorbing Breath at a speed like never before, slowly refilling the Breath he used till now.


The man seeing the kid slowly moving toward him felt a chill down his spine and got ready to block any incoming attack.


"It's useless."


Said Noah walking past him.


"You are already dead."


The sword in his hands, held in a horizontal position in front of his chest, divided itself into two halves, then a red line appeared from his head till his waist.





Blood sprouted from the red line as the man was cut vertically in two.


A weak cultivator could do nothing against the full power of a rank 3 martial art!


Even though Noah could have defeated him conserving most of his Breath that would have taken some time, and he was eager to give support to the other people in his group.


'Even if I can't defeat the mage, they probably can if they work together. I have to use my last full power attack wisely.'


The Breath in his body was halved by his last strike but now he could assist the others in their fight.


Meanwhile, Sandy and the others had resumed their fights after seeing Susan's attempt to buy time for them.


Ethan was fighting with the man that tried to block Susan previously while the brothers were still dealing with the 3 injured cultivators.


Ethan seemed at a disadvantage against the maneuverability of the man's short sword and he kept getting wounded superficially by its fast attacks.


On the other side, Sandy and Mark seemed close to delivering a fatal attack to one of the men surrounding them but they would always be obstructed at the last moment by the other two, the advantage in numbers was slowing the arrival of victory in their fight.


Noah chose to help the brothers since their fight was the easiest to end with his help and since he wasn't too sure that he could block the short sword of the man if he focused him.


Uncaring of their bleeding wrists, the 3 deserters were still delivering powerful blows containing great force, they used their martial arts empowered with their higher tier of Breath to continuously unleash peak rank 2 attacks.


Noah could do that only twice and that was because his martial art was rank 3!


Even though theirs was an art of a lower level, their attacks contained the same power and the deserters had fewer restrictions in their usage.


Yet, the brothers would always dodge them while delivering swift counterattacks that would either be blocked by one of the deserters or wound them lightly.


Wounds kept accumulating on the trio but they held still, waiting for their boss to finish his fight with the almost dead woman.


Another counterattack was launched by Sandy but was blocked by one of the men confidently, he was preparing himself to deliver another powerful blow when he felt a sudden pain to his back.


He turned around to see a kid with black hair in a ponytail getting away from him at high speed.


He had icy-blue eyes and donned a tight black kimono, in his hands there were two black sabers, one of them had dripping blood on it.


He had no time to say anything because Mark didn't let this occasion slip by and planted his knife in the man chest, the man died still wondering where the kid came from.


After one of the 3 deserters died, the fight became completely one-sided and Mark and Sandy took out the already injured opponents in a few rounds of attack.


They didn't waste any time as they sped toward Ethan's battle, Mark only slightly nodded at Noah's figure following them at some distance.


Ethan was having a rough time, his opponent was slowly overwhelming him, locking him into a passive position.


There were a lot of light wounds on Ethan's arms and a deep one on his left leg that was hindering his movements.


The brothers arrived at full speed stopping the man from inflicting another heavy wound on Ethan and then, together with him, unleashed a series of attacks on the encircled deserter.


Seeing that the situation wasn't looking good, the man chose to escape, getting purposedly injured to escape the encirclement and then running at full speed toward the forest.


But then, a black saber appeared in front of him.
						




                    


                
				
                    32. Victory

					
					

                    
                        In order to block the saber, the man had to stop his escape, allowing the guards from Balvan mansion to encircle him again.


Enraged, he tried to find the owner of the saber only to see a small figure getting away at high speed.


In this moment of distraction, Ethan stabbed him on his waist followed by Sandy and Mark's knives.


In a battle between cultivators, one instant of distraction could cause your own death.


That's why Noah's job was to ensure that the cultivators would fight themselves without interferences, and interfering was exactly what he was doing.


He would lie in wait in order to find an opportunity to cause a misstep in the enemy that would be exploited by his companions.


BOOM!


An explosion resounded from high in the mountain path.


A serpent made of flames was coiling around the deserters' boss right arm.


On the ground near him, Susan's charred corpse was lying unmoving, no more life was in it.


"Bos... s."


The man stabbed by the trio made a last plead of help before dying.


The flames slowly dissipated and the serpent with them, showing how proved the mage was by using the spell two times.


Noah, Ethan, Sandy, and Mark regrouped and stared at the pale man that killed their captain.


"Your name?"


Ethan asked, breathing heavily from the fatigue of his two consecutive fights.


"Tsk, what, the Shosti family forgot to mention it when they gave the reports?"


The group and the man stalled in order to regain some energy.


"We are simple people, reading the names of those that we have to kill is just useless work."


Sandy said shrugging his shoulders.


"My name is Orson why do you want to know it?"


"Well, you killed our captain, we need to report your name after we kill you to complain about their shitty report."


Mark's time to speak had arrived but Noah didn't care this time as he was completely focused on Orson.


'Can he do it again? Anyone of us that gets hit by that spell will probably die, but Susan managed to make him use it two times. Can he do it a third time?'


"Oh, no wonder she was so strong, it was your captain! Her body should have reached the limits of rank 3. What a pity, if she was a noble she would have had the technique needed to break through rank 4 but alas..."


Orson seemed really sad for Susan as he kept on speaking.


"You know, that's why I rebelled. I have been a rank 1 mage for ten years now and managed to obtain a spell only by stealing it. Don't you think that it's unfair? Don't you think that someone as talented as her, as talented as ME has the right to obtain what he deserves?"


His speech was about the common problem in the human's cultivation world.


Noble families would accumulate wealth and techniques to have a monopoly over them. Anyone not belonging to their inner circle could just serve for life hoping to be rewarded accordingly, or resort to illicit ways.





Ethan breath returned to a normal pace, he looked at his companion and nodded.


"Shall we start?"


Orson shook his head but got in position to fight, he took a big iron mace from the ground with his left hand and yelled:


"Come then!"


The group waited no more and jumped right at him.


Ethan was the first to clash with the mace causing the ground beneath him to crackle, Sandy and Mark slowed their pace on purpose to deal with Orson's sides.


Before the brother's knives could hit Orson though, the serpent of flames appeared again, this time protecting him.


Sandy and Mark had to halt their charge while Ethan was pushed three steps back with his hands lightly burned.


The serpent disappeared and the exchange of attacks and defense repeated itself.


It seemed that if Orson used the magic spell only to protect himself, its consumption of mental energy would be lower.


After three rounds of attacks, Ethan's left arm was hanging on his side while he wielded his greatsword with his right hand. The wound on his left leg was constantly spilling blood and he was deadly pale, he probably could hold only for another round.


Sandy and Mark were relatively better, the fire only touched them superficially and managed to cause only some spots of burned flesh.


Orson, on the other side, was panting heavily, he looked completely drained, like after a full session of training in the Kesier rune.


It was obvious that the next round would be the last.


Ethan's eyes became resolute as he charged recklessly toward Orson.


Like the times before that, his greatsword met the mace and he pushed hard with all the strength he had left to lock Orson in that position.


The attacks of the brothers arrived as punctual as always, aiming for the blind spots of the mage.


At one step from death, Orson resolutely chose to raise once again his right arm to unleash his strongest attack.


The arm lit up and a serpent of flames was being formed when a blade of wind, with the form of a crescent moon, hit the arm and severed it!


Noah was a few meters away from the mage, kneeling on the ground and managing to keep his upper body erected by pointing with his sabers on the ground.


He had watched the whole battle from a small distance away and understood one thing: the flames originated from his right arm.


So he waited till Orson exposed his arm again to deliver the only ranged attack that his art had.


The execution was perfect and the magic got interrupted, Sandy and Mark used this chance to directly cut off Orson's head with two strikes from opposite directions.


The mage was dead!


Noah and Ethan immediately fell on the ground, one had his Breath completely drained while the other was heavily injured.


The brothers, on the contrary, were still standing looking around the battlefield and on Orson body.


After their search, they came back to where Ethan and Noah were resting.


"No traces of the scroll containing the magic spell, he must have destroyed it."


"Except for some starving women that survived and us, everyone is dead."


They divided their lines as usual but there was a trace of sadness this time and not the usual irony.


Noah looked at the charred corpse at some distance from them and spoke.


"If she didn't make Orson use the spell twice, at least another one of us would be dead."


Everyone nodded and bowed to the corpse of their former captain.
						




                    


                
				
                    33. Rarity

					
					

                    
                        Inside the carriage, the group from Balvan family was returning to the mansion. Having completed the mission, there was no reason for them to remain in Cliffshear mountain.


They had signaled the place where the encampment was and left the hostages there waiting for someone from the noble families to pick them up, in a matter between cultivators those women were treated only as casualties and were for normal soldiers to handle.


The atmosphere during the trip back was pensive, everyone was silent with their mind wandering.


Sometimes their gaze would lie on a charred corpse lying on the wooden seats of the carriage, sometimes on Orson's head on the floor.


After he stared at the mage's head, Noah broke the silence wanting clarity on a pressing question in his mind.


"Is it really that hard to get a magic spell if you don't belong to the nobles' inner circle?"


The group was a little surprised form the question but then realized that this companion that fought with them was, in fact, a kid.


Mark did a complex smile and spoke.


"I'm sure that your Master already said something to you but I'll try to be more precise. You were probably misled to think that if you put enough efforts inevitably you will receive rewards. That is true only until a certain level."


He pointed at the corpse on the ground and continued.


"Susan was the third strongest in the outer ring, below your Master and his captain. She served in the guards of the outer ring for more than twenty years. Do you know the reason why she could not receive a technique that surpassed rank 3?"


Noah's answer was immediate.


"Because she didn't join the inner ring."


Sandy broke the silence too and corrected him.


"No, because she had talent and will."


Mark nodded to the answer of his brother and continued.


"You saw the power of a magic spell now, what would happen if the nobles gave that kind of power to someone that might become stronger than them?"


'One single cultivator having a magical spell could kill and injure 5 of them, with some of them stronger than him in other aspects.'


The answer this time was obvious.


"Rebellion."


Mark nodded, his smile becoming more complex.


"Exactly, that talented person might not welcome the control of the noble's families anymore after he obtains the power to fight them. You probably thought that you could find some ways around it since you got rewarded with a rank 3 art but let me tell you: that was the most valuable reward they could give you. Remember that you gave a Breath blessing, which is one of the most precious treasures for low-level cultivators, for it and you had your Master help in the delivery. I'm afraid that if you lacked one of those you would have received only some amount of gold as a reward."


Noah remembered how just by standing next to that blue mineral his injuries were healed and his second cycle was completed.





'That was indeed a good stone, no wonder they gave me such a high tier martial art for it.'


"With magic spells, the process is more complex."


Mark kept explaining.


"The first issue is that you need to be at least a rank 1 mage to learn it otherwise your sea of consciousness won't be able to bear the pressure of its diagram, many cultivators would rather train in other aspects that give an earlier increase of power than spend hours looking at a rune for many years. This greatly reduces the number of people that can strive for a magic scroll."


"After that, there is a problem with the attitude of a person. If your attitude doesn't match the element of the spell its power will be immensely reduced. Mages would rather serve a noble family that has accumulated a sufficient variety of spells rather than going around stealing scrolls only to end up with something that they would rather not use. I believe that Orson chose to rebel when he finally found the spell matching his attitude."


'So his attitude was fire. I won't know mine until my dantian is formed which means that it's useless to search for a way to get spells until then.'


"The last thing is the rarity of your element. The most common spells are of the fire and water element, followed by wind and earth. Thunder has a spot over them surpassed only by light and darkness. Of course, the rarer the element the stronger would be the spell compared to those on the same level."


This was the first time Noah heard something like this. He could not help but interrupt Mark explanation to ask:


"Why is there such a division?"


Mark had to think for a bit before continuing his speech.


"Well, truth is that the creation of spells is a process that went on for thousands of years and only top cultivators with a specific talent in magical diagrams can attempt to draw them. According to the common knowledge, the rarer one element the harder is to create diagrams of it, that's why there are fewer spells of them and that's where they took the name 'rare'."


Mark then pointed at himself and his brother.


"Our element is thunder. Even if it's a rare element, with the accumulation the Balvan family has they should have some scrolls of it. Yet, do you think that they will give them to us even if we enter the inner circle?"


Sandy didn't give time for Noah to answer and spoke directly.


"The answer is: probably no! With the character that we have, the inner circle will never allow us to have that kind of power, they simply don't trust us. Why do you think we are still wandering in the outer circle doing these kinds of missions while we both have reached the level of rank 1 mage?"


'So they were indeed mages and not simply talented scouts.'


"My brother is right, our power would increase too much with a spell of a rare element in our set of abilities. Because of that, the inner circle would not let us in and will just leave us to age in the outer circle."


Noah was confused.


"Then why do you still serve the Balvan family?"


Mark's smile showed only helplessness at this point.


"Because it is the only place where we can receive something for our cultivation, and in the bigger families there is only more competition for rewards at our level. The only option would be the academy in the Royal city but alas..."


He winked at Noah.


"They only enroll people below 18 years old."
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                        Since Noah found a way inside the cultivation world he completely disregarded any other type of knowledge, not that he had time to study anyway with his rigid schedule.


He only had a basic understanding of the political power system of this country and of the environment near his family's mansion.


The subdivision of power was similar to the feudal system from his previous world: small-size noble families would pay taxes to the medium-size ones in order to keep their territory; like this till the large-size noble families that answered only to the Royal family.


Any large-size noble family would be in control of a city, like the Shosti family with Mossgrove city, and would run it according to the orders of the Royal dynasty.


Yet, Noah's mind was mostly oblivious to any names concerning these topics, he focused so much in cultivation that he only barely remembered that this nation was called Utra.


'So there is an alternative! I would have known more if the cultivation topic wasn't so hidden to the public. I need to have one or two backup plans for when I leave the family.'


If there was one thing Noah was sure of, it would have been his departure from the Balvan family in the future.


He knew that his possibilities were limited in that environment due to his status as a bastard so he had no plan to stay, he would rather be a fugitive like Orson than spend his whole life serving nobles, hoping one day to be rewarded.


'Unfortunately, I'm still weak, I should wait for my dantian to form and for my attitude to be determined before thinking of running away. I would also need a general plan on how to become stronger without the nobles' support and there is the situation about my mother too...'


There were no immediate solutions to his problems, so he just chose that he would think about them when he had a clearer understanding of things.


***

Life kept going as usual in the outer circle.


With the exception of the ceremony for Susan's funeral, Noah did nothing but training and clearing magical beasts' packs.


It was a few days after he became 12 that a big event happened: his acupoints had completely stopped absorbing Breath, his third cycle was completed!


In the next cycle, he will obtain a rank 2 body!


Right now, Noah was in the torture room below the guards building, he was screaming in pain tied to a metal table.


Willam was next to him, yelling the number of the acupoints he was going to destroy.


"All of the seven acupoints are destroyed, the whirl is forming, focus!"


Noah was, by then, used to the treatment or at least to its procedure.


The pain he would feel from having his acupoints broken was still as terrible as the other times, no matter how much he increased his mental energy he had to put all his concentration on managing to stay conscious.





The usual feeling of death approached Noah's mind but that could not make him flicker, he was completely focused on the Breath accumulating over his back.


After reaching a decent amount of density, he manipulated the Breath to enter and fill the space where his acupoints previously were.


Yet, at that point, something unexpected happened: the Breath, instead of accumulating in the empty places, was absorbed by his body.


The most worrying thing was that Noah didn't feel any increase of strength, the Breath had completely disappeared inside his body while the feeling of death was still getting closer at high speed.


He tried again to flow Breath in the acupoints' previous spots but the same thing happened.


He was at loss of what he had to do!


Any strand of Breath he tried to accumulate would be absorbed by his body and he didn't even know why!


At that point, a drop of a familiar black liquid got expelled by his right arm, seeing it Noah finally understood: he was going through the advancement of rank of his body!


'Is the Breath being absorbed pushing my body over the rank? Does this means that I can't form acupoints until my body advances?'


He could not think of any different explanations and he had no time to ask William because of the darkness getting closer in his mind so he just went all out with the absorption process.


He continuously absorbed Breath without even stopping to check if his acupoints were forming.


The black liquid began to be ejected from his body at high speed.


William was holding him down watching this process with worry.


He understood that his disciple encountered some kind of problem but there was nothing that he could do to help, so he just let his hands getting stained by the black substance while keeping him still on the table.


Meanwhile, Noah was being entirely covered by the liquid as he hurried in the absorption process to avoid being engulfed by the darkness.


Then, finally, Breath began to accumulate forming his acupoints.


He hastily isolated the newly formed acupoints waiting for them to solidify and link themselves to his body.


He completely disregarded the pain caused by the connection process and focused only on the barriers incubating the mixture of Breath and shards of bone.


The mixture, in the end, became solid and he felt an immense wave of strength running through him.


Like the previous times, he waited some more time before releasing the barriers around the newly formed acupoints in order to be completely sure that the treatment went well.


His body felt extremely strong.


His mind was tired and his mental energy was almost completely expended, but there was no pain coming from his back.


He gave a powerful pull with his arms and the metal chains tying his hands broke.


Then he did the same with his legs and the chains holding them shattered.


He stood up on the metal table trying to sense his body but his mind was too tired from the pain he had endured to size his new strength precisely.


William, in the meantime, was smiling warmly looking at him, he was proud of this disciple continuously surpassing any difficulty with determination and bravery.


Noah got down from the table and bowed to his Master, it was the first time he could do that right after finishing the treatment.


"Thanks a lot, Master. Oh right, it seems that since my body broke through I won't need to be bedridden this time so we can spar tomorrow, I'm eager to feel the strength of my new body!"


The smile on William's face disappeared, replaced by an irritated expression.


"You damned workaholic, tomorrow you will clean this room to get rid of the filth that your body expelled! And you will do extra missions to repay my handcuffs!"
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                        When Noah woke up the next morning he clearly felt the increase of strength of his body.


He had taken a bath before going to sleep to wash away the filth his body secreted during the advancement of rank and now he was standing in his room sensing attentively any change he could feel.


The most immediate thing was that his muscles increased in size and were more defined, not an inch of fat was present on them, giving to Noah's figure a slender and sturdy appearance even though he was still quite short.


Yet, the biggest changes happened inside his body.


The seven acupoints on his back were absorbing Breath at a speed at least two times higher than they did in the previous cycle.


The quantity that his body was holding had already increased threefold and its quality seemed higher!


'With this amount, I can launch full strength attacks at least six times before running out of Breath! I'm not even factoring the new speed at which I'm recovering it, I might as well have the energy for another attack when the other six are used, and this while the fourth cycle is not even complete!'


The newly found power was making Noah eager to spar with his Master so he hurriedly donned a white kimono and got ready to exit the room before a thought stopped his tracks.


'Right, first I have to clean the torture room.'


***

CLANG!


The sound of swords clashing resounded in a room of the guards building.


Noah was fighting against William with decision and resolution while getting used to his body.


It was some time since William had to drop the wooden stick an use a real sword to block Noah's attacks.


Nevertheless, Noah was never able to surpass his Master's defense, William would just block any attack coming at him while commenting on its execution.


Yet, the happiness for his body's improvement wasn't present on Noah's expression, which exuded only coldness and concentration.


He had met with his mother before going to the sparring session and was crestfallen to see a big bruise on her face right under the left eye.


Some sort of pressure had formed in his mind, hurrying him to improve faster before something irreversible happened.


William noted his disciple state of mind and raised the stakes of the training as a form of respect for his determination.


It was only when Noah was breathing heavily and sweating profusely that his Master decided to stop the sparring and sit on the floor to discuss things with him.


Noah sat on his knees on the spot in front of him and sorted the questions he wanted to ask.


"So, how is a rank 2 body?"


William started the conversation.


"It's really amazing! My strength and speed rose to an absurd level, I believe that now I completely crossed the boundaries of a rank 3 magical beast."





William nodded. He knew that every advancement in rank comported a sudden increase in strength and that the higher the level of the rank, the bigger would be the difference with the previous level.


Noah chose his first question.


"Master, are cultivators all idiots?"


William was surprised by the question and could not help but to ask for the meaning of it.


"What do you mean?"


"Well, in the mission against Orson I realized that cultivators have... well... peculiar traits in their personality."


William was at first confused but then realized something looking at his disciple complex expression and became irritated.


"You, the kid that at the age of 8 scammed guards for techniques, the kid that in 4 years did nothing but train and fight, the kid that can't think of anything than cultivation all day, are saying that cultivators are peculiar?"


Noah seemed to be taken aback by these words but just put a slight smile on his face as an answer.


Willam shook his head and continued.


"It's not the cultivation process that causes these peculiarities, rather a person needs those to keep pursuing power. Only a strong personality can continue on this long road unmoved by the many difficulties that it will encounter."


Noah was enlighted.


The body-nourishing methods required constant meditation and great patience to be trained, and those were the easiest techniques to practice in.


Most of the people would just grow bored or tired of such methods, no wonder they could not pursue higher powers.


Who would be willing to practice every day in a martial art till his body was exhausted? Who could spend hours looking at rune that would cause him pain and exhaustion?


Only strong-willed people! And they generally had some particularity in them that were unwilling to abandon, like Noah's stubbornness in his search for power or Sandy's uncaring attitude.


"I think I understand now. There is another thing though."


Noah was about to ask about the academy in the Royal city but then a doubt crossed his mind. He held back from speaking the last part of the sentence and changed its subject at the last time.


"Can-can I take a look at the information about cultivators in this country? You know, the knowledge about this topic is quite hidden and I wouldn't even know where to look for it."


William was astonished but then nodded for a few times with a radiant smile on his face.


"You finally want to know more about this country's history! Don't worry, I'll bring a book from the inner circle on our next appointment. To think that I would live till you asked me something not concerning training!"


Noah had a guilty smile on his face, it was only after he left the room that he could finally relaxe.


'I almost made a mistake. I know that Master cares about me but what would happen if he understood that I want to leave the family? Will he help me or will he punish me? Just to be sure it's better not to disclose anything with him until the Forging of Seven Hells is completed. Plus, I don't really know how to get to the Royal city anyway.'


Noah went back to his room while deep in thought.


He didn't really like hiding things from William since he helped him so much, yet his future came first.


He could not accept to be a simple guard in his life, he wanted to be free to soar the sky without anyone having the power to obstruct him and to do that he needed a power that he could not find staying in the mansion.


'It seems that it's really my nature to disappoint those that love me. I'm sorry Master, but there is no chance that I'll simply accept my status as my fate. I hope that you can understand.'


Out of habit, he picked his sabers and practiced.


The Breath in his body was replenished by a quarter since the sparring had ended.
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                        The was only one imminent problem with Noah's lifestyle.


He kept on training and fighting but one aspect was pressing him.


'How the fuck am I supposed to tell Masted that the rune in my sea of consciousness is almost complete!?'


It has been only two years and a half since he started the training for his mental energy but with the advantage his rebirth gave him he had almost become a rank 1 mage.


'Well, I'll think about it after this mission. At least there were no problems with the fifth treatment.'


About one month ago he successfully completed his fourth cycle and entered the fifth one.


Apparently, the cycle right after the body's advancement was the easiest to complete, followed by the middle one that required a long time of nourishment, to the last one that forced the practitioner to break through ranks during the treatment.


'I should be able to obtain a rank 3 body some months after I turn 13, I hope that the last treatment will be similar to the fourth.'


Since the unexpected event during the treatment, Noah reflected more on the various cycles of the Seven Hells method in order to be ready when another unexpected situation appeared.


After all, one misstep during the process will cause his death or a permanent injury.


During these months, he also expanded his knowledge of this country thanks to the many books his Master kept on giving him, and, in the end, he found the information that he wanted.


'The Royal city takes the name from the dynasty that runs it and since two thousand years ago it has been called Elbas.'


Any noble family that manages to take control of the Royal city will become a dynasty.


Two thousand years ago, the Elbas family waged a war against the previous Royal family and won, since then they never lost to any rebellion against them.


One of the reasons why they resisted for so much time was the creation of the academy.


"The academy is the best training ground for the descendants of the noble families and for young talents. It was made by the Elbas family as a mean to get any talented individual of the younger generation closer to the Royal family since you can get a prestigious position in the Royal city once you graduate from the academy. It's a smart move that increases their power while lowering that of the noble families at the same time, that's why they invested so much in it giving access to many techniques and spells to its students. The problem is that I can only enter there through a competition.'


The academy enrolled twice per year and only through two methods: money and strength.


You could either pay an exorbitant sum of gold and precious materials or you had to win a competition set up by it against other contenders.


Needless to say, Noah's only option was the second method.


'I even prepared a couple of escape routes for when the time comes, I can only hope that it will be near the time of one of the enrollment competition.'





After obtaining the information about the academy, Noah had just to inspect the maps about the continent of Utra to plan some escape routes toward the places where the selections would be.


While he was brainstorming about his recent discoveries, Noah was speeding through Evergreen forest.


His mission consisted in finding a group of bandits that assaulted a merchant caravan that transported body parts of magical beasts.


He had to execute the bandits and retrieve the goods.


His Master ensured him that they weren't extremely powerful cultivators and that he could choose the reward for the mission between the stolen merch.


'The reports said that this group calls themselves "Gray Shadows" and they have seven members. In the last year, they operated in the zone near Evergreen forest so their base should be here but even after some investigations, they have never been found. I guess that Sandy and Mark are busy somewhere else for Master to choose me for this mission.'


With his strong mental energy, Noah was one of the best candidates for this mission since he could sense clearly the environment around him.


It was his second day inside the forest but he still had to find traces of the bandits.


Even though the surface of Evergreen forest was bigger than the one the Balvan family ruled on and was full of dangerous magical beasts, the area near its perimeter was relatively safe since the Shosti family would periodically send soldiers to clear it from dangers in order to make the merchant routes safer.


'Master said that if I find nothing after one month of search, I can just give up and go back to the mansion.'


So, its solitary mission had begun. Noah would travel during the day looking for traces of the Gray Shadows and train at night in the Kesier rune.


He liked this type of mission because it allowed him to learn how to survive in the wilderness, he took it as a preparation for his big escape in the future.


After one week of exploration, he still ended up with nothing.


Noah didn't really want to fail the mission, or to say it better he didn't want to give up the free reward from the bandits' deposit.


He stood on a tree deep in thought until he had an idea.


'What if I follow a caravan?'


The idea seemed worth a shot so he moved toward the perimeter of the forest in the direction of Mossgrove city.


He waited there for three days, letting pass the caravans that were too small or looked like they weren't carrying anything important until he finally found the perfect target.


It was a big caravan made of two different carriages. It had a big red emblem inscribed on its side representing a tiger with wings on his back, Noah supposed that it belonged to one of the middle-size noble families in the Shosti's domain.


One of the carriages was ridden by a group of soldiers that alternated the coachman role between themselves, while on the other one a bald fat man without any beard and a young girl were in the rider's position.


'That one looks like the ideal target of the Gray Shadows, the soldiers don't look that strong but for a noble family to send them to protect a merchant it means that the goods they carry should have some value.'


Mental energy could be used to scan the surroundings but also to evaluate someone's strength, yet before becoming a mage its precision would still be somewhat lacking.


To evaluate these soldiers though, Noah's level was more than enough.


'So it's decided, I'll follow them!'
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                        The caravan took a path inside Evergreen forest.


Noah was jumping from tree to tree following it at quite some distance, he was waiting for the moment the Gray Shadows appeared.


He was quite bored, all he could do was wait for something to happen or to enter his range of perception, a big contrast with his usual days spent on training until he had to sleep to recover.


Meanwhile, on the caravan.


Quinn was a merchant that took on his family's job at the age of 16.


He was talented in the art of trade and managed to raise his position till being the preferred merchant of the Merger family, a middle-size noble family under the domain of the Shosti family.


Right now, he was doing a trip back to Merger mansion, situated on the other side of the forest not far from its perimeter.


He had successfully sold the goods given to him by the noble family in the market of Mossgrove city and made quite a sum.


Since the business trip went well, his mood was joyous as he took the shorter road back to mansion uncaring of the dangers of the forest, after all, he had in his defense the soldiers of a noble family!


'Haha, if my ancestors were to see me now! I singlehandedly raised my family status so much that a noble family actually protects me during my travels!'


These were his thoughts.


Of course, he knew that the soldiers' mission was to protect the goods and not him but his mood was unaffected since his trip this time was really profitable.


'After I complete the trade and give back the accounted goods, I will have enough to retire and build a small mansion. Who knows, in a few generations my family might become a noble one!'


His gaze involuntarily shifted to the young girl next to him.


She was his only remaining family since his wife passed away, yet, this daughter of his inherited his talent as a dealer.


Quinn taught her all his knowledge and experience but never thought that one day he would be near setting his own mansion.


'I wanted her to marry someone from a small-size family but if I wait a bit she could actually strive to be the first wife in a middle-size one! After all, her relationship with the young master of the Merger family is not too bad.'


Quinn was lost in his thoughts while the caravan kept going. He would just plan things and sort the inventory during the uneventful travel.


However, one week after his entrance in Evergreen forest, something unexpected happened.


An arrow, shot from behind the trees, hit the horse carrying the carriage in the front.


The horse fell dead on the ground immediately as three figures came out from their hidings.


The soldiers got enraged and jumped off the carriage yelling at them.


"How do you dare to assault the carriage of the Merger family! You must be tired of living!"


The three figures had gray hooded cloaks that completely covered their faces and large sleeves that hid their hands.





One of them started laughing when the soldier threatened them.


"Haha, did you hear him second shadow, third shadow? He actually thinks that we are scared of them!"


Another one answered,


"First shadow, don't you worry, they will soon understand."


Like it was some sort of signal, the three hooded men directly attacked the soldiers, throwing knives and unsheathing short swords from their sleeves.


The soldiers blocked their attacks and started to encircle them.


There were, after all, five soldiers against the three of them, the advantage in numbers was showing itself.


At that moment though, another arrow shot from behind the trees and hit one of the soldiers' legs and two more hooded men came out from their hidings.


With the injured soldier the thieves were having the advantage, yet they didn't seem too focused on killing their enemies.


Quinn was hiding with his daughter inside the carriage since the assault started, he knew that the goods were the soldier's core mission so he smartly chose to hide between them.


He was quite relaxed in the whole process since he had complete confidence in the power of a middle-size family.


"Don't you worry, simple thieves won't dare to kill anyone wearing the emblem of a noble family, even if they resorted to a life of crimes they still fear the power behind nobles."


He was consoling his daughter when a voice interrupted him.


"He's right cutie, we are too scared of the powerful cultivators protecting them. However, that doesn't mean that we will simply run away when we see their emblem."


Quinn was startled, a hooded figure was at the end of the carriage looking at the goods.


He did a hand gesture and all the inventory was sucked inside his sleeve.


"Many thanks!"


The thief lightly bowed and then hurried outside the carriage, in a few instants he had disappeared between the trees.


Quinn lost all his strength at this sight and released a weak statement.


"I'm ruined."


Turning back time a bit, Noah was still following the caravan.


It had been seven days but there was still no sign of the Gray Shadows.


'This is so boring! Don't tell me that it was the wrong decision to follow this caravan and that they went after the poorer ones.'


Noah was hiding at the top of a tree but doubts were starting to accumulate in his mind.


He got ready to kill some time by looking at the rune when he sensed something getting near the position of the caravan.


He completely switched his state of mind to total concentration and stared at the unfolding of the events on the ground.


He saw a hooded man shooting an arrow to kill the horse in the front carriage and then three men engaging a fight with the soldiers.


He saw the soldiers slowly going into a passive position when the other two men appeared, but he waited.


He had to know how they were going to steal the goods and where they would put them.


As for the fate of the caravan, he couldn't care less.


At that point, a fast figure went inside the rear carriage and came out after a few instants. Some seconds later, the merchant came out of the carriage crawling on the ground and pointing in the direction of where the figure went.


The merchant's skin was pale and he seemed devoid of any life.


Quinn's condition made Noah understand the situation.


'The goods have been stolen!'


Once the realization lightened up his mind, he wasted no more time and jumped directly in pursuit of the figure in the forest.


If someone looked from above the forest, he would see a black dot running at high speed on the top of the trees.
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                        Noah was jumping from tree to tree at high speed toward the faint presence that he felt with his mind.


When the figure entered his field of view, he slowed his pace to make sure that he would not be noticed.


The member of the Gray Shadows kept running for about an hour deep in the forest unaware of a black figure hiding in the trees behind him.


Then he stopped in a seemingly random location and hid in a bush, probably waiting for any pursuer to show up.


After a quarter of an hour, he got out of the bush convinced that no one was following him.


He happily folded his sleeve and raised his now exposed right arm into the air, then he closed his eyes in concentration while furrowing his brows.


A twinkle shot out from his hand and various items appeared on the ground. There were magical beasts' parts, weapons, bottles with shining liquids and so on, all of those had appeared out of nowhere.


The hooded man was about to sort the items on the ground when a black blade appeared on his throat, followed by a cold threatening voice.


"Tell me how you did that and I'll let you live."


The man realized that he had been followed and cursed internally.


'I'm the fastest in the Gray Shadows but my brothers should be near here by now, maybe if I stall for a bit...'


The plan of the hooded man was simple but effective, so he went for it.


"Oh, you know, it's a special technique passed down by the ancestors of my fa-!"


He could not finish his sentence that a sharp pain coming from his right shoulder assaulted him forcing him to crouch on the ground holding his shoulder.


However, when his hand reached for the spot where the pain came from he only felt a warm liquid flowing from it.


He opened his eyes to look at it and discovered that his right arm had disappeared from its spot and was on the ground staining it of a red color.


Before he could say anything though, the black blade reappeared on his throat and the cold voice sounded again.


"Next is your left arm if you don't speak."


The Gray Shadow was terrified by now and hastily explained with a trembling voice.


"I-It's the space-ring on my right hand, sir. If you use your mental energy you can bind it and use it to store non-living things. It's all yours, just give me one second to remove my binding."


"No need."


The cold voice sounded one last time and the head of the thief fell on the ground severed by its body.


Noah gave a look the severed arm on the ground an found a plain-looking silver ring.


He took it in his hands and focused his mental energy to inspect it.


A type of connection was created and the half-transparent image of the ring appeared in Noah's sea of consciousness.


When Noah focused on the ring, he could see a separated space of 30 cubic meters inside it full of precious material and similar.





He was amazed!


He shifted his gaze toward the items on the ground and just by willing it, they got sucked inside the space of the ring.


He tried to do the same with the corpse of the thief and the same thing happened.


Then he concentrated again on one of the items inside the ring and it suddenly appeared in front of him.


He put the item back in the separated space and inspected the ring carefully, from every perspective it looked perfectly like a normal ring, only by inspecting it with mental energy you could vaguely sense that something was off with it.


'This thing is amazing! There is no way that I give it back. If I just hide it under my clothes no one would be able to find it!'


While he thought of this, he sensed six presences coming from the forest in his direction.


'Right, let's solve this issue first.'


The remaining six members of the Gray Shadows arrived in the spot where Noah once was and got perplexed seeing the stains of blood on the ground.


One of them touched them and spoke in a worried voice.


"The blood is still warm, I think that seventh shadow was followed and injured, as we all know his battle capabilities are pretty inconsistent."


Another one of them answered him.


"What do we do now? All the stolen goods are in his space-ring and, without it, we are just some lousy robbers."


'So everything they have is inside the ring, no need to waste time then.'


Noah was back in his hiding position at the top of a tree listening attentively to the conversation of the thieves to make sure that there were no more secrets to uncover.


Once he was sure that the ring was the main reason they managed to operate in secret for so much time without getting caught, he slashed the air in their direction and jumped toward them at high speed.


The slash created a blade of wind that crashed on the remaining members of the Gray Shadows catching them by surprise.


Two members of the group got injured instantly and were about to unsheath their weapons when a black figure passed next to them, their heads detached from their bodies as if they were only leaning on it.


Noah touched the ground and released four more wind slashes in the direction of the remaining four hooded men, then he followed the slashes without even waiting for them to hit.


Every time he moved, someone's head would be severed, he was using his rank 3 martial art at full strength!


Since he entered the fifth cycle, the limit on the usage of his full strength got raised to 10 attacks, so he wasn't going to hold himself back against six enemies.


In less than a minute, the Gray Shadows were all dead and put inside Noah's space-ring.


'I have less than two weeks left for this mission. I might have a plan on how to get the highest benefits from it, but I must first clean this place and go deeper into the forest to make it work.'


Noah hurriedly dug out the terrain that got stained by blood and put it in the space-ring, then he refilled the holes and checked again to be sure that he left no traces of his battle.


'This should be enough, now I need to find a suitable place in the forest to create a fake deposit.'


As he thought that, he ran in a straight line toward a deeper part of the forest.
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                        Deep into Evergreen forest, in an area not cleared by the Shosti family.


Noah was standing in front of the entrance of a small cave.


He found this place after a full day of running into the forest.


He entered the cave and carefully inspected it.


It was large 50 meters squares and was quite dark, it seemed perfect for his intentions.


Noah unloaded the contents of the space-ring in the deepest place of the cave to create false proofs that this spot was, in fact, the deposit the Gray Shadows used.


Then, he placed the bodies of the band of thieves on the ground with their respective heads near the bodies.


To better create the facade of a battle, he slashed randomly on their corpses until he was satisfied with the scene being displayed.


He was about to nod in satisfaction when a thought crossed his mind that made him reveal a complex smile.


'To think that it was less than two years ago that I first killed a human while now I'm falsifying a murder scene to steal some items.'


Since the events with Balor, he never hesitated again to kill any of his enemies.


He never thought too much of it since he had no time to think about it but now the situation was different.


He was actively covering his tracks to gain benefits from it, but the thing that made him depressed was something else.


'I don't feel anything.'


He kept on looking at the torn corpses but could not find an ounce of disgust or guilt inside him.


'It was my mission to kill them so I simply did it, now I want their items without consequences so I simply raged on their corpses.'


He stared for a few more moments before he found the answer he was looking for.


'Life has no meaning, the one of both humans and magical beasts. Yet, in a world where one being can stand at the top of all things, life's meaning might be found in power. If you are an ant, you can be swept away by a dragon that was simply passing by. If you are a dragon, you might be denied a meal by one hand gesture of a cultivator. Power stands above any definition of good and evil. And to obtain power...'


Noah's eyes in this moment of realization became extremely dark and cold.


'I must be willing to create mountains of corpses.'


A light chuckle came out of his mouth.


'I guess I'm a bad man after all.'


In the end, he smiled, this process of completely accepting himself left his mind clear of doubts and he felt freer than ever.


'Now, let's inspect the goods.'


Noah neared the pile of stolen items on the ground and started sorting it.


He looked through all the magical beasts' body parts first.


There were tails of thunder wolves, legs and pincers of ironclad spiders and many others of which Noah didn't recognize the species, but they were all separated in a different group away from the pile.





'I can't keep those, even if I hide them in the space-ring their usage is limited since I don't know anything about how to forge a weapon or vendors willing to buy them.'


He was sure of one thing: the less he stole, the fewer were the possibilities of being discovered.


Next, it was the turn of the weapons.


They were in great number and seemed all newly forged but their quality matched at most the one of his own black sabers.


'Mh, I think I can take some of these, I won't necessarily use them but they can be traded more easily. They can be my reserve funds, 10-12 of them should be a fair number.'


Noah took various weapons of different types and put them inside the space-ring and then moved the remaining 40 or so in the group with the beasts' body parts.


In the original pile of items, only boxes containing pills or bottles with strange liquids remained.


'Are these drugs? Their effect should be good if they were stored with the other items'


He took some pills in his hands and sniffed them one by one, sometimes he would feel a nauseous smell that almost made him faint, sometimes a faint odor that made the Breath in his body restless.


'These things are powerful! I can't take them carelessly, let's put them away for now and focus on those with a description.'


There were only three drugs that had a description attached to them, the first he picked was a box with dark bottles in it.


'Beast's essence, concentrated blood of magical beasts refined to be used by humans. Smear it on the crucial spots of the body-nourishing technique to increase the ratio of absorption of Breath. Its effects mimic the innate absorption ability of magical beasts to increase the speed of cultivation of the body. The effects will diminish if used too many times.'


There were 12 bottles in the box, yet they instantly disappeared inside the space-ring when Noah finished reading their effects.


He didn't hesitate for even an instant in his decision of stealing them.


Then he picked a small box that contained 3 red pills.


'Inner-fire pill, ingesting it will create a burning sensation that reinforces the sphere in the sea of consciousness. Helps to stabilize the mind in the training for rank 1 mage.'


Noah looked at the 3 pills for a bit before deciding to put them into the pile of items on the ground.


'My mental energy is already nearing the level of rank 1 and the constant pressure I undergo during the treatment has the same effects. Even if I can have a small increase in mental stability, they are not worth the risk.'


The constant worry in Noah's mind was that if he stole too many items he could become one of the suspects.


Since these goods have been in the hands of the Gray Shadows for about one year, it was normal to think that they have used some of them, yet Noah still wanted to play it safe and not take unnecessary risks.


'Last one.'


He picked a tiny case that looked more refined than the others, only one big brown pill was inside.


'Earth pill, increases the density of Breath in the dantian. It helps in breaking stages inside one rank of the cultivator. It has a 100% success rate of breaking through the liquid-stage and an 80% success rate for the solid-stage. If used on a rank 2 dantian, the success rate diminishes by 60%.'


This was Noah's first time hearing about stages in the ranks of the dantian, actually, it was the first time he had any information about the cultivation of the dantian at all!
						




                    


                
				
                    40. Meeting

					
					

                    
                        In a cave, deep into Evergreen forest, a young man was sitting on the ground with his upper body naked.


He was smearing a black liquid on his back while looking at a sheet with a complex rune written on it.


'This beast's essence is good, I'm sparing weeks of nourishment using it and I still have 8 bottles left!'


The young man was of course Noah.


He was using his remaining time for the mission to make use of the goods he chose to keep.


'I bet that the Earth pill will be amazing too.'


In the end, he was too tempted to not keep the brown pill for the dantian.


After a few hours, he stopped his training in the Kesier rune even though he was far from his limit.


He never forgot that he was still in the wilderness, he had to be ready if a sudden attack of a magical beast arrived.


'I bet this smell is keeping them away.'


He looked in the direction of the corpses that were now starting to decompose.


The smell they emitted was awful but Noah didn't care, they had to stay in their spots to create the perfect scenery of a battle.


Noah had already made a plan to appear as innocent as possible and to carry it out he needed 3 days, so he decided to use the days left before them to increase his strength as much as possible.


'I can use two bottles of beast's essence per day, in four days I'll be out of them and I can start preparing for my return to the mansion. I wonder how much of the fifth cycle I can complete.'


A few days after the medicinal bottles were emptied, Noah was carrying a huge pile of items tied together with the clothes of the dead members of the Gray Shadows.


He wasn't going to lift it since its form was too uncomfortable to raise up so he simply dragged the goods with an improvised rope.


'This will leave a good amount of evidence that my version of the story is the real deal.'


***

Some days later.


Quinn was feeling desperate.


He was camping on the perimeter of Evergreen forest near Mossgrove city waiting for the orders of the Merger family.


Only three soldiers were left standing guard on him, while the other two went to their family mansion to inform the inner circle of the events during the trip.


Yet almost two weeks had passed, and of the envoy from the family there was still no trace.


'I'm totally ruined! Even if they manage to take back the goods I will receive no share from it. I might even lose my privileged position as their merchant. My dreams, my plans, everything is ruined!'


He was completely powerless in this situation and the remaining guards started to treat him with coldness even though the job of protecting the shipment was theirs.


In this world, it was always the weaker one to get the blame for any faulty situation.


"Tsk, if that idiot of a merchant didn't take the path in the forest, everything could have been avoided."





"You are right, now our position in the guards will be severely affected because of such a greedy man. And we also have to stand here with him!"


The guards were speaking in such a loud voice that Quinn could clearly hear them.


His daughter understood the situation and remained silent for the whole time, scared that one misspoken word could trigger the anger of the soldiers.


It was at that moment that a kid donned in black and sweating profusely exited the perimeter of the forest carrying a big pile of items tied together by clothes stained with blood.


The group from the Merger family stared with wide eyes at the small figure dragging a burden that was four times his frame.


Quinn looked at the items and recognized some of them as the ones that were stolen from him.


He hurriedly got close to the young man yelling loudly.


"Wait, wait! You, kid, where did you get those items?"


The excitement from finding his assets made him speak without any form of respect.


Noah looked at the fat merchant and answered nonchalantly while continuing o his tracks.


"Found them on the forest."


Quinn felt finally hope after two weeks of desperation.


"There are some items that were stolen from me between those that you are carrying. Please, return them to me."


Noah still didn't stop and only asked a short question.


"Do you have any proof?"


Quinn was at a loss for words and only now realized that the young man in front of him could have not been a simple one, he was, after all, coming back from the forest with a great burden on his back.


When he looked at the signs of dragging on the ground he realized with fear that he could not see where the signs started from.


'For exactly how long has he carried such a weigh?'


The guards though had slower minds than the merchant and when they overheard the conversation they arrogantly neared the items.


"Kid, if the merchant said that these are our items then so it is. If you have any complaints you can come to the Merger mansion to apply for a refund."


The soldiers only saw wealth in the pile in front of them and were already imagining the reward the family would give them when they brought them back.


Just when one of them was about to undo the packaging made of clothes to inspect the items, a kick came in his direction.


The attack was too fast and too sudden, it hit the soldier chest sending him flying away for five meters before he fell on the ground unconscious.


In the spot where he was previously, Noah was now standing with his right leg still raised.


"So you want to rob my Balvan family of the earned reward from a mission assigned by the Shosti family?"


Noah shamelessly used the names of the noble families to stop their claims on the items.


The group was stupefied seeing a kid knocking out a soldier with just one attack, their attitude became immediately more respectful.


Noah simply snorted and went back to his dragging toward Balvan mansion, yet, before he could move again, Quinn placed himself in front of him with a wide smile on his face.


"Ehm, young sir, I want to apologize for my earlier rudeness. That thing that you are carrying seems heavy, would you like a ride back to your mansion?"


'Oh, it seems that this man is not that stupid. Well, they can be my witnesses if I go with him.'


"I agree, but I have a condition."


Quinn lightly bowed while speaking.


"Please speak, young master."


Noah pointed at the pile of items behind him.


"I can take one of those things as a reward so you have to explain to me the effects of the pills in there."
						




                    


                
				
                    41. Heads

					
					

                    
                        Noah was standing on Quinn's carriage listening to his explanation while moving toward Balvan mansion.


"Young master, this is a Snake essence. It's a powerful elixir that can cure any poisoning! It is made from the livers of snake-type magical beasts and..."


"Young master, that one is the Bear-Fury pill. It will give you a temporary boost in strength and resistance, not that you would need it. You are strong as a bull and graceful..."


"Oh, you surely won't need that one, young master. That's a purple mouse concentrate, they are weak magical beasts but their reproductivity is extremely high, I bet you can guess already the effects of such a fluid, eheh."


Quinn would flatter Noah every time he had the chance while explaining the properties of the many pills and elixirs in Noah's pile of items.


The goods were already moved back on the carriage before they moved again and Quinn, his daughter and one soldier from the Merger family came along.


The other one was left on the rendezvous point waiting for his family's envoy and taking care of the collapsed guard.


Yet, as Quinn's exposition continued, Noah began to feel irritated.


'What's up with this guy, does he have a crush on me? And why is he avoiding all the drugs that seem more powerful?'


His brows furrowed making the merchant panic a bit.


He understood that he overdid a little and so he moved to the next part of his scheme.


"Young master, I'm old and quite tired from all the previous events. Why don't you allow my daughter, Sophie, to keep up with the explanation? I can assure you that I taught her all my knowledge so she is more than fit for the job!"


Realization struck Noah after hearing the merchant's words.


'He wants to set me up with his daughter? Does he think I'm some kind of noble heir of the family?'


Sophie was a young girl that was about 14 years old.


She had long brown hair and green eyes, her body was gracious but was still developing the curves typical of an adult woman.


In Noah's eyes though, still tied to his previous world's canons of beauty, she was just a kid.


Sophie blushed when her father mentioned her and peeked shortly at the young man only to lower her head blushing even more evidently.


Noah was a bit stunned by her reaction.


'Am I really that good looking? Well, I do have Lily's facial attributes but I never thought that they could cause such reactions.'


Noah had taken his mother's pretty face and had her same eyes and hair, coupled with his well-toned body, his strength and the possibility that he was a noble, no common girl could possibly reject him.


Before Sophie could pick up where his father left, Noah stopped her.


"Quinn, I want to make clear that I'm just a bastard inside the Balvan family..."


He continued speaking while taking out something from the pile of goods, a fetid smell enveloped the carriage as seven heads hidden inside layers of body parts of magical beasts were made visible.





Quinn lost all colors from his face and Sophie trembled lightly at that sight.


"And I really think that it's time for you to start speaking about the important drugs."


A wave of coldness enveloped the carriage.


The guard that was on its rear had his head lowered the whole time.


The merchant and his daughter might have not understood Noah's real strength but an initiate on the road of cultivation like him knew that one had to be on the level of a real cultivator to knock up a guard with one kick.


Seeing the severed heads, Quinn understood that the kid in front of him not only did find the robbers' hiding but also killed them.


And he did all of this while being alone!


Quinn hastily kowtowed with his head hitting the floor of the carriage.


"I'm extremely sorry, please forgive this lowly merchant!"


Noah at that sight just shrugged his shoulders and pointed at the goods.


"Keep going."


***

When the group was nearing Balvan mansion, Noah was lying on the roof of the carriage deep in thought.


'The Inner-energy pill is my best choice for sure, but it belonged to the Merger family so I don't know if they will let me pick it.'


Apparently, most of the good drugs belonged to the stolen shipment of the merchant so he was unwilling to speak about them, at least until Noah's threat.


The Inner-energy pill was among the best pills that Quinn pointed out.


It was made by concentrating Breath in the form of a pill and was one of the best nourishment for the body of the cultivator.


'The other option is its worse version in the form of an elixir, but I believe that the effects will be much lower. I hope it will be enough to complete the fifth cycle.'


The Inner-energy potion was the less powerful version of the previous pill.


Noah's choice as the reward for the mission was between these two options.


'My fifth cycle is almost complete anyway, I believe that in two months my acupoints will stop working so even getting the worse version is not a bad thing. I already got the best possible rewards after all.'


His hand unconsciously went on a spot on his waist where a silver ring was hidden.


Inside it, there were 12 well-made weapons and a big brown pill.


'I can't wait to have a dantian to test the Earth pill, I bet the results will be amazing!'


A light smile appeared on his face as he was daydreaming about his future strength, but he was suddenly forced to awake by a rough voice yelling in their direction.


"You there stop! This is the territory of the Balvan family, you must first state your name and your business with the family if you want to proceed!"


The carriage stopped and Quinn stood up in order to deal with the guard but at that moment a young voice sounded from the roof of the carriage.


"Karl, it's me, let them pass and inform my Master that I'm back!"


Karl was, of course, the guard that stopped them.


Since his constant going out in missions outside the mansion, Noah got to know the names of all the soldiers patrolling the territories near Balvan mansion.


"Oh, it's you! Did you got caught in another mess this time?"


Karl smiled looking at the kid waving at him. With the accident of the rank 3 ironclad spider and the mage in the group of rebels, Noah's reputation was not particularly good.


The soldiers thought that anywhere he went, something unexpected would happen.


"No mess at all, this time I might actually have done a really good service for the inner circle."


Karl shook his head seeing how conscious Noah was of his troublemaking character.


"Then go, I'll tell the vice-captain of your return. You know, he was in a bad mood recently when he saw that you were late."


Noah just smiled while his eyes became darker.


'I'm sorry Master, but I really need to lie to you.'
						




                    


                
				
                    42. Isolation

					
					

                    
                        "Explain it to me again."


Noah was in a room in the guards building with a big map laid on a table.


William was in front of him with a stern face looking carefully at his disciple.


Noah pointed at the map and spoke in a calm tone.


"I went inside Evergreen forest looking for the Gray Shadows. After searching for two weeks I found no traces of them so I chose to explore deeper in the forest. After some days of travel, I felt signs of life inside a small cave and so I investigated. The bandits' group was inside sorting their items, so I killed them and used their clothes to carry the goods back to the mansion. On the perimeter of the forest, I found Quinn, the merchant, and he willingly offered me a ride back to the mansion inside his carriage. That's all."


Noah would point out on the map his route while he was describing the events of the mission.


William stared at him for some time before speaking again.


"The merchant said that there was an Earth pill with its description among the goods, are you sure that you took everything from the deposit?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders and said with an innocent expression.


"I'm sure that I took everything from the cave, I'm not totally sure that all the items remained in the package though while I was dragging it. What is an Earth pill? Is it good? I can go search for it again if you let me keep it."


Noah had his usual attitude greedy for power which only made William sigh and shook his head.


"Never mind, you can go. I'll give you the reward you asked for once everything is delivered to the inner circle."


Noah lightly bowed and exited the room.


At that moment, a figure appeared behind William.


"Do you trust him?"


William looked again in the direction where Noah went and answered with honesty.


"I think he said the truth, after all, it's quite impossible to hide such a good pill from us. And, captain, you seem to forget that he didn't even try to hide the Breath blessing last time even if he risked his life to obtain it."


The captain of the guards just looked at William before turning back.


"You are getting too affectionate to that kid, remember that our duty is toward the inner circle and his position will never be good there."


Willam's face darkened hearing these words.


He could clearly imagine in his mind the small kid repeating the same techniques every day alone in his room only to get a little bit stronger.


He remembered all his determination during the treatments, even with his body broken his mind was still completely focused, striving to make a small step toward a higher level in the road of cultivation.


For the first time in many years, William felt that life was being unfair and he gave voice to his thoughts.


"Are Heaven and Earth really fair?"





The captain stopped his steps for a second before replying for the last time.


"They are, humans are not."


Then he left, leaving William with a conflicted expression alone in the room.


Meanwhile, Noah went back to his building.


He wanted to meet his mother and reassure her on his well-being, yet, her room was closed with only faint sounds coming from inside it.


It has been a while since Noah became able to completely hear anything happening in the room but he forced himself not to because it would only ruin his mood.


He entered his room and unsheathed his saber, then he practiced in all the forms of his martial art until he calmed himself.


Then he picked the Kesier rune and began a full night training in it.


It was only around midday that he was forced to stop the training because of someone knocking on his door.


Nowadays, even if 8 hours of training consumed a lot of mental energy and made him tired and sleepy, he could still force himself to do basic actions and simple reasoning.


He opened the door only to find Lily standing on the other side with a small box in her hands.


Her figure looked extremely weak and pale, she was visibly tired as her hands were trembling slightly.


A big bruise was on her jaw.


"Your Master sent this for you, he said that you did an amazing service for the family."


She was smiling proudly looking at her only son.


Noah took the box from her hands and gently caressed the spot where the bruise was.


Lily just shook her head.


"It's fine, don't you worry. Your father simply can't handle how amazing you are compared with his other son and daughter."


Then she got close to Noah and took his face between her hands looking at him seriously.


"Promise me that you won't do anything reckless, you have to be safe! Don't worry about me, just focus on your future!"


Noah looked at his mother and nodded showing a slight smile, but in his mind, he could only think about how cold Lily's hands were.


Lily seemed satisfied with his answer and hugged him before going away, while Noah stood still for a while before he closed the door and sat on the ground.


CRACK!


The box in his hand shattered from the pressure applied by Noah's squeeze and two bottles fell on his legs.


'As expected, it's just the Inner-energy potion. It doesn't matter, it should be enough.'


He directly opened a bottle and drank its whole contents.


A wonderful sensation of being strengthened ran through Noah from inside his body but he didn't care, he was already looking at the Kesier rune in front of him continuing his training.


***

One month and a half passed by, with Noah barely going out of his room during this period.


He would only attend the weekly sparring with his Master and the lunches with his mother, he didn't even go out for missions anymore.


Right now, he was standing in his room, his face was pale and there were large bags under his eyes, yet his eyelids were completely open.


There seemed to be some source of light inside his pupils as his eyes shined in the darkness of the room.


'So, that's what it feels like.'


He was holding the Kesier rune in his right hand in front of his face, yet he seemed to have no difficulties in looking at it.


It was like he was reading any other book!


He smiled and then he put the rune away.


'Next is the sixth treatment!'
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                        In this month and a half of isolation, Noah's advancements were immense.


The first one was the conclusion of the fifth cycle.


With the help of 12 bottles of Beast's essence and 2 bottles of Inner-energy potion coupled with one month of natural absorption from the acupoints, the fifth cycle got completed in less than three months!


The second one had happened this same day a few minutes before.


He was training in the Kesier rune when its image in his sea of consciousness formed completely.


After that, a humming sound shot out from it and reverberated inside his whole mental sphere making it tremble and enlarge.


Noah only felt a splitting pain in his head and endured until the pain dispersed and the sphere stopped shaking.


The world he saw after the process was over was a different one.


Even though it was deep in the night he could see things almost as clearly as during the day and there seemed to be more details on those.


He took one of his black sabers and carefully inspected it.


The black blade looked perfectly smooth before he advanced but now Noah could see some small dents on it.


He put back the saber and focused on his hearing and perception.


He could sense all the people on the floor!


If he focused enough he could hear the steps of the servants still awake in the distance.


He could feel the air entering his lungs, the blood running in his veins, the Breath filling his body.


Even his thoughts seemed to run more smoothly and at a higher speed.


He tried to move the Breath according to his martial art with his fingers and he noticed a faint gaseous trace of the color of the rainbow left in the air.


'Is that the Breath of Heaven and Earth? Can I actually see it now?'


He was amazed for a moment before he shook his head.


'No, that was the concentrated Breath inside my body. I don't know if I would be able to feel the one of other people so easily too.'


He then lied in his bed to rest since his mind was still a bit confused from the advancement.


'The only problem is how Master will react tomorrow.'


***

"WHAT?! How is it possible that you completed the fifth cycle?"


William had his mouth wide open and was standing in front of Noah in their usual training room.


"How is it possible? Even with the Inner-energy potion, you should have at least still two months to go! Are you sure that your acupoints stopped working?"


Noah only nodded and then strongly exhaled to calm himself.


He took something from inside his clothes and raised it in front of his Master.


William was still shocked by the earlier news that he simply stared at Noah's hand without recognizing its contents.


Then he finally discerned that something was strange and picked up the sheet in front of him, he unfolded it and looked at the Kesier rune written on it.





He furrowed his brows and looked at Noah's eyes with a confused expression.


"Are you giving up on being a mage?"


Noah could only show a wry smile as he looked around him for a bit, then he got close to his Master and spoke with a soft voice.


"Actually, I would need the next rune because I became a mage last night."


A yell that made the walls tremble sounded in the guards building, the soldiers in the courtyard felt that the noise was similar to the vice-captain's voice.


Inside the room, Noah was sitting on his knees with his hands tightly plugging his ears.


He was waiting for his Master to come out of his amazement afraid that he would release another monstrous yell.


William was breathing roughly with his eyes wide open, but after some seconds, he forced himself to calm down and focused on Noah's forehead, staring at it with a serious gaze.


Noah felt some pressure on his sea of consciousness and so operated his mental energy to defend his sphere.


The fight between internal and external pressure lasted for a minute before William stopped his probing and sat in front of Noah with an incredulous expression.


"You really did it."


Noah just nodded, he really could not give any explanation about it.


"If I was called a rare genius what would you be called then?"


William was deep in thought before he understood the real problem about the whole situation.


"I'll find an excuse to get another copy of the second rune, the inner circle must not know that you became a mage, it's too dangerous."


He still didn't realize that what he was doing was lying to his superiors.


"Then, after you pass the sixth treatment, it's better if you always be outside doing missions. The possibility of the family giving you a magic scroll is low but it's better to accumulate merits before you know your element. You never know, they might actually acknowledge you as a real descendant!"


William was planning the best course of action for his disciple, uncaring that his words were an act of treason themselves.


Noah, looking at the mumbling man in front of him, could not help but feel some warmth inside his chest.


'He is really a good Master, if only his position wasn't so tied to the Balvan family... I should at least make sure not to make trouble for him when I'll run away.'


William stopped his planning when he noticed his disciple staring at him with a simple and honest smile on his face.


"What are you looking for?"


Noah only gave a simple answer.


"Thanks."


William was a bit stunned but then smiled shaking his head.


He placed his hand on Noah's head an ruffled his hair a little before speaking with a joyous tone.


"You worked hard, it's fair to have some rewards, and if Heaven and Earth won't give it to you, I will."


The internal conflict that the vice-captain of the guards had before was solved.


'If humans are not fair, so be it. At least I'm doing my part to make things right.'


Noah could not know of his Master's doubts so he didn't really understand his words.


William rose from the floor humming a happy tune and then sat behind a table in the room to sort through some reports, yet, after some minutes, he looked at the kid still sitting on the ground.


"What is it?"


He was still smiling when he asked that.


"Uhm, Master, are we not gonna do the treatment today?"


William's newfound happiness vanished, replaced by a familiar feeling of irritation.
						




                    


                
				
                    44. Overbearing

					
					

                    
                        The sixth treatment went more smoothly than the others.


The advantage of having reached the level of a mage showed itself during the process as Noah was able to ignore almost completely the inhumane pain that he had to go through.


When his bedridden time was over, his Master abruptly sent him outside the mansion to complete missions.


"Getting the second rune might be difficult but I should be able to do it. For now, just focus on the missions that I give you."


That was what he said to Noah before sending him away.


Noah completed the usual tasks of defending villages from magical beasts' attacks or hunting them down when their packs became too large.


It was not much after he became 13 that a seemingly important mission was delivered to him.


It consisted of escorting a noble caravan from Mossgrove city to Lansay mansion.


Apparently, the Lansay family, a middle-size noble family, committed a crime against the Shosti family and as a punishment, added to a heavy monetary fee, they had to send their main descendant as a political hostage in Mossgrove city.


Now that the punishment ended, the descendant had to go back to his mansion, yet, he chose to set up an escort before starting his trip back.


'I feel that I'm getting myself into some political struggle, why would the main descendant need an escort otherwise?'


Noah was the only one from his mansion that took the mission but a group of soldiers and wanderers had already formed in front of the caravan of the Lansay family when he arrived.


He was wearing his usual tight black outfit with the two sabers sheathed on his back, and his hair was tied together in a simple ponytail.


As he moved toward the group, the soldiers looked in his direction and started to laugh and taunt him.


"What are you doing here little kid, are you lost?"


"Ehy look, those are some nice blades, why don't you lend them to your uncle here? I will give them back after the mission is over!"


"This mission should not be so bad since a kid showed up, hahaha! Look he is coming to us! Are you mad young boy?"


It took Noah one instant to understand what he had to do but he could not help to feel irritated by their words.


'Every fucking time! How is possible that weak people are always so stupid? I'm getting tired of being treated like a kid!'


He neared the soldiers while enduring their taunt and when he was in front of them he just put his hand in front of him in and handshake gesture.


"Nice to meet you, my name is Noah. I hope we can take care of each other."


Noah was smiling innocently and had a pure and clear tone of voice, he was the perfect image of innocence.


His words caused another rain of laughter from the soldiers' group while one of them returned his handshake.


"Don't worry little kid, we will take good care of you."





The soldier could almost not contain his laughter when he spoke those words, yet his face froze when he felt the pressure applied by Noah's grip.


CRACK!


The soldier fell on the ground with his broked hand still in Noah's hand and begged for mercy.


"AHHHHH, please, I was wrong. Please let me go, it hurts!"


The other soldiers were still laughing thinking it was some kind of performance from their friend to mock the kid, however, their expressions paled when they saw the state his hand was when Noah released him.


The hand was completely soft, it seemed that no bones were inside it.


Noah turned his gaze toward the soldiers and pointed at two of them.


"You and you, I believe you mocked me earlier. Come here, I need to congratulate with you."


He still had the same innocent smile as before but it only caused fear to appear in the eyes of the witnesses this time.


The two soldiers looked around them just to notice that the group was stepping away from them.


One of the two tried to apologize.


"Uhm, I am sorry, I didn't know my place."


Noah just shook his head and stated in a cold voice:


"Your hand or your life, your choice."


The other one got angry and unsheathed his sword, yelling loudly.


"If you think that I will be scared of you, you are mistaken. Come, take my life if you have the guts to!"


Noah shrugged his shoulders and moved toward the soldier with a calm expression.


At that moment, a burly man wearing a green robe with an emblem sewed on his left chest area jumped between them and faced Noah.


"Stop making all this noise before we start the selection for the escort or you will have to face me!"


The soldier with the sword in his hand relaxed seeing the man from the Lansay family and lowered his sword but then he felt his vision spinning and then descending into darkness.


These were the last things he saw.


Noah was beside his headless corpse with his hand raised in the direction of the remaining soldier.


The man from the Lansay family felt cold sweat running down his spine when Noah completely disappeared from his field of view only to reappear behind him.


The remaining soldier was scared stiff but after some seconds, he managed to place his hand inside Noah's one.


CRACK!


He fell on the ground with the bones in his left hand broken but uttered no sound, he was too scared of enraging the monstrous kid in front of him.


All the presents gulped and swore to themselves to never look Noah in the eyes in the days to come.


Noah went in front of the burly man still petrified on the spot and asked smiling:


"I'm sorry, were you saying?"


Before the man could answer though, a voice sounded from the caravan and another man donned in the robes of the Lansay family appeared.


"You must be the envoy from the Balvan family, William could have not chosen a better disciple. I'm Kevin Lam, head of the guards of the Lansay family, I hope you can accept my excuses for the bad behavior of my man."


Kevin was the most brawny man Noah had ever seen, he was more than two meters tall and his arms were almost as large as a man's waist.


Noah felt a faint sense of danger coming from him so he chose to stop to his overbearing attitude.


He lightly bowed and said in a cool voice.


"If it is Mister Lam's request, of course I will accept them."
						




                    


                
				
                    45. Formation

					
					

                    
                        Noah was sitting inside one of the carriages of the caravan.


Kevin had invited him inside finding unnecessary his participation in the selection for the escort group.


"You know, me and your master were considered the best warriors of our generation. We would usually meet during our training days doing missions since the relationship between my Lansay family and your Balvan family has always been friendly."


Kevin was speaking while being seated in front of Noah.


"But, well, he became the vice-captain of Balvan's outer ring while I became the head of the guards of my family, so we didn't have a chance to meet in a long time."


He was pouring what seemed wine in two cups from a clay jug in his hand, then he offered one of the cups to Noah.


"When I heard that his disciple was going to assist for this mission I was instantly curious. I must say that you live up to your master's reputation."


He raised his cup in a toasting gesture and Noah welcomed it by doing the same with his cup, yet he was using his mental energy to scan the liquid inside it.


'There seems to be no problem with the wine, I think he is telling the truth, his relationship with Master must be really good.'


Noah didn't hesitate anymore and took a sip from the cup.


A familiar burning sensation ran through his throat but was soon suppressed by the healing ability of his body.


'Oh right, with a rank 2 body in the higher tier I bet it will be pretty hard to get drunk.'


He had entered the sixth cycle so the effects of the Forging of the Seven Hells were becoming more prominent as he neared the competition of the process.


His healing abilities had improved, the same went for his Breath perception and his martial art execution.


'Well, I could not feel the increase in perception since it was outclassed by my advancement to rank 1 mage but my martial art has reached a whole new level, it should have fully broken through the level of a rank 3 magical beast.'


His most powerful attacks were already on that level after he obtained a rank 2 body but with the sixth cycle already nearing the rank 3 limit, his whole martial art had reached that level.


'My limit should be around thirty attacks at full power and if I factor the absorption of the acupoints I should be able to double that number. I should be fine unless I find myself in a really long fight.'


The disadvantage of not having a dantian was greatly reduced but still existed which made Noah still concerned about a fight with a real cultivator.


"Do you like the wine?"


Kevin's voice made him realize that he had lost himself in thoughts and he hurriedly made an explanation.


"I'm sorry, I had something in my mind."


Kevin looked confused and said:


"You are too polite, no one has ever apologized for a few seconds of silence."





Noah was surprised.


'Uh? Few seconds? Has my thinking speed become that high?'


He hastily raised his cup again to hide his confused expression and took another sip.


Then he put down the cup and stared at Kevin with a stern expression, a bit of coldness was released by his eyes.


"Shall we start with the real talk?"


Kevin seemed to approve as he emptied his cup and answered with a calm voice.


"What do you want to know?"


Noah's question arrived instantly.


"Why the escort?"


The question hit some crucial point as Kevin sighed and a sad expression appeared on his face.


"As you know, the young master in the caravan is the main descendant of the Lansay family. Logically speaking he should succeed his father as the patriarch of the family but..."


He filled another cup of wine before resuming his speech.


"But he is too young. His father is gravely ill and will not live for long so his uncle might use this trip as a chance to kill the heir and take control of the family."


Noah understood something but there were still some doubts in his mind.


"How is it possible that a patriarch of a medium-size noble family could have let the situation escalate to this?"


Kevin drank again and answered.


"It was the patriarch's fault if the Lansay family got punished so his brother, Tobias Lansay, used these events to gather consensus with the other soldiers in the inner circle. The only corp that remained loyal to Benedict Lansay, the patriarch, is the one with me in this mission."


The situation was far worse than what Noah imagined.


"And what bringing back the heir can even do? They can just kill him once he is in the mansion."


Kevin put down the cup and got near to Noah.


His voice became extremely low.


"This is a secret of the inner circle so if I ever find out that you disclosed it to anyone I will make killing you my lifelong mission, do you understand me?"


A dense killing intent was released by Kevin.


The soldiers and wanderers that were going through the selection outside the carriage trembled as the atmosphere became incredibly stiff.


Noah simply kept looking at the big man in front of him but a trace of admiration was formed his mind.


'He is a veteran of the battlefield, I can't even imagine the number of lives he has taken.'


The stalemate lasted for a whole minute before Noah made up his mind and nodded.


Kevin stared at him for a few more seconds before he revealed the information.


"Lansay treasury is protected by a special formation. I don't know much about formations but I know the rules behind this one. Only the current patriarch or his descendants can control it and can determine the fate of every item inside the treasury. Benedict Lansay already gave the control of the formation to his son but he must first get there to accept it. If he was to die before that, the control of the formation would directly go to the next in line of succession, which is to say Tobias Lansay."


'There is such a thing in this world, the branches of cultivation are really various.'


He remembered how when he was still a child, the mansion's wall wounded a dragon.


'That should be a formation too, they seem some really powerful things. I should ask Master about the various applications that cultivation has once I go back.'


"Are you saying that the formation will know if the heir dies?"


Noah's question was answered by a slight nod from Kevin.


He fell deep in thought before asking with an expressionless face:


"What do I gain from helping you?"
						




                    


                
				
                    46. Spoiled noble

					
					

                    
                        "Magic scrolls and various techniques are off-limit. As for resources, I believe we can work out a deal."


Kevin's answer was immediate, he knew too well the difficulties of getting stronger without a noble status.


Noah had suspected such restrictions so he demanded what he needed more at the moment.


"I need potions or pills for the nourishment of the body, the level must be the same as the Inner-energy pill."


Kevin furrowed his brows.


He was surprised that such a young man knew of the existence of the Inner-energy pill but he was principally impressed by the fact that Noah directly requested something of that value.


"I don't have the authority to promise such a good reward."


Noah shrugged his shoulders at the answer.


"Then bring me to someone who has it."


Another stalemate followed by, with a giant man and a kid staring at each other in silence inside the carriage.


At some point, Kevin nodded.


"Follow me, and please remember to be respectful."


Kevin jumped off the carriage with Noah following close behind him and went for the second-last carriage of the caravan.


He knocked at the door and bowed speaking in a firm voice.


"Young Master, it's me."


A young voice came from inside the carriage.


"Come in."


The door opened and Kevin went through it indicating to Noah to follow.


A young man donned in green was sitting inside the carriage with a chalice in his right hand.


He had curly blond hair and some traces of beard, he was around 14-15 years old and had a pale complexion.


A bit of arrogance was exuded from his expression.


Noah looked attentively at the heir of the Lansay family and could not help but feel disappointed.


'He is so weak, what's the point of being a noble if you don't even make use of your status to increase your strength. No wonder his uncle is so close to deposing him.'


There was the faint presence of Breath around him which meant that he had at least trained in some body-nourishment technique but, apart from that, he had only his status to protect him.


Noah was still staring at the young man when he felt and angry gaze looking at him.


He turned in its direction and saw Kevin staring at him as he was waiting for something.


'Oh right, a weak noble is still a noble.'


Noah lightly bowed.


"Greetings, heir of the Lansay family."


The nobleman seemed to notice Noah's presence only after he spoke and looked with an inquisitory gaze toward Kevin.


"He is Noah, the disciple of a good friend of mine. He will be a good asset in this mission."


Kevin spoke and then he turned to Noah.


"He is Basil Lansay, son of Benedict Lansay, the true heir to the title of patriarch."


Basil put the chalice down and asked with an annoyed tone.





"Why did you brought him here, what's the matter?"


Kevin bowed.


"He is asking for a reward that I don't have the authority to promise."


Basil snorted.


"Hmph, once I get access to the treasury I can make sure that you won't have to work anymore in your life. There is no need to come here in person."


Kevin continued.


"He is asking for body-nourishment pills, and of high level too."


Basil's eyes opened wide.


"How can someone younger than me be worthy of such resources, just kick him out and teach him a lesson."


Noah got immediately irritated and a cold pressure began to be exuded from him.


The pressure emitted from a mage was unsustainable by a weak person like Basil and he started to gasp for breath.


At that moment though, Kevin's killing intent surged again forcing Noah to retract the pressure.


Basil breathed roughly and got angry beyond reason.


"How dares a lowly one like you hurt me! Kevin, don't bother with what I said earlier, just kill him and show his corpse to those animals out there. Maybe they will understand the difference in status this way!"


However, Noah was already going out of the carriage.


'Nevermind, it's useless to take on such a risky mission just for reputation and merits. I'll go back to the mansion and make up an excuse.'


Before he jumped off though, Basil's voice sounded again.


"Wait!"


Noah turned to look at Basil.


"It seems that I misjudged you. I indeed need strong people for this mission since we will have to go against the guards of my uncle. We can work out a deal, but first, you have to apologize for your behavior from earlier."


'So he does have some intelligence between all the noble crap.'


He looked in Kevin's direction and saw him smiling proudly while nodding at him, he presumably managed to persuade the young noble with his words.


"No."


Noah's answer was firm.


Kevin's smile froze and even the young heir was at loss for words, he only managed to stammer a weak question.


"W-Why?"


"Because you are weak, noble or not you don't deserve my apologies."


Basil got angry again and was about to yell when Kevin placed his hand on the nobleman's shoulder.


"Young master, I know that he is rude but we really need all the help that we can find. Only once you get your position as a patriarch you can act as overbearing as you want."


Noah just shook his head hearing these words.


'Don't tell me that even the descendants of the Balvan family are like this. Maybe my theory on the idiocy of weak people is right.'


The discussion between Kevin and Basil went on for a while, with Noah's irritation increasing for every second that he was forced to hear more of it.


In the end, Basil agreed to Noah's request and Kevin hurriedly carried him away before he said something that could ruin again his young master's mood.


When they were back in the previous carriage Noah could not help but mock Kevin.


"A mighty cultivator like you being forced to be the nanny of a spoiled kid, you sure have it rough."


A slight smirk was on his face as he looked at the big man massaging his temples to calm himself.


"It's not entirely the young master's fault. He grew up with the descendants of the Shosti family bulling him all the time and when his moment to do the bullying finally came he met with a man like you. Don't worry, when we reach the mansion I'll personally make sure that you get what he promised."


Noah nodded, he believed in Kevin words.


Meanwhile, the trial for the escort mission outside the caravan was over.


They were ready to set off.
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                        The caravan began to move in the direction of Lansay mansion.


Their speed was slow due to the high number of people moving by foot around the carriages.


The caravan had four carriages and the men that had passed the elimination process of the selection amounted to forty, so it was impossible for all of them to find a sitting spot.


Coupled with the ten soldiers belonging to the Lansay family, their appearance resembled a small troop going to war.


With their speed, it would take them about a month to reach their destination.


Noah was sitting on top of the roof of the second carriage, but whenever he looked at the group below him he would just shake his head.


'Do they even realize in what mess they got themselves into? We will have to fight against the guards of the inner circle of a noble family. The Lansay family might have declined but their sheer number of cultivators still surpasses ours. They will be just used as cannon fodder.'


Before he accepted, Noah stormed Kevin with questions about the plan to be sure that it was actually feasible.


When he heard about the quantity of the cultivators under Tobias Lansay, he was about to give up on the mission uncaring of the promised rewards.


'Twenty-five cultivators against ten of them and a bunch of meat shields, it would be impossible to do if not for the fact that we only have to get Basil inside the mansion for the mission to succeed.'


If the two groups were to fight, the only outcome would be a total defeat.


However, Kevin revealed to him that once Basil entered the gates of the mansion he could already take control of the formation.


With the resources accumulated by the Lansay family for years at stake, Tobias would either have to abandon his plan to become the patriarch and run away or forsake his status as a noble.


After all, nobility was about wealth and techniques.


'If we use the non-cultivators as a shield and run straight to the middle of their defense, we might actually do it.'


That's why Noah decided to stay, he was sure that with Kevin's frame, breaking through a line of defense was a feasible task.


The first week of travel passed with nothing out of the ordinary happening, the caravan had moved smoothly, but then trouble appeared.


Noah was the first to sense an unusual amount of people on their road and when the caravan stopped the blockage was clearly visible.


Fifty or so men were blocking their path, yet there were no cultivators among them.


They were dressed in commoner's clothes or rusty armors but their weapons seemed newly made and of good workmanship.


Noah jumped off the roof of the carriage and walked in the direction of Kevin that was already staring at the group with a bit of anger in his eyes.


When he sensed Noah next to him, he spoke.





"They must have been hired by the young master's uncle from nearby villages. He wants to probe us.


If I send my men to fight them we will reveal most of our abilities, but if I send the non-cultivators their numbers will decrease endangering the plan. I never thought that Tobias would be so ruthless to actually send people to die just to investigate us."


Noah was looking at the troop of commoners but internally he was sneering.


'Aren't you doing the same? It's not like most of your newly recruited men will survive anyway.'


He sighed a little and then replied.


"Then we just have to be more ruthless."


Noah unsheathed his sabers and walked toward the enemy troop.


"If I take care of them we will reveal almost no information and we will keep uninjured your precious meat shields."


Kevin felt a bit of shame from Noah's comment but did not reply, he just watched the kid getting near the group of commoners.


When Noah was at twenty meters from them he stopped and then spoke loudly.


"Anyone that still wants to live will better step away from this path. After I count to three, all those still in front of me will die."


A kid was threatening fifty or so grown-up men.


However, before they had any chance to laugh, a chill ran through them as they saw the kid's eyes emitting a suffocating coldness.


"One!"


All these commoners were recruited from villages that suffered from the Lansay family's punishment, they were poor beyond reason.


"Two!"


Since the Lansay family had to pay a huge fee to the Shosti family, they heavily raised the taxes on the people in their domain, bringing them on the verge of starvation.


"Three!"


Because of that, no one of the villagers stepped back in front of the dreadful kid, they had already taken part of the payment from Tobias and if they managed to survive, that sum would duplicate.


What followed was a massacre.


From the point of view of the weak soldiers around the caravan, Noah was just walking between the enemy lines.


However, anyone he passed near to would just fall on the ground with their throats sliced or their chests pierced.


Blood was flowing on the ground filling it with red puddles.


No one noticed that some of the best weapons of the villagers disappeared before touching the ground and were sucked in a spot on Noah's waist.


When Noah came back to the caravan, his leather shoes were drenched in blood and were leaving vivid red marks on the ground where he walked.


An indifferent expression was on his face, like he had just come back from a simple walk.


'The stronger I become, the less I consider weak people as humans. I guess that the emotional detachment from normal humans is just a natural cause of my power rising.'


The soldiers moved away from his path and left a road for him to go back on the roof of the carriage.


Noah casually jumped on it and threw away the dirty shoes, leaving his bare feet in the air hanging from the roof.


BLEGHH


Basil was outside his carriage puking on the ground.


He had secretly watched Noah's battle and could not hold back the retches he was feeling.


Kevin hurriedly went next to him and brought him back to the carriage under the disappointed gaze of his soldiers.


They were comparing internally this young noble with the ruthless kid on top of a carriage and could not help to shake their heads concerned about the future of the Lansay family.
						




                    


                
				
                    48. Introspection

					
					

                    
                        In a basement inside Lansay mansion, a man in his fifties with curly blonde hair was watching a map with some pawns on it.


At some point, a soldier appeared behind him and kneeled on the floor.


"Lord Tobias, the spies in Basil's escort have sent the report. None of Kevin's men joined the battle, only a kid went to fight and killed all of the peasants. They now have resumed their trip toward our direction."


Tobias nodded not even turning back to look at the soldier and moved one of the pawns on the map.


"Did you find the carriage where Basil is staying?"


"Yes, the spies reported that he went out of his carriage to relieve himself from the harshness of the battle."


Tobias shook his head.


"That kid is too weak, the patriarch's bloodline has gotten too soft, no wonder we are in this situation."


He sighed and then pointed on the map.


"Send the mages to intercept them on Twilboia Cliff, put an end to my nephew's dream."


***

Meanwhile, on the caravan, Noah was lying on the roof of a carriage concentrating his mental energy to scan the surroundings.


They were nearing a place called Twilboia Cliff which in Kevin's opinion was the perfect place for an ambush, so he was wary of anything out of the ordinary that entered his perception.


Lansay mansion was in the opposite direction of Balvan mansion from the point of view of Mossgrove city, so Noah didn't know much about the environment of this region.


At some point, he felt someone getting close to his side.


He turned to look in that direction and saw Basil clumsily trying to climb to the top of the carriage where he was.


Noah waited patiently for the nobleman to succeed in his climbing and smiled a little when he saw him sitting next to him.


"Can I help you with something, mister heir?"


Basil nodded and answered.


"I want you to reply to some of my questions."


Noah became slightly interested.


"Go ahead, I don't have much to do anyway."


He had yet to receive the second Kesier rune so his training had momentarily halted.


"How did you kill those men?"


Noah was momentarily confused and pointed at the sabers on his back with a questioning look.


"No, I mean, how could you do that so naturally?"


Basil corrected himself and Noah finally understood the meaning of his words.


"Mh, I believe you won't feel bad about killing animals to feed yourself. It's the same with humans on my road toward power: they stood in my way so I killed them."


Basil was bewildered seeing a man younger than him speaking in such ways about human life.


"B-But you won't die if you don't have power, it's not the same! They were just hungry commoners fighting for food!"


Noah looked at him with scorn.





"Weren't you the one that wanted to show my corpse to the animals defending you?"


Basil became silent to Noah's reprimand and a bit of shame appeared on his face.


"I-I was just imitating the way the people in the Shosti family acted. I never saw a corpse before your fight."


Noah shook his head.


'He is still a kid after all, I'm the strange one since my appearance doesn't reflect my real age.'


He thought for a bit and then he answered with sincerity.


"If a dragon was to pass by right now and attacked us we would all be dead. Good, evil, and all the other human constructs would be reduced to ashes by a random event. You say you won't die if you don't have power but that is false: those villagers were weak so they got exploited until they chose to go against a group of cultivators, their end was decided the moment they accepted your uncle's deal; you are weak so your family is hunting you down due to the status you were born with and all you can do is hide in a carriage hoping that Kevin will be strong enough to protect you."


Basil lowered his head hearing these words but Noah's speech wasn't over yet.


"If you care about something, you should be strong enough to defend it. If you want something, you should be strong enough to aim for it. If you are weak, you should aim to become stronger. If you want to become stronger, you must have the resolution to climb mountains of corpses. You should have understood by now that the cultivation world is not a nice one."


Basil nodded and expressed the last question he had in his mind.


"Killing fifty innocent men to protect one only for some small increase in power, aren't you afraid that the world will consider you a demon?"


This question made Noah fell in deep thought.


He ran through all the experiences he had in this life.


The battles with the magical beasts, the sparring with his Master, his mother's smile, the various missions until only one image remained in his mind.


There was an elderly man floating in the air.


He had one hand raised to block a lance of flames launched by a dragon.


In the eyes of a baby, he looked like a god free from any restriction, untouchable by normal humans.


'I wonder how much will it take for me to reach that level.'


Noah had unconsciously raised his gaze to the sky, staring at a fixed point with vacant eyes.


A pure and boundless yearning for power made itself clear inside his mind and then, he answered.


"So what?"


Basil was about to ask more before a chilling sensation enveloped him.


Noah was still looking at the sky but his eyes were dark and cold, like a beast looking at its prey.


Seeing no changes in his attitude, Basil gave up on asking more questions and climbed down the carriage to go back to his original lodging.


Noah stared at the sky for a long time before he moved his gaze toward a small mountain next to a cliff in the distance.


'If the world will call me a demon, so be it. If it will give me the power to save my mother and to pursue the road of cultivation without restrictions, I will gladly forsake my humanity.'


The caravan continued on its road to Twilboia Cliff unaware of the spies in its group or of the battle that was waiting there for it.
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                        Twilboia Cliff was a deep gorge next to a small mountain called Twilboia Mountain.


A narrow passage divided the two and, since the caravan could not climb the mountain, it was its only possible road.


When the caravan neared the passage, a faint pressure dawned on the escort group.


They were aware that if Tobias had set up an ambush here, the battle would not be an easy one.


They had the disadvantage of the terrain while the enemy could attack from the mountain and retreat at will.


Kevin was staring at the gorge with some solemnity and Noah could not help but go next to him to ask more questions when he saw that expression.


"What's down there?"


Noah asked following Kevin's gaze.


"It's not sure. We know that the concentration of Breath is high at the bottom but the place is magical beasts' territory. The last time someone tried to clean the gorge and put their mansion there the cultivation world lost a medium-size family."


Noah gulped a bit, the cliff had become incredibly scary in his eyes.


"What's the plan for the ambush?"


They were against a man aiming for the title of patriarch of a medium-size noble family, if the gorge was the best place for him to attack, Noah was sure that an attack would be there.


"We can't retreat and we can't allow them to push us in the gorge. I'll charge ahead as soon as I see an enemy while you with some of my men will be in charge of defending the young master's carriage. The others are free to use their lives to give me the time to kill everyone."


A thick battle intent exuded from Kevin which made Noah tremble a bit.


'I really did the best choice by apologizing back then.'


His confidence in holding his own against Kevin was reduced by a large amount.


'He was the head of the guards after all.'


The caravan entered the passage and the escort group set up a battle formation around it.


Noah was on the roof of Basil's carriage with his eyes closed, sharpening his senses to sense the enemy approach.


The passage was not long, only about a day of travel with their speed, yet every minuted passed in there seemed to last an eternity.


The concentration of Breath had already increased when they entered the passage and seemed to reach its peak when they were in the middle of it.


At that moment though, something happened.


A bullet made of water hit one of the cultivators near Noah and pierced his skull, the man fell lifeless on the ground.


No one on the caravan had seen the attack coming and a suffocating silence followed the death of the soldier.


"MAGE!"


Noah broke the silence with his warning as he hastily unsheathed his sabers staring in the direction of the mountain.


He didn't feel the enemy attack coming which meant that the assailant had bigger achievements in mental energy than him!





The escort group was about to fell into chaos when Kevin's yell calmed them down.


"Get in position! Push toward the mountain! Follow me!"


He took the vanguard position and charged toward the mountain wielding a huge hammer with both his hands.


Another water bullet was shot in his direction but Kevin simply swung his hammer and shattered it, and then he jumped toward the area where it came from.


Two more bullets were fired only to get blocked by the hammer, then Kevin swung it downward hitting the ground in front of him.


BOOM!


An explosion rang out and a five meters deep hole was created on the side of the mountain.


"Irvin come out and fight me face to face!"


Kevin yelled seemingly to the air but then a figure appeared between the smoke raised by his blow.


"You never change Kevin, always charging ahead. I'm afraid that this time it won't work though."


A short man donned in green robes came out of the smoke and faced Kevin.


Irvin raised his hand and two more water bullets shot out from it.


Kevin just deflected them and charged in his direction with an oppressing killing intent.


Seeing the huge man rushing at him, the mage simply stood in his place releasing a torrent of bullets.


Most of the shots were deflected by the hammer but some of them hit Kevin's skin and left some small wounds on it.


When Kevin was about to reach the mage, three strings of water sprouted from the ground and tied themselves around Kevin blocking his movements.


Irvin nodded at the sight of the trapped man and spoke with pride.


"As expected from a rank 4 body, my water bullets can't hurt you consistently. If you were the one to kill the situation would have been really troublesome, yet your life is of no importance to Lord Tobias."


As soon as he said these words, a group of soldiers wearing green armors shot out from another point of the mountain aiming for the group defending the caravan.


Irvin had used himself as a decoy to draw out the stronger person of the escort, weakening deeply the defenses of the caravan.


The enemy soldiers amounted to fifteen people and directly stormed through the line of defense made by the normal soldiers, none of them could block any of the enemies.


The normal soldiers that were on their path were instantly killed or gravely wounded by just one swing of their weapons.


'They are all cultivators!'


Noah from his position on the carriage could clearly see that his moment was imminent and sharpened his mind like never before, a tinge of battle intent could be discerned in his cold eyes.


'Finally a real battle against a cultivator. I really want to see how far I am from their level.'


Tobias Lansay's soldiers broke through the first line of defense and engaged a battle with Kevin's soldiers.


Noah scanned the enemies and picked a man with a heavy axe as a target.


He sent a wind slash at him following it to deliver a melee attack when the soldier tried to block it.


The soldier though, seeing the wind slash, swung his axe to meet the slash.


The slash was shattered by the sheer strength of the blow and Noah was forced to block the axe that maintained its trajectory.


CLINK!


Two sabers blocked the heavy blow and Noah was sent flying for some meters before safely landing on the ground.


The soldier turned in his direction and was a bit surprised to see that the kid easily blocked his swing, but most importantly, that he was smiling looking at him.
						




                    


                
				
                    50. Transformation

					
					

                    
                        Noah had never fought for real against a cultivator.


His fights with William were only sparrings and against Orson's group, he was just playing a supporting role.


At that moment though, he was facing a real cultivator alone and that made him feel extremely excited.


'Finally, someone that doesn't die in one hit!'


The soldier from the Lansay family was initially stunned by Noah's smile but then focused again on the battle and charged ahead with his axe raised.


Noah didn't notice his own smile, all his attention was one the axe coming to him.


When the axe was a few centimeters from his head, Noah abruptly dodged on his left rotating his sabers in the process aiming for the soldier's head.


The soldier hid behind the metal handle and blocked the swing, yet a cut appeared on his cheek: the handle could not block the blow completely!


He retreated by some steps and resumed his posture, wary of the smiling kid slowly moving toward him.


They jumped at each other at the same time and exchanged a few blows before separating again.


This time a couple of light wounds appeared on the soldier's right leg.


Noah didn't choose his target randomly but picked the one who would suffer more from his fast attacks coming from two different directions.


The big axe the cultivator was wielding wasn't suited to block Noah's two sabers and, with his ability in deflecting and a rank 2 body nearing the peak of the rank, it was almost impossible to break his defense with only sheer strength.


Noah understood that he could not directly kill the soldier until he made a mistake and the soldier had his same thoughts so they charged at each other again waiting for one of them to commit an error.


Wounds kept on accumulating on the soldier's body as Noah pressed on attacking him everytime he tried to separate from the kid to resume a defensive posture.


After more than ten exchanges, the soldier's armor was almost entirely tarnished by its owner's blood.


However, Noah wasn't in a better situation.


Even though he had no wounds on him, the Breath in his body had halved and he didn't manage to deliver a fatal blow to the enemy.


The battle had become an endurance competition.


Noah attacked again slashing with both his weapons and the soldier raised his axe to block them.


CLINK!


Another clash occurred but the soldier became confused when he heard that only one of the sabers had hit his handle.


The other saber had momentarily vanished only to reappear in his face pointing at his left eye.


He hastily ducked but, in that moment of surprise, Noah had already slashed with his other blade on his chest area.


The invisible blade was dodged but the other one cut vertically his abdomen leaving a deep wound on it.


Noah didn't waste any time and quickly retreated on the roof of the carriage to replenish the expended Breath, as for the soldier, he only had the time to look at his wound before his insides came out from it and he fell dead on the ground.





'As expected, the Snake-wrist form is too weak to consistently hit cultivators, at least it gave me the chance to end the battle sooner.'


What he had used was the first technique he had learnt five years ago by scamming guards.


He had never used it because the techniques he received after it were much stronger than an incomplete form of a rank 2 martial art, yet that didn't mean that he had forgotten it.


Seeing that the battle could have lasted for many other clashes, Noah chose to try a feint with the Snake-wrist technique and, even if it didn't fool the soldier, it was enough to create a decisive flaw in his defense.


'At least now I know where I stand compared with a cultivator. My techniques and their executions are above their average, but the flaws of not having a dantian are pretty severe.'


He understood that he could not fight prolonged battles on this level so he chose to rest and analyze the situation to find where his help would create the biggest results.


Meanwhile, on the mountain path.


Kevin was still immobilized by the water magic of the mage but was moderately safe since Irvin was assaulted by the horde of non-cultivators that came with him.


Nevertheless, the situation could not last for long since Irvin took out a whip from his back and randomly slaughtered the normal soldier that charged at him.


Kevin felt restless watching the fight in front of him and the cultivators attacking the caravan so he chose to use his hidden ace.


His skin became of a yellowish-brown color and his muscles swelled, his height too seemed to increase.


A roar came out of his mouth as he used all of his strength to break free from the water bindings.


The ground under his feet cracked and the strings holding his body still stretched until they couldn't handle Kevin's monstrous strength anymore and shattered.


Kevin was finally free!


When he was out of the strings his body continued to grow until he was three meters tall!


The soldiers around him froze when they saw the form he had assumed and even Irvin's expression became serious looking at the brown giant.


"You've mastered the ability of your body technique in the end."


Kevin didn't reply to Irvin's words and slowly walked in his direction wielding the big hammer in one hand.


The mage shot two water bullets but when they hit the brown skin, they only left some small white marks on it.


Seeing that his magic had no effect on him, Irvin summoned again the three water strings which fused together to become an azure half-transparent whip that he wielded in his left hand.


Together with the other whip in his right hand, he charged straight at Kevin.


Irvin launched an attack with the normal whip but Kevin easily raised his arm to block it.


The whip though, wrapped on his arm and the mage was about to launch an attack with the other one when Kevin grabbed it and forcefully pulled!


Irvin was immediately sent flying in Kevin's direction and was about to clash with the hammer when the water whip transformed in a shield and blocked the incoming blow.


The water shield managed to stay intact against the tremendous strike but Irvin still suffered from the impact and was flung away at over ten meters of distance!


No one noticed that a small crack had appeared on Kevin's shoulder.
						




                    


                
				
                    51. Loss

					
					

                    
                        Irvin got up from the ground.


His complexion was pale and a bit of blood was coming out of his mouth, the previous blow had injured him internally.


Kevin didn't waste any time as he charged in his direction, yet his speed was lower than before, apparently, the technique had slowed his movements in exchange for great strength and defense.


Irvin dodged the charge and swung relentlessly the water whip in his hands.


The whip clashed multiple times with Kevin's skin leaving deep marks and some cracks on it.


Kevin didn't seem to care and continued to chase the retreating mage.


Irvin's hit and run tactic seemed to work since cracks kept on accumulating on Kevin's body but then, Kevin threw his hammer toward the mage.


The heavy hammer flew at an insane speed and almost hit Irvin that dodged at the last moment.


However, when the hammer met with the ground, a big tremor was created unbalancing Irvin's posture and halting his escape.


Kevin made use of this chance to get close to Irvin and deliver a massive strike but the mage's whip transformed again in a shield that blocked the hit.


Irvin was once again flung away.


This time it took him longer to get up, the second wave of internal injuries had weakened him thoroughly.


When he managed to stand up he found himself looking at Kevin's giant figure in front of him that had already raised his hand to strike.


"You lost Irvin."


His fist descended and was about to hit the mage when a thunderbolt hit Kevin straight at the center of his chest.


Kevin was sent flying and when he hit the ground his body turned back to its original appearance, his technique had expired!


A black web of burned flash that was releasing smoke constituted the wound on his chest.


Kevin coughed and tried to stand up but there seemed to be no more strength left in his body as he pointed with his arms on the ground just to fall again on it.


Irvin relaxed and sat casually, then he looked behind him and angrily yelled.


"You took your fucking time! I was almost gone for good!"


A tall man dressed in green large robes appeared from a hole in the mountain.


His skin was pale and some drops of sweat were on his forehead but he was smiling happily in spite of everything.


"I'm sorry Lord Irvin, as you know it still takes me a lot of time to cast this spell."


The tall man went close to Irvin and handed him a bottle with a white liquid.


Irvin took it and directly drank it, a bit of color returned to his pale cheeks.


"Tsk, to think that the family values you so much because your attitude is to the thunder element. It's a pity they only gave you that slow spell."


Irvin shook his head but his attention was on Kevin still struggling to get up.


"Julian, don't bother about him, the technique he used earlier left him exhausted so he is not a threat anymore."





He closed his eyes for a brief moment and then spoke again.


"My injuries are too serious, I can't help in this fight anymore. The next phase of the mission is up to you."


Julian bowed and closed his eyes to focus.


Meanwhile, on the caravan.


The group of cultivators was creating chaos inside the escort's lines of defense.


Noah was moving between the top of the carriage and the fight below him trying to tilt the scales of the battle but he was having poor results.


The soldiers became wary of him when he killed one of them and chose to slow their offensive to limit their losses.


They had a higher number of cultivators after all, so a prolonged fight would benefit them more.


Noah could not find any valid opportunity to increase their chance to win.


Then Kevin transformed and fought on even ground with the water mage lifting the morale of his soldiers that fought with more fervor.


However, Noah's mood became gloomy.


'We might win this battle but we will never reach the mansion. If these are the troops that they can send out in mission how many more there will be defending the treasury?'


In his mind, he understood that they had miscalculated Tobias Lansay's strength.


'I was too rash, I should have never accepted this mission. My power is only equal to that of these cultivators and they are being used as pawns! Now I'm stuck here to hope that Kevin will win his fight and help us'


A bit of frustration was building inside Noah due to the situation he was in and he could not help but blame himself for his recklessness.


'No point in holding back then.'


From his position on the top of the carriage, Noah slashed the air in the direction of the enemy soldiers.


Fourteen wind slashes shot out in the direction of the cultivators, one for each of them.


The cultivators were forced to block or dodge the strikes and could not focus momentarily on the men around them.


Some of Kevin's soldiers managed to take advantage of this situation and wounded the enemies' cultivators making them retreat.


One of them though surpassed Kevin's men and went straight for Basil's carriage.


Noah jumped down the carriage and clashed with the man's sword blocking his advance.


More than ten collisions rang out in the battle as Noah and the soldier didn't hold anything back in their attacks.


Noah's acupoints were refilling his body of Breath at a way higher speed than the normal one since in Twilboia Cliff the Breath concentration was greater, so he could keep fighting at full force even after his previous display of power.


The swordman and the kid proceeded on fighting making metallic sounds reverberate in the battlefield.


Then a rumble burst out from the sky and a thunderbolt fell on the carriage where Basil was staying.


The thunder was massive and directly blasted the carriage apart.


A shockwave then spread from the area of impact of the spell sending everything from its center away.


Noah was too close to the carriage and was overwhelmed by the shockwave that launched him past the narrow road and over the cliff.


Noah could not stop himself from falling in the gorge.
						




                    


                
				
                    52. Fall

					
					

                    
                        Noah was falling at high speed toward the foggy bottom of the gorge.


The pressure on his face was becoming impossible to withstand even with a rank 2 body, it was useless to say what would happen if he crashed on the ground with this speed.


Noah cursed in his mind and tried to thrust his sabers on the rocky wall of the canyon but the rocks were incredibly hard and only the tip of his blades managed to pierce their surface.


Two straight trails were left on the wall as Noah kept on falling and held on his weapons.


His speed was slowly lowering but then the rocks along the wall became even harder and his sabers came out from the groove they created.


Noah falling speed increased again and no matter how many times he tried, his sabers couldn't pierce the rocks anymore.


He looked below him and saw a small cavity a few hundred meters downward on his left side.


He steeled his determination and sheathed his sabers, then he pressed his hands and feet on the wall.


The rocks coupled with his speed rapidly minced his skin but Noah held on waiting for the best moment to act.


When the cavity was at the right distance he pushed against the wall toward his left side.


Noah fell diagonally and crouched mid-air to reduce his surface, putting his head between his legs to protect it.


His body smashed into the inner wall of the cavity and cracking sounds came from it but when he touched the ground he slipped again toward the gorge.


Both his legs and his left arm were unresponsive so he shot his right hand toward the edge of the cavity.


Noah felt an extreme pressure on his right shoulder but he never allowed his hand to lose its grip, he endured the pain he was feeling until the pressure disappeared.


He opened his eyes and found himself hanging on the edge of the hole with his other limbs swinging powerlessly toward the bottom of the gorge.


Noah pulled with his right arm and lifted himself in the hole, then he forcefully bit the ground and moved his arm deeper in the cavity dragging his body in the process.


His teeth did not pierce the rocks but could last as a handhold for the time needed to his hand to find a handle deeper in the hole.


After repeating this process a few times, Noah's body was fully lying on the floor of the cavity.


'I'm alive.'


That was his first thought when he managed to stop his fall.


He used his remaining strength to check a place on his waist under his clothes and smiled a little when he took out a silver ring from it.


He relaxed at the sight of the ring and collapsed after one last thought.


'I can survive.'


***

Noah was woken up the next day by a wave of pain coming from his body.


He looked around him and remembered the events of the battle.





'I don't know if it would have been worse to stay there. Basil is probably dead so my fate should have been the same if I remained in the battle.'


He slowly moved his hand toward the silver ring on his side and wore it on his index, a cold sensation hit the scraped skin on his palm.


A piece of dried meat appeared in front of him and Noah hastily ate it.


Since he had obtained the space-ring he started accumulating provisions and useful items inside it as a preparation for his travel toward the academy.


While he was eating he looked around the cavity and checked the condition of his body.


The cavity was barely two meters square large and one high, Noah lying in it occupied almost its entire space.


'Luckily it wasn't any smaller than this or I don't know if I could have centered it at that speed.'


Then he focused on his body.


'My legs are broken, so is my left arm. The skin of both my hands and feet is flayed, my right shoulder is close to being dislocated and I'm quite sure that some of my ribs are cracked.'


He looked outside the hole and saw only a faint fog lingering in the gorge.


'Adding the fact that I'm inside a place that a medium-size noble family could not claim I'd say that I'm probably dead.'


He thought again at the thunder that destroyed Basil's carriage and smiled a little.


'Well, probably dead is better than dead for sure. I wonder why Master allowed me to go in this suicide mission.'


He thought for a bit but then shook his head.


'No, if he knew all about the situation he would have surely stopped me. Yet, who could have the power to purposely keep him in the dark only to send me there?'


The face of his father appeared in his mind but he tossed the thought away.


'I'll think about it later, after all even if it was him I can't do anything about it otherwise my mother wouldn't be still suffering.'


Noah slowly straightened up, supporting himself on the wall and looked at his injuries.


'I need to recover before thinking of how to get out of here. The concentration of Breath down here seems even higher than on the surface so I should heal faster but I should still do something to speed the process.'


Three weapons appeared on his side as he tore his clothes apart to make some strings.


He straightened his broken limbs and used the weapons from his space-ring as splints and tied them together.


Then another piece of dried meat appeared and he slowly ate it, then he closed his eyes and focused on the Breath inside him to prioritize the healing process rather than the nourishment one.


Days went by with Noah motionlessly lying on the ground waiting for his injuries to heal.


Sometimes he would open his eyes to eat and drink or to change the position of the splints but most of his time was spent directing the Breath on his wounds.


It was only two weeks later that he was able to move again.
						




                    


                
				
                    53. Snakes

					
					

                    
                        Noah undid his splints and put everything back in the space-ring.


He lied on the ground to stretch his limbs and test their recovery and was happy with the results.


'I'm almost back to my peak form. In another week I should be completely healed but like this is fine, I can't waste more time.'


His injuries had mostly healed so he decided to start moving to find a way back to the Balvan mansion.


Noah peeked outside the cavity and looked upward.


Only fog filled his field of view and, apart from some dents in the rocks of the walls, there seemed to be no viable handholds.


'I fell for a few hundred meters. Climbing them back would be doable if it wasn't for these rocks being stupidly hard. From here I can't even see if the handlings would last till I reach the softer part of the wall.'


Noah stared for a long time at the wall above him until he gave up on the idea of climbing it.


'If I don't find a handhold I have to come back here through the fog, what if I can't find my original path? What if I slip once? Climbing the wall is just a bet too risky to be taken.'


He turned around with unwillingness to look at the path below him.


The fog was thicker toward the bottom of the gorge and the number of handholds was the same as the other side.


However, some yellow roots sprouted from small holes in the wall downward.


'It appears that nearing the bottom some vegetation starts to emerge. I can totally cling to them to slow my descent.'


Noah was deep in thought, he continued to look down but he could not find any flaws with the roots, the path toward the bottom of the cliff was definitely easier to tread.


'Do I really have to go there?'


He was reluctant to enter such a dangerous place but there was no other feasible option for him.


'It's either going up and try my luck, which for now has always been awful, or going down and have fun with the magical beasts that destroyed a medium-size noble family. Well, I can always wait here for someone to rescue me.'


He smiled and shook his head at the absurd idea of being saved but then his expression became cold and stern.


'No mistakes allowed from now on.'


He sharpened his mind cutting off every superfluous thought as he crouched on the edge of the cavity.


He slowly pushed his body over the hole, remaining hanged on the edge with his right hand.


When he confirmed his target below him he released the grip and slid on the wall using his body to slow the descent.


The skin on his back and feet was scraped by the attrition with the hard rocks but Noah didn't care, his eyes never left the root below him.


As he went over it, he grabbed in its direction and steadily held on it.


The root was elastic and it stretched when Noah's weight fell on it, yet it didn't break.





Noah was relieved seeing that the root could support his body and hastily looked below him to find a new one.


Nevertheless, the root in his hand moved and a soft hiss sounded from the hole.


'Fuck!'


Noah immediately understood the situation and released the grip to continue his downfall.


He grabbed on the next "root" and started searching for another one before his body even stopped.


As he found a new one he again left his hanging and descended again.


He repeated this process for more than one hundred meters but there still wasn't any sign of the bottom of the cliff.


Meanwhile, the hissing sound behind him became stronger and filled the fog over him.


Noah wasn't thinking about anything other than the next handhold and he continued sliding ignoring the sound.


At some point though, the noise appeared in the fog below him.


When Noah went for the next "root" he found out that it had two eyes and a tongue pointed in his direction.


'Earth snake!'


The "roots" on the wall were, in fact, snake-type magical beasts, specifically Earth snakes.


Before the snake could bite him though, Noah grabbed him by its throat and held on it.


'You are just a rank 1 beast, you are no different from a root in my eyes!'


These were his thoughts as he continued to slow his fall using the same method as before.


More and more snakes came out from the holes in the wall till Noah could see about a hundred of them below him.


He could not stop or retreat so he directly jumped in their pack kicking and punching any beast that attacked him.


The snakes were weak and almost harmless to a rank 2 body in the higher tier but Noah's real threat was the fall, he could not allow himself to gain speed.


Since a slow descent was no longer possible Noah chose to directly walk on the bodies of the snakes, jumping from beast to beast like they were the steps of a stair!


He was walking down the cliff on the heads of a pack of rank 1 magical beasts!


After a few hundred meters treaded in this way, the fog finally began to disperse showing the valley at the bottom of the gorge.


The environment was filled with green grass and a small river ran in the middle of it.


Noah though had no time to enjoy the scenery as a scary view unfolded in the valley below him.


Tens of yellow snakes more than seven meters long were coiled on each other on the ground with one longer than fifteen meters in their center.


Noah stared with wide eyes at the beasts while moving toward them, he could not stop even if he wanted to.


When he was at less than fifty meters from the ground, he unsheathed his sabers and let his body falling freely in the middle of the dreadful pack of snakes.


'About thirty rank 2 and one rank 3 Earth snakes, bring it on!'
						




                    


                
				
                    54. Snake valley

					
					

                    
                        Noah landed on the pack of magical beasts.


The snakes were already awakened by the noise coming from the wall and immediately attacked Noah.


A two meters large head with the mouth open came in his direction but was instantly cut in two halves by a vertical slash.


The snakes grew restless when one of their pack died and madly punched at Noah that was forced to block the incoming blows.


He was sent flying on the wall where he came from and brutally crashed on it.


He could not waste any time as the rank 1 snakes were jumping at him from the holes above and the rank 2 ones were encircling him.


Generally speaking, a group of rank 2 magical beasts could not hurt Noah in a normal situation.


However, he had to jump straight in the middle of their pack due to the fall and the snakes were already prepared for his arrival.


There was also the problem with the type of magical beasts they were.


Snake-types magical beasts were usually very resilient and had a strong body with few weak points, they were considered among the most dangerous kind of magical beasts.


In the case of the Earth snakes, their bodies were extremely tough and had immense strength, yet they could not secrete poison from their fangs.


'Killing the rank 2 is quite easy even if troublesome, but the rank 3 is problematic to handle in this mess.'


The rank 3 snake was in the rear of the group keeping its eyes on Noah while the rank 2 attacked him, it seemed to study his movements waiting for the right moment to strike.


Noah pushed back the snakes in front him launching six wind slashes on them, he completely ignored the rank 1 jumping from above.


The slashes hit their bodies leaving deep wounds but they seemed not to care and begun to charge again.


Noah dodged this time and ran toward the right part of the valley madly slashing at anything that came near him.


'They are too many and I'm not even at full strength. I should escape.'


The concentration of Breath on his right side was slightly lower than on the left one so he chose that direction.


'Magical beasts will prefer a higher concentration of Breath, so it's safe to assume that the beasts within the areas with a lower concentration will be weaker.'


Snakes kept on trying to encircle him but he would simply slash forward creating a path through their bodies.


Dark red blood fell on him continuously as he forced the blockage of the beasts.


When he was almost outside the borders of the pack, the rank 3 beast decided to strike.


Its massive body reached Noah's position in an instant and it shot on him with its mouth wide open.


Seeing the four meters large head coming from behind him, Noah jumped in the air and blocked the snake's fangs with his two sabers.


The clash flung Noah at some distance away from the pack and made him crash heavily on the ground.





'Peak rank 3!'


Thought Noah while he stood up inside the hole he created.


He was lightly injured from the previous attack but he had managed to get away from his disadvantageous position.


Noah didn't look back and ran at full speed following the decreasing concentration of Breath.


The snakes behind him followed but could not catch up with him, their speed was below the average of the beasts on the same rank.


The chase continued for an hour.


Noah had to face the continuous assaults of other snake-type beasts that appeared in front of him while escaping.


'Fire snakes, Horned snakes, Two-headed snakes, why don't they straight up call this place snake valley?!?'


Noah cursed in his mind while relentlessly slashing at any new beast that appeared in his sight.


'If it wasn't for all these magical beasts randomly attacking me I would have shaken off the rank 3 from my back already! Luckily they are all rank 2.'


Corpses kept on accumulating on the path he was treading on and red blood kept on flowing on the river at the center of the valley.


At some point, an imponent figure appeared in front of him.


Its body was eighteen meters long and large four, it had three horns on its head and from its fangs was dripping a violet dense liquid.


'Rank 3 Horned snake!'


Behind it, a handful of rank 2 horned snakes were coiled together looking in his direction.


The rank 3 Horned snake wasn't looking at him but at the rank 3 Earth snake following him, there seemed to be hatred in its eyes.


Realization dawned on Noah looking at the Horned snake's expression.


'They must have fought for the spot with the higher concentration of Breath and the Horned snake lost! That's why its pack is smaller. I can make use of it.'


Noah went in the direction of the Horned snake with resolution.


The beast was enraged by the small human trespassing its territory and shot out violet liquid spheres from its mouth.


Noah dodged them and sensed that when they hit the ground they corroded it instantly, leaving deep holes in it.


'To think that at rank 3 it can use its poison as a ranged attack.'


He kept on running and passed the Horned snake jumping straight in its remaining pack.


The rank 2 snakes attacked him but he simply shot out more wind slashes making sure only to wound them, they were his precious helpers after all.


He continued his escape without caring for the events happening behind him.


The rank 3 Earth snake had met with the rank 3 Horned snake and engaged in a furious battle.


Meanwhile, the pack of Earth snakes arrived and were about to overwhelm the one of Horned snakes when Noah got too far away and could not sense their fight anymore.


He ran for another hour to be sure that he was outside of their patrol area.


As he ran, the quantity of rank 2 magical beasts diminished being replaced by rank 1 beasts and the concentration of Breath began to resemble the one of the cavity he was in.


The beasts there seemed to be afraid of him as none of them tried to attack.


Noah looked around him for a bit and found a small cave inhabited by a few rank 1 fire snakes.


It was quite hidden and there weren't any holes on its walls so he chose to rest there.


He cleared the beasts inside it and laid on the ground to rest.
						




                    


                
				
                    55. Golem

					
					

                    
                        Noah rested for half a day.


After he woke up, he ate a light meal and stretched a map in front of him.


The map was pretty simple but it described a large area of the Utra continent, it was the best one Noah managed to find in the outer circle.


'I'm going in the opposite direction of Balvan mansion but maybe there will be a path to the surface there.'


He had gone where the Breath's concentration was lower during the fight which was on the contrary way of his mansion.


'I should first explore this area. I don't really want to face those beasts packs unless I'm forced to.'


He stood up and exited the cave.


He finally had the time to look carefully at the environment of the valley.


The ground was filled with green grass and light shone brightly from the fog above it.


'Strange, it has been half a day but the night did not come. Maybe the fog has something to do with this.'


The fog was constantly releasing daylight making every detail of the valley vivid and clear.


Noah continued his exploration of the area where the Breath was less dense.


Many rank 1 snake-type magical beasts were hiding at his sight, returning to their caves or simply crawling away.


The walls around him were steep and were not suitable for climbing, Noah almost considered to give up on the exploration of this side of the valley when something unusual appeared in his sight.


It was at the end of the valley and there were almost no magical beasts, the walls too were still steep.


However, on the ground, there were remains of a man-made building.


'How is this possible?'


Noah got close to the wrecked structure to inspect it but then a massive figure shot out in his direction.


Noah hastily unsheathed his sabers to block the attack and got flung away for some meters by it.


He raised his guard and waited for another attack to come but nothing happened.


He took a look at the immobile figure standing in front of the building.


It was a three meters tall set of armor with no face appearing on the helmet's hole.


Blue runes emitted a soft light through all its body creating a blue halo around its figure.


There were signs of combat on the armor as it was full of dents and holes.


Seeing that the armor was unmoving, Noah relaxed and thought for a bit.


'Is it defending that area? How do I destroy it?'


He slashed in the air and a blade of wind shot out in the direction of the golem.


The golem raised its arms to block the blow and only a slight mark appeared on them after they clashed with Noah's attack.


'Mh, I should be able to break it if I go all out but that would leave me powerless. I don't know if it is the only one there.'


His attention shifted to the blue runes.


'It should be fueled by those inscriptions, maybe it will stop working if I break them.'





After he set up the plan, he no longer hesitated.


He jumped straight at the golem launching three wind slashes and moved to its side.


The golem had to block the slashes and could not focus on Noah's attack from inside his guard.


The saber cut through a rune on the chest armor turning off its blue light.


'One down, nine remaining.'


Noah and the golem fought for some minutes as he would use a hit and run tactic always going out of its defense perimeter to limit the dangers of the battle.


'Ten down.'


When the last rune was pierced, the golem fell lifelessly on the ground.


Noah examined the armor a little before shaking his head and putting it in the space-ring.


'I really don't understand inscriptions. I should keep it, maybe it's worth something.'


Then he turned his head to the broken building and concentrated.


He moved toward it wary of his surroundings, he didn't know if another golem would appear.


However, everything was silent and no dangers arrived.


Noah relaxed and began to make conjectures.


'This structure was almost as big as the Balvan mansion, it should have belonged to one of the medium-size noble families that came to explore the valley.'


His eyes lit up when he realized that if the family had completely moved here, they must have moved their treasury too!


Noah began to gain speed in his exploration as he could not wait to go deeper into the building.


Sometimes he would find old skulls or bones, sometimes only useless remains.


Meanwhile, a doubt formed in his mind.


'If they were at the same level as my family, how is it possible that they were destroyed in this relatively safe area?'


The signs of struggle indicated that a battle had occurred but Noah did not understand who or what had the strength to defeat them.


'Even the pack of Earth snakes could not do it, so how did they die?'


He arrived at the inner part of the mansion while thinking that.


A big broken door divided the area and three four meters golems were in pieces on the ground.


Noah examined the dents on their armor and concluded that it was the work of a magical beast.


'This place has more dangers than simply rank 3 magical beasts.'


A sense of restlessness grew inside him as he became determined to get out of the valley as soon as possible.


He passed the big door and entered the inner part of the mansion.


The insides were slightly more intact than the outsides and from some of the remainings, you could imagine how luxurious it should have been before.


Noah moved quickly and stopped only after he found a small metal door still closed in one of the rooms.


He became excited and pushed the door open still holding his sabers.


The door was heavy and scraping sounds came from the ground as it opened.


Noah took a look at the other side and noticed that saw a small room almost empty except for a skeleton sitting on a throne with his limbs crossed.
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                        Noah focused all his mental energy on the skeleton but he found nothing wrong with it, so he decided to examine the room.


The room was clean and completely empty, its walls seemed more resistant than the others of the building.


'This should have been some kind of vault, which means that the treasures are with the skeleton.'


He neared the throne and inspected it.


The throne had nothing special with it and the skeleton was the same except for a box in his hands.


Noah took the box and opened it, inside there was a book with some runes on it.


Expectation was mounting in Noah's mind as he sat on the floor a started reading.


'The beasts tide broke through the outer ring, they will be here at any moments. My Assea family is doomed but our will must go on so I decided to write this book and seal it with some inscription to make it last the passage of time.'


At these words, Noah became completely focused as one thing came to his mind.


'Inheritance!'


'My family is famous for our inscriptions and animated puppets, its a noble art passed down by my ancestors but its power in combat is lower than the average martial art. That's why we came here, we wanted to nurture our descendants in this environment and study more application of our art.'


'Everything went well for a period, we were making progress and our descendants were growing strong but then we have awoken the King of this place.'


Noah was surprised for a moment before he resumed his reading.


'The King was sleeping below the area with the highest density of Breath and was extremely angry when it realized that there were trespassers in its territory. It sent hordes of magical beasts to attack us and the previous patriarch, my father, died in the process of defending us.'


'We were forced to hide in this place but the King didn't want any non-snake creature to be in its domain and so we arrived in this situation.'


Noah imagined something stronger than the dragon in his childhood and shivered at that thought.


If a patriarch of a medium-size family could not win against this King how could he hope to survive?


'We can't fly like my father and the passage to the surface is on the other side of the valley so this will be the end of my family. I will pass to you the pinnacle of our art that we managed to create, I hope that it will help you to survive this place and, one day, to avenge us by killing that King. My name is Uriah Assea, and this is my lifelong achievement.'


Noah's eyes kept going on the next pages without blinking once and a smile began to appear on his face.


'I can use it! I can use this spell!'


The spell read:


'Body-inscription spell, rank depending on the strength of the companion, no elemental requirements as the spell will be stronger if paired with a magical beast of the user's same element. The spell consists of engraving the figure of the chosen magical beasts on the user body to create a blood companion. The blood companion will have the same strength of the actual beast if its element matches with the user since it's fueled by the Breath in the user's body. The process to create the blood companion is complex and must be followed strictly otherwise the inscription will fail.'





'To create the inscription on the body, the user must dip a sharp stick or a weapon on the blood of the magical beast that he decided and draw its image on his body. The drawing must be done below the skin so the user must cut through it in order to reach the specific depth. After the drawing is complete, the user needs to eat the center of power of the beast to give life to its image. The center of power is generally the hearth of the beast. When the drawing becomes alive, the user must subdue it with his mental energy and then he will have completed the procedure.'


There were examples of drawings that reached the standard required for the spell and many of them were of snake-like beasts, the Assea family had probably experimented a lot on them.


Noah meanwhile had a bright smile on his face.


'It is totally doable! My first spell! I wonder if I'll get the right element on the first try.'


The description of the spell continued listing its advantages and disadvantages.


'The blood companion can attack on its own or be controlled by the user so its efficiency vastly surpasses normal puppets. The user will share his Breath and mental energy with the companion and will need to use a part of them to feed it or to make it recover. The pressure on the sea of consciousness of the user will grow as the companion sensations will be shared with the user. The beast needs to be recently killed or the Breath in its heart will not suffice for giving life on the inscription. It is better if the user killed it as it will be easier to subdue on the last part of the process.


The blood of the beast must be filled with the Breath of the user in order to have a better control over the body of the companion, that's why the valley, with its high density of Breath, is the perfect place to create these types of inscriptions. To remove the companion, just kill it.'


Noah's hands trembled from the excitement he was feeling and he hastily stored the book in the space-ring.


'Hahaha! It is perfect for me right now! Yet, which beast should I choose? The Fire snakes are the weaker but I didn't find any rank 3 till now and the Earth snakes have a pack too big for me to go there and kill their boss quietly.'


He thought for a bit before doing an evil smirk and looking in the direction where he came from.


'That horned snake should have survived right?'
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                        Noah walked slowly toward the other side of the valley.


He would stop frequently to train in the writing showed in Uriah's diary and to review the details of the spell.


'Since the body of the companion is made with its blood mixed with my Breath its rank is fixed. Well, theoretically it is possible to upgrade it but you would need a different technique and the risks of the companion dying will be high. It is simply safer to switch to a stronger one once you have the necessary strength to tame it.'


He was drawing on the ground the shape of a snake with his saber while holding the book in his other hand.


'I wonder if I'm being too greedy going for a rank 3 right away. If I kill it I should have some advantages in taming it, yet can I sustain it? Well, having a rank 2 companion at my level is useless anyway.'


His prey was a peak rank 3 Horned snake while he was only a rank 1 mage, it was natural for him to have some doubts.


'It doesn't say anything about making more than one companion either, I guess it depends on the pressure I can withstand with my sea of consciousness.'


The was another reason he was moving slowly and it was the Breath's density.


The density was so high that the effects on his body resembled those of the Breath blessing he found during the events with the Ironclad spiders.


Noah was having the faint sensation of getting close to a sort of limit.


'If I stay here for a couple of months I should reach the end of the sixth cycle, and that based on the density in this area. If I go further in the valley it will take even less.'


He was purposely slowing his trip back to the mansion to make use of the quality of this place.


'There is also that King's problem, but I'm really powerless about anything related to it.'


The drawing was done and Noah nodded looking at it, he was satisfied with the result.


'Now where that snake can be?'


***

The rank 3 Horned snake was lying on the river to let the water filled with Breath enter its body.


There were many wounds on its body, probably due to its battle with the pack of Earth snakes, and no rank 2 snakes of its pack were present.


The snake was sleeping but it was right in the open, there was no way to take it by surprise.


Noah was hiding behind a rock looking at it, the saber in his hand was drawing the snake's figure on the terrain.


'Mh it looks injured, this is good, but there is no way to take it by surprise.'


The drawing was over, the snake's figure this time had three little horns on his head.


'Time to get the main ingredient.'


Noah smiled unconsciously, the prospect of having his first spell was making him elated.


He charged with his two sabers unsheathed and crossed in front of him.





The snake woke up sensing something coming in its direction and was enraged to see again the little human that caused the incident with the Earth snakes.


It immediately spewed a poisonous ball in his direction and then punched with its head where he was dodging to.


Noah jumped and rotated horizontally, continuously sending wind slashes on the body of the snake.


The slashes cut through its skin but only light wounds appeared.


'It is indeed powerful.'


Noah admitted and then assaulted it again.


Clashes kept on happening and the Horned snake fought fiercely, but new wounds appeared on its body on every clash and, added to the old ones, they were starting to affect the massive beast.


The Horned snake tried a desperate attack launching a poisonous projectile at melee range but Noah used this chance to jump over its head and pierce it with both his sabers.


The sabers stabbed deeply into the snake's skull as it started to thrash its body around the valley to remove the human from above its head.


However, Noah held strongly on the sabers and pushed them deeper into the beast's brain.


After a minute of struggles, the snake finally fell dead on the ground.


Noah jumped off its body and could not help but feel surprised.


'What an incredible vitality! Even with my blades in its brain it still resisted for so much.'


He could not put its body in the space-ring as it was too big so he hastily made a deep cut along its body.


He took out a cask from his ring and threw the water inside it away, then he put the cask below the cut to accumulate the dripping blood.


Then, he entered the cut and explored the insides of the snake's body until he found its heart.


After he came out of its body, he took off his upper clothes and washed in the river, he didn't want any form of contamination to happen during the creation of the blood companion.


Noah waited patiently for the cask to be filled and then he put everything back in his space-ring and went to hide in a cave nearby.


There were some rank 2 snakes inside but they were immediately cleared and he had to go back to the river to wash again.


When he was clean and in a safe place, he took out the cask and placed his hands on it.


Breath flowed from his body into the snake's blood inside the cask while his acupoints where absorbing madly the one around him.


It took him an entire day to make the blood reach the standards described in the diary and when the process was over, the blood had become a dark dense liquid.


Noah waited some more time for his body to be filled again with Breath and after making sure that everything was set he unsheathed a saber and dipped its tip in the liquid.


His eyes were shining in excitement as he looked at the black blade dripping the dark blood.


'Time to begin!'
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                        Noah took the saber with two hands and pointed its tip to his chest.


He pushed firmly and the blade stabbed his skin.


The dark blood poured in the wound and mixed with Noah's body leaving a black mark.


'Again!'


He took out the saber and dipped it in the cask and then he stabbed his chest again.


As he repeated the process, a figure began to appear on his body.


Noah took two hours to complete the drawing and when it was over it covered his entire right chest area and a half of his shoulder, as for the pain he felt during the process, it didn't even make him tremble.


Noah had, by then, survived six treatments of the Forging of Seven Hells, some cuts on his skin were nothing to endure.


Next, he used the remaining dark liquid in the cask to add details to the snake figure which took him another hour.


When the blood was over, the drawing on his body began to feel heavy, like some sort of burden was added there.


Noah stared at his shoulder and nodded in satisfaction.


'The first part is complete, now the heart.'


The heart of the snake appeared in his hand and Noah closed his eyes to concentrate on refilling the Breath in his body and sharpening his mental energy.


After half an hour, he was ready.


The heart was three times bigger than his hand, there was no way that he could eat it in one bite.


Noah decisively took the first bite and gulped immediately, an awful taste invaded his mouth and a strong heat began to spread from the piece of foreign flesh in his body but was suddenly absorbed by the drawing.


Noah took another bite and the same thing happened.


When he took the last one and the heart had completely vanished the temperature of the drawing began to rise until Noah thought that his shoulder was on fire.


The snake figure started to move and a tremendous pressure hit Noah's sea of consciousness.


Inside his mental sphere, the half-transparent image of a Horned snake appeared and went berserk!


The snake directly head-butted on the sphere making it tremble, it seemed that it wanted to break out at any cost from that confinement.


Noah felt an incredible pain in his head and focused on his sea of consciousness ignoring the pain on his shoulder.


His figure inside the sphere opened his eyes and flew straight at the snake, two balls of water from the sea below him rose in the air and transformed in sabers that were caught firmly by his half-transparent hands.


Noah cut directly on the snake image making it hiss in pain, but it didn't care about him and continued to hit the sphere with all its body.


Another wave of pain came from his mind that forced Noah to slow his assault.


The snake attacked again and this time a small crack appeared on the sphere.


Noah felt his consciousness fading for an instant before he focused again.





'If I let it continue like this I will surely die!'


He focused on the Kesier rune at the center of the sea which released a loud hum as an answer to Noah's calling.


The snake this time shook in pain, it could not focus again on the wall as it trembled and fell in the sea.


Noah rapidly followed and dove in its direction.


The sea was a representation of its thoughts and mental energy, it could not hurt him at all.


With the rune humming continuously and Noah's relentless assault, the snake figure became less and less corporeal until it completely shattered and was absorbed by the sea.


The shards of the snake's previous image recomposed and appeared next to the space-ring projection, Noah relaxed when he felt the connection with it.


The Horned snake was coiled lazily over the sea and it was smaller than the previous one that Noah fought.


Noah went close to it and inspected it carefully.


The snake sensed his presence and opened its eyes, raising its head to stare at Noah's figure.


After a few seconds of them exchanging stares, the snake lowered its head and Noah felt that it had surrendered.


He patted its head satisfied and came out of his sea of consciousness.


Meanwhile, the snake drawing had stopped burning but was now moving freely along his body.


Noah felt his companion moving and tried to control it with his mental energy.


The snake followed his order and moved to the chest area but some of the Breath inside his body was expended and the crack in his sphere released a wave of pain due to the usage of mental energy.


'I'll experiment later with this guy, now I have to heal from the injuries. Luckily, I thought of using the rune at the last moment otherwise...'


Another wave of pain came from his mind, it seemed that the crack was pressuring his sphere.


Noah decided to stay in the cave as he consumed the sea in his mind to fill the crack and close it.


In this period, he would consume all the mental energy he had to secure the wound and then go to sleep to refill it.


It took him one week to completely heal his sphere.


'Wounds on the sea of consciousness sure are troublesome, I had to focus on the crack for the whole time incapable of doing anything else. Well, at least now I have succeeded.'


Breath from his body and mental energy were expended as a half-transparent snake twelve meters long appeared in front of him.


The snake seemed ethereal, with just its edges completely material, the insides were filled by black smoke.


Its tail was connected to Noah's body from his left foot.


'Attack me.'


Noah ordered as more mental energy was expended.


The snake raised its head and shot at Noah that unsheathed his saber and blocked the blow, he was pushed for a few meters before stopping.


A disappointed expression was on his face when he focused again on the snake.


'Rank 3 strength but of the initial stage, while that Horned snake was definitely a peak stage. Horned snakes belong to the earth element, so now I can be sure that I'm not of that one.'
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                        'Well, nothing I can do about it, I should just be happy to have a rank 3 blood companion. Also, the pressure in my mind seems to work like an inferior version of the Kesier rune.'


The pressure on Noah's sea of consciousness with the addition of the snake's figure had increased greatly.


The snake's image would release a constant weight on his mental sphere steadily enlarging it.


'The effects are not as noticeable as the training in the rune, yet it's still the first increase of mental energy I had since I became a rank 1 mage.'


Since William had yet to give him the second rune, his training had halted in that field.


However, with the new burden in his mind, his sphere was finally enlarging again.


'It's a pity that I can't create another companion. I feel that my mind has reached the limits of what it can withstand.'


He controlled his companion for a bit to get used to the new ability and to familiarize himself with its peculiarities.


The snake shared all its senses with Noah, it was like having a mind inside his mind and that was what caused the constant pressure.


Noah had to get used to looking in two different directions at the same time, deciding twice the actions to make, useless to say that the expenditure of mental energy was high.


Nevertheless, he could sustain it, he was after all a rank 1 mage.


The only problem was, as always, the Breath expenditure.


After a whole hour of training, he had to stop to refill the Breath in his body which was almost completely consumed.


A bit of irritation struck him as he patted is low waist looking at it angrily.


'Fucking dantian form already! I'm sick of having this stupid limit.'


He sat on the ground to calm himself and decide on his next move, the companion had retreated in his body in the meantime.


'First, I have to get used to my new combat strength and I can do it by fighting some beasts during my trip to the other side of the valley. Second, I should take things slowly to raise the level of my body as much as possible, I don't know what dangers are lying in wait for me on the road. Lastly, I have to get out of here a go back to the mansion, I bet that Lily and Master are worried about me.'


He set his priorities and rested, in order to escape the valley he had to be at his peak form every time he decided to move.


***

A week passed, as a young man with his upper body naked walked cautiously in the valley.


Sometimes he would jump in some cave and come out covered in blood, sometimes rank 2 magical beasts would attack him to be devoured by a huge black shadow.


'The density of Breath is increasing so much that if I release my companion for only a few attacks I can refill the Breath expended immediately. The only problem is that my clothes get torn in the process.'





Since the companion was mostly wandering in his chest area, the upper part of his dark gym suit had been ripped during the recent fights.


'It seems that I have to store clothes in the space-ring from now on.'


He reached the middle part of the valley, in the area where he first had fallen and a familiar scene presented to him.


A large pack of rank 2 Earth snakes was coiled around a rank 3 one.


The rank 3 snake was sleeping and some violet spots were present on his yellow body, the fight with the Horned snake had left some injuries on its body.


'I guess it is time to test my real strength now. I wonder if it will be happy to meet its old friend.'


The blood companion came out from his body and covered him, Noah was inside its gaseous interiors being carried by the snake.


This was one of the applications of the spell that Noah managed to discover, not only the body of the snake would act as a form of protection but it could also hide him pretending that he was some kind of magical beast.


This was also the best option he could think about in the unfortunate event that the King found him.


The companion moved toward the pack alerting its rank 2 members.


The rank 3 also woke up but looked confusedly in its direction, it seemed that it found some similarities with its old enemy but, at the same time, it was different.


It hissed an order to the rank 2 snakes and they moved in the companion's direction.


Before they could encircle it though, the companion raised his huge body in the air and sibilated at them.


A rank 3 beast was a leader among rank 2 beasts, and even with its initial stage strength, it was still a threat to their pack.


The group halted their advancement for a moment and, in that instant of hesitation, a small figure shot out from the body of the companion severing immediately two snakes heads.


A small gaseous line connected the small figure to the one of the ethereal snake.


The pack moved their attention to Noah but at that moment the blood companion attacked and bit the head on one of the snakes crushing it one blow!


In only one move three rank 2 snakes had died.


The rank 3 Earth snake got enraged and shot in their direction but, in the meantime, Noah had already pierced another snake's head and the companion was chewing on another beast.


When the big Earth snake arrived, it directly head-butted toward the blood companion which was forced some meters back from the clash.


A wave of pain hit Noah as more Breath was expended to heal the injuries just suffered by his snake but he was prepared for that.


He slashed promptly at the rank 3 beast leaving a deep wound slightly below its head.
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                        The rank 3 Earth snake retreated once the wound was inflicted but was met by the fangs of the blood companion that appeared behind it.


Noah had made it retreat inside his body and released it toward the beast to speed its attack.


The companion stabbed its fangs into the rank 3 beast's body and held firmly onto it and Noah followed shooting a dozen wind slashes.


The Earth snake could not avoid the assault since Noah's snake was keeping it still and was hit by the river of flying slashes.


Wounds appeared on its body as it hissed in pain, meanwhile, the rank 2 snakes left behind in its retreat had reached them and were jumping on the two enemies.


Noah once again absorbed the companion and launched it at the pack while he jumped at the rank 3 beast.


The blood companion thrashed out its body on the tens of rank 2 beasts and madly attacked without caring for the injuries it was experiencing.


Every time its body was bitten or hit, some of Noah's Breath would be expended to heal it.


In the few minutes since the battle had begun, Noah's storage of Breath was halved.


While the blood companion was keeping the pack away, Noah engaged in a solitary fight with the rank 3 snake assaulting it relentlessly.


He managed to heavily injure the beast in the initial clashes and was pressing in his attacks to slowly drain away the strength of the snake.


The Earth snake was a rank 3 beast, its intelligence was superior to the one of weaker magical beasts.


It understood that with the initial advantage taken by the invaders its situation was turning grim so it continued to defend its head waiting for the pack to come in rescue.


Noah though, could not waste time as his storage of Breath diminished rapidly with every second that he spent fighting and the absorption from his acupoints was barely enough to sustain the blood companion's battle.


He violently stabbed in the snake's skin accumulating wounds on its body as blood rained down from its figure.


When more than forty deep cuts were on the beast's body, it finally slowed down in its movements and Noah managed to deliver a firm lunge in one of its eyes.


The rank 3 Earth snake convulsed like crazy when the saber stabbed in its head but was stopped by a huge mouth clenching on its throat, the blood companion had appeared below it and immediately attacked.


The pack of rank 2 snakes could not keep up with the speed of Noah's snake retreating in his body and were left behind watching their leader's last moments.


The Earth snake collapsed on the ground and Noah stabbed once again his saber in its head while his companion ripped off a big part of its throat leaving their enemy's head hanging on a small piece of skin.


The rank 3 Earth snake was dead!


Its pack stared at the two figures near its body for a moment and then dispersed in fear.





Noah looked at the retreating snakes and heaved a sigh of relief, he was almost exhausted and there were still around twenty rank 2 snakes in the pack.


If they had attacked, he would probably have had to hide in the companion's body and retreat.


He plucked out the fangs of every Earth snake's corpse he found on the ground and hastily retreated in the first cave he managed to find after putting them inside the space-ring.


He didn't dare to do that with the corpse of the rank 3 Horned snake because of the strong poison on its fangs.


When he was in a safe space he relaxed and let the fatigue from the combat assault him.


'This battle was so dangerous! If my Breath had exhausted during the fight I would have been doomed. Yet, having this guy assaulting from any direction I want is really useful, I wonder how stronger it would be if it was of my element.'


The head of the companion came out of Noah's body and stared at him.


Noah simply patted its head while continuing in his thoughts.


'The capacity to enter and exit my body at will with that speed is definitely one of the stronger aspects of the spell. Another one is the healing ability of the companion that is almost limitless if I have enough Breath to keep it going, only a really strong attack might force the companion to hibernate to recover.'


Noah took some meat from his space-ring and ate till he was full, then he neared the end of the cave and laid himself on the ground to sleep.


The ethereal snake had its head outside Noah's body staring carefully at its surroundings.


'The expenditure is not even that much since the blood companion is mostly autonomous, only one order will keep it working for hours. I guess that is balanced by the requirements for the activation of the spell and the constant pressure that is forced on the user due to the sharing of their senses.'


He remembered some of the words in Uriah's diary and nodded internally.


'No wonder Uriah called it "the pinnacle of their art", only by fighting as two instead of alone its power resemble the magic that Orson used and this without considering the other aspects of the blood companion and the fact that our elements are not even the same.'


Noah was extremely satisfied with the power of the spell and knew that the one showed in the previous battle wasn't its full potential.


'When I get the dantian and find out my element I would have to change companion otherwise I would be wasting the real strength of the spell.'


He turned to look at the snake's head that was guarding him and smiled a little.


'I guess I should give it a name while I keep it. Let's go with Assea in honor of those that created the technique.'


Then, Noah closed his eyes and slept, with his companion now named Assea rigorously guarding him.
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                        When Noah woke up, Assea was still on his side with just its head sticking out of his body.


He felt completely rested, both mentally and physically, but he knew that the Breath in his body could sustain his companion for one entire night only because of the Breath's density in this place.


'Now it's time for the really dangerous stuff. Uriah's diary said that the passage to the surface is on the other side of the valley but it should also be where the King sleeps since the concentration of Breath keeps on rising in that direction.'


A stern expression was on his face as he ate and looked randomly in front of him still deep in his thoughts.


After some time, when he had finished his meal, he sighed and shook his head.


'If it's death that waits for me than so be it, no reason to hesitate.'


He stood up and a cold determination was exuded from him.


Mages had a mind so strong they could affect some of the environment around them, Noah wasn't on that level yet, but he still radiated a sort of pressure depending on his state of mind.


What he was spreading then was a pure resolution to do anything in his power to survive.


With his mind focused and his body rested, Noah moved out of the cavity.


His advance was slow, he was wary of anything that moved outside of his perception and he would stop every time to carefully inspect the area in front of him.


'I'm not gonna make another mistake like the one with the roots on the wall, and with this pace, I can even raise the level of my body a little before reaching the other side.'


Noah would take any chance to increase his strength before going into such a precarious situation.


However, something unusual came to his attention during the trip.


'There is not even a magical beast.'


No snakes were present in this area of the valley, it was completely void of any beast's life forms despite the density of Breath being way higher than before.


Noah continued his slow voyage full of doubts.


Every time he felt slightly tired he would find a cave and rest, only to move again when his strength was at its peak.


Four days passed without him encountering any threat.


'Maybe I'm lucky and all the magical beasts are somewhere busy with something.'


Of course, that was not the case.


When he neared the end of the valley and the wall of its other side was visible, Noah saw a scene that almost made him lose hope.


The last part of the canyon was large with a waving sea in it and a small white mountain at its center.


Nevertheless, the sea was not made of water but of thousands of slithering bodies.


Noah could only stare astonished at the view.


Thousands of rank 1 snakes, hundreds of rank 2 and about one hundred of rank 3 were all coiled together forming a multicolored sea.





'I'm dead if I go in there, dantian or not there is no way I can survive.'


Noah watched attentively the huge pack trying to find anything that he could use and noticed a few details.


'Why do they seem so malnourished? And what is that thing near the mountain?'


The snakes were incredibly thin, Noah thought he could hear the rumbles of their stomachs but they weren't doing anything about that.


Sometimes a snake would bite a beast near it and continue on its way like it did the most natural thing in the world.


Most shocking thing was that the snake that received the wound would just allow it uncaring of its body being eaten.


There also seemed to be relief in those that were hurt and fear in those who ate!


Noah's conjectures of this world nearly crumbled watching their unnatural behavior.


Near the mountain, at its base, a big yellow pile of what seemed snake's skin was rhythmically emitting soft rays of light.


'What is all of this?'


Noah decided to study the mass of snakes for some time before determining his next action.


Two more days passed with him trying to find some hidden pattern in their conduct to exploit but all he managed to notice was that the pile of snake's skin had accelerated the cadence of the leakage of light.


He had a hypothesis about that event which made him restless.


'Don't tell me that it is a magical beast in hibernation to evolve? But, considering its dimensions, wouldn't that be a rank 4?'


Noah had never fought a rank 4 beast but he was sure that he wasn't its match.


'If it is really like that then it would be better to move before it evolves. The passage should be behind the mountain and since the snakes seem so passive I might be able to reach it disguised as Assea.'


He resolved himself and summoned his blood companion, entering its body.


He was about to go out in the open to join the sea when the cocoon cracked and a loud hiss resounded in the valley.


A giant yellow snake emerged from the pile of flesh, it was thirty meters long and it raised its body in the air as to show the pack its achievement.


The pack looked at it with a bit of awe as its pressure unfolded in that area of the valley, even Noah was affected and trembled a little inside Assea's body.


At that moment though, a tremor ran through the canyon and rocks began to fall from the walls due to the earthquake.


All the snakes in the pack lowered their heads in fear in the direction of the white mountain.


Even the newly evolved rank 4 beast turned to look at the mountain with reverence as a loud hiss engulfed the valley.


Noah felt pain in his ears as the sound hit him and had to focus completely on them to avoid becoming deaf.


When the noise stopped everything was silent, none of the thousands of snakes were uttering a sound.


Noah looked in the direction of the hill and, in his bewilderment, he saw that the mountain was moving.
						




                    


                
				
                    62. Cruelty

					
					

                    
                        Noah did not move, or to say it better, he could not do that.


The pressure released by the mountain was immense, everyone had to stay still to resist it.


Then, the mountain showed a reptilian head large seven meters that went in front of the rank 4 snake that had just evolved.


Only then Noah could make out the true form of the mountain.


It was a colossal snake more than fifty meters long and its skin was so white that it seemed to shine on its own.


Looking at it, he wondered how it was possible for a being to reach such splendor with a material body.


The snake appeared like some sort of godly existence, surpassing anything Noah had ever seen in his two lives.


The rank 4 snake looked majestic on its own but in front of the King of the valley, it was just another member of its pack.


'W-What is that monster?'


Noah managed to have this sole thought before his mind underwent another shook due to the following events.


The King and the rank 4 stared at each other for a long time before the rank 4 lowered its head in submission.


The King then opened its mouth and laid its head on the ground waiting calmly.


The rank 4 snake looked at it for a moment before entering the King's mouth on its own will!


It was thirty meters long and it took a while before its body entered completely in the King's mouth but the latter just remained still during the whole process.


When the body of the newly evolved snake disappeared, the King closed its mouth and raised its head to look at the pack below it.


It released a soft hiss that made Noah shake in the distance and that set off a change in the behavior of the snakes.


They started to eat each other violently uncaring for their own lives.


Blood flowed endlessly as the epitome of cannibalism unfolded in front of Noah.


It was only when their number was almost halved that the King hissed again to make them stop and coiled on itself to resume its sleep.


The snakes of the pack, having eaten fully, were showing signs of becoming stronger, some specimen seemed even to be on the verge of breaking through a rank.


However, there was no happiness or excitement in the beast's eyes but only helplessness and fear.


Before the King settled again though, Noah noticed a hole in the wall behind its body that had a faint light coming from it.


The snakes resumed their aimlessly slithering and Noah assimilated Assea back in his body as he fell on the ground in his hiding spot.


His hands were shaking and his mind was in turmoil, it took him an entire hour before he managed to calm himself.


'Fuck, fuck, FUCK!'


Countless curses sounded in his mind as he took control of his body again.


'I could only tremble at that thing sight! Its sole presence is almost enough to kill me, and the patriarch of the Assea family fought it? How many monsters like them there are in this world?'





He was quite proud of his achievements in this life, after all, he had trained for less than five years and he was only a bit more than thirteen years old.


That pride though was shattered seeing how meaningless his accomplishments were in front of such might.


When he reviewed the previous scenes in his mind he could only find one word to describe them.


'Cruel.'


He thought.


'The world is incredibly cruel.'


He was calm when he understood the situation in the valley.


'The King forces the snakes in its pack to eat each other and it waits until a rank 4 is born between them. Then it eats it to become stronger and repeats the cycle. I believe that with the concentration of Breath in that area and with the forced cannibalism he manages to create one every few decades.'


A feeling of respect appeared inside Noah as he looked again in the direction of the King.


'All of this only to increase its already incredible strength by a little. Even as a beast, its determination in its pursuit of power is commendable.'


He shook his head and a complex smile formed on his face.


'I simply kill everyone in my way while it actively exploits its own kind to reach a higher realm. Our wills are on a completely different level.'


He stood still for some more time until the fire of ambition flared up from his eyes.


'I can't die now! I don't want to die after I saw such an otherworldly strength. I want to reach that level, I want to surpass it!'


He moved his gaze away and entered the closest cave he managed to find.


'First I'll complete the sixth cycle.'


***

One month went by.


Noah spent his days meditating to increase the absorption rate of his acupoints.


He also practiced in his usage of the blood companion as he needed to be perfect in his snake form to succeed in his escape.


He had seen the hole in the wall behind the King and that was the only way to the surface that he could think of.


'Uriah wrote that the passage is there and since that one is the only cavity I could see, I have to bet on that.'


The rest of his time was spent looking at the pack of snakes.


There were no changes in their behavior during the month that passed and since they had eaten recently, only some of them had resumed giving small bites to those around them.


He had looked attentively to all the rank 3 in the pack and ascertained that no one of them was ready to evolve.


When he woke up one day, he was happy to find out that his acupoints had stopped working and he felt that his body had reached a familiar limit.


His sixth cycle was complete!


He was ready to leave.
						




                    


                
				
                    63. Death area

					
					

                    
                        Noah reached his usual observation spot and looked toward the pack.


The snakes were doing their typical efforts in resisting the hunger to avoid any increase in their strength, yet their will to live wouldn't allow them to simply starve to death.


Everything looked the same as the other days, so Noah decided that it was time to move.


He could not increase his power any more than that, it was better to move before something unexpected happened.


Noah entered Assea's body and slowly slithered toward the mass of snakes.


The beasts in the pack were a bit surprised to find a new specimen joining them, no one would force himself to undergo their kind of life.


Nevertheless, they did nothing and just watched for a moment as the black ethereal snake entered the coiled crowd.


Noah sank inside the sea of bodies and began to move using his mental energy as a compass to not lose his way.


He had to reach the wall at the end of the valley and he would rather avoid bumping in the King's body in the process.


His advance was slow as he preferred to maintain the same pace of the specimens around him.


Noah's trip across the sea of snakes had begun.


He didn't dare to be on the surface but the presence of the King disturbed his orientation so he had to systematically emerge to understand his position.


Sometimes he would feel a sharp pain due to Assea's sensations as the other snakes around it took small bites of its insubstantial skin.


However, he simply ignored it, he had already considered this situation while formulating his plan.


Every time he was bitten, he would sink deeper into the pack to heal his companion.


Repeating this cycle, he was slowly getting closer to his target.


He was completely immersed in snake's bodies and the King radiated a constant pressure that made him nervous.


Noah felt like suffocating inside the pack but Assea's protection managed to make him keep going.


It took him half a day to crawl across the thousands of beasts and he felt extremely tired due to the constant stress he had to endure.


However, the scene that he saw on the other side was disheartening.


There were no snakes on the back of the King's body, or rather there could not be.


The cavity radiating light was right in front of him but he could not go for it recklessly.


The King had its head pointed in the hole's direction and every time he breathed, pieces of terrain would crumble and the ground would corrode.


Even in its sleep, its breath could kill any weaklings!


Noah saw a rank 2 Two-headed snake slip from the pack and ending in the area in front of the King's head.


Its body was shredded into pieces as soon as the King breathed out!


A conical area of death started from the King's head and ended at the entrance of the passage in the wall.





'Now I know why no beast is escaping, they simply can't.'


The last dilemma that bothered him when he created the plan was solved.


'With its strength, it should be able to subdue snakes more powerful than rank 4. Does it immediately eat them because they might manage to escape?'


The constant pressure it radiated forced the snakes to stay in the pack and its breath closed their only way out.


'The real question is: can I survive till I reach the cavity?'


If Noah entered the area of death from its closest point to the passage the distance would be around one hundred meters.


With his speed and the rate at which the King exhaled, he would need to survive two to three attacks.


'I don't have any other option, I will first replenish my mental energy and then go in.'


The Breath in his body was not a problem since he completed the sixth cycle and since the density of Breath in this area was the highest of the valley.


However, the mental energy he had to use to move to the other side of the pack was plenty and he needed to refill it before crossing the last hurdle.


'Luckily I only need to give an order and Assea will do that autonomously until I have Breath to support its actions.'


One of the strong points of the Body-inscription spell was that the user had to spend only a bit of mental energy when commanding the blood companion, the rest of the time it will just act on its own following the order.


That meant that, apart from the initial expenditure and the pressure from sharing its senses, the mental energy's cost was extremely low.


In a place where the Breath was so concentrated the blood companion could work almost endlessly with just a bit of mental energy.


Of course, this was also due to Noah's body-nourishing technique as it absorbed Breath on its own without Noah's need to meditate.


Noah chose to rest in the pack of snakes.


He fell asleep inside Assea's body while it quietly moved at the edges of the empty conical area.


The pressure from the King was still there so it took longer for the water level inside Noah's mental sphere to rise till it occupied half of it.


When he woke up, he was met with the familiar scene of snake's bodies coiled on each other.


'Life or death is all in those one hundred meters.'


Assea moved toward the edge of the pack, in the closest place to the cavity.


Noah cut off any useless thoughts from his mind, focusing only on moving forward and enduring any pain that assaulted him.


He stared at the King's head waiting for the moment it exhaled to have the best timing possible.


As the breath smashed on the wall and dissipated, Noah jumped at full speed toward the cavity.


The snakes in the pack saw a black snake moving in the area of death toward the hope that they had long abandoned.
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                        Assea moved at full speed alongside the wall.


Noah inside it was only looking at the path in front of him, nothing else was worth his attention.


Some of the snakes in the pack started to hiss in his direction as if it was some kind of entertainment.


Then, when he had crossed a bit less than fifty meters, the first blow arrived.


What Noah initially felt was an incredible pressure that flung him into the wall.


Then, the pain came.


Assea's body was the first line of defense and was shredded into pieces almost immediately!


Noah forced its body to reconstruct but it only delayed the impact on his body for a moment as Assea was wrecked again in just an instant.


He slammed into the wall and many cuts appeared on his skin but, before he suffered any serious injury, he summoned Assea a third time to endure the rest of the attack.


Its body was destroyed till only a silhouette remained but the first blow was successfully blocked!


A huge amount of mental energy was expended because Noah had to withstand the pain Assea felt having its body destroyed three times.


However, as soon as the pain stopped, Noah started to run again, no hesitation was present in his actions.


His eyes were still fixed on the road and he left a trail of blood due to the injuries.


He didn't dare to use the Breath to stop the bleeding because all of it was being used for Assea's healing.


The pack of beasts yet had noticed his disguise and began to hiss madly at the sight of the small human hidden in the snake's body.


As if to shut down their noise, the King snorted lightly sending another stream of air in the area in front of it.


Noah had moved for only thirty more meters before the second blow came.


He was once again slammed into the wall and more wounds appeared on his body every time Assea's figure collapsed.


Nevertheless, he held on.


His body was completely red due to the massive blood loss and was excoriated in many parts, but the vitality of a peak rank 2 body gave him the strength to keep running even in that condition.


Noah movements were slower than before but he still managed to cross the last twenty meters entering the mouth of the cavity.


The snakes behind him hissed even more crazily seeing that he had succeeded in reaching the escape route and began to move in its direction as to follow his example.


The King woke up and roared to stop the riot of its pack and a shock wave hit Noah that had just entered the passage.


He hadn't relaxed yet so Assea's body was still covering him.


Its body crumbled at the impact and its figure inside Noah's sea of consciousness cracked.


Noah felt a tremendous pain in his head before getting hit by the roar.


He could not resist even if he tried and his body was sent flying along the passage.





Blood came out from his mouth, ears, and eyes but all he could do was protecting his head to avoid any fatal damage.


He slammed repeatedly on the walls in front of him but the strength of the roar continued to push him forward and he was impotent in front of its might.


Then, he crashed again but this time the rocks of the wall were soft enough for him to dig in them.


His body created a small hole through the stones and finally stopped.


No noise came out of the hole as Noah had fainted due to the last collision.


Two days passed before Noah opened his eyes.


His sight was cloudy and a constant buzz invaded his ears.


It took him a while to remember the situation he was in and a bright smile appeared on his face when he understood that he had survived.


Then he laughed loudly but had to stop quickly because a wave of pain hit him as he moved.


'I don't want to see a snake anymore in my life.'


After he thought that, he fainted again.


***

One month later, in an area near Twilboia Cliff.


A field full of shining flowers spanned for two hundred meters.


This place was called Iano field due to the rare flowers that grew there.


The Iano flowers had no use to the cultivators but were very appreciated by couples since they had the ability to gather sunlight making their own figure shine.


At night, they resembled the starry giving a romantic vibe to the scenery.


A small-size noble family called Wilford possessed this field and used it as a small form of income, selling the right to spend the night in that place to anyone that could afford it.


A guard of the Wilford family was yawning lazily near the fence that determined the entrance to the field and a line of peasants and rich people was waiting for their moment to get inside.


As the line moved on, the guard raised the price of the ingress arousing the anger of the costumers.


However, any time someone tried to complain, he would proudly show his chest where the emblem of his family was and say arrogantly:


"Are you saying that me, an honored guard of the Wilford family, would dare to profit on lowly commoners?"


This was a line he practiced a lot to shut down the complaints about his attitude, after all a small-size family was still a noble family.


This time though, something unexpected happened as soon as he said that.


A slash made of wind shot out from the ground below of the Iano flowers.


A small opening formed showing an intricate passage below the field, illuminated by the shining roots of the flowers.


Noah came out of the opening uncaring of his surroundings.


'To think that the light in the passage was caused by these roots.'


He was almost naked, only some strips of clothes remained on his lower body.


He looked around him and found the guard with his mouth open looking in his direction.


Noah raised the saber in his hand to point at him and spoke in a calm voice.


"Hey you, where is this place?'
						




                    


                
				
                    65. Rank 5

					
					

                    
                        A carriage with the emblem of the Winford family moved in the direction of Balvan mansion.


When Noah came out of the ground, the guard wanted to obtain a refund for the damage he had caused on the field but it was enough to say the name "Balvan" to receive his apologies and a ride back home.


That and a little threat of course.


The ride was gladly accepted by Noah since he had yet to fully recover from his injuries.


He had decided to go out of the passage in the valley as soon as he was able to move for fear of another roar from the King.


The family even gave him a new set of clothes so he could hide again his space-ring in there.


During the travel, he focused mostly on healing Assea's cracked figure in his sea of consciousness and when he arrived at the mansion he was back at full strength.


Looking at his home he could not help but smile a little.


'I'm finally back!'


***

Turning back in time a little, about two weeks after Noah fell in the canyon.


William was reading a report in the guards' building.


As he continued to read, his hands began to shake and an angry expression formed on his face.


Then, the reading stopped and the sheet he was holding disintegrated.


'Fucking nobles, they sent Noah into a trap!'


He hurriedly went outside of the mansion and ran in the direction of Twilboia Cliff.


It took him a week to reach the gorge but all he saw were corpses and remains of the battle.


He searched all the bodies but he could not find Noah's one.


'The report said that the caravan was assaulted here but he is not among the corpses.'


He fell deep in thought as he analyzed the situation.


'It's unlikely that he was taken hostage by the Lansay family, they have no use for him. Where is he though?'


His gaze eventually fell on the cliff and William's eyes widened.


'Don't tell me that he decided to escape in the canyon! That is one of the danger zones of this area.'


He neared the cliff and stared at the space below it, only fog occupied his field of view.


'If you really are down here, may the Heaven have pity on you, my dear disciple.'


He stayed in that position for a whole day praying for Noah's well being.


Then he shook his head and sighed, going back on the road for his mansion.


'It's better to hide this news from his mother.'


Months passed and his worry began to transform in helplessness.


He forbid every guard to speak about the incident but ultimately, some rumors about Noah's situation began to spread.


Many believed that he had escaped and joined the Lansay family in exchange for cultivation resources.


Others that he was taken as a prisoner to trade with the Balvan family.


Lily, however, had a bad feeling about Noah's condition as she noticed a change in Rhys' attitude.





He would visit her less frequently and was less violent during their nights spent together.


Her worries accumulated but she could do nothing but harass William with questions.


Nevertheless, she soon understood that even William knew nothing about her son's situation.


The waiting was becoming suffocating but nothing could be done.


Then, after more than four months from Noah's departure, the happy news came.


Noah had returned to the mansion!


Lily and William ran immediately from their respective buildings to the front gate of the mansion.


William was the first to arrive and stood in place looking at the smiling youth on the carriage of the Wilford family.


The youth had long black hair and shining blue eyes.


He was wearing large clothes that didn't seem fit for his stature and two sabers were sheathed on his back.


A mature look was exuded from him and William could not help but smile radiantly at that sight.


'He has grown.'


Before he could move toward him though, Lily's figure passed him and jumped directly on the smiling youth.


"I told you to be careful and yet you disappear for so long! Don't you know how worried I was? Enough, I'm not letting you out of your room for an entire month, no wait, let's make it two months!"


Lily was half hugging half rebuking her son but it was clear that she was happy from the bottom of her heart to see Noah safe.


It took Noah and an entire day to calm her mother and reassure her, while William could only look from some distance at the family reunion.


Lily feel asleep in Noah's room that day, a smile was present on her sleeping figure.


The next day, he spent all his morning with his mother before going to William's room to deliver a report.


Willam too was smiling unconsciously but his face became stern when Noah described the environment of the valley.


He said nothing about the Assea family or the spell but he had one doubt since he escaped the canyon.


"Master, which rank the King was?"


William was still digesting Noah's speech when he heard the question and fell deep in thought.


After some hesitation he said in a soft voice:


"Probably rank 5. You said that you opened a passage to the valley on the Iano field right? I must warn the Shosti family, they will manage the situation. I'm afraid that this circumstance is too dangerous for a medium-size family to handle.'


Noah became interested.


"Will they kill the King?"


William shook his head.


"A battle with an entity on that level will shake all their area of power, they can't afford that. Also, the valley would probably be destroyed in the process and they would lose the only benefits they could get. They will just secure the passage and make it a forbidden zone.'


Noah felt a bit disappointed since he wanted to see a battle of that might but what William said was reasonable.


Then, he remembered something and smiled shamelessly toward his Master.


"You know, my sixth cycle is complete. We might do the last treatment immediately."


Looking at the smiling kid, a part of William wanted to throw him again in the cliff.
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                        Noah was in the torture room below the guards' building, tied to the metal table.


A black and smelly liquid came out from his body as he absorbed Breath in the point where his acupoints once were.


Noah had already predicted that situation so he was calm during the process even though some scream was still yelled from time to time.


Assea's figure was hidden under the clothes on his lower body and was waiting patiently for the process to be over.


A huge amount of Breath was being accumulated in Noah's body, strengthening and refining it.


The process lasted for about ten minutes before he could finally form the new acupoints.


These acupoints were crystalline and seemed incredibly sturdy.


They absorbed Breath at an unimaginable speed and Noah felt an immense surge of power coming from his body.


He nodded to William that was at his side and he undid the bindings to set Noah free.


A smile was on William's face as he saw that his disciple was finally released from that dangerous technique.


"You really did it."


He patted Noah's shoulder uncaring of the filth on it.


Noah nodded again happily, he wanted to test his new power right away but his mental energy was almost completely depleted and he could not sense things accurately.


However, before he managed to bow to his Master, something unexpected happened.


A strange sensation hit his low waist and a small empty ball formed there.


Noah touched the spot but felt no uneasiness in having this new organ.


William noticed his behavior and inspected the spot where he was pointing.


His mouth opened and his eyes widened, he put one hand on his head and exclaimed in a soft voice.


"That is not possible."


Noah looked at his Master's expression and was confused, then an idea hit his mind and he widened his eyes too.


"Don't tell me?"


William nodded and carefully inspected the spot again.


"Your dantian formed."


Noah was stunned but then he exulted loudly.


A wave of pain was delivered from his tired head which forced him to calm down.


"But Master, I'm only thirteen and a half years old. Last time you spoke about gaining months not a whole year."


William mumbled with himself for a little before answering.


"Rank 1 mage, rank 2 body for most of your growth and now rank 3 body. I told you that the centers of power were linked but I never thought they could be influenced this much."


Noah's thoughts were slow since he had just done the treatment and could not keep up with his Master's reasoning.


He was still inspecting the new organ when he thought of something.


"Does it means that now I can know my element?"


William nodded but then he shook his head and put a stern expression.





"First, go wash and rest, I'll make the needed preparation in the meantime. Meet me here tomorrow morning."


Noah was a bit unwilling to go and wanted to ask more question but another wave of pain hit him so he decided to follow his Master's order.


He bowed deeply, there was only gratitude toward the man in front of him.


"It's only thanks to you that I am growing this much. So thank you, Master!"


William looked at the young man covered in filth and memories about him emerged.


The first time he received the command to take him as a disciple he thought that he would be some kind of nanny but Noah surpassed every expectation that he had for him.


He had to admit that his disciple made him proud beyond reason.


William ruffled his dirty hair a bit and smiled.


"Just go now, we will talk more tomorrow."


Noah left and the happy expression on William's face transformed in a worried one.


'This time I really can't cover you.'


When Noah woke up the next day he could clearly feel the changes in his body.


He felt an incredible vitality coming from it and when he checked the amount of Breath he had he was astonished.


'This is enough for more than one hundred attacks!'


Then he remembered the dantian event and his excitement built up.


'I wonder how the training will work and there is even the question about my element.'


He hurriedly went into the guards' building and then in the underground prison.


William was waiting for him with a small book and a transparent stone as big as a fist.


"Read this, it is a rank 1 cultivation technique for the dantian, it has no limitation to the element of the user so it's perfect to determine the cultivator's attitude. Every family uses it."


Noah took the book and hastily read it.


It was a simple respiration method to be done in a fixed position, with his status as a rank 1 mage he memorized it instantly.


"Ready?"


William asked and Noah nodded in response.


William then gave the stone to Noah and explained.


"This is a Pharos stone. It has the peculiar characteristic of changing color based on the element of the Breath that passes through it. Put it on your waist and start meditating in the cultivation technique, your body will naturally absorb the element of your attitude, changing its color.'


Noah didn't waste any time and sat on the ground in the cross-legged position indicated in the technique.


He put the stone on his waist and began to practice.


The Breath moved toward his body and entered the small empty dantian, filling it with a gaseous substance.


As the gaseous Breath entered the dantian, it pressed on its surface, enlarging it.


The pace was slow but also relaxing, Noah felt a bit more refreshed every time his dantian was charged.


After about one hour, William's voice sounded.


"You can stop."


Noah looked at his Master's face and saw that he had a worried expression.


Then he lowered his gaze on the stone on his waist.


The Pharos stone was completely black.
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                        Noah stared at the black stone for some time before raising his gaze toward his Master.


"What does that mean?"


William still had his worried expression when he answered.


"Darkness."


Noah was surprised but happy.


'I have one of the rarest elements, won't that mean that my potential is ensured?'


However, when he realized this point he became worried too.


'Doesn't this imply that the inner circle will try to suppress me?'


He looked at William and spoke with a pleading voice.


"Can we hide this news from the inner circle?"


William shook his head.


"The Pharos stone is quite rare as a mineral. It has to be given back to the family in order to clean it from the Breath that tainted it to use it again in the future."


Then he lowered his head and continued.


"Actually, I already reported that your dantian formed. I needed to say the name of the cultivator that I had to test to borrow the stone."


Noah fell deep in thought.


'So they will be able to discern my element as soon as they get the stone back. I have a bad feeling about this.'


Noah sighed and then gave the Pharos stone back to William.


He put it away and then sat in front of his disciple.


"Do not linger too much on things that you can't control. For now, just focus on your dantian, I still have to explain how it works."


Noah nodded and listened attentively to his Master.


"Generally speaking, the rank of a cultivator is determined by the stage his dantian is in. I am a rank 3 mage with a rank 4 body and a rank 3 dantian, which makes me a rank 3 cultivator."


Noah was amazed, he knew that his Master was strong but he didn't imagine he was this strong!


"The dantian is where we store the majority of our Breath, but the Breath is an energy too powerful for normal bodies to handle. Tell me, what will it happen if you accumulate too much power and you can't contain it?"


Noah's answer was immediate.


"You would explode."


William nodded and resumed the explanation.


"Exactly. I must say that if the family didn't give me a rank 4 body nourishing technique I would still be stuck at the last stage of the rank 2 dantian. That is about how much a rank 3 body can handle."


He went silent for a moment to sort his thoughts and then continued.


"Every rank of the dantian has three stages: gaseous, liquid, and solid. Every stage is vastly more powerful than the previous one. The training of the dantian consists of two phases: accumulation and compression. First, you accumulate Breath and enlarge the dantian till its maximum potential, then you compress it to make the Breath inside it change state. The process is not so easy as it might seem and cultivators usually have pills to help them in advancing stages. Actually, going through the compression phase is wearisome for the dantian and a failure might even damage it permanently. Remember to never attempt to break through if you don't have the necessary mental energy or some pills."





Noah maintained a calm expression but inside he was cheering.


'Now I know how to use the Earth pill!'


"Also once you are in the next stage your dantian will only accumulate Breath of that density so the process will be slower."


William pointed at the book near Noah.


"That is a rank 1 cultivation technique and doesn't even have requirements for the element, which makes it the lowest tier of cultivation techniques. A rank 1 technique can at most take you to the peak of the rank 1 dantian and there are specific ones for each element which speed up the absorption process. To break through ranks you need a reagent that will heat your dantian, purifying the Breath inside it. The solid Breath will be consumed and only a strand of gas will remain that will be of a higher purity than the gaseous Breath of the previous stage. Then you start again to cultivate in the stages."


Noah was about to speak when William stopped him and added something.


"Never advance in rank even if you find the reagent if you don't have the corresponding technique for the next rank. What's the point of reaching a higher rank if then you can't accumulate the purer Breath? Always remember that the technique comes first, and if you can, try to match it with your element, some higher tier techniques can also give peculiar proprieties to the Breath you store."


Noah finally had a complete image of the powers of a cultivator and was eager to go back to his room to train all day in the rank 1 technique.


He smiled innocently and pointed at himself.


"Master, so now I'm a rank 1 cultivator?"


William nodded and smiled.


"Yes, rank 1 cultivator in the gaseous stage."


Noah was happy, but then he remembered his position.


"There is no chance that I'll get a better technique than this one?"


William shook his head.


"No chance at all."


"How do I know that my dantian is ready for the compression?"


"You won't be able to accumulate more Breath once you've reached its limits."


Noad nodded in understanding, a plan was forming in his mind.


'I can only wait till the peak of rank 1, then I have to go away from here. Not only my advancements will be halted if I decide to stay, but my mother is also nearing her limit of endurance.'


He looked again at his Master.


"How long does it takes to cultivate the dantian?"


William thought for a little and then answered.


"It took me twenty-five years to reach the gaseous stage of the rank 3 but that was caused by the limits that my body had. Don't worry too much about the time spent, a cultivator's lifespan gets longer as you advance in the dantian or in the body."


He misunderstood his disciple's intention but still gave the answer Noah wanted.
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                        "So what should I do now?"


William shook his head and showed a complex smile.


"The news of your dantian and element will astonish many inside the inner circle. You are, after all, a cultivator younger than fourteen and have one of the rarest elements. I won't be surprised if people will call you a prodigy."


Noah nodded at his Master's words.


"And this is a bad thing right?"


William answered.


"Yes, they had already tried to send you in a trap with the escort mission and I'm afraid that they will use more direct methods to hurt you from now on. Well, maybe the family will be divided when choosing which role you will have but it's better to be careful anyway. As always, don't spend too much time inside the mansion and take only missions about magical beasts. I will probe the situation in the meantime."


Noah stood up and bowed and then he exited the room.


William stood in the room for some time before he sighed.


'I'm sorry, your Master is really useless some times.'


***

Noah went to see his mother and explained the situation to her.


She didn't understand much about cultivation but when he said that he was possibly in danger because of his talent, she didn't hesitate in sending him away.


"If the mansion is not safe then just go away, don't care about me!"


These were the words she said and Noah could not help but steeling his determination as he exited the mansion.


He took the first mission he could find and went to the appointed place where the report said that the magical beasts were gathering.


The beasts were all rank 2, it took him less than five minutes to annihilate their pack.


'Rank 2 beasts can't really do anything now that my body advanced and the Breath in it is on the same level as the one in my dantian. It seems that the hardest part in cultivating the dantian is the Breath necessary to enlarge it, while only refilling it doesn't take that much time.'


He was experimenting with his new strength and was completely satisfied.


His dantian was still small but he could feel that its maximum capacity was way higher than the one of his body, and this without considering the stage he was in.


'There is really a great difference, if I didn't practice in the Forging of Seven Hells I'm afraid that I could haven't lasted for more than five clashes against a real cultivator. Now my weakness is gone, I only have to cultivate and I will be able to fight for a long time.'


The advantages of having a dantian didn't stop at that, but Noah's body was too strong for him to feel any other positive change yet.


Noah decided to spend some nights outside the mansion to focus on his new organ, the missions were the perfect excuse for his absence.


Meanwhile, William was kneeling on the floor of a luxurious hall.





The hall was big, as large as an entire floor of the guards' building, and many paintings and colorful items were exposed on its walls.


In front of him, many spacious chairs were placed on top of short marble steps, making those that sat on them look down to whoever asked for their presence.


Thomas Balvan was seated on the central chair, carefully inspecting a black stone.


After some time, he lowered the stone and looked at the kneeling vice-captain.


"Are you saying that Rhys's bastard not only developed a dantian before the age of fourteen but that is also of the darkness element?"


William's answer was immediate and loud.


"Yes, Lord Patriarch, I was there myself when he did the test with the Pharos stone."


Thomas thought for a bit and then he nodded.


"I've decided, no one is allowed to do anything to that kid, let's see how he develops. Do you understand me, Rhys? I don't want to see another scheme done behind my back."


Rhys was seated in one of the chairs on Thomas's side and at his words, he stood up and bowed.


"I understand Father."


Thomas then waved casually his hand.


"The meeting is over, you can go."


At his words everyone stood up and bowed, returning to their tasks.


William was relieved at the Patriarch's words as he went back to the outer circle.


However, not everyone in the Balvan family was happy with the disposition.


In another room inside the inner circle.


CRASH!


A big and seemingly expensive table was crashed by Rhys' blow.


'Fuck, he is my son, I can do anything I want with him.'


He looked at the broken desk and focused his gaze on it.


The table burned and was reduced to ashes.


A bit of sweat appeared on Rhys' face which made him even angrier.


'Fuck, who does he thinks he is growing so fast. The son of that whore has to always, ALWAYS be weaker than the son and daughter that Rebecca gave me.'


He sat on a pillow on the floor to calm down.


Rhys Balvan was the weakest inside his family.


Since he had everything he wanted he never cared about training.


However, the descendants he made with his dead wife Rebecca had taken his carefree attitude and were unwilling to spend too much time cultivating.


Rhys had already given up on the idea of succeeding his Father since his two older brothers were way better candidates yet, he couldn't accept that his bastard son could become someone important in the family when his other ones couldn't.


He thought for a while before his eyes began to emit a cold light.


'I can't hurt you but I can make sure that you'll never be loyal to the family and then I'll just wait patiently for your mistake. I can't wait to see your sorry figure being chased by our personal guards.'


He stood up and yelled seemingly to no one.


"Wayne, I'm going to the outer circle, take care of my children."


A guard appeared from nowhere and half-kneeled on the flow.


"Yes, my Lord."
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                        Inside the guests' building, in Lily's room.


Lily was holding a small mirror checking her make-up.


She would do this action every time she felt that Rhys was coming.


'He will vent on me, he always does.'


Lily never had the chance to get instructed due to the fact that she came from a poor family.


However, her beauty was renowned, attracting even the attention of the nobles.


That was how she met Rhys and managed to live in the Balvan mansion.


From the commoners' perspective, she was blessed and she felt that too before Noah was born.


'To think that such happiness could turn into so much pain.'


She knew that her son was amazing.


She might not know anything about cultivation but she was sure that Noah would become someone important in the future.


'I still remember when he tried so hard to learn to walk. How could a baby have that kind of determination?'


She smiled when she remembered the scenes from his youth.


'You've worked so hard, and I know that you hide a lot of things from me. You are not even a man but you already want to protect me.'


She shook her head.


She knew that Noah cared for her, that he always checked her body every time they met.


She knew that part of his hardworking personality was because of her situation.


She then remembered the first night that Noah spent training in the Kesier rune, his pale face, his bloodshot eyes.


'How many nights did you end up like that? How many times did you end up worse than that? Jeez, what a reckless son I have.'


She moved the mirror to point at her right cheek, some bruises were still healing on that spot.


'I never told you that your father hits me to hurt you. Everything he does is for ruining your life, I'm just a tool for this goal and it seems that his methods are working.'


She sighed.


What she learnt most since she came to the mansion was Rhys' personality.


She could almost predict what his every action would be.


'Today you seemed really worried otherwise you wouldn't have told me. That means that Rhys' response will be harder. Don't worry though, I might be useless as a mother but I finally have the courage to stop being your burden.'


She threw the mirror on the floor, smashing it.


Then she picked two sharp shards and hid them in her sleeves.


'I hope you will understand and, in time, forgive me.'


Then her eyes became resolute as she waited on the bed for her lover to come.


Rhys didn't make her wait much and arrived in her room only a few hours later.


As he went inside, he noticed that something was wrong with Lily's expression but then he remembered his plan and put a smile on his face.


Before he could speak though, Lily took the initiative.





"Have you come to kill me?"


They have been together for a long time, Rhys knew that Lily wasn't just a stupid woman.


"Kill you? Not at all, you probably don't know but it would be against the direct order of my Father to do that. Our son has become quite a celebrity already."


She raised her head to look right in Rhys' eyes.


"What will you do then?"


Rhys put a complacent smile and answered.


"Well, everyone knows about the treatment that I reserve you. I was just thinking that I might as well leave some permanent sign this time. I might have lost the chance to kill you but that doesn't mean that I can't increase the hate he already has for the family.'


Lily smiled at his words.


'If he hates him this much it means that my son really is extraordinary.'


"So, what were you thinking of doing."


Rhys put a pensive pose and then casually answered.


"I was thinking if I were to disfigure your face, wouldn't his hate for the family increase every time he looked at you? The lofty Patriarch sure wouldn't intervene personally for a few cuts on a whore's face.'


Lily continued to smile and stood up with her hands behind her back.


Then, she went close to Rhys with a bewitching expression and put her arms around his neck.


"Don't you want to enjoy my face one last time before you do that?"


Rhys excitement grew and he held the woman tightly by her waist, putting her close to his groin.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    "You sure are a whore, eheh."


He was about to kiss her when Lily took out one of the mirror-shards from her sleeve and stabbed it in Rhys' left eye.


Rhys instinctively flung her away at full strength and she slammed in the wall of the room and then fell on the floor.


Rhys was weak but still a cultivator, his blow broke some of Lily's ribs.


He began to yell madly at Lily's figure on the ground.


"You mad woman! Now nothing can save you, not even the Patriarch! I will slowly torture you and make sure that your bastard son watches as I do it!"


Blood flowed from his eye socket, the shard had pierced him deeply, he wasn't sure that the injury was curable.


However, Lily had already held her other hidden shard and stabbed it on her throat.


She showed a bright smile as life left her and was happy to know that her plan had succeeded.


'Now he won't have any hold on you, my dear son, and you will think that your mother was just a weak woman. I hope that like this you will grow strong in the Balvan family and you won't do anything reckless. Be safe my dear.'


Then she died.


Rhys was still yelling and was about to near Lily's corpse when a suffocating pressure engulfed the room.


"You idiot son, are my orders only farts in your ears?"


Thomas Balvan appeared in the room and stopped Rhys from taking any other step.
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                        Rhys was covering the wound on his eye and turned around to look at his father.


Thomas had a disappointed expression on his face as he looked at his son.


"Not only you disobeyed me, you even let a common woman hurt you. As a cultivator, you really are a failure."


Rhys began to complain.


"But Father, that whore attacked me f-"


He could not continue to speak as more pressure was applied by Thomas.


If he didn't want his son to speak, then Rhys could not speak.


"Tell me, what makes a family a noble one?"


Rhys had been educated for years so he knew what his father wanted to say.


He lowered his head and answered with a soft voice.


"Strength."


Thomas nodded.


"Correct. Your brothers understood that and worked hard to become strong. They even forced their children to train in order to maintain the power of the family. You instead..."


He shook his head and continued.


"You spoiled your descendants too much but that was fine, you weren't actually hurting the family. Now, however, you made us lose the only tie we had with a promising cultivator."


At his words, Rhys became angry again, he really could not bear seeing his bastard son being praised.


He had to hold his feelings back though, and he bowed slightly while asking a question.


"What do you want me to do?"


Thomas massaged his temples and sighed.


"I might be able to heal your eye, but I won't. The kid needs a proof that you were punished. As for the other arrangements, I will take care of them myself. Furthermore, no one is allowed to touch anything on this floor, let my nephew decide how to interpret the situation."


***

Noah didn't know anything about what happened in the mansion and continued to train and fight.


A week had passed since he went out and he finally felt accustomed to his new strength.


His dantian had enlarged a little but he felt that it was too soon for it to show its power.


There was one thing that bothered him though.


'I want to change my blood companion already!'


Now his body was on the same level as Assea, but that wasn't the limit of the technique.


If he could find a peak rank 3 magical beast of the darkness element, his battle capability will rise by a lot.


'Sadly I don't really know where to find one. It's not like rank 3 magical beasts are easy to find.'


He hid the space-ring in his clothes, he would always wear it whenever he went outside after the events in the valley.


'Time to go back.'


As he neared the mansion, he saw that the patrolling guards were avoiding his gaze.


An ominous feeling began to form inside Noah that reached its peak when he saw William waiting for him at the main gate.





Noah hurriedly went toward him and asked:


"What happened?"


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    William shook his head and answered.


"You can judge it by yourself. The Patriarch didn't allow anyone to modify the scene."


There were guards in red armor in front of the guests' building and they opened a way for Noah and his Master.


Noah sped up and reached the first floor in an instant.


When he saw the scene that was displayed, he felt completely void of any strength.


His mother's corpse was on the ground, her throat was sliced and a mirror-shard was in it.


He was about to rage and ask something when he saw the smile on her face.


He neared the corpse uncaring of the awful smell that it was exuding due to its decomposition and kneeled in front of it.


William began to talk at that moment.


"She met with your father one week ago. According to the report, she stabbed his eye and then sliced her throat. To show his condolences, the Patriarch had forbidden Lord Rhys from healing the wound that she caused."


Noah didn't pay much attention to his words and gently caressed his mother's face.


'You did it for me, didn't you?'


Noah wasn't a common thirteen years old kid.


After he saw her smile he immediately understood his mother's intentions.


'Why? You just had to wait a bit more and then I would have taken you out of this place. I was so close too.'


He placed his front on hers and closed his eyes to memorize every detail of her face with his mental energy.


'I understand, I will not do anything reckless for now.'


Noah stood up, his heart grew cold, his mind released a bit of pressure as he vowed to himself:


'Yet one day, I'll definitely kill my father.'


The more he stared at his mother's corpse the more his mind became sharp.


Some cracking sound came from the furniture around him as he was losing control of his state of mind.


William noted this and placed a hand on his shoulder.


Then he neared his mouth to his disciple's ear and whispered softly.


"You will have to control yourself from now on, remember to never fall for any provocation. They will suppress you but secretly you will always be ahead of them. Endure it, your time will definitely come."


He slipped a piece of paper in his clothes.


When Noah turned to look at his Master with a confused expression a guard in red armor arrived at their position.


William bowed lightly at his sight and gestured for Noah to do the same.


Noah was still confused but trusted his Master so he followed his example.


The guard nodded and put a stern expression before he spoke.


"Per order of the Patriarch of the Balvan family, Noah Balvan has to be immediately transferred to the inner circle to join the personal guards of the family. Please follow me to your new lodging."


William looked at Noah and smiled slightly.


He ruffled his hair a bit and spoke in a warm tone.


"Go, and remember to be careful."
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                        Thomas Balvan had three sons: Adrian, Evan, and Rhys.


His wife was a noblewoman of a small-size noble family who died giving birth to Rhys.


Adrian Balvan was his first son and the second in command of the family.


He was in charge of the military power of the family and was married to Gillian Lansay, from which derived the friendly relationship with her family.


He had only one son, named Keith, who he trained to be his successor as the head of the Balvan army.


Evan Balvan was in charge of the economic aspect of the family.


He managed to marry the daughter of one of the nobles in the Shosti family, her name was Sibyl Shosti, and from her came most of the financial support of the Balvan family.


He had two sons and two daughters named respectively Maxwell, Neil, Valerie, and Lena.


Neil and Lena were about the same age as Noah while the other two had more than twenty years.


Rhys was in charge of the management of the mansion but he rarely bothered to do that, leaving all his duties to his trusted guard Wayne.


He had a son and a daughter, Fabian and Rose, with Rose being the oldest.


Each of Thomas' sons had a group of personal guards always attending them.


Noah had been assigned to Evan Balvan as a guard and he ordered him to attend his younger children.


His days were spent escorting Neil and Lena around and satisfying every request they had.


His position as a guard of the inner circle granted him access to many manuals and body-refinement methods of rank 3, but he already had those.


For rank 4 ones, he needed to accumulate more merits and obtain a more prestigious position.


As for better cultivation techniques, the family would always refuse his request which made Noah understand their intentions.


'They want to slow my growth.'


Even if he was granted access to the inner circle, the family still hadn't recognized him as a true descendant, so they had to suppress him.


They could not allow for an outsider to be stronger than the actual family members.


In their view, Noah was still young, losing a few years of training to ascertain his personality was totally worth it.


However, from Noah's perspective, it was just a way to prolong his torture.


The Patriarch had declared to let him outside of schemes but he could not control the behavior of every family member, especially of the youngest ones.


Every true descendant would feel a sense of superiority toward a bastard, especially since they were used to their noble title since birth.


Neil and Lena were no exception and would always try to get a reaction in their new young guard.


A few months after his enrollment, Noah was already used to their daily abuse.


"Hey cousin, I knew that your mother was good at taking hits, you surely inherited that from her."





Neil said that looking at the bleeding youth in front of him.


"No, she wasn't that good at that. She decided to kill herself because of that remember?"


Lena answered her brother with a bit of sweat running down her forehead.


Noah was shirtless in front of them with a small cut on his chest.


Since he had a rank 3 body, he could be used by the members of the family as a test dummy for their weaker spells.


Almost all the guards in the inner circle had a body that strong but the brother and sister always chose him for practice.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    "Then it's just because of his body, right? I can't wait to reach rank 3 too so I might spar with him a little."


A mischievous smile was on the face of the young man when he said those words.


"That is because you always waste time playing around. You have the same age as him but you never train. Do you want shame on our family by letting a bastard be stronger than you?"


The sister answered while she focused again and a small water bullet shot out to hit Noah.


Noah took the hit without moving, the bullet penetrated his skin to be stopped by the muscles below it.


Only a cold expression could be seen on his face.


Lena nodded seeing the blood coming out of his chest and smile happily.


"Mh that will do, my control of the spell is really growing. You can go now cousin, I'm already sick of your face."


They didn't even look at him while he put back his red armor, bowed, and moved toward his lodging.


When he was back in his room, he took away his armor and threw it on the floor.


'All the fucking day doing the punching dummy for those fucking spoiled kids. What control is growing? I could kill that bitch with one thought!'


Neil and Lena would spend every day with him so he could not train or fight.


Adding the constant mocking, Noah irritation grew day after day.


He sat on the floor and took out a folded sheet from the space-ring that pinned on the wall in front of him.


He began to meditate in the rank 1 cultivation technique with his eyes closed.


The Breath began to enter his dantian and slowly enlarge it.


Then, strands of Breath from his body moved toward his low waist and joined the one gathered from the technique.


Most of it was unable to mix with the one of the technique and dispersed but a small part still blended and entered the dantian.


Since the quality of the Breath in his body was the same as the dantian, Noah discovered that he could use it during the absorption process.


However, only the one belonging to the darkness element could enter the dantian, while the other part was dispersed.


Nevertheless, it was still an increase in cultivation speed and Noah didn't hesitate to constantly use this method since the Breath in his body was refilled autonomously.


Then, he opened his eyes to look at the sheet on the wall, an intricate rune was written on it.
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                        William had secretly given him the second Kesier rune right before the guard from the inner circle took him away.


The piece of paper he slipped inside his clothes was precisely that.


Noah continued to cultivate while he stared at the rune on the wall.


Immense pressure was applied from inside his sea of consciousness, making the waves continuously crash on the mental sphere, enlarging it.


Since he was cultivating and looking at the rune at the same time, his mental energy was expended at a higher speed and he had to stop staring at the rune after just one hour.


Then, he spent the rest of the night focusing on enlarging the dantian and only when the first light of the day showed up he stopped and laid on the bed.


'Even by sleeping only every two days my training is slower compared to when I was in the outer circle.'


He thought of Lena and her water bullets.


'She has no special talent and yet she managed to become a rank 1 mage at the age of seventeen. The advantage given by all the potions and pills can overcome any gifted individual.'


He thought of his situation.


'I can train harder in the second rune, but that will give me no immediate increase in strength. On the other side, reaching the liquid stage can boost both my martial art and my body.'


That was the solution he found during his months there.


He would focus more on the cultivation technique since he could not obtain anything else.


'However, the more time I spend here the more I will lose my initial advantage. I must find a way to escape soon.'


His escape was something set in stone in his mind.


Now that his mother was dead he really had no more reasons to hesitate.


'I must be ready at any time. The academy surely isn't waiting for me to knock at its doors.'


Time passed but there were no changes to his daily routine.


Every dawn he would wake up and attend the siblings and after a full day enduring their treatment, he would go back to his room to train all night.


His complexion became paler as he began to sleep only every three days to increase the time spent in training.


Cultivating was refreshing but it couldn't replace sleep, he was relying on the vitality of his rank 3 body to keep up with his schedule.


Sometimes Rhys would show up and look at him from the distance.


He had a smug smile every time he looked at his bastard son being used as a training dummy for Lena's spells but the bandage on his left eye made his figure less lofty.


Noah continued to endure and only showed a cold face to anyone while his mental sphere became sturdier and sturdier with the passage of time.


The external experiences could reinforce one's state of mind and in that environment, Noah's mind was becoming extremely tough.





He could not accumulate merits since his duties were merely inside the mansion, so he waited patiently for the right moment to come.


A few weeks after he became fifteen, that moment came.


It was dawn and Noah was about to leave his room when someone knocked at his door.


Noah opened it and found the head of Evan's personal guards standing in front of him.


Since he was his direct superior, Noah bowed and made a respectful greeting.


"Good morning, captain Logan."


Logan nodded at his etiquette and handed him a few papers.


Noah took them and gave a short look at the title on the first page.


'Shosti's inheritance ground.'


Logan explained.


"A month from now, the Shosti family will open the inheritance ground to all the families in its domain. Since you have the required age and strength, you have been selected to be one of the guards accompanying the descendants in this event. All the relevant knowledge about the event is in those sheets and you'll be free of your duties in the period time till its opening to prepare for the task. Remember to bring honor to the Balvan family."


Noah felt that Logan's speech was over so he bowed again to his departure and then closed the door of his room.


His eyes became dark as he sat on the floor to read the contents of the sheets.


'Finally an opportunity!'


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    'The Shosti's inheritance ground is a separate dimension supposedly left behind by a powerful cultivator. It is said that what made the Shosti family a large-size noble one was the discovery of this place. However, it is required an age below twenty years to explore it so the Shosti's had no other options but to involve the other noble families in its exploration. They will then offer huge rewards to any family whose descendant manages to obtain something from it in exchange for what they had gained. The dimension will open every twenty years, so each descendant has only one attempt in retrieving something from it.'


Noah had to stop reading to sort the first line of text in his mind.


'Separate dimension? How does it work? Even in my previous world humans didn't achieve in such a task!'


Then his focus moved to the age requirements.


'This powerful cultivator, was he looking for an heir? Also, the Shosti family's move to open it to every other noble is smart, they can accumulate prizes while improving their image to those they govern.'


The sheet then listed the known rewards that had been retrieved since the first opening.


'Mostly cultivation resources of high quality, but there are also magical weapons, high-rank techniques, and powerful spells.'


Noah was astonished.


'How powerful the cultivator that set it up has been to accumulate all this wealth?'


As he kept reading, a smile appeared on his face and his eyes became colder.


'I can do it, this is the perfect chance to escape even if I obtain nothing from it. It is time to use the Earth pill in my space-ring.'
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                        The Earth pill had the ability to help a cultivator breaking through the stages of the dantian.


However, that would still require the user to have reached the peak of that stage.


'Even though I could only train at night, with the help of the Breath inside my body I'm already close to the limits of the gaseous stage. Now that I'm finally free to train at will I can definitely reach it one week!'


Noah focused only on the cultivation technique for eight days straight, he didn't sleep at all during this period and only stopped his meditation to eat.


On the night of the eighth day, he finally could not enlarge his dantian anymore.


'Peak of the gaseous stage!'


He then fell asleep on the floor as he had no strength left due to his intensive training.


It took him one year and a half to reach this stage and he had to focus only on the cultivation technique to achieve that feat.


The Breath inside his body also helped a lot in the process as it assisted in overcoming the weaknesses of his rank 1 technique.


If he could not have a technique that fitted his element, he would just use more Breath!


Sadly, this method only gave him some relevant advantages in the gaseous stage since the Breath in his body was in that same form.


He woke up after a whole day of sleep, in the night of the ninth day.


He ate to make sure that he was in top condition and then took a small box from his space-ring.


Inside the box, there was the Earth pill that he took from the Gray Shadows.


He held the pill in his hand and put back the box in the ring.


'Time to start.'


He ate the pill and directly gulped it, then he closed his eyes to concentrate on his dantian.


The pill was absorbed by his body and created a sphere around his dantian that began to compress on its own!


Noah aided the process controlling the Breath inside it to not oppose the condensation.


The Breath though seemed unwilling to contract and tried to resist the pushing force.


However, at that point the sphere pushed with more strength, forcing the Breath to amass in the restricting space.


Noah gave up on forcing the Breath to stay still and just controlled the dantian to help the sphere advance.


The dantian became smaller and smaller and the Breath inside it seemed to grow unstable.


Then another push from the sphere forced the dantian to the size of a small circular nail.


The gaseous Breath agitated more but the sphere was unmoving so the walls of the dantian stood still and resisted the internal pressure.


After a few minutes in that state, the Breath began to change form and from all that compressed gas, only a drop of black Breath came out.


The sphere dissipated and Noah opened his eyes and pointed with his arms on the floor to prevent himself from falling.





His breathing was rough and his face was pale, sweat continued to pour from his orifices.


'That was incredibly tiring!'


The process seemed smooth but a quarter of his mental energy was expended to assist the effects of the Earth pill.


'Am I supposed to force the compression simply with my mental energy if I don't find another pill?'


He calmed himself and resumed a normal pace of breathing while in his mind he was analyzing the process he just went through.


'This is so strange, it's like the Breath didn't want to be compressed. Does that mean that Heaven and Earth don't want cultivators to become strong? I've read that cultivation is innately an act of defiance against the will of the world but to think that it could affect even the Breath in my dantian.'


He inspected his now small dantian and the new Breath inside it.


The black drop seemed to contain a tremendous energy, way more than all the gaseous Breath in his body.


'It makes sense. After all, this drop is the result of the condensation of all the Breath that was in my dantian which was already three times the one in my body.'


It was still deep in the night and he had no need to sleep so he chose to cultivate.


He used the same absorption method with the help of the Breath in his body but the results were disappointing.


He stopped meditating at midday but his dantian had enlarged only by a little bit.


'This is incredibly slow! It would take me three to five years to reach the same size as yesterday and that's only if I can train freely. I really need a better cultivation technique.'


He was eager to escape but suppressed that feeling and unsheathed his sabers.


He practiced his forms like he used to do back in his room in the guests' building and he could not help but spread a cold pressure around him when the memories of his life there emerged.


'Soon dear nobles, I will come for you soon.'


When he felt that his attacks had regained its previous apex, it was already deep in the night.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    'I have around twenty days of closed training to get used to my new stage and enlarge my dantian as much as possible. Since going out of the mansion is impossible I only have one method.'


He took out his upper clothes and thought of a name that he didn't use for a long time.


'Assea.'


A big head of a snake came out of his body.


Noah wore his space-ring and put all the items in his room inside it, the empty room was about ten square meters.


'Spar with me, don't touch the walls.'


His blood companion didn't hesitate and charged at him but was met with a black wind slash that almost cut it in half from head to tail.


A sharp pain hit Noah due to the damage to Assea but he didn't care and dodged the assault of the snake that had already healed.


He spent the days before the opening of the inheritance ground fighting with his own companion and cultivating, giving a look at the second rune in the spare time.


Sometimes metal sounds would reverberate from his room but since he was appointed for such an important mission, no one dared to interrupt him.


In the end, his month of isolation ended and the inheritance ground opened.
						




                    


                
				
                    74. Gathering

					
					

                    
                        Three luxurious carriages moved in the direction of Mossgrove city surrounded by thirty or so guards in red armor.


The red emblem of the Balvan family was drawn on the sides of the carriages giving them some traces of solemnity.


Noah was on foot among the guards, his eyes were focused as he studied carefully the composition of the caravan.


'Twenty guards are below twenty years of age, so they will enter the inheritance ground, the other ten are all elites that will stand on the entrance. I feel the same sense of danger I felt with Kevin when I inspect them, they must be on his same level or a bit lower than that. In conclusion, I must avoid those ten.'


His focus shifted to the twenty young guards.


'They should all be rank 1 cultivators around my level, with Assea on my side I'm sure to win against each one of them but together they are a problem. There is also the issue of the appointed captain.'


The appointed captain for the mission in the inheritance ground was a nineteen years old man with short black hair and a big figure.


His name was Trevor and he was the son of one of the elite guards in the inner circle.


His position was quite privileged between the guards due to his father's position and his loyalty to the family was unquestioned so he received a better treatment than Noah.


'I'm sure that I can beat him if he doesn't have a spell, but if he does...'


Then Noah's attention went to the three carriages.


'Neil, Lena, and Fabian occupy each one carriage and will enter the inheritance ground. Neil and Fabian are not strong but I have to be careful about some special items that the family could have given them. As for Lena...'


Lena was nearing the age of nineteen and with all the nurturing from the family and her constant training on Noah, her strength had become something that Noah had to be careful of.


'Summarizing: the ten elite guards are to avoid at all cost; Trevor and Lena are to fight only if necessary; the others are to fight two at the time at most and I have to be careful of the precautions the family gave on their descendants.'


Noah sorted everything in his mind while continuing his march with the other soldiers.


'It would be easier to plan things if the inheritance ground wasn't so unpredictable though.'


The inheritance ground was divided into two stages.


The first one was fixed and it was a barren land full of magical beasts.


Each group had to defeat a pack of beasts and kill their leader to obtain the coordinates of the entrance for the second stage.


Each ingress led to a trial different from the others.


During the many attempts to explore the separate dimension, the types of trials that were recorded were countless.


'Retrieving of an item in a dangerous zone, escaping from a threat under a time limit, solo fights against puppets, tournament against a different family. How can a human set something so massive?'





Noah reviewed the information on the separate dimension and felt amazed.


'My knowledge of the cultivation world is only about fighting styles, for things like formations and similar I'm really ignorant.'


His resolve to escape increased even more.


'That's why I have to reach the academy, my foundation will only stagnate in the Balvan family.'


The caravan continued on its road until they reached the external walls of Mossgrove city.


There a banner with the emblem of the Shosti family was planted on the ground and was fluttering in the air.


As per their tradition, the Shosti family would gather all the medium and small size noble families and then lead them to the entrance.


The Balvan family was one of the first to reach the gathering point with only a couple of other small caravans waiting there.


When they arrived, one of the elite guards gestured to the group to rest in order to wait for everyone to gather.


Noah saw many caravans arrive with colorful emblems on their carriages and had a better understanding of the effective power of a large-size noble family.


He saw the familiar emblems of the Merger and Lansay families, but on the latter, there were no signs of Kevin or Basil.


'I guess they really died back then.'


He slightly shook his head.


He didn't care about Basil, but he remembered the transformation that Kevin went through when he used his full strength.


'He was so strong and yet he died against a couple of mages. If I really want to kill Rhys, how powerful do I have to be?'


He didn't know the precise answer to that question but he knew that it would take a long time to reach that level.


When fifteen or so caravans gathered under the banner, a figure jumped down from the walls of the city and lightly landed on the top of the banner's staff.


Many young guards opened their mouth in surprise seeing how gracefully she managed to alight from a fall of over twenty meters.


"I am Virginia Shosti and it's my duty to accompany you all on the inheritance ground of my family.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    As you all are aware, my family's descendants have already attempted in the task in the previous days so they won't greet you. I hope that my presence is enough to represent my family in front of you all."


Virginia Shosti was one of the most beautiful women that Noah had ever seen.


She was around 20 years old, with golden hair and shining green eyes.


Her figure was graceful with small curves tightened by a luxurious white dress.


She lightly bowed in sign of respect to the group below her while all the soldiers and descendants bowed almost to ninety degrees to symbolize submission.


Virginia nodded at that sight and showed a brilliant smile that mesmerized everyone that saw it.


"Since everyone is here, we can move. Follow me, we will arrive at the ingress in half a day."
						




                    


                
				
                    75. Door of ligh

					
					

                    
                        The group of caravans moved following Virginia's lead.


Initially, the soldiers on foot gave each other some hateful look, but then they were mesmerized by Virginia's figure walking ahead of them.


Noah had his eyes fixed on her too but for a different reason than the others.


'I really can't understand how strong she is.'


No matter how hard he inspected her, he couldn't get a clear perception of her level.


She seemed to be submerged in some invisible membrane that negated the mental energy coming at her.


'Is she too powerful for me to investigate her? Or it is just a method of the Shosti family to protect themselves?'


Of course, he wasn't going all out with his mental energy for fear of being discovered from the other party.


After half a day of travel, they arrived at a desolate yard surrounded by guards in white armors.


The white guards bowed seeing Virginia coming and opened a passage for the caravans to enter the yard.


The caravans arranged themselves in a casual manner and all the descendants jumped off of them joining their respective groups of guards.


Virginia neared the end of the yard and took out a shiny gem from seemingly nowhere.


The youngest guards were surprised but Noah knew what had happened.


'Space-ring!'


However, what came after that shocked even him.


The report had described briefly the event of the opening of the separate dimension but many times words could not express the true beauty of something.


Virginia placed the gem on the ground and immediately a vast amount of runes lighted up on the terrain.


The yard that was more than two hundred meters square became completely covered in dazzling orange runes.


The runes then gathered their brilliance on the gem in the ground that shot out a vertical ray of orange light in the air that stopped at five meters of height.


The ray stood still for a moment before it began to enlarge forming a rectangular orange figure.


A door made of light was created!


Everyone was so stunned by the scene that they almost didn't hear Virginia's next words.


"The gate is open. I will call the name of a family and their group will enter. The order is decided based on the contributions given to the Shosti family in the past twenty years."


Being called as first not only gave the family an advantage in choosing an easier beasts pack to attack, it was also a sign of honor in the social environment of the noble families.


According to the tests made in the previous years, most of the second stages gave additional rewards if the time spent in the separate dimension was lower than a certain average.


"Sawler family, come forth."


Virginia announced and a group of men and women dressed in blue neared the door made of light.





Then their appointed captain moved and touched the light disappearing in an instant.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    The guards and descendants behind him followed and they too disappeared leaving no trace of their presence.


'This is basically teleportation!'


Noah had his mouth opened since the rune appeared.


'To think that by using the Breath the humans of this world achieved something only theoretic in my previous one.'


"Next, Noorge family."


This time it was a group donning black armors that went forth and entered the inheritance ground.


"Balvan family."


Noah came back to reality after hearing the name of his family.


Trevor took the lead of the group in red and moved toward the door followed by the other guards and descendants.


When they were in front of the door Noah could feel the pressure of all the Breath that was used to keep the entrance opened.


'The report said that the consumption of Breath was immense but to think that it was actually so much. No wonder in the week the inheritance ground is open we get only one chance to enter, the cost is way too high.'


The gem that Virginia used was a concentrate of Breath of great value.


Since the trials inside the separate dimension were hard and dangerous, a group had generally to rest for more than one week after one attempt, but by then the gate would be closed for another twenty years.


That's why the Shosti family chose to use two of those gems every twenty years, one for their family and one for those under their command, in order to increase the chance of obtaining something more valuable than simple wealth.


Spells, magical weapons, and techniques had immense value and helped to increase the foundation of a family, what was money compared to a solid foundation?


Trevor couldn't waste much energy from the gem and trespassed the edge made of light.


The others followed.


When Noah touched the door, he felt his vision spinning and a huge pressure was applied to his sea of consciousness.


With the toughness of his sphere though, he only had to close his eyes for a moment to resist the force before opening them again.


What he saw then was an immense grassland.


His eyes were filled with the green color and the horizon seemed to have no end.


He looked above him and saw that the sky had become orange, with no sun or stars in it.


The concentration of Breath was a little higher than on the outside but it was barely noticeable.


'So this is a separate dimension, if not for the sky and the fact that I can't see anything but plains in every direction I would swear that I was still in the outside world.'


He was still looking around him when he felt a gaze fixed on him.


Noah turned to look in that direction and saw Trevor staring at him with wide eyes.


Noah was confused but then he noticed that all the members in his group had still his eyes closed to resist the pressure of the teleportation.


The next to open her eyes was Lena and when she saw the look on Trevor's eyes she understood that Noah was the first to recover and joined the appointed captain in his surprised stare to Noah.


'As if I didn't have enough problems already.'


Noah thought, answering to their gazes with his usual cold one.
						




                    


                
				
                    76. Rabid moles

					
					

                    
                        Noah's mind had reached unimaginable levels of toughness for a fifteen years old man.


His transmigration, his mother's suffering, the bullying, the treatment of the Seven Hells, the pressure of a sleeping rank 5 beast, all these experiences piled up gave him a firm and sturdy mental sphere.


It wasn't surprising that he surpassed everyone there in that field.


The exchange of stares continued for a few seconds before the rest of their group recovered and opened their eyes.


Noah moved his gaze away and went toward the edge of the troop unsheathing his sabers.


He still felt the two different pairs of eyes on his back while he acted like he was inspecting the surrounding area.


Trevor then gave up on analyzing him and spoke with a loud voice.


"We better begin to search for a beast pack. My lords and lady, I advise you to stay in the middle of our formation."


Lena snorted giving another look in Noah's direction and then positioned right behind Trevor, while Fabian and Neil went obediently at the center of the composition.


The formation was set so Trevor chose a random direction and gestured to the others to follow.


Their pace was not fast but neither slow like the one they used while marching, Trevor was directing their speed so that they did not waste too much energy in the exploration.


However, even after a few hours of research, the only thing they saw was the endless grassland.


Trevor gestured to stop and gathered the descendants to speak.


Noah could vaguely guess the topic they were discussing.


'He is asking if there is some hidden information about this place.'


The report said clearly that this dimension was full of magical beasts so it was strange that they hadn't met any pack in all this time.


The only option was that there was some secret intelligence that the family didn't disclose with the guards.


However, even the descendants seemed clueless about that situation.


While they waited, small black figures became visible in the distance.


The group from the Balvan family became a bit excited at their sight but were disappointed when they discovered that the black figures were just the soldiers of the Noorge family running in their direction.


The man in their lead separated from his group and yelled toward Trevor.


"Nothing on your side?"


Trevor just shook his head in response which made the appointed captain from the Noorge family curse a little.


Noah continued to look at his surroundings when he felt a slight tremor in the terrain.


He tried to inspect the area below him but the dimension was made of Breath so there was a strong interference when he used his mental energy to investigate.


Noah decided to kneel on the ground to place his ear on it.





The two appointed captains noticed his behavior and their eyes lit up as they began to stare carefully at the terrain.


Noah heard some crawling sounds coming from the ground.


The noise was moving and it was nearing their position.


There was a moment of silence underground when the sound arrived right below him only to start again nearing at a speed much higher than before.


Noah was almost caught by surprise and pressed with his four limbs on the terrain to jump at more than two meters of height.


Meanwhile, a sharp nail had pierced the ground and moved in his direction.


Noah crossed his sabers in front of him and clashed mid-air with the gray fang.


CLANG!


The blow pushed Noah more in the air and he made a backflip to land inside his group.


His eyes were still fixed on the blade that came from the ground while in his mind he judged calmly the strength of the attack.


'Rank 3.'


The young guards were about to panic when Tremor's roar made them come back in formation.


"Rabid moles! Set the formation, protect the nobles!"


The Rabid moles were a type of magical beasts that lived underground.


They used their extensible fangs to create underground lairs and to take their enemies by surprise.


As soon as Trevor yelled, more fangs sprouted from the terrain, injuring the soldiers in the Balvan's group.


The soldiers of the Noorge family stared with greedy eyes at the magical beasts that were crawling out of the terrain and moved to join the other group.


The first to kill the pack and their leader would enter the second stage before the other!


Trevor yelled orders relentlessly.


"Fight back, don't let them get you unprepared! Find the leader! We must secure the coordinates!"


The soldiers chosen for this mission were young, but they were still the strongest among those below twenty years.


After the first moment of surprise, they began to attack the beasts in brown fur that came out of the ground.


Noah had already jumped toward the rank 3 that attacked him and numerous clashes happened between him and the beast.


Noah maintained his cold face but internally he was ecstatic.


'Finally a battle! I've had enough of that confinement!'


His battle prowess had increased since the last time he fought.


The effects of the liquid stage were showed clearly in the might of his blows.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah attacked relentlessly, having solved the disadvantage of having a small amount of Breath available he was fighting at full strength with no reserves.


After more than twenty clashes, Noah sent a black wind slash toward the mole.


The magical beast tried to block the attack with its fangs but they were broken by the blow.


In just a few impacts, the weapons of a rank 3 magical beast could not endure any more the black sabers of the young man.


The slash hit the beast's body and cut deeply into it, yet no blood came out of the wound.


The Rabid mole screamed in pain and was about to charge ahead when Noah appeared at its side and severed its defenseless head.


The body of the beast fell on the ground and then turned into smoke that dissipated in the separate dimension.


'I see, so they are just a creation of this world. The more I learn about this place the more it surprises me.'
						




                    


                
				
                    77. Venting

					
					

                    
                        The soldiers from the Noorge family arrived and joined the battle.


The soldiers from the Balvan group separated into two troops, one attacking the moles and one defending Fabian and Neil.


Lena was right beside Trevor sending water bullets on the beast in front of her.


The two families didn't fight each other but chose to kill as many magical beasts they could before the leader of the pack was found.


It was momentarily useless to start a battle between themselves and there was some hesitation on both sides in attacking the soldiers of another family.


After all, the people here were the most prominent figures in the younger generation of the families, killing some of them might lead to future frictions between their noble houses.


Therefore, unless it was absolutely necessary like in the case of the appearance of the leader of the beasts, they would rather focus on increasing the kill count to have better chances to obtain the coordinates of the second stage than fight each other.


Noah didn't know the specifics of the method to receive the coordinates but the report said that it depended on the number of beasts killed in the case a pack was divided between two different groups, so he decided to storm the area.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    'I believe they already know that I have plenty of battle experience so going all out should not be a problem. The important thing is to keep Assea hidden.'


He surely could have held back but the truth was that he didn't care enough to do so.


In the last year and a half, he had to endure the constant mocking of the siblings while mourning his mother's death, all he wanted to do was to vent and these fake beasts were the perfect targets for his anger.


Noah ran freely in the pack of moles that kept on coming out from the ground, their number had already surpassed the fifty specimens!


However, most of them were simple rank 2 beasts with few of them being rank 3.


Noah ran from rank 3 to rank 3 killing every other weaker beast on his road with a single attack.


The guards protecting the descendants stared with their mouths open at the kid running carelessly among the pack.


Every rank 2 beast that he passed would find its body divided into two pieces and when he finally reached a rank 3, he would unleash a torrent of black wind slashes until its defenses were destroyed.





Even Fabian and Neil stared astonishedly as he killed the third rank 3 magical beast without even sweating.


Lena and Trevor were definitely doing their part having taken down six rank 3 beasts, but they were working together and had the backup of the other soldiers around them.


Lena gave a look to Noah and had to admit that his battle experience far surpassed hers.


'Why does he seems so unsatisfied though?'


Noah was relentless, he never stopped for a second in his search for better opponents.


'I've seen a man fight a dragon! I survived the snores of a rank 5 beast! You are too weak!'


He was venting all his accumulated irritation to the pack looking for a battle that could satisfy him.


It had to be said that his martial art was perfect for dealing with large groups of enemies of low level, his attacks were fast and precise, and the rank 3 beasts had only the strength of the initial stage so they weren't that much of a threat.


The soldiers from the Noorge family were losing their morale.


They could keep up with Trevor and Lena killing speed but with Noah's presence, they were falling behind in the number of beasts vanquished.


At that point though, a crater opened in the terrain and four big moles came out of it.


Their brown fur seemed more shining compared to the others and they were bigger.


The size of the other moles was lower than one and a half meter but the height of the newcomers surpassed two meters.


Everyone on the battlefield understood that the leader was among those four beasts.


The Noorge group didn't hesitate and rushed toward them, followed by Lena and Trevor that signaled to the guards around them to follow.


Noah too saw the new beasts but he was still in the middle of the enemy pack.


He attempted to create a path toward the stronger beasts but was stopped by two rank 3 moles that blocked his path.


No matter how hard he tried to avoid or pass through them, they stood still and hindered his movements.


Meanwhile, the other rank 2 were surrounding him from all the sides.


The strange thing was that their actions seemed intentional and aimed to prevent him to join the fight against their leader.


'Aren't these just creations of this world? How could they keep their instinct to protect their boss and even try to set a formation?'


He deflected the incoming strikes and thought of a plan to escape the encirclement.


The blows were stronger than before and for the first time, he became wary of the rank 2 beasts.


'Did their power increase? How is it possible? Wait, don't tell me...'


He deflected again and pierced two rank 2 moles with his sabers while retreating.


'This is a test, right? So the appearance of the leader must have triggered something in their patterns. It should be a signal that the first stage reached its climax, at least for us.'


He pondered for a long time still immersed in the pack.


'A test should have points to evaluate its participants, so let's say that each beast killed gives to a group some points since it's the only variable here. I can't reach the leader any time soon anyway so I should focus on dealing with the pack, maybe we can get the coordinates through quantity rather than quality.'


There were around forty empowered moles around him of both rank 2 and rank 3.


'Anyhow, losing the early ingress on the second stage doesn't concern me. My objective is to find a way to escape, not to fight for some random inheritance.'


Dealing with the pack gave him also more chances to hide Assea as he was sure that he would not need it if he was careful.


As he decided in his mind his next course of action he didn't waste time anymore.


He took a deep breath and slashed with his sabers at an unimaginable speed.


More than twenty black slashes appeared in the air from his position.
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                        The wind slashes slammed in the beasts around him, some rank 2 beasts were killed on the spot or heavily injured while the rank 3 ones were pushed back due to the might of the blows.


A small circular area was emptied around Noah as he jumped toward a rank 2 beast stabbing his saber in its head.


'Let's see the limits of the liquid stage!'


Meanwhile, in the area where the four strong Rabid moles appeared.


The soldiers of both families were facing each other to leave the battle against the powerful foes to the best in their groups.


Five people were engaged in a fierce battle against the beasts, with Trevor and Lena from the Balvan family and the appointed captain and two descendants from the Noorge family.


Trevor was swinging his sword with dexterity, deflecting all the attacks that came at him while Lena was shooting water bullets, injuring the beast she was focused on.


Since there were four moles, the five of them were momentarily focused on two each.


Trevor deflected another blow but was sent back by the fangs of the second mole that they were fighting.


"Dammit!"


He cursed loudly.


"Mylady their strength equals a peak rank 3 magical beast, I'm afraid that if we remain this passive we will lose ground to the Noorge family."


Lena retreated with him and nodded.


"The biggest problem is that they all look identical so we don't know who the leader is. I think we should get serious."


As soon as she said that, she clasped her hands together and then separated them while concentrating.


A water whip was created between her hands!


Lena's complexion paled a bit but then a bottle appeared in front of her and she directly drank it.


Her sweating stopped and she immediately struck with the whip.


The mole that she focused on with her previous spell was surprised by the speed of the new one and was struck in the head without having the chance to block the blow.


Trevor didn't let this chance be wasted and thrust his sword in the terrain.


Then, he strongly held on it while stretching his right arm toward the mole with his fingers pointing at it.


The wind blew around his arm and amassed on the fingers before releasing a piercing attack made of compressed air.


The lance of wind struck the already injured mole and pierced through it, leaving a hole as big as two fists on its body.


The mole fell on the ground and turned into smoke, the had successfully killed it!


Tremor smiled while supporting himself on his sword, the attack from before had consumed most of his mental energy but the effects were amazing.


'A pity that it takes so much to prepare, in a one versus one battle it's almost impossible to use.'


He analyzed the spell in his mind but then he heard another thud.





The three from the Noorge family had defeated a mole too.


The two remaining magical beasts were identical in every aspect, it was impossible to understand which one of them was the leader.


"We can only pray that our luck is good."


Lena spoke, sensing the doubts in Trevor's mind.


He nodded in acknowledgment and raised his sword toward the mole in front of them.


He charged ahead, now that the numbers were in their favor the battle became onesided.


Trevor blocked every attack of the fangs while Lena swung her whip with high dexterity relentlessly hitting its body.


The fight continued for a while until the mole could not keep up anymore and lowered its arms devoid of any strength.


Trevor stabbed his sword into its body and Lena wrapped her whip on its head as she pulled with great force.


The mole died on the spot and turned into smoke while it was still standing.


Before they could cheer though, the remaining beast roared with vigor forcing the five people to plug their ears to resist the shock wave.


A golden crown appeared on its head and the injuries that were inflicted on it began to heal.


All the soldiers understood that the leader had appeared.


When the shockwave was over, Trevor and Lena hurriedly jumped toward the beast but they were quite a distance away from it compared to the group from the Noorge family.


The three from the Noorge family didn't waste their advantage and assaulted the pack leader with their most powerful attacks.


Two big fireballs shot out from the two descendants while the appointed captain had his hands on the ground controlling four snakes made of terrain to restrict and wound the beast.


The leader could not evade the fireballs as its lower body was bitten by the captain's snakes.


The spells collided with its body and a loud explosion occurred.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    When the dust settled, what remained of the mole was just its lower body still blocked in the snake's embrace.


Then, the remains of the body turned into smoke which signaled that the leader was dead.


The three from the Noorge family cheered loudly and turned toward Trevor and Lena.


The two descendants were two sisters both of the fire element and looked at Lena with a bit of pity.


"This time we were lucky, your brother and cousin are simply too young to affect this fight. It was a nice competition though."


They bowed as a form of respect to Lena.


Lena sighed and bowed silently to accept their courteous greeting.


At that point, the battlefield illuminated and many brilliant runes shot out from the terrain.


The runes exploded mid-air and released a bright powder that entered the bodies of the men and women in the area.


However, only the people from the Balvan family underwent this process!


The two sisters were surprised and complained loudly.


"How is this possible, we killed the leader! How many more beasts could they have killed to make up for that!"


As if remembering something, they turned their heads to look in the direction where the pack was.


They saw a young man in red armor sweating profusely and breathing roughly.


There were no beasts around him and only a few strands of smoke were recognizable among the bright powder that surrounded him.
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                        Noah's liquid Breath in his dantian was below half of its maximum capacity.


Even though most of the beasts around him were rank 2, he still had to fight at full strength due to the encirclement.


From the start of the battle till that moment, he had released more than two hundred attacks fueled with his dantian and yet he still had some spare energy.


His body was recovering at fast speed and his condition was stabilizing while the powder entered his body.


'My limit right now is around three hundred and fifty full power attacks and I also have more than one hundred weaker ones due to the gaseous Breath in my body. Good, really good.'


He could have spent less liquid Breath if he used Assea but he was firm in hiding it.


'The higher the density of the Breath the stronger my attacks will be, but they will also consume more of it. However, these are just beasts. Against another cultivator, my only real advantage is Assea since it's a spell useful in any situation.'


Like he was in the liquid stage, so were many others.


Like he had a rank 3 martial art and a rank 3 body, so had many others.


His battle experience was something remarkable as it was his strong mind, but the first could be acquired easily and the other was useless without spells.


'I need abilities specific to my attitudes and talents and not anything that is simply one rank higher than the other.'


For example, Lena had the water bullet that was a versatile spell with a low cost of Breath added to her water whip that paired perfectly with her dexterity with that weapon.


Her foundation was stable and she might even have some other spells that Noah was unaware of.


Of course, that knowledge came from his days spent as a training dummy, during the previous battle he was too focused on the pack and didn't see the fight against the four peak rank 3 moles.


'I guess that if I had a darkness-type beast as a blood companion things would be different.'


He knew that the spell he had was very powerful, yet he still couldn't use its full potential.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    'Dammit, everything always points to the academy.'


The light faded and the powder was completely absorbed by the Balvan group.


Noah felt a series of new information in his mind that described a precise route toward a certain spot in the grassland.





He looked at the others in his group and from their whispers and gestures he understood that they had received the same type of knowledge.


'Even transmitting pieces of information directly in someone's mind is possible. Why do I even bother being surprised anymore?'


He shook his head while he sat on the ground to meditate to recover from the battle.


Trevor nodded to his behavior and gestured to everyone to do the same.


As the appointed captain, failing to obtain the entrance to the second stage against the Noorge family would have had a negative impact on his position so he began to view Noah under a different light.


He and Lena had done their parts going even with the Noorge family but it was still Noah who titled the scales of the battle.


Lena looked at him for a bit while she sat and took out some medicines from her space-ring.


There was some wariness in her eyes and she decided in her mind to ask for advice to her parents on how to handle the situation when she went back to the mansion.


After all, she had already made sure that Noah hated her but only now she realized that he could actually become someone important in the family.


The group from the Noorge family looked dejected at the resting soldiers and decided to resume their march at a slow pace searching for another pack of beasts.


Lena was the first to recover thanks to all the potions that the family gave her and went to check the condition of the other guards.


Apart from a few injured ones, everyone could still fight at full strength.


Fabian and Neil had done almost nothing during the battle.


They both had a rank 2 body and since a big part of the pack was handled by Noah they had barely made any effort.


After half a day of rest, Trevor stood up and commanded everyone to move.


Noah lazily stood up, his dantian had refilled by a quarter of his full capacity so he was more than ready to march.


There was no need for directions or gestures as everyone knew the route they had to move to.


Hours passed and all they could see was the endless green plain which made them feel like they hadn't moved at all.


It had to pass another half a day before they reached the spot signaled in their mind.


It was still in the grassland but anytime they looked at the terrain forming the entrance, the ground would light up and color itself orange.


Trevor looked at the ground for a bit before facing the soldiers behind him and speaking.


"Here is the entrance for the second stage, we will all jump inside at the same time. Remember that this stage has no fixed pattern so you have to be ready for anything. Bring honor to the Balvan family!"


"For the Balvan family"


The soldier echoed Trevor's battle cry and positioned themselves around the perimeter of the ingress area.


Trevor had the descendants on both sides while Noah was in his opposite position.


He raised his hand to make everyone concentrate and then he lowered it with a fast gesture.


The soldiers jumped, while Trevor made sure that everyone went inside.


Noah had no choice but to jump because Lena's gaze was fixed on him.


He felt again the pressure of the teleportation and when he opened his eyes he found himself alone in a dark spacious area.


After a few seconds, a metallic male voice sounded in the place.


"Inheritance ground second stage: solo battle prowess test."
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                        'Solo battle?'


Noah carefully inspected his surroundings with his mental energy.


Every time it hit the walls of the room, his perception would flutter, disturbed by the Breath which they were made of.


He seemed to be in some sort of underground closed area large fifty square meters and he sensed no living forms around him.


'It seems that I'm really alone here.'


He coldly watched in front of him as some runes in the terrain began to shine and rose in the air.


A rank 2 Rabid mole appeared between the halo of light and the voice sounded again.


"If you want to give up, please break the rune that formed in your sea of consciousness."


Noah's eyes widened and he hastily checked his mental sphere.


His cross-legged figure inside it opened his eyes and was astonished to find an orange rune between his hands.


Noah came back to reality and could not help but feel some reverence toward the cultivator that set up the separate dimension.


'This world can directly interfere with the insides of my mental sphere! This is incredible!'


The beast stood still as if waiting for Noah to make the first move.


'This inheritance ground was made for cultivators under the age of twenty so this stage should be calibrated on a reasonable difficulty. I might really get something valuable here.'


His reasoning had no flaws so Noah decided to make a serious attempt in obtaining a good reward.


His eyes focused as he took out his upper armor and put it in the space-ring.


Then he wore the ring on his finger and made a step in the direction of the beast.


His sabers were unsheathed since he jumped in the second stage.


The rank 2 mole charged as soon as he moved but was instantly killed by a casual strike from Noah.


The beast turned into smoke that accumulated back where the runes were and two rank 2 moles came out of the halo.


'Ohh so that's how it will work. Well, I always wanted to know my true limit too.'


A slight smile appeared on his face as he ran toward the two beasts killing them in an instant.


The same process repeated and four moles appeared.


Noah charged at them without hesitation.


***

Time passed and the number of beasts appearing together kept on increasing.


Noah had just killed the last specimen of the latest wave of enemies.


'Forty this time. I wonder how many there will be now.'


He didn't use the liquid Breath in his dantian at all and was only relying on the one in his body to fight.


Since it recovered even as he fought, using it was the best method to maintain himself at peak form.


After the forty strands of smoke rejoined the halo, the runes shined with more intensity as if they were charging themselves.





Then, a rank 3 mole came out of it and stood still looking at Noah.


'So it's time for the advancement in rank, luckily I'm alone now.'


He charged toward the beast and pointed his sabers to deliver a blow.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    The mole prepared to block the blade raising its fangs but was met by the black teeth of a reptilian head.


Its paws were locked in the snake's mouth so he had no way of protecting itself from Noah's strike in its blind side.


Its head was severed and it turned into smoke.


A rank 3 beast was killed with only two attacks!


'It's way easier when I use Assea. Magic spells are awesome!'


The smoke went back to the halo and two rank 3 Rabid moles appeared.


'The real challenge starts now.'


***

About an hour later, still in the area of the second stage.


Noah was surrounded by six rank 3 Rabid moles with their strength being in the middle-tier of the rank.


He had begun to use his liquid Breath long ago and he swung his sabers madly in every direction.


Assea would randomly appear every time he needed to block an attack or to deliver a sneaky bite to a beast.


Wounds kept on accumulating on the six moles and their movement began to slow down.


At some point, one of them appeared in Noah's blind spot and was about to raise its fangs to strike but it was soon enveloped by Assea's mouth.


Noah turned and hastily pierced its head, its body transformed into smoke.


Now that their number was lowered, the fight became easier.


It took Noah another fifteen minutes to vanquish the beasts and when the fight was over he sat on the ground to meditate.


He discovered that the test gave him a ten minutes break after every battle.


Initially, he didn't need to rest but as the numbers of rank 3 moles increased, he found himself depleting more and more liquid Breath.


The new beasts would be created immediately but they would stay still until the ten minutes passed.


Noah wouldn't even look at his opponents and he opened his eyes only when an attack came to him.


Doing that allowed him to maximize the time spent recovering.


Ten minutes passed and Noah felt a threat in front of him.


He suddenly opened his eyes and dodged the incoming attack.


'Peak rank 3!'


There was only one enemy in front of him but it was at the peak of the stage.


'The difficulty increased again by one tier.'


Against a single enemy, he actually had it quite easy as he could exploit the numerical advantage given by his blood companion.


The battle was fierce.


Noah had fought magical beasts in its same rank twice already but they were injured both times.


However, he now had a rank 3 body and Assea wasn't hindered by any other enemies.


Little by little, the rank 3 mole lost terrain as it was being assaulted on two sides.


Then, Noah forced it to block a powerful frontal blow and Assea bit off a big piece of its defenseless back.


The beast turned into smoke and Noah sat to meditate.


When he reopened his eyes, two peak rank 3 moles were punching at him.
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                        Noah retreated hastily sending Assea in front of him to block the beasts' assault.


By then, he was used to fighting while withstanding the pain that Assea suffered.


His blood companion's body was shredded but recomposed instantly and locked one of the enemies in a fierce fight.


Noah could defeat a peak rank 3 beast alone so he just chose to divide the attention of the two Rabid moles between him and Assea.


Assea's body continued to be injured and broken, there was no way to compare its strength to that of the beast.


However, one of the strong points of the companion was its recovery.


Assea continued to lose every clash with the mole but it never let its opponent attack Noah.


On the other side, Noah was releasing torrents of wind blades on his enemy.


The pain he felt due to his companion was nothing he couldn't endure.


The battle protracted for more than twenty minutes.


Even though Noah had the advantage the whole time, his opponent was still a king among rank 3 beasts.


Its resilience was immense and endured wound after wound that he managed to inflict.


Noah didn't let it rest for even an instant as he continued to strike trying to deliver a fatal blow.


Inevitably, that moment arrived.


The mole was covered with tens of cuts, no blood came out of its wounds but the effects of the injuries were still shown on it.


Its paws were one second too late and Noah's blade passed through its defenses.


FFFFFFF


The soft sound of its body turning into smoke reached Noah's ears and he didn't hesitate to turn himself and charge toward the remaining beast.


Assea was just acting as a punching dummy while it kept on charging selflessly at the mole.


When Noah gave the command, it coiled around the beast uncaring of its body being broken continuously.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah took advantage of the restrained beast and severed its body in half with a double strike from his sabers.


The round was over and Noah sat on the ground to meditate.


Even if he managed to be uninjured, a large quantity of his Breath had been depleted.


During the previous battle, he had to fuel Assea's body with liquid Breath because the gaseous one in his body could not keep up with the intensity of its fight.





'For how long will this keep going? I'm quite sure that even Lena could have won the last round only thanks to her potions.'


The standards of this trial had to be set considering the ages of the candidates.


Noah knew that his biggest advantage in the test was that he could divert some enemies' attention to his blood companion, the numerical difficulty of the trial was halved for him.


Hadn't been for Assea's presence, the previous battle would have most likely been his last.


'I can't continue for much longer, what kind of requirements did this cultivator had when he set up the dimension?'


When the ten minutes were over, he had less than one hundred and fifty attacks available.


He felt something charging at him and he opened his eyes while jumping in retreat.


'This will be my last round.'


He could not help to think of that seeing four peak rank 3 Rabid moles.


Noah took a deep breath, his figure in the sea of consciousness held the rune tightly, ready to break it at any moment.


The magical beasts advanced at high speed and as soon as they reached him, they stretched their nails to deliver a powerful strike.


Thirty-two gray blades pierced the air toward his position, one for every finger of the beasts.


Noah waited until the tips of the fangs were a few centimeters from his head to call Assea.


Then, the huge body of a snake appeared in his position.


Its body was pierced and cut in many points by the attacks until it could not support itself anymore and shattered, yet there was no one in the now empty area where Assea previously was.


He instead appeared below one of the moles, ready to swing his weapons.


The beasts reacted and tilted their fangs to reduce into pieces the human below them.


Deep marks were left on the floor as the moles didn't have time to retract their nails but before they could hit the young man, the body of the snake reappeared slowing the blows.


Assea's body shattered again but from its disappearing figure, two shadows flew out.


One of them was Noah that was retreating with a light wound on his back.


The other one was a wind slash that hit one of the moles' fingers and directly severed it!


'Thirty-one to go.'


Mole-types beasts were generally weaker than snake-types ones, their bodies were not as strong and their only method of attack was through their extensible fangs.


Noah could not win in a frontal battle so he decided to destroy their weapons in order to decrease their dangerousness.


However, to achieve that feat he had to continuously sacrifice Assea's body fueled with liquid Breath and he still could not avoid getting stricken from time to time.


Noah smiled unconsciously, a cold aura radiated from him as his concentration reached its peak.


'One mistake and I lose. If I run out of Breath I lose. This is how a real battle should be!'


***

Almost an hour passed.


In the underground room, one young man and four moles were staring at each other.


The four moles had all their fingers chopped off from their paws and they assumed a four-legged stance to charge at the human in front of them.


On the other side, Noah was breathing heavily, his complexion was paler than it had ever been and countless wounds were on his body dripping blood on the ground.


Inside his sea of consciousness, Assea's figure was cracked and in need of recovery, that day its body has been destroyed so many times that the damages had extended to Noah's mental sphere.


The beasts didn't have their fangs anymore so they chose to assault him with their bare bodies.


Their charge began and they opened their mouths ready to bite the small human.


Noah was still smiling and looked at the incoming beasts with a calm gaze.


As the moles jumped on him, his sabers moved and released the last eight attacks that his dantian was capable of providing.


The four were hit by two strikes each while still mid-air and their bodies were cut from head to toe by Noah's final blows.


What hit Noah was just the smoke of the dissolving beasts.


He fell on his knees completely drained of every bit of energy, he didn't see that the halo generated by the runes was becoming more intense.
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                        Noah gasped for air, his acupoints were already refilling the Breath in his body but his dantian was completely empty, he had expended every drop of Breath he had in it.


'That is the best I can do, I even injured Assea to pass the round.'


He turned to look at the runes and saw that the halo was becoming more intense.


'Don't tell me that there is more? What is it going to be now? Six peak rank 3? One rank 4?'


The scenes from the Twilboia Cliff reappeared in his mind and he trembled a bit remembering the newly advanced rank 4 snake.


'I can't win against that thing even if there were three of me fighting it.'


He sat in the cross-legged position to refill his dantian, he didn't want to go back to the first stage totally exhausted.


'I'll just see what comes out and then break the rune in my sphere.'


The vitality of his body was already healing his wounds as the acupoints rotated, in the ten minutes break he could at least stabilize his most serious injuries.


However, ten minutes passed and nothing happened, the light continued to illuminate the room without creating any other magical beast.


Thirty minutes passed and there was still no changes in the halo.


Noah didn't bother to think much about it and welcomed the extra time given to him to recover as he continued to cultivate.


Healing Assea would take too much time so he focused on accumulating liquid Breath.


When one hour had passed, the halo dispersed and a peculiar figure was shown to Noah.


He had a loose orange robe with golden thunders sewed on it.


He was levitating in a cross-legged position with his eyes closed and he had a long combed white beard.


The thing that attracted Noah's attention the most though was his incredibly large pointy hat.


It seemed one of those hats that warlocks or witches wore in the games of his previous world but that one was almost three meters of diameter and was made of some metallic material.


Noah was so surprised that he stopped meditating and just stared at the elderly man in the air.


Then the man opened his eyes and looked around him in a confused manner.


The runes at his side exploded and released a powder that flowed into his body.


As the powder was absorbed, his eyes regained clarity and he began to nod.


"Mh, mh, I understand."


Only then his gaze went on Noah that was still looking at him and after nodding a few more times he spoke.


"You are of the darkness element am I right?"


Noah's eyes widened and he gulped sonorously while nodding.


The elderly cultivator saw his answer and shook his head.


"What a pity, what a pity."


Noah wanted to understand more and struggled to stand up to perform a respectful bow before speaking.





"S-senior wh-"


The man didn't let him finish the phrase and waved his hand sending orange powder in Noah's direction.


The powder was too fast and entered his body under Noah's incredulous gaze.


He began to retreat instinctively but an orange halo was already surrounding him.


Noah started to panic but then he noticed that his dantian was being refilled on its own!


The wounds on his body healed in an instant and even the mental energy in his sea of consciousness was restored to its maximum capacity.


Assea's cracked figure recomposed completely and was filled by so much energy that the blood companion came out from Noah's body autonomously and hissed at the ceiling!


"That is indeed a good spell. Never would I have expected that spells regarding puppets would have reached such a level in the future."


Noah was still examining his body that had returned to his peak form.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    When the man spoke, Noah's gaze moved to him, only reverence was shown by his eyes.


"Thank you very much, Senior!"


Noah said repeating his bow.


The elderly man placed his feet to the ground and stretched one of his arms assuming an imposing posture.


"The world knows me as Eccentric Thunder, I've accumulated wealth for hundreds of years and set this inheritance ground to find an heir worth to be called my disciple."


He stared at Noah, a bit of disappointment was exuded from his eyes.


"I am already dead but my will resides in the runes of my dimension. Young one, you are indeed worthy of being my disciple, sadly it appears that the luck both of us is bad."


Eccentric Thunder sighed before continuing his speech.


"There are two conditions to become my heir. The first one is to have the necessary strength and you clearly fulfilled that or I won't be here. The second one is for him or her to be of the thunder element."


Noah felt dejected, he had fought so hard only to be punished by his bad luck.


Eccentric Thunder continued seeing his expression.


"I am but a will, I need to obey the rules set by my true self when he created the dimension. Since you passed the test you have the right to obtain my most valuable asset of the darkness element. Rejoice, it's a top tier spell that will accompany you through all your cultivation journey."


Noah's eyes lit up hearing his words and a bit of eagerness invaded him.


"I'm really sorry, young one. The rules that I set up clearly state that anyone that doesn't fulfill the two conditions has the right to receive only one reward. I could not risk that my accumulations might have been expended before I had found a successor. One test one reward, that's the rule. The dimension is now preparing to transfer the diagram directly into your sea of consciousness, you will be sent out soon."


Noah fell deep in thought.


'One spell doesn't help me that much to escape, there are still the elite guards waiting on the entrance to the first stage and I can't possibly defeat them.'


He bowed again.


"Senior, is there another exit from the separate dimension to the outer world?"


Eccentric Thunder snorted and sent another ray of orange powder toward Noah.


"Hmph, who do you think I am? Here, this is the complete map of the inheritance ground. Take it as an apology for the single reward."


Many pieces of information were injected in Noah's mind and he rejoiced to see that there was hope to escape from the Balvan group.


He was about to bow again when a strange idea formed in his mind.


A shameless smile appeared on his face as he neared the elderly cultivator.
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                        Eccentric Thunder's words made Noah realize something.


'The map of the inheritance ground can be considered as a reward, right? Giving it to me should have  been impossible if the rules had to be followed strictly.'


Noah came from a different world so he had two points of view on everything.


'If the separate dimension can be considered as a program that would mean that there are ways to cheat it.'


He thought of the potential loopholes that there could be in the dimension's rules and the cultivator's words gave him some ideas.


He arrived in front of him and asked in the most persuasive voice that he could muster.


"Grandpa Thunder, if you could, would you be willing to give me more prizes?"


Eccentric Thunder was a bit shocked.


The runes had shown him Noah's battle and the expression that he was making at that time was the complete opposite of the cold smiling one he had when he was fighting.


"Hm, well, yes, but as I told you: rules are rules, I can't help you with that."


He crossed his arms on his chest and looked away from Noah.


Noah continued his persuasion.


"What if you gave me more tests before I return to the first stage? Passing them wouldn't mean obtaining more rewards?"


Eccentric Thunder thought for a moment and then slowly nodded.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    "Yes, that might work. But the diagram for your spell will be ready in the time it takes an incense stick to burn, you will never be able to clear one of the tests in that little time."


'Five minutes so.'


Noah thought for a little and could only find one solution.


"Mh, what if you set a new test that consists of simple questions? I believe that a mighty Senior like you could do that without much effort."


The old man snorted.


"Of course I can do that, but that would be giving you things for free. It is immoral! A cultivator has to earn his power!"


He raised his head to the ceiling to appear pure and virtuous but his enormous hat made the scene look a bit ridiculous.


However, Noah's next words made him turn abruptly with his eyes widened.


"What if I find you a worthy descendant?"


Eccentric Thunder stared at the young man and gulped, Noah could not help but remark the realism of the dimension.


"Do you know of someone that fulfills the conditions?"





Noah moved his gaze to the ground and shook his head.


"Well, not currently. But you must know that I'm planning to join a famous organization full of young talents even stronger than me."


He shrugged his shoulders and took out one of his sabers while sighing sonorously.


"However, the journey will be long and hard. There are guards waiting for me on the first stage from whom I have to escape. Then, I would have to travel alone for many months and all of this will be useless if I don't pass their entrance test."


He laid the saber on his hands and showed it to the cultivator.


"Look, my sabers are full of dents from all the battles I went through. My cultivation technique is a weak rank 1 technique that has no elemental requirements and my blood companion doesn't even fit me! I guess I will have to give up on escaping after all, I don't think I can manage in my mission with only a new spell."


Eccentric Thunder was about to respond but Noah continued.


"I hope you the best luck Grandpa Thunder. Even if your inheritance ground is occupied by the Shosti family and the entrance is under their control, I believe that a worthy heir will appear in this remote countryside sooner or later. Heaven and Earth can't be so unfair to you."


Noah seemed really disheartened when he spoke about the situation on the outside world making the worries of the elderly man increase.


Many years had passed, Eccentric Thunder had no knowledge of the environment outside his dimension.


He had set many entrances but until now only one had been discovered and the Shosti family had made it their biggest form of income.


However, what if they restricted the ingress?


What if his fated heir was among those that could not have access to the inheritance ground?


Eccentric Thunder didn't have much time to think about it since Noah was about to be sent out to the first stage.


A few seconds passed before the man spoke resolutely.


"Scoundrel, give me your hand, you have a deal."


Noah immediately raised his right hand toward him, he expected his approval since his conditions were good.


Eccentric Thunder held his arm and orange light began to shine on their handshake.


"Swear upon your dantian that you will do anything in your power to send a worthy young cultivator of the thunder element in one of the entrances that are on the map that I gave you."


Noah's smile disappeared replaced by his usual cold expression as he set a condition.


"A cultivator that I'm sure will not harm me in the future."


Eccentric Thunder looked for a moment deep into the young man's eyes and nodded internally.


'He sure has the attitude needed to reach a high level.'


"Fine."


Noah then smiled again.


"I swear!"


The orange light condensed and inscribed a rune on Noah's arm that was then absorbed under his skin.


Information on the specifics of the agreement and on how to fulfill it entered his mind and he felt satisfied with them.


Eccentric Thunder let his hand go and thought for a moment before a rune appeared in front of him.


He was about to speak when Noah spoke again.


"Really simple questions, my knowledge is lacking."


The old man nodded and pressed his hand on the rune.


"Which one is the best element?"


'EH!?!'


Noah was a bit surprised.


He answered with a hesitant voice.


"Thunder?"


Eccentric Thunder smiled and the rune shined briefly.


"Good, good, since you were able to answer this difficult question you deserve this rank 2 cultivation technique of your element."


A scroll appeared in front of Noah and he hastily put it in his space-ring.
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                        In the underground room of the second stage.


Noah and Eccentric Thunder were smiling at each other while the rune between them shined shortly from time to time.


"Which color is the most good looking?"


"Orange!"


"Ohh, I see that you are an expert. Take this reagent, it will help you breaking through ranks."


"What about hats?"


"The larger they are the more awesome they appear!"


"Correct! I think this pair of sabers will suit you. They have an inscription that repairs them through Breath."


"Who do you think is the most awesome character in the history of cultivators?"


"Senior Eccentric Thunder is the best of course!"


"You think so? I will humbly accept this compliment and give you an Earth pill then."


Noah was taking everything that the rune made appear in his space-ring without even looking at it, he wanted to make the best usage of the little time he had.


"As for beards, mh? Which ones are the best in their kind?"


"Long and combed like yours Senior!"


"Ohoh, you are such a smart kid. Here, take this new space-ring, it has more than fifty cubic meters of space inside."


Noah wore the newly appeared ring on one of his free fingers and looked at the old man with eagerness.


Eccentric Thunder seemed to like having someone that approved his appearance and would smile every time Noah answered one of his questions.


Noah began to understand why he was called "Eccentric".


However, after he asked the fifth question, he stayed silent for a moment and closed his eyes while knitting his brows.


When he opened his eyes he shook his head in Noah's direction.


"I'm sorry, it appears that I can't stretch the rules more than this, I'm beginning to feel a backlash from the dimension."


Noah's enthusiasm was crushed but then he accepted the outcome.


'I have obtained a cultivation technique, new weapons, a new space-ring, and the means to reach the second rank of the dantian, this is already incredibly good. And there is the top tier spell that he spoke about earlier.'


Noah sorted the rewards in his mind.


"How long till I'm sent out?"


Eccentric Thunder answered.


"Two parts of incense."


'Two minutes so, I have to hurry.'


He put his old sabers in the space-ring and took out the new ones.


They were silver with some green symbols inscribed on them.


Noah swung them a couple of times and then nodded in satisfaction.


He donned again the red upper armor and tied the sheaths of his new weapons on his back.


The sabers were held tightly in his hands while in his mind he reviewed the path that he had to take to escape.


He was ready to abandon the Balvan family!


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            






            
            
                
                    Eccentric Thunder smiled a bit seeing again the cold expression of the young man.


"When the diagram will be inscribed in your sea of consciousness it will hurt a bit. However, all the specifics about the spell will be passed too, so you won't have to train in its activation."


Noah looked at the elderly man and made a bow in gratitude.


"I promise I will bring you a good disciple."


Eccentric Thunder snorted but smiled happily.


"Of course you will, a deal with me can't be broken that easily!"


They smiled looking at each other.


Noah then felt the pressure of the teleportation and disappeared from the second stage.


Eccentric Thunder shook his head while mumbling softly.


"Kids these days have become too cunning."


***

A few hours before, on the first stage.


Soldiers from the Balvan family appeared one by one and began to discuss the contents of the trial.


They were exhausted and rested on the ground making bets on who would be able to last more in the test.


Neil and Fabian arrived almost at the same time, creating silence between the guards.


Their complexion was a bit pale but they were uninjured, the soldiers understood that they had retreated before the situation became too difficult.


Time passed and in the second stage remained only Trevor, Lena, and Noah.


Then, Trevor appeared, he had a large wound on his chest and his armor was broken but his arms were tightly holding a spear with some inscriptions on it.


He was smiling since he managed to obtain some rewards but his expression froze when he saw who was missing.


'I killed one of the two peak rank 3 magical beasts but I had to suffer a severe injury to do that. I understand that Lady Lena can do better than me but how is it possible that Noah is still not here?'


He sat on the ground to threat his body but his gaze would often fall on the ingress of the stage.


Another person arrived and when the light of the teleportation disappeared, Lena's almost naked figure was shown to the group.


Trevor hastily stood up and jumped toward her, tearing off some of his clothes in order to cover the descendant.


She didn't care much and just sat on the ground swallowing pills and potions to heal the harsh damages on her body.


When her injuries stabilized, she smiled toward Trevor and showed him a small scroll.


"I did it, I obtained a spell. Sadly I couldn't clear the successive round but this should be enough. Once I've recovered, we can move."


Trevor's expression became complex and lowered his head to speak in a soft voice.


"My lady about that, ehm, Noah is still inside the test."


Lena's eyes widened and her gaze ran through the group but she couldn't find her bastard cousin.


She looked again at Trevor.


"How is that possible? The next round had four peak rank 3 beasts while he doesn't even have a spell! I bet that he is running around against the single peak rank 3 waiting for us to think that he died down there. Hmph, if he thinks that I'll let him go that easily he is wrong."


Trevor nodded at her theory but was a bit doubtful inside his mind.


'He can definitely kill a peak rank 3 alone, is he really stalling for time? To what point though, there is only one entrance.'


He sat beside Lena and calmly waited for Noah to appear.


A bit more than an hour passed and the light of the teleportation flashed again.


Noah appeared, he was holding two silver sabers in his hands.


His eyes were closed and some sweat ran down his forehead.


He seemed in pain.
						




                    


                
				
                    85. Insubordination

					
					

                    
                        Inside Noah's sea of consciousness.


Black roots tangled themselves on the figure of the first Kesier rune.


A complex diagram appeared with the roots as its lines.


The roots then tried to extend on the faint form of the second Kesier rune but its image was too ethereal and they retreated after they failed on grasping it.


The process sent waves of pain on Noah's mind.


However, with it came also the knowledge about the spell.


Its effects, the usage, the strong points, and the weak ones, everything became known by Noah in an instant.


'He wasn't bragging when he said that it was a top tier spell.'


This was his first thought when his mind was freed from the pain and he opened his eyes.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    The group from the Balvan family was staring at him with wide eyes.


They could not understand how he stayed in the second stage for so much time and came out unharmed!


He had remained in the test for about one hour more than Lena and she was supposed to be the stronger of their group.


Noah released a cold aura seeing that the attention was focused on him, he laid the sabers on his shoulders and gazed at Trevor and Lena.


He was waiting for their move.


Lena stood up and Trevor did the same, the others behind them didn't quite understand the reason for such tension.


Lena spoke.


"Did you obtain a reward?"


Noah answered briefly.


"Yes."


"What have you got?"


"Why should I tell you?"


Lena's eyes sharpened and the soldiers behind her stood up, insubordination wasn't allowed in the slightest among the guards of a noble family.


Lena continued.


"Because I'm your superior, you serve me."


Noah looked at the fake sky, only an orange color filled his sight.


He spoke.


"I believe that you can't ask about the secrets of a cultivator. My Master once told me that this is an unspoken rule in the cultivation world."


Lena snorted.


"But you are not a cultivator, you are simply a bastard that had the chance to learn some tricks because his mother opened her legs to a noble."


Noah smiled faintly at her remark and moved his gaze back at her.


"And that would make me less of a cultivator? I believed that there was only one way to judge that."





Lena smiled too.


"What would that be?"


Noah's face became stern.


"Strength."


Lena laughed and pointed her hand at him.


"You are so naive! Strength means nothing! So what if someone is powerful? He can always be overwhelmed by numbers! And numbers come with wealth! Hurry and give me your reward, your punishment will be a light one if you stop here."


Noah shook his head.


"That is not happening."


Lena began to lose her cool.


"What, do you think that back at the mansion they will let you keep it for yourself? The Patriarch will personally open your sea of consciousness to retrieve what you learnt and give it to the Shosti family."


She was about to speak more when Trevor stepped in front of her.


"He is not coming back."


As a guard, Trevor too had desired to escape.


He was privileged but he was still the dog of his masters.


No matter how well he was treated, his position remained one of servitude so he could understand Noah's thoughts better than Lena.


In her mind, soldiers could never think about rebellion or escape due to the might of her noble family.


As her eyes widened in understanding, Noah jumped ahead.


Twenty black slashes were sent toward Trevor and Lena.


Except for Lena that had mostly recovered thanks to her resources, the group was tired and wounded while Noah was at the peak of his strength.


Lena created a wall of water and Trevor raised his sword to take on him some of the force of the slashes.


There was no need to do so as Lena's spell absorbed that attacks completely.


However, Noah had disappeared from their vision.


They turned when they heard a scream from one of the soldiers in their group.


Noah was freely swinging his sabers on the exhausted soldiers.


They had given their outmost in the test and even if they had time to restore some of their Breath and to stabilize their body, their battle prowess didn't reach half of what they were capable of.


Heads flew in the air and blood poured on the ground as the guards fell lifelessly one by one.


Trevor prioritized securing the descendants and ran toward Neil and Fabian taking them where Lena was standing with her arm raised.


She was trying to aim for Noah with her water bullets but he was always behind some soldier and she never had a clear shot.


In the end, they could only watch as the twenty guards were killed.


Lena didn't hesitate, as the last guard fell on the ground and Noah's figure appeared in the open, she shot five bullets directly at him.


Noah swung his blades and ten slashes shot out to meet the spell.


The bullets pierced the technique but they were slowed enough to give Noah time to dodge.


He rapidly charged toward the remaining four members of the Balvan group.


Trevor put himself between him and the descendants, ready to take the first impact.


Noah clashed with him, two sabers met a sword, their physical strength was equal.


Lena smiled and raised her arm to aim for Noah but then a drop of a warm red liquid fell on her cheek.


Her eyes widened when she noticed that a big black figure had appeared on her side.


On one end of the black body, there was Noah's leg.


The other extremity was behind her with the shape of a reptilian head.


Between its fangs, Neil's body was being crushed and multiple wounds appeared on his body.


An invisible membrane though was protecting him, stopping Assea's teeth from stabbing deeper on his flesh.


Lena yelled and turned to attack the snake.


Trevor's attention was diverted on the beast but when he tried to look at it, its body had already disappeared.


He felt a sharp pain in his low waist and noticed that the snake's mouth had already bitten him there.


"How-?"


He could not finish the phrase as Noah tilted his sabers and thrust them into his chest.
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                        Trevor was already deeply injured, he had sacrificed his body to use his spell back on the second stage.


When the sabers pierced his heart and life began to leave his body, he looked deep into Noah's eyes.


They were cold and focused and had already moved toward his next targets, he didn't even deign him of one last gaze.


For some reason, he felt that Noah's escape was ensured.


'He will be Balvan family's biggest tribulation.'


The blades were pulled out of his body and he fell dead on the ground.


Lena was confused.


She had turned to help her brother but then the black snake vanished and reappeared in the opposite position.


She instinctively deployed a water shield to cover herself and the other two descendants.


A strong force hit the shield that made it bend toward the safe area behind it.


Lena focused and summoned the water whip yelling orders to the two boys.


"I need your help! Use everything you have to attack him and rely on the protective items of the family to keep yourself alive. I will face him head-on, you take care of the magical beast."


Another impact resounded from the shield and shattered it!


Assea shot out from the crystalline drops of which it was made of and Lena's complexion paled due to the collapse of her spell.


However, she had no time to care about her condition and she raised her whip to block the blood companion's charge.


She endured its assault and her whip tangled on its body but then a figure shot out of it.


Noah jumped toward Fabian and delivered a descending double cut.


He raised his arms in panic and a metallic sound echoed from their clash.


On Fabian left arm, a deep cut appeared while a bluish membrane covered the spot where the sabers hit.


'The fuck are those things.'


The attack should have severed the noble in two but as the damage surpassed a determined gravity the membrane showed itself to prevent it.


Neil jumped toward him wielding a rapier adorned with blue gems.


Noah deflected it but then the gems blinked and shot a ray of light following the trajectory of Neil's blade.


Noah was unprepared and was hit superficially on the shoulder.


He retreated sensing the unknown threat and water bullets shot in his direction.


Assea's body appeared and was pierced by the bullets.


There was a moment of silence after that as no attacks were launched from both sides.


Noah looked from behind Assea and saw that the three nobles were all wielding shining weapons.


Lena had taken out a black whip with inscriptions on it, Neil had his rapier, and Fabian held a short white sword with both his hands.


Lena began to speak.


"I have to admit that your strength is remarkable but you can clearly see the advantage given by numbers and wealth."





Noah didn't mind spending time speaking.


Neil and Fabian were both injured and were losing blood while his body autonomously refilled Breath.


"What's left of your numbers are two inexperienced brats. As for wealth..."


He focused his eyes on their armaments.


"Why none of you use sabers? I really wanted a new set of them."


He shook his head to mock them.


Lena saw that he had closed his eyes and hastily took out a pill from her space ring.


She was about to eat it when a few black slashes came in her direction forcing her to throw the pill away in order to block the attacks.


Noah had charged ahead again sending Assea on Lena to keep her busy while he tried to break the defenses of the other two nobles.


Neil was easy to handle, he simply had to avoid that the rapier pointed at him.


With his battle experience, dealing with such a weapon which was also poorly handled was easy.


The ability of Fabian's sword though was a bit more annoying.


It covered its wielder with a white circular shield that absorbed most of the force behind Noah's blows.


Even when Noah managed to pierce the shied the bluish protective layer would appear, negating any damage.


Meanwhile, Lena was destroying Assea's body time after time.


Every time her whip hit, the inscriptions would light up to amplify the power of the impact.


Assea was thrashed around sending waves of pain on Noah's sea of consciousness, it was not Lena's opponent.


Seeing that Noah could not succeed in hurting them seriously in the short term, the two nobles began to lose their fear of his blades and focused only on attacking.


'This is getting troublesome.'


He was one against three so his Breath consumption was higher.


He didn't want to prolong the battle for more than it was necessary.


'I guess I had to try it at some point.'


Inside his mental sphere.


The diagram on his first Kesier rune illuminated and the level of the sea began to decrease at high speed.


Noah sent a black slash in Neil's direction.


The descendant was used by then on relying on the protection of the membrane so he didn't even try to block the attack.


Lena had sharper senses and felt a sense of danger from the slash.


She was about to yell something when Assea jumped on her again.


The blow hit Neil's abdomen and clashed with the invisible layer of defense.


However, black smoke sprouted from it which corroded the membrane creating an opening for the strike.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah's attack cut unobstructed Neil's body in two.


A noble from a medium-size noble family died.


"NEIL!!!"


Lena screamed in sorrow seeing her brother's death and turned to look in anger in Noah's direction.


What she saw though made her tremble in fear.


Noah's body was being covered in black flickering smoke.


It hovered right over his skin forming a sort of quivering armor.


The black smoke protruded on his sabers and only his icy-blue eyes remained visible of his face.


'Wha-'


Even her thoughts stopped seeing the fiendish figure.


Then, the man said something in a low rugged voice.


"Demonic form."
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                        'Demonic form, rank based on the mental level of the user, darkness element. Creates an armor of corrosive smoke that enhances the body of the user. The black smoke can envelop the attacks of the user to destroy any defense on his path. The smoke is extremely deadly and since it covers the user it will also weaken any threat coming near him.'


That was the knowledge that came with the spell along with the specifics on its activation.


The spell was extremely ductile, it could be used separately on any part of the body or in its full form creating the fiendish figure that Lena was so stupefied of.


The information made Noah think that it could be possible to extend it even to his blood companion but he still hadn't had time to experiment on that.


The only drawback was that the consumption of mental energy was enormous.


'But that it's justified by its power!'


Noah thought, examining the data that he obtained with the spell.


Lena was petrified.


Every sense she had was madly sending warning messages to her mind.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    She was about to take a step back when Assea wrapped itself around her.


"You stay there, I'll take care of my brother first."


The low rugged voice sounded again as Noah moved toward Fabian.


With every step he took, smoke would be released on the ground, making the runes that composed it waver as if they were trying to resist the corrosion.


When he was in front of the nobleman, he simply slashed with one of his sabers.


The white shield appeared but was destroyed by the sheer strength of the blow!


Then the blade hit the bluish membrane which fluctuated repeatedly and craked in the point where the collision happened.


However, it held on and blocked Noah's strike.


"Oh, I see that daddy really cares about you."


Noah didn't bother too much and let go of the saber while his now free hand shot out to grab Fabian's throat.


He raised his body in the air while the smoke thoroughly wrapped around the noble.


Inhumane screams resounded from the coffin of smoke until only silence reined in the area.


Noah retracted his hand and picked up his saber.


The smoke dispersed showing only emptiness in its spot.


Of Fabian's body, there was no trace.





Lena stared horrified at the events unfolding and came back to reality only when Noah turned to her.


Her aspect became even paler and some blood came out of her nose.


BOOM!


An explosion occurred and Assea's body was shattered completely, even its figure in Noah's mental sphere cracked slightly due to the blast.


Lena came out from the dust that rose and began to ran madly toward the direction of the entrance of the inheritance ground.


Her right arm was in pieces and only some flesh remained attached to the shoulder.


However, she didn't seem to care.


There was only one thought in her mind.


'I have to reach the guards on the outside!'


"Remarkable, you made your whip explode in order to escape. The Balvan family sure taught well."


A devilish voice sounded from her side and she turned her head with an incredulous expression.


She only saw a blade releasing black smoke aiming for her head.


A thud echoed in the area.


Noah pressed his foot on Lena's figure.


An invisible layer of protection saved her life but still couldn't prevent her from crashing on the ground.


He pointed his weapon on her and spoke, the smoke expanded from his foot and began to corrode her protection.


"Wealth."


He turned the point of the blade toward himself.


"Strength."


Lena's eyes were bloodshot.


The protective membrane shattered and the smoke attacked her body.


She gritted her teeth and through the pain, she managed to speak one last threat.


"The Balvan family will come for you."


Noah smirked, the face made of smoke cracked where his mouth was making his image even more devilish.


He neared his head to Lena's.


"No, I will come for them."


And then the smoke devoured her figure.


Of the group from the Balvan family, only Noah remained alive.


Noah dispersed his Demonic form.


He was pale and sweat flowed from his every pore, the spell had consumed more than half his mental energy in that short time.


'I need to work hard on the second Kesier rune from now on.'


He absorbed the remains of Lena's body in his space-ring and then he went back to the ingress of the second stage to put all the other bodies in the ring.


The overall space of his space-rings was more than eighty cubic meters by then.


After he was sure that he retrieved everything and nothing was left on the ground, he checked the map of the separate dimension.


He found the farther exit from the one of the Shosti family and ran in its direction.


The green plains seemed endless and could make anyone feel disoriented.


Noah moved at full speed for one entire day without stopping for even a moment.


His acupoints continuously absorbed Breath so he never had to slow down his pace.


He reached the spot signed on the map in his head but there was nothing different in the environment.


He carefully inspected the ground and found that there was a rune between the grass.


Noah didn't hesitate and touched hit.


An orange halo was formed and the pressure of the teleportation attacked his mind.


When he opened his eyes, he found himself in the middle of a forest.


'Evergreen forest!'


According to the route he had taken, he knew that the exit would have been in the forest but he didn't know how deep in it he was.


Noah climbed the tallest tree he found and looked around him from above it.


The sky was crystal clear and there were mostly trees in his field of view.


'Found it!'


At a distance not too far away, he discovered the peak of a tower.


'That's Mossgrove city and it's only a half a day of travel from here. It seems that even space it's stretched in the separate dimension.'


He was not in the mood to feel amazed at the accomplishment of Eccentric Thunder and he jumped off the tree and began to run again.


His route was in the opposite direction of the city.
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                        Evergreen forest was vast, it spanned for many kilometers in an uneven way.


Inside it, there were many danger zones and, in its depths, it wasn't unusual to find rank 3 magical beasts or large packs.


Humans were the overlords of the world but magical beasts had the advantage in the evolution process, their numbers increased in every place where humans were scarce.


Twilboia Cliff was one of those areas and there were many more like it in the world.


Generally speaking, the areas were humans lived had to be secured often in order to stop the developing of the magical beasts.


Most of Noah's mission back in the mansion had that purpose.


He was deep in the forest, hidden in an empty cave that he found along the way.


A week had passed since the events in the inheritance ground and all he did was running in a straight line away from the Shosti domain.


He was consulting a map at that moment, his clothes had changed to his usual black ones and his hair was combed in a simple ponytail.


'The academy's entrance test befalls four months from now. The city holding one of them that suits me the most is Ebonrest city at two months of travel from my position. It is quite far from Mossgrove city and the communications are scarce with the Shosti family due to Sheflan Mountain between them.'


Noah had prepared his escape routes long ago.


His space-ring was full of long-lasting provisions, new clothes, and all the useful means for a long trip.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    His clothes were mostly plain gym suits that he managed to steal from the servants, he could not be found wearing the armors of the Balvan family.


'I can reach it in less than one month if I travel at a decent speed but that's quite useless. I'd rather use my time alone to raise my strength before the test.'


He still had to sort out the rewards from Eccentric Thunder and the bodies of the group from the Balvan family were still in his other space-ring.


He had a long process of arranging goods ahead of him and he had to destroy the bodies but he prioritized his escape in that week.


At some point, Noah nodded and put back the map in the ring.


'I will focus on traveling for another week and just spare some time for the Kesier rune in the meantime. After that, I will slow my march considerably, sort the goods, and return to a complete training schedule.'





He didn't feel safe.


Even if he left no proof of the battle in the first stage he still preferred to be as far as he could from his family's influence.


'Though, it should be pretty hard to investigate in the separate dimension. I bet that things aren't that good in the mansion.'


He resumed his march at a fast pace toward Ebonrest city, he was careful to avoid any magical beasts on his road, he didn't want to leave any sign of his passage.


'There is also the fact that even if they reach the conclusion that the group is dead, they can't possibly suspect me. In their mind I'm just a talented kid with no spells, never could they imagine that I have two of them which are incredibly strong.'


The blood companion had proved its value countless times by then and it was even of an unfit element for Noah.


The Demonic form, instead, was extraordinary even for him, he couldn't really imagine that something like that existed.


Not only it was a specific spell of a rare element so inherently stronger than the others, but it was also a top tier one.


'No wonder nobles are so wary of giving spells to outsiders. My battle prowess doubled with one darkness spell.'


He was finally understanding the advantage of belonging to a rare element.


Noah spent another week traveling at high speed.


He would run during the day, train in the rune for one hour, and then sleep, he did nothing else in that period.


When he felt that he had distanced himself enough from the Shosti's domain, he decided that it was time to sort the items in his space-rings.


He found a deep inhabited cavern and sat at its bottom.


One body after another appeared in front of him as he inspected them and then threw them away in a corner.


A nauseous smell began to fill the cavern but Noah simply continued in his process.


The guards had nothing valuable, he couldn't take their armors since they were a signature of his origins and they had no storage methods.


Only their weapons seemed somewhat good so he chose to keep them.


Trevor's weapon and his reward were one tier higher in quality, especially the spear with inscriptions on it so Noah didn't hesitate to store them.


'It's time for the nobles.'


Noah's eyes lit up as the shiny items entered his field of view.


Fabian and Neil didn't have a space-ring but their weapons seemed amazing.


He tried to look for the item that created the protective membrane but there was nothing that resembled it.


Since he only had Neil's body, he inspected it carefully until he found a strange cracked pendant with runes on it.


'It should be this thing but it appears broken. Now that I think about it, Lena's ring survived my black smoke so why the protective items didn't?'


He had some theories but he knew too little to be sure.


He threw Neil's two halves and broken pendant in the corner with the other bodies and moved to Lena's space-ring.


She made her whip explode so the ring was the only valuable thing left from her.


Noah used his mental energy to inspect the space on the inside but he felt a wall blocking his probing.


Some runes illuminated on its surface.


'Is it protected? What if I destroy the inscriptions?'


His mental energy continued to assault the wall while black smoke rose from the hand that was holding the item.


The runes began to corrode until the ring was near its breaking point.


Then, the wall crumbled and his mental energy was free to inspect its interiors.


Dozens of bottles and pills were inside with a small scroll and some change of clothes.
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                        Noah decided to transfer everything except the clothes in his space-ring and then he threw Lena's cracked ring between the corpses.


He had then one empty deposit and one with things to evaluate.


'I have to take care of these things first.'


He looked in the corner of the cave where the dead bodies were amassed.


He neared the pile and his mental energy began to deplete as he stretched his arm toward it.


Black smoke came out of his hand and engulfed the corpses.


As everything in the corner was consumed by his spell, Noah analyzed its effects.


'The corrosion is indeed stronger if the distance between me and the smoke is small. Assea.'


His blood companion came out from his other hand and Noah concentrated.


Even more mental energy was expended as the body of the snake was being covered by the black smoke.


Initially, it seemed that Assea's body was becoming stronger but then it rejected the empowerment and started to corrode.


Noah stopped the spell and retracted his blood companion while shaking his head.


'Assea can't endure the Demonic form, it should be because its core it's from a magical beast of the earth element.'


He was eager to change his companion and that's why Assea's figure in his sea of consciousness remained slightly cracked.


He wasn't prioritizing fixing it since it was still somewhat usable.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    The black smoke made everything in the corner vanish and Noah decided to find another hiding to sort the rest of the items, that cavern had become too smelly.


About thirty minutes later, he was sitting on a large branch of one of the trees.


As he went deeper in the forest the trees had become larger, he found trunks longer than two hundred meters along the way.


'Everything is bigger in this world, harnessing Breath gives every living being a limitless potential apparently. Such a miraculous power, I wonder how things really were in my previous world. Maybe the Breath there was so thin that it couldn't be noticed.'


From time to time he would still compare the development of humans in his two different lives.


Sure, his previous world created deadly weapons on a daily basis but could it have resisted the endless incursions of magical beasts?


'Personal power it's always superior to the collective one of societies or governments. The King of the valley could have single-handedly destroyed entire cities.'





He shook his head and focused again on the items, a small scroll appeared in his hands.


'Surging river, water spell, rank up to the fourth, creates a perpetual flow of water at high pressure that crushes the target.'


'Up to rank 4? Is it the limits of the strength of the magic spell? My education really is shallow.'


He put the scroll back in the ring and took out the silver sabers.


These weapons were new a couple of weeks before but they had already been slightly blunted in the single battle that he had fought.


Noah injected his Breath on them and the green inscriptions lightened up.


The dents and the corroded parts began to fix themselves and in five minutes the sabers were as good as new.


'This is almost miraculous! I guess that Eccentric Thunder gave these blades to me because he knew of the disadvantages of the Demonic form.'


He was the only one immune to the black smoke of the spell, his weapons suffered from the same corrosion that everything else it touched experienced, even if in a weaker way.


'It is because I don't want to damage them that they were degraded so scarcely. I wonder if there is a way to avoid it like it should be possible with the blood companion.'


He sheathed the sabers and took out the last item in need of inspection.


The reagent and the Earth pill were one-time-use items and didn't need any control, their usage was pretty straightforward.


The potions and pills from Lena's inventory were all sorted in an ordinate way with their explanation, their usage was essentially battle oriented, consisting of raising momentarily the healing process of a determined center of power.


However, the scroll that he took out was of vital importance to Noah at the moment.


'Dark vortex, rank 2 cultivation technique, restricted to darkness element. Cultivating at night will speed the accumulation of Breath.'


On the scroll, there was only this explanation and the descriptions of the respiration forms.


'With this technique, the Earth pill, and the reagent, my road to the rank 2 dantian will be smooth. He really thought of everything.'


Noah smiled a little thinking about the old man with the giant hat.


'I wonder why did he have that much stuff unfitting for his element, such a strange character.'


The sun was still up but he decided to give a try to the technique.


He crossed his legs and joined his hands to form a circle where is dantian was.


A drop of his liquid Breath was consumed to ignite a vortex at the center of the circle.


Breath began to gather inside the spinning spiral coloring it in black.


It seemed that the drop that he used attracted the Breath of its same kind.


Since the Breath had not to be filtered before entering the dantian, the accumulation process was faster and smoother.


During the meditation, the vortex abruptly enlarged and rotated at a faster speed, needless to say, even the quantity of Breath embodied was higher.


Noah was surprised and opened his eyes.


He noticed that the sun had set and the night had come.


'To think that there was actually such an increase in effectiveness! Cultivating during the day feels like a waste now.'


He calculated in his mind for a bit and believed that if he meditated every night during the time the sky was dark, he could reach the limits of the liquid stage in less than two years.


'I've decided. I will spend my nights cultivating and my mornings between the training on second Kesier rune and my sleep. As I wake up, I will repeat some forms and then proceed toward Ebonrest city during the afternoon.'


He had still four months before the test of the academy and he wanted to increase his strength now that he had the means and the time to train.


'I should also search for a rank 3 darkness-type beast since I'm at it.'
						




                    


                
				
                    90. Hunting

					
					

                    
                        Days passed and Noah's journey became dull.


He spent most of his time awake training while he marched only during the afternoons.


He liked this kind of life though, his strength was increasing steadily and having escaped from the clutches of the family left him with a sense of freedom.


The only problem remained his blood companion.


Since he only traveled under the daylight his chances to encounter a rank 3 darkness beast were low.


However, that didn't mean that there was a scarcity of magical beasts.


Noah was standing on one of the branches of the trees around him.


He was slowly eating a meal while watching the battle below him.


Two peak rank 3 beasts were fighting to the death on the ground, probably they were deciding to which one that territory belonged to.


One was a black bear-type beast of which Noah didn't know the name while the other one was a Thunder wolf.


The wolf used its speed and ranged attacks to continuously hurt the opponent but the vitality of the bear was immense, it endured every lightning bolt that arrived at him.


'The bear is probably an earth element magical beast, its defenses are awesome. If it catches the wolf once, the battle will be over.'


Everything happened as Noah predicted.


The Thunder wolf went too close to the bear that abruptly jumped toward it.


Its four meters frame stomped the wolf reducing its body into a pulp of flesh and blood.


'Wolf-type magical beasts are generally stronger in packs while the bear is a solitary being. It was stupid to fight it one versus one.'


He shook his head and resumed its trip.


More days passed but of the darkness-type magical beasts, there were no traces.


The shape of a mountain became visible as he neared Ebonrest city.


'That's Shelfan Mountain, maybe I've been too paranoid in speeding for two weeks straight. Not even a month has passed but I'm already here.'


He didn't want to return to the human society so soon.


'I guess I'll slow down a bit more. I don't want to stay in the open for more than necessary.'


The more time he spent among other people the more it was possible that someone discovered him.


After all, the events in the separate dimension were still recent, it was better to hide for the time being.


'I need to explore during the night, my strength is increasing too much for Assea to continue to be useful.'


Even against Lena, the only usage that his blood companion had was to gain time to let Noah fight versus fewer people at the same time.


'In the academy, the cultivators will all be disgustingly rich or highly talented, I can't go unprepared.'


He started that night with his research.


He stopped his meditation during the darkest hour and explored his surroundings.





Many different magical beasts were hunting during the night, the environment of the forest was radically diverse.


Owl-types, snake-types, spider-types, the beasts of the night were all running around searching for a prey.


Noah joined them, his eyes shone in the darkness giving him a perfect vision and he felt that his senses were sharper.


'It seems that since the darkness element is more abundant now, even my condition has become more focused.'


However, that night of exploration was unsuccessful.


Noah didn't mind too much and just repeated his research the following night.


A week passed like this and Noah still hadn't found any clue of his target.


On the seventh night, he was jumping from branch to branch paying attention to his surroundings.


He was about to stop his hunt and find a place to rest when a figure flew at high speed near him.


Noah's hand shot rapidly and grabbed the little beast.


It was a bat-type magical beast, its strength was in the middle tier of rank 1 but when Noah inspected it he felt a familiar energy coming from it.


'Darkness element!'


The bat was struggling to escape his grip but Noah just stared at it.


Then, he opened his hand and the bat immediately flew away.


Noah followed it till the beast entered a small hole in the ground.


He neared the hole and sent his mental energy inside to have an idea of its structure.


The cavity seemed to lead to an underground cavern and he sensed the presence of many life forms coming from it.


'I finally found something.'


He chose to rest near the entrance for one day in order to gather more information.


During the day, the entrance was silent and other magical beasts simply passed over it.


However, at night, some bats would come out of it and return with little victims.


When Noah saw a rank 2 bat bringing back another rank 2 magical beast, he knew what was happening.


'They are gathering food for the leader.'


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    He unconsciously smiled and prepared to enter the cavern during the daylight.


He speculated that these kinds of beasts rested during that time so it was the best moment to explore the cave.


The afternoon came and he directly jumped in the entrance.


He fell for about three meters before touching the ground.


In front of him, a long corridor stretched in the distance.


Noah walked along it and noticed many other holes that led to the surface.


'The number of bats that I saw was probably just a part of the pack. That's good, it means that there is a high chance to meet their rank 3 version.'


He advanced for a few hundred meters and the first living beings began to appear.


They were mostly bat-type magical beasts but there were also few spider-type and rodent-type.


The ranks of the latter were quite low, it was obvious that a bat pack ruled that underground area.


He then reached what seemed the central point of the cavern as a wide room expanded in front of him.


The ground was empty, but on the ceiling, there were hundreds of bat-type magical beasts sleeping hanging upside down on their lower claws.


In the middle of the pack, three big figures were visible.


They had two pairs of wings and one of them was slightly bigger than the other two.


Noah could not help but smile brightly.


'Found you.'
						




                    


                
				
                    91. Prey

					
					

                    
                        Noah dug a hole in the rocky corridor.


He made it two cubic meters large to be comfortable, he didn't plan on to leave it any time soon.


He resumed his usual training schedule, waiting in the darkness of the hole for a bat to pass by.


When the night arrived and the leader sent the order, the hundreds of rank 1 and rank 2 beasts of its pack left the central area and moved to the surface.


One of the rank 2 specimens felt its body being squeezed and was dragged into one of the cavities of the corridor.


Noah directly stabbed the beast on its chest, killing it on the spot, no one of its pack noticed its disappearance.


Noah carefully looked at the bat, giving importance to the details of its body.


He took out Uriah's diary and opened it where the sketches were.


After evaluating a bit in his mind, he began to draw on the ground the image of the dead bat in front of him.


He continued to draw during the whole night and when the pack came back and went to sleep, he came out of his cavity to have a better vision of the biggest bat at the center of the group.


He drew its form on the ground and repeated the process until the night came again.


He spent one week practicing in the figure of the bat in order to be ready to start the procedure as soon as he gathered the materials from its body.


On the eighth day, he was ready.


He waited for the pack to go in its hunting and exited the hole he made.


The two silver sabers were held tightly in his hands.


His torso was already uncovered and the image of a snake moved freely on its chest.


On the ceiling of the large underground room, tens of rank 2 bats were still in guard around the three big specimens of their pack.


Noah ingress in the area alerted the group which began to launch sound attacks to him.


He immediately deployed Assea around him to weaken the vibrations of the attack.


Their shockwaves couldn't pass the ethereal body of the snake and were blocked.


The bats screeched seeing that their offensive had no effect but they were stopped by tens of black wind slashes that came toward them.


Corpses and injured bodies fell from the ceiling, creating a noise that woke up the three bigger specimens.


The three screeched loudly aiming for the black snake.


Assea's body cracked in many points and some vibration hit Noah that began to bleed from his ears.


However, instead of being angry about the damage that he suffered, his expression appeared incredibly happy.


'Two rank 3 upper tier and one peak stage!'


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            






            
            
                
                    He had confirmed that the bigger bat was precisely what he was in need of.


'Demonic form.'


Assea's body returned inside his body showing a fiendish figure from which black smoke was constantly released.


Noah shot more slashes covered in smoke.


The blows hit more beasts on the ceiling and released the corrosive smoke in the upper area of the underground room.


The pack began to scream in pain and its members were forced to descend on the ground to escape the toxic cloud.


Noah didn't waste any time and jumped at the three rank 3 bats that flew down.


One of the smaller ones was directly stabbed by him, the black smoke expanded from where the saber was and devoured its body in a few seconds.


A beast in the upper tier of rank 3 was killed in few instants!


The pack went crazy seeing that one of their group died so easily and began to disperse, however, their speed was inferior to Noah in the Demonic form.


He was already over the other rank 3 bat as he slashed at him.


The head of the bat was divided in two and its upper body was consumed by the smoke that his sabers released.


The leader understood that it could not escape and turned to send another powerful screech in his direction.


The armor made of smoke trembled but absorbed the vibrations, only some slight damage was done to his internal organs.


Noah jumped and pressed his body on the bat.


The beast screamed in pain as the smoke surrounding him consumed its body.


However, the smoke retracted almost instantly and the figure of a young human was visible tightly hanging on its body.


The bat was about to attack but it found out that it could not make a sound, a blade was deeply stabbed in its throat.


The beast was hovering in the air and fell on the ground after a few violent struggles.


As life left its body, Noah put it in the empty space-ring and ran away from the underground cavern.


Once on the surface, he continued to run until he found a large tree with a big hole in its trunk.


The insides were six meters large and tall three, Noah nodded seeing the place and took out the bat corpse.


He put a large bowl under its throat and took out the blade from it.


Blood began to flow, filling the bowl.


A bottle then appeared in front of him and Noah directly drank it.


The mental energy that he expended in the battle was being refilled at high speed!


'As expected, Lena's potions are of top quality!'


When the bowl surpassed the amount of blood required for the procedure by one-fold, Noah opened the bat's chest.


He took out the heart of the beast and put it inside the space-ring together with the body.


He then sat on the ground to concentrate on filling the blood in the bowl with his Breath.


As he was in the liquid stage, the process took less than the last time and in only half a day the blood had reached the required standards.


He smiled seeing the dense dark liquid and put it in the space-ring too.


He was eager to create a new blood companion but he had to make room for one first.
						




                    


                
				
                    92. Echo

					
					

                    
                        Inside Noah's sea of consciousness.


Noah's half-transparent figure had one hand over Assea's cracked image.


His eyes were closed and his brows were knitted, he seemed immersed in a complex process.


Shards of Assea's image began to detach from its figure and feel in the sea.


Little by little, the snake form in Noah's mental sphere crumbled until there was nothing left in its place.


Noah opened his eyes and the snake tattoo on his chest rejected the blood of the Horned snake, expelling it from the body.


Of his blood companion, only a wound remained.


Noah took out a bottle and a pill from his space-ring, one helped to restore his mental energy while the other increased the healing speed of his injuries.


He had suffered some damage from the bat pack and the process of killing the blood companion left him in a tired state.


He meditated to help the medicines do their work and noticed that his mind was clearer than ever.


Without the drawback of the spell from the Assea family, his sea of consciousness felt extremely light.


'It won't last much longer.'


Noah thought and picked a cask full of water from his space-ring.


He washed neatly to prevent any contamination and then put everything away, taking out the bowl full of dense blood.


It was time to begin!


He focused and immerged his saber in the bowl and started drawing on his chest the outline of the rank 3 bat.


Then it was time for the details: four fangs, pointy ears, four clawed paws, two eyes on the sides of the head with one in the middle, and two pairs of wings.


A sort of pressure exuded from the drawing while Noah nodded in satisfaction.


A small heart appeared in his hand, it was the size of one and a half fists.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    The rank 3 bat was smaller than the Horned snake, it was only three meters tall so it was natural for its organs to be tinier.


Noah took two rapid bites and swallowed the heart, the drawing's temperature began to rise till Noah felt his chest burning.


This time though he was prepared.


His eyes were already closed and focusing on his sea of consciousness.


His ethereal figure had his eyes opened waiting for the bat image to appear.


When it materialized, it acted in the same way as the Horned snake the previous time: it went berserk and moved at high speed toward the sphere with the intention of breaking it.





However, the first Kesier rune hummed, followed by the faint form of the second one.


The beast fell on the sea screeching in pain and Noah followed it.


In a few minutes, the figure of the bat formed over the sea at the center of the sphere.


The pressure generated by the sharing of their senses returned and pressed on the walls of the sea of consciousness.


Noah was about to exit his mental sphere when the roots wrapped around the first Kesier rune shot out and entangled themselves around the bat.


'I knew it!'


He could feel from his connection with the new blood companion that it could enter the Demonic form without rejections!


He opened his material eyes and stood up, the tattoo of the bat moved a bit over his body to then stop on his back.


'It seems more alive than Assea, does it depend on the fact that we are of the same element?'


He summoned it in front of him.


The bat was quite lifelike, it had the same size as the original beast which reassured Noah on the success of the process.


'Attack me.'


As usual, Noah wanted to test its abilities.


The bat didn't hesitate and screeched in his direction, Noah spat out a mouthful of blood while his liquid Breath was consumed to fuel the ability.


He hastily made it stop and stared with wide eyes at his new companion.


'It can use its innate abilities? But that wasn't specified in Uriah's diary.'


He sat on the floor and focused on healing his injuries, the sound attack had hurt him internally.


He didn't use the potions this time as he wasn't in a hurry, previously he had used them afraid that the ingredients for the spell could have been wasted.


He tested some more times and confirmed that the bat could use all the abilities that he had when it was alive.


'Is it because my element is the same? It makes sense after all, only the body changed while its instincts and its Breath remained the same. Anyway, it definitely kept the strength of a peak rank 3 beast.'


He tested some more and activated the Demonic form on it.


Black smoke was released from its body and its power rose visibly but Noah's mental energy was depleted at an even higher speed than when he used that spell for himself.


'However, its weakness is removed when it enters that form.'


Since the bat was smaller than Assea, it could just cover an area of a few meters around Noah.


However, when it activated the Demonic form, the black smoke would work as a connection between Noah's body and the blood companion, vastly increasing its area of action.


'So this is the true power of the Body-inscription spell, wonderful, my battle prowess increased again.'


He looked at the bat for a while and then nodded.


'I'll call you Echo, now let's see if you can make me fly.'


Flying not only was extremely useful to travel, but it could also be used as a way to run away from a dangerous situation.


If he had had that ability back in Twilboia Cliff, he would have never faced the rank 5 snake.


His expectations were not met as he discovered that he could at best use Echo's body to float and not properly fly.


Black smoke covered again the companion's body and Noah entered it.


This time it could fly for a period but its speed was nothing special and the expenditure of mental energy was immense.


'It seems that the body created through the spell is flawed in this aspect, or maybe it's because my Breath is only in the liquid stage, or probably because bat-type magical beasts aren't that skillful in flight in general. I'll do more tests later on, now I should rest.'


He decided to return to the empty trunk and slept.
						




                    


                
				
                    93. Wings

					
					

                    
                        Noah was standing on the ground with his eyes closed.


His torso was naked and, on his back, two pairs of black wings were opened wide.


Then, black smoke engulfed the wings and they began to flap at an even rhythm.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah's body slowly rose in the air until it reached five meters of altitude.


Noah stayed in the air for a while before carefully alighting back on the ground.


He heaved a long breath while retracting the wings.


'This is as much as I can do for now, humans don't seem too fit for flight.'


In this period of time, he stopped his trip to continue testing his ability to fly.


However, even if he managed to rise in the air, his aerial control was lacking.


Humans were beings that walked on the ground, the sky wasn't their domain.


They didn't have the innate instincts of a flying beast so Noah could only put more training in that field to solve the issue.


'There is also the problem of the mental energy's consumption. Damn, if I hadn't lost more than one year of training stuck in the inner circle now things would be smoother.'


He shook his head and returned to his position on the tree branch.


Since he could not obtain back his wasted time he would just train more!


His mental energy had become his main focus since his strongest spell heavily depended on it.


Noah decided to resume his travel with an even harder training schedule.


His nights were completely devoted to the cultivation technique, while during the morning he pushed his limits on the second Kesier rune.


He would then sleep for a few hours and train his flight as he woke up.


He spent the rest of the time marching toward Shelfan Mountain.


More weeks passed.


Noah's escape had occurred almost two months ago by then as he arrived at the base of the mountain.


In this month and a half of strenuous training, all his centers of power except for the body had become stronger.


He exuded a cold and sharp aura which seemed denser in contrast to his previous state.


He chose to put his weapons inside the space-ring in order to prevent any resemblance with his former figure from being displayed.


His head was covered with a black hood as he gazed at the rocky slope of the mountain.





'On the other side, there is Ebonrest city. The peak of the mountain is classified as a danger zone but its path is inhabited by small villages that live of mining precious minerals. There should be even a public marked along the way, maybe I should accumulate some money before arriving at the city.'


He stood still, reviewing the knowledge he accumulated when he set his escape routes.


He possessed a lot of weapons that he had no use of and since he never had to worry about buying anything, he had no idea about the prices of this world.


He began to climb the mountain.


As Noah moved along its path, many simple houses began to appear in the environment.


The inhabitants were mostly men with a skinny complexion, they seemed to be on the verge of starving to death as they carried heavy pickaxes on their shoulders.


Noah ignored them and they did the same with him, there wasn't much cordiality around that place.


He encountered many of these settlements as he continued to move forward and the situation of the residents was the same every time.


'I guess that they are exploited by the family managing the market, I don't sense any cultivator among them so they can only be used for manual labor. I believe that many of them won't survive for much longer.'


The society worked in the same way as the noble families: weak people were exploited to enrich the already powerful ones.


When he was nearing the market, he saw with his mental energy that some of the healthier men stared at him whispering between themselves.


'Considering my luck, this will lead to trouble.'


Of course, he was right.


As soon as he moved for a few kilometers away from the last village he passed through, a group of men with some rusty weapons blocked his path.


Noah recognized one of the villagers among the group and noticed a couple of cultivators between them.


However, he felt no sense of danger at all looking at them.


The man in the middle of the group was tall and wielded a big hammer with both his hands.


He stepped forward toward Noah and spoke with an intimidating voice.


"You, leave all the valuable items in your possession and we will let you live."


Noah sighed and shook his head, he put his hand inside his clothes and materialized one of the weapons of the Lansay family.


After taking it out, he raised it in the air in front of him to show it to the thieves.


"Hey, I've been meaning to ask, how much is this one worth?"


The men were a bit surprised by his young voice but then their eyes lit up seeing the good manufacture of the weapon.


"Haha! That's a good blade! What else do you have?"


'Are they stupid or simply blinded by their hunger?'


How could be possible that a young man traveled alone in this part of the mountain during this period of time?


'I thought that they would have understood something from my voice at least.'


He shook his head again.


"Listen, I need a guide for the market. I can promise some rewards if you do a good job so why don't you drop this act? With your meager strength, you could at best defeat a rank 2 magical beast."


The men's eyes widened again hearing his words.


Laughter began to spread in the group but the cultivators exchanged a concerned stare between each other.


Noah had evaluated their battle prowess quite accurately and that put the cultivators on guard of the young man.


They stared at Noah in silence trying to decide their course of action.


Noah, however, was already at the limits of his patience.


If it was a normal situation, he wouldn't have hesitated to teach these weaklings a memorable lesson but he was doing his best to avoid creating any trace of his passage.


He focused and a pressure began to radiate from his figure which silenced the thieves who raised their weapons in fear.
						




                    


                
				
                    94. Toottac town

					
					

                    
                        The group of thieves was hesitating and only then they linked Noah's unusual presence with the academy's entrance test.


They weren't sure that they could gain anything using forceful methods.


The cultivator that seemed in the lead stepped further and slightly bowed.


"If you can give my brothers fifteen pieces of gold, I will gladly be your guide."


'So, they finally understood something.'


Noah oscillated his weapon in the air and pointed at it with his free hand.


"You still have to tell me how much this is worth."


The leader looked at it from the distance for a bit and then answered.


"I'm not an expert, but its value should be around five pieces of gold."


'I have more than thirty of these which makes it one hundred and fifty gold.'


He thought for a few seconds and then nodded.


The leader was about to cheer when Noah continued.


"However, you will receive the payment after you help me sell my items."


The leader complained but Noah jumped at high speed and appeared in front of him.


No one of the men saw him moving, his speed was too fast for these common people.


He tossed the weapon to one of the men nearby.


"Take this as a warranty. You, let's move."


Noah pointed at the leader and moved past the blockage.


The men looked at each other for a moment and then the leader followed behind the young man.


They walked for three days, resting only at night.


In the afternoon of the third day, they reached the marked area on the mountain.


"This is Toottac town, young master. The market is the main form of sustenance of the city and many merchants had set up their stands in this period due to the academy's test. You might not know but many nobles will make a trip here before the test begins."


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    In the previous days, Noah had briefly spoken with the tall man in order to learn more information about that area and to set some rules for their interaction.


The man's name was Grant and Noah didn't reveal anything about his situation but simply ordered to be referred to as "young master".


Grant also explained the general situation of the area, focusing on the large-size noble family that ruled Ebonrest city.


The family was called Voydol and apparently, it had a really amicable relationship with the Elbas dynasty, which was the reason why one of the test areas was there.





"Why didn't they put their stands directly in Ebonrest city? This is just a peripherical city after all, how could they attract the noble families here?"


Grant's answer was immediate.


"Young master, Ebonrest city will be completely reserved for the preparations of the Royal family. In this period of time, all the main shops in the city had moved here. It is common knowledge among the noble houses by now."


Grant then realized that he might have inadvertently offended him but it seemed that the young man didn't even listen to him.


'Nobles... I bet that many of them will create problems for the lonely cultivators like me.'


The test was a matter of personal ability but that wouldn't stop the families behind the participants to scheme before its beginning.


He was familiar with the mindset of the nobles so he could vaguely imagine the methods that they would use to increase the advantages of their descendants.


'I bet that they will at least try to eliminate as many variables as they can. I don't believe that they will simply let someone with no status take the first place in the trial. They would lose too much face.'


Noah turned toward Grant.


"Am I right to assume that even the families that will buy their ingress will send their descendants into the trial?"


Grant nodded.


"Yes, not only they will spare an immense quantity of resources if the heir succeeds, but they would also want to show the strength of their new generations. It is a demonstration of the future power of their family after all."


Noah returned to look at the town.


Its perimeter was empty, with just some lazy guard drinking wine on tables near the path.


However, Noah could sense the liveliness of the city in its insides.


"Let's go."


He stopped thinking about things he could not control and moved along the path, Grant hastily followed behind.


When they were about to enter the boundary though, one of the guards yelled from his seat.


"Hey, you two! The ingress to the town is one piece of gold each! Don't make me st-"


His words were interrupted by a metallic item that crashed on the table and directly broke it in pieces.


All the guards there stood up scared and looked at the weapon.


It was an axe of excellent manufacture, they knew that its value surpassed five pieces of gold.


They turned to look at the two men walking down the city path.


The hooded one was already walking past the entrance while the tall one was awkwardly scratching his head, making a bow in excuse.


"I'm sorry but the young master is tired, I hope that the axe can cover for the damage and our ingress."


One of the guards slowly nodded, a cold drop of sweat ran down his forehead.


Grant bowed again and followed Noah that was already far ahead in the city.


The guards looked at each other and whispered.


"I think we should go easy on the wine in this period."


"Agreed, if we offend someone with an even worse temper, I believe that we could really get unlucky."


"Yes, yes, wise words. If we are drunk and a noble gets annoyed by us, we are done for."


From that day onward, the guards of Toottac town were never found drunk again.


Meanwhile, Noah continued to walk rapidly toward the stands that became visible in the distance.


He threw the weapon as a show of strength, he knew that there would usually be an inspection every time a stranger entered a town so he decided to act as an irritated noble.


As for the money loss, he really couldn't care less if that granted him anonymity.
						




                    


                
				
                    95. Obsidian Credits

					
					

                    
                        After walking the main road of the city for a while, Noah began to see the various stands.


There were tens of merchants with flashy banners on top of their stalls and even more people around them looking at their items.


Noah looked around for a bit and noticed something strange: the customers used two different types of currencies.


He turned to face Grant and pointed at the gems that some of the customers were using.


"What are those?"


Grant looked where he was pointing and showed a confused expression.


"You mean the Obsidian Credits?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders and replied.


"If that's what they are called. What value do they have?"


Grant's eyes widened as he continued to stare at Noah.


"What?"


It took a while for Grant to really believe that Noah didn't know anything about it.


"Aren't you a cultivator?"


Noah replied with a bit of annoyance in his voice.


"Stop asking questions and explain."


Grant cleared his voice and began to speak.


"The Obsidian Credits, or commonly called Credits, are the currency mainly used by cultivators. It's a peculiar crystal that is filled with Breath so it has more value in the cultivator's minds. Anything regarding cultivation can only be bought with Credits, no one will ever accept gold for it."


Noah focused again on the gems, they resembled the one that Virginia used to power up the inheritance ground, only less shining.


'To think that I wasn't aware of such things…'


"Do they come only in that form?"


Grant nodded and explained more.


"Form? Yes. Value? No. Based on their brilliance, which is the quantity of Breath stored inside, they have more value. The ones that you see here are worth one Credit but there are crystals valued ten, fifty, and even one hundred Credits!"


Noah turned to Grant and could not help but ask:


"Why do you want to be paid in gold then?"


Grant smiled awkwardly.


"Well, I am a simple rank 1 cultivator with a rank 2 body, I don't even have a martial art. I just want to feed my family and the ones of my brothers."


'So, selling the weapons can only give me money to buy food and a place to rest. I have the Surging river spell which should be worth some Credits but I don't know if it's better to sell it now or to keep it for a better use in the academy.'


He didn't know enough to decide the best course of action so he just chose to inspect the market further.


"Bring me to someone that can buy the weapons that I showed you."


Grant took the lead position and they moved slowly around the city.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            






            
            
                
                    Noah soon noted that calling it "city" was a bit of a stretch.


The city itself consisted of a few buildings with two taverns and ten hostels, all the other structures were simply subsidiary shops that opened while Ebonrest city was busy with the preparations for the test.


In the end, they arrived at a small wooden house with the picture of a sword and a shield as a banner.


Grant entered and loudly greeted the bald man behind the cash desk.


"Kirk! I brought you a customer!"


Kirk snorted and replied with a rough voice.


"You only bring them when you gain something out of it."


Grant laughed awkwardly and scratched the side of his head.


Noah couldn't be bothered to watch them argue and stepped toward the desk laying a blade on it.


"I'm here to sell, how much for this?"


Kirk was surprisingly quite professional as he picked the weapon and carefully examined it.


He even slid his palm along the blade twice to check if there was any dent on it.


When the process was over, he nodded in satisfaction.


"Not bad, not bad. I can give you six pieces of gold for this one."


Noah nodded and continued.


"What if I have more than thirty of the same manufacture?"


The two men's eyes widened when they heard the number of weapons in his possession.


Kirk coughed a bit and then cleared his voice.


"I would need to inspect each one of them."


Noah made a gesture with his hand and the thirty or so weapons appeared on the ground.


In his space-ring, the weapons that remained were his two pairs of sabers, the descendants' inscribed weapons, and the lance that Trevor obtained from the second stage.


Kirk stared at him for a few instants before he started examining the items.


'It's not his first time seeing a space-ring.'


Noah thought and then began to think of how to dispose of his remaining goods.


'I should wait with the spell, maybe the academy can give me something more valuable than money for it. The noble's weapons have to remain hidden so they are better in the space-ring than wielded by someone. Lena's potions are useful so I should just keep them. The Earth pill and the reagent are necessary for my cultivation so it's not even worth mentioning them. My old sabers can be a clue for my identity so it's best to keep them. I'd rather not sell techniques that I currently use, so Dark vortex and Body-inscription are excluded. That leaves me with the lance and Echo's previous body.'


He faced Grant and asked with a plain voice.


"Is it possible to sell magical beast's bodies here?"


Grant nodded and smiled.


"I can bring you to a friend of mine that will buy it for a good price. If it is adequately intact, he might even pay you with Credits."


'He will pay me in gold then.'


Noah was sure that the body of the rank 3 beast was far from the standards of Grant's friend.


Kirk had, by then, finished his inspection and had put and hand under his chin, he was immersed in his thoughts.


Then he spoke without changing his posture.


"Thirty-three weapons of high quality. Sadly, more than twenty of them had been used previously so their price will lower. What do you think of one hundred and sixty gold for all the goods?"


Noah didn't hesitate.


"Deal."


Kirk hurriedly opened a secret compartment and took out three bags from it.


He handed them to Noah who simply inspected them with his mental energy before storing them.


Kirk was all smiles after the transaction was over and had his hands clasped together when he spoke with Noah.


"Tell me if I can be useful with anything else."


Noah thought briefly and then replied.


"Do you know of a place that might buy an inscribed weapon?"
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                        Noah was walking on the streets of Toottac town playing with two shining crystals in his hand.


'To think that he would actually give me two Credits for the three-eyed bat's body. Hunting rank 3 magical beasts can be quite lucrative.'


Grant had taken him to someone that traded in magical beast's body parts and Noah not only learnt the species of his blood companion but he also made some gains.


'He gave me two Credits for its fangs and its third eye, added to three hundred gold for the rest of the body. He said that a completely intact body of a rank 3 beast can be worth between twenty and fifty Credits depending on the type. I might really think about gaining money that way.'


Noah had no difficulty in hunting rank 3 beasts, the only problem was keeping their corpses intact.


'I will think about that once inside the academy, now I should first sell the spear.'


He had already sent Grant away and gave him his pay.


Not even a day has passed but Noah had already disregarded the value of the pieces of gold.


As a cultivator, accumulating that currency was simply too easy.


Noah first bought some provisions to refill the ones that he used during his escape and then went to the shop that Kirk mentioned.


When he arrived at the pointed area, a two-story wooden building presented itself in front of Noah.


'Solomon's inscription shop'


'This Solomon is, apparently, an inscription master from the Voydol family. He opened a shop to increase the status of his noble family and to gain their acceptance. He should be an outsider and not a family member.'


Kirk mentioned that this illustrious man had graduated from the academy where he learnt the art of inscriptions and then joined the Voydol family to have a stable foothold for his work.


Noah moved toward the entrance door of the shop but two guards blocked his entrance.


They were both cultivators and Noah sensed that they were on the same level as Kevin.


"Five pieces of gold to enter."


'They really are from a large-size noble family to have this kind of guards to stand in front of a subsidiary store.'


Noah smiled from behind his hood and took out the sum.


"No problem at all, but may I know why is there an ingress tax?"


The guards became more amicable once they saw that he had a space-ring and explained briefly while leaving open the passage.


"Non-cultivators are interested in the items useful to cultivators. If Lord Solomon didn't put a price for the entrance, there would have been a crowd of peasants admiring the goods."


Noah nodded, he agreed with their explanation, and then entered the shop.


Inside, many different inscribed items were exposed but no other customer was present.


There weren't only weapons, but also pendants, scrolls, armors, and so on.





Noah immediately understood that this was the right place, yet his eyes could not help but widen when he saw the prices of the goods.


'Three hundred Credits is the lowest price that I can see! And that armor is priced ten thousand Credits!'


"Sir, may I help you?"


A lovely female voice rang out from behind him.


Noah turned and saw a young woman wearing a tight red dress that greatly emphasized her curves.


'Did they put this beauty here to confuse the customers?'


He shook his head internally and replied shortly.


"I'm here to sell a weapon."


The smile of the attendant diminished in brilliance but it was still kept on her face.


"I would have to inspect the weapon before suggesting a price. The shop will try to make the best possible offer but we will take five percent of the total sum as a payment for our service."


Noah simply took out the spear from the space-ring and handed it to the woman.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    As she inspected the weapon, he inspected her.


'Is she stronger than me? I feel that her Breath is more concentrated. Maybe she reached the solid stage, I wonder if I could fight against a solid stage cultivator in my Demonic form.'


The attendant misjudged his attentions and her smile widened a little but then it froze as she continued to examine the spear.


She stood up and cleared her throat.


"I need to call my Master, the quality of these inscriptions quite surpasses my ability."


Noah nodded and waited patiently for the woman to climb the stairs to the first floor.


She came back after a few minutes accompanied by a middle-aged man with no beard and long curly hair.


Her gaze was lowered and Noah remembered that he had to show some respect to the cultivator.


He politely bowed and greeted him.


"It's an honor to meet Master Solomon."


Solomon nodded and his expression became more friendly.


He picked up the lance that had been left on the desk and began to examine it.


Sometimes he would mumble with himself while he looked at the lines inscribed.


When he was done, he raised his head to look at the hooded young man.


"Where did you get this?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders and replied casually.


"Somewhere, I don't remember specifically."


Solomon didn't mind his answer too much and lowered his gaze again on the weapon.


"Are you sure you don't want to exchange it? I have a lot of protective items on sale, you might need them during the entrance test."


'Oh, what a smart man.'


Noah was a bit surprised.


His voice was still the one of a young man so it wasn't impossible to deduce his purpose in the city.


'I feel that he is even stronger than Kevin, are there that many strong people in this world? I really need to enter the academy.'


However, he shook his head at Solomon's offer.


"I'm sorry, but I'm still not sure of what I'm in need right now. I'd rather take the Credits and think about it. In the future, I will surely spend them here to buy Master Solomon's products."


The woman was surprised to see such courtesy by him.


After all, Noah continuously exuded a cold aura due to the imposing presence of his mental sphere.


All mages had a peculiar aura around them.


Solomon's one, for example, was casual and uncaring and became focused only when he inspected the item.


Solomon nodded and smiled.


"Good answer! I can give you one thousand Credits for this weapon."
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                        'One thousand!?'


Noah noticed how the attendant's eyes widened before she lowered her head again, he understood that it was a big sum.


"I agree."


Solomon smiled seeing that Noah accepted his offer and waved his hand.


Twenty shining crystals appeared on the desk, their brilliance far surpassed that of Noah's Credits.


Noah picked one up and examined it with interest.


Solomon noticed his action and spoke casually.


"They are worth fifty Credits each. Careful on your actions, someone might exploit your inexperience."


He seemed in a good mood after he obtained the spear.


Noah put the Credits in his space-ring and bowed.


"Does Master Solomon have some advice for the academy test?"


Solomon laughed.


"Haha, as soon as you saw some goodwill you tried to take advantage of it! You remind me in my old days."


Solomon shook his head a bit before speaking again.


"The test changes every time so all the knowledge is dated, just go to Ebonrest city and follow the line of youths like you. Maybe you should be careful on the road to the city though."


Noah nodded and bowed again before exiting the shop.


Inside it, the woman turned her head toward her master and asked in a confused voice.


"Master, if you knew that he was inexperienced why didn't you lower the price?"


Solomon replied.


"He won't be inexperienced for long. If I had tricked him, he would have never returned to sell more of these good weapons. And you never know, he might actually become the next talent of the academy."


The attendant looked in the direction where Noah went and fell in thought.


'He is surely weaker than me. However, why do I feel that if I had to fight him, things would be dangerous?'


Meanwhile, Noah went to the poorer looking hostel that he could find and entered it.


Behind the reception desk, there was a woman with almost no teeth in her mouth and oily and dirty hair.


The main hall of the hostel had only a couple of cracked wooden desks with drunkards sleeping on them.


The smell of puke and piss filled the room.


'This is perfect.'


However, Noah chose this place exactly because of the poor state in which it was handled.


Solomon's words had confirmed his worries about the noble families so he decided to be as low-key as possible.


Living in a smelly place for a while was not a problem if that helped him arrive at Ebonrest city safe.


Noah faced the old woman on the desk and spoke resolutely before she could say anything.


"I need a single room for one month and a half, possibly a silent one. There will be no need to bring me any food, just be sure to leave a bucket full of clean water twice a day in front of my door."





The woman smiled showing her ugly mouth and spoke a single sentence.


"Thirty pieces of gold."


Noah put his hand inside his clothes and when it came out, thirty pieces of gold were in his palm.


He put the money on the desk and the woman hurriedly picked a big rusty key and passed it to him.


"Last floor, at the end of the corridor, the one on the left."


The hostel was a three-story building so Noah went directly to the second floor.


At the end of the corridor, he opened the designated door and entered it.


The room was small, with only a simple bed and no other furniture in it.


To Noah that had spent the last two months in a forest though, it was more than enough.


Noah sat on the floor and thought for a little.


'Two months before the test and Ebonrest city is at three days of travel from here. I will train hard for this month and a half and then move.'


It was deep in the night when he reached the hostel so he began to meditate in the cultivation technique.


His legs were crossed and a vortex appeared between his joint hands.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Days passed, and then weeks.


The environment of Toottac town became even more lively as luxurious carriages entered its borders and joined the marked area.


Many noble families from different domains arrived and enjoyed the services offered by the city to important people.


There were large-size, medium-size, and even small-size families, all gathering for the test of the academy.


Noah didn't join the commotion and simply remained in his room to cultivate.


He knew that the families from the Shosti domain wouldn't come there since there was another test area at one month of travel from Mossgrove city, he had chosen this place carefully after all.


Sometimes he would come out of his room to gather some information from the desk woman about recent events and to buy more provisions.


Many of the stories that she told him were just rumors but some of them alerted Noah, raising his caution.


'A group of bandits appeared in the forest between Toottac town and Ebonrest city. They are assaulting noble caravans, killing or gravely injuring their younger members. The bandit's faces are completely covered so it's impossible to know their origins.'


'Bandits so strong that they can target noble families? It seems that they are not even trying to hide their actions.'


As he had suspected, the nobles had begun to scheme against the participants of the test.


'I didn't imagine that they would have targeted other noble families too. The spot in the academy really is coveted.'


His eyes shined slightly as he thought of that.


'One more reason to enter it! Echo!'


The tattoo of the three-eyed bat released a soft sound inaudible to humans.


Immediately, an image of a circular area of one hundred meters with Noah as its center appeared in his mind.


There weren't many details as the scene was created from the vibrations of the objects that the sound met but it was more than enough to know if there was someone spying on him nearby.


'Nothing suspicious today too, it seems that I really have no one following me.'


He had been careful in the city but there were still times when he had to expose something about himself.


For example, Solomon knew that he was in possession of one thousand Credits, yet no one came searching for him in this period.


'That's really good. Now it's time to prepare. In one week, I will go to Ebonrest city!'
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                        Eventually, time passed until there were only two weeks left before the entrance test.


Noah swiftly exited the hostel and went for the path that led to Ebonrest city.


Toottac town was still crowded but the atmosphere was tense and many groups of armored people stared warily at their surroundings.


'So many.'


Noah had never exited the hostel in this period and could not help but be surprised at the number of people inside the market area.


Echo continuously sent sound waves giving him a clearer picture of his surroundings and he always chose to cross the less crowded streets to reach the forest.


His exit from the city was uneventful and the scenery of the forest illuminated by the daylight showed itself to Noah.


He had decided to move during the morning as there were fewer chances to meet the bandits or more of spotting them and escape.


He was wearing his usual black clothes and a hood covered his face.


On his back, a big hump was present: Echo's head had come out of his body to be more precise in its inspection of the environment.


Noah entered the forest and ran at full speed in the direction of the city.


He used the branches of the trees as footholds like he was used to when he had to move stealthily.


Ebonrest city was at three days of travel.


That meant that if he traveled without sleeping, he would reach his destination in one day and a half!


That was precisely what he planned to do, the more he stayed in the forest the more problems might arise.


It was only half a day later that a scream entered his ears.


Noah didn't stop but he could sense that a battle was occurring in an area a few hundred meters in front of him.


A faint sense of danger was radiated from that place.


Noah's eyes became resolute as he hastened his pace.


When he neared the battleground, a violent scene unfolded in front of his eyes.


A caravan composed of four carriages was being sieged by more than thirty hooded men dressed in long black outfits.


The guards of the caravan were strenuously resisting the assault but to no avail as the bandits were more numerous and were gaining ground.


Noah sensed that their level was way above his own and chose to take advantage of the situation to pass through them.


A known danger is less scary than an unknown one.


Noah could have avoided the place but that would have meant facing the unknown.


What if there were more bandit gangs?


What if that new gang wasn't busy dealing with another enemy?


'My best bet is to pass right through them!'


He rushed across the trees running right above the battlefield.


Some of the bandits noticed his presence and decided to go after him since the outcome of the combat on the caravan seemed set.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah didn't look back but Echo was constantly sending images of his pursuers.


'Three of them and they are all faster than me. Fuck! Demonic form!'


Smoke enveloped his legs and his speed rose drastically surprising the hooded men behind him.


However, that only made them more resolved on catching him.


After all, they were only pretending to be bandits, their real purpose was to reduce the competition in the incoming test and his increase of pace made him a dangerous contender.


Noah ran releasing more smoke on the path he was crossing.


Every branch he passed would break after being corroded by his spell and some lingering smoke remained in their spots.


The men were surprised by the deadliness of the spell and were slowed to counter its effects.


Noah seemed to finally gain some ground when one of the three nodded to the other two and made and hand gesture.


Wind began to blow which carried at high speed the man in Noah's direction.


'Wind mage!'


Noah saw through Echo that the bandit was flying in the air and that he would reach his position in a few minutes.


His flight didn't seem that stable though which made Noah think of a plan.


Echo senses expanded and Noah's liquid Breath depleted rapidly as a large area around him was pictured in his mind.


The area had a diameter of four hundred meters and was the limit of Echo's scanning ability.


However, that was enough for Noah!


He abruptly cut diagonally and moved toward a certain region in the forest.


The mage changed his direction too even if with a bit of difficulty, losing some ground.


His speed though was still higher than Noah and resumed his process of shortening the distance with him.


When he was at less than fifty meters from him, he heard a sharp sound that slightly disrupted his balance, slowing him again.


He resumed his chase immediately but more and more sound attacks came in his direction.


There was no surprise effect those times and, even if he had to defend from Echo's screeches, he still had a faster pace than Noah.


'Almost there!'


After less than one hundred meters, the trees became scarcer and a big empty area unfolded in front of them.


There were more than one hundred meters from the last tree to the next one and Noah forcefully jumped once he reached that point.


The mage smirked internally thinking that Noah had lost his mind trying to perform a leap of that length and changed his direction toward the ground, ready to intercept him while he was falling.


Noah was mid-air with his senses focused on his pursuer.


'Not yet!'


Only when the mage was about to touch the ground did Noah act.


Two pairs of black wings pierced the clothes on his back an began to flap with great might.


Smoke was released from the wings that, paired with his fuming legs and his black outfit, gave Noah the appearance of a wicked magical beast rather than a human.


The mage had no time to be surprised as tens of fuming wind slashes crashed in his position.


BOOOM!


Noah didn't even look at the results of his attack and stored his just wielded sabers back in the space-ring.


He continued to fly toward the distant tree until he landed on one of its branches and resumed his march toward Ebonrest city.


No one was after him from that moment onward.
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                        In the treeless area of the forest.


A big cloud made of black smoke created a death zone twenty meters large.


At some point, the wind blew and forcefully carried the dark cloud along with it.


On the ground, an almost naked middle-aged man looked in the direction of Ebonrest city.


There was only one wound on his body, a small cut on his shoulder, but it was already healing at high speed.


Two hooded men arrived in the place and looked at the messy scene.


The ground was leveled and no trace of life remained in that area.


One of them spoke toward the naked man.


"Lord Abel wh-"


However, before he could finish his sentence, a wind slash passed right on the side of his cheek creating a small cut on it.


Abel turned and scolded the other bandit.


"Never use our real names in this mission! I'm Number Three!"


Both the bandits bowed asking for forgiveness while Abel simply waved his hand in irritation.


"Number Three did you catch him?"


Abel looked at the still bowing man under him and shook his head.


The bandits were surprised.


"But he was clearly only a rank 1 cultivator while you have a rank 2 dantian and a rank 4 body!"


Abel became more irritated and replied loudly.


"I know, ok? I have misjudged his strength and made a mistake. I will personally report this matter to the Boss. Just notify the young master that there is a dangerous individual that uses sound attacks and black corrosive smoke to fight."


At the same time.


Noah was still speeding in the forest.


The chase had lasted for less than one hour but he didn't dare to lower his pace until he reached the borders of the woods.


His legs were still releasing smoke that destroyed everything it touched and his mental energy was depleting rapidly.


However, after spending almost four months completely focused on training, some signs of progress were finally showing themselves.


Since he had always had a blood companion, his mental sphere had never stopped enlarging even if by just a small amount.


Now that he could couple it with the second Kesier rune though, his training speed vastly surpassed the pace of normal cultivators.


'A strong mind, the pressure from the Body-inscription spell, the Kesier rune. I might become a rank 2 mage before I turn eighteen.'


If William knew that his disciple was aiming to reach the level of a rank 2 mage in only three years of training, he would be coughing blood from the irritation.


The time it took to break through ranks grew exponentially as it grew the level of the cultivator.


The average for a talented person was six years for rank 1 mage and eight for rank 2.


Noah though spent two years and a half to reach the first rank and had stayed for almost two years locked in the mansion with the blood companion exerting pressure on his mental sphere.





With his accumulated time in there, the advantage of his rebirth, the stability of his mental sphere, his new blood companion, and his workaholic personality, becoming a rank 2 mage in less than three years was totally doable.


It must be remembered that Noah was not even thirteen when he became a mage!


'If I don't use the full transformation, the consumption of mental energy is bearable for longer times. Uff, if only those fucking nobles had let me train freely.'


He continued to run for some more hours until he finally was out of the forest.


A vast green plain extended in front of him and an enormous defense wall made of massive rocky bricks was in its center.


'Ebonrest city!'


There was still time before the beginning of the test but Noah felt that it was safer to arrive earlier.


He changed his clothes and wore a simple black tight robe with no hood.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    He tied again his hair in a ponytail and moved toward the city walls.


There was only one gate along the walls and when Noah reached it, he could see the magnitude of the event.


There were hundreds of people in line in front of the eight meters tall gate, with caravans and guards that formed a large and messy row.


Near the gate, tens of soldiers with shiny green armors were sorting the people that wanted to enter the city.


'I suppose it will take a while to enter.'


Noah walked till the end of the crowd and waited patiently, he closed his eyes to pay more attention to his surroundings and moved whenever there was more space in front of him.


Most of the people there were nobles and it wasn't smart to provoke them.


However, many had noticed his arrival and began to whisper between themselves, sometimes sneering, sometimes snorting.


"Another foolish kid, what do they teach commoners these days?"


"Hmph, they are just here to fill the empty spots, it's not like they have any chance to win. They just hope that someone might have a good impression of them and then be recruited in their families."


"If they survive the test, haha!"


Many of these voices entered Noah's ears but he didn't mind it.


He was specifically looking for something.


Then, Echo sent an image to his mind.


A guard on one of the most luxurious carriages neared a young man with long hair and whispered something in his ear.


The guard pointed at the forest and then at Noah at which the noble nodded.


The guard bowed and went away from their group but the noble stared at the end of the line for more time.


'It's his family then.'


Noah was the only one in the last part of the line that was moving alone.


He had suspected that the bandits would have reported the accident in the forest to their leader and he was the one that fitted the most the description of the man that had escaped the wind mage.


'If no one else arrives alone after me, they will pretty much be certain of some of my abilities.'


There were merchants along the row of people waiting, trying to make some business before the entrance test.


Noah opened his eyes and signaled to one of them to get close.


As the merchant arrived, Noah showed him ten pieces of gold and spoke.


"If you tell me to which family that youth with long blond hair belongs to, these are yours."


The merchant gave a quick look to the carriage in the distance and replied with no hesitation.


"Large-size noble family, Muwlos family."
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                        'The test hasn't even started and I have already made some enemies, my luck is always awesome.'


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah turned toward the merchant.


"What else do you sell?"


The man smiled and took out a bag from his back, opening it in front of Noah.


"Oh, I sell many things, young master! From special weapons to wonderful talismans. Also, I have a lot of drugs that will help you greatly during the test."


Noah looked at the goods but he couldn't see anything valuable.


He shook his head and sent away the merchant, then he resumed his inspection of the surroundings with closed eyes.


As time passed, more people arrived behind him and silently put themselves in line.


The young noble from the Muwlos family continued to look in his direction and Noah felt his gaze on him.


However, he simply ignored him and moved along with the line.


Caravans arrived unceasingly, increasing the size of the crowd in front of the city gates.


After more than half a day of waiting, Noah finally managed to arrive at the entrance of the city.


"Name and purpose for the visit."


A guard in green armor spoke to him as he arrived at the edge of the line.


"Vance, I want to join the academy's entrance test."


The guard took an inscribed marble tablet and showed it to Noah.


"Place your hand on this, we need to confirm your age."


Noah followed his order but the tablet remained unresponsive after he touched it.


The guard nodded and gave him a medallion with his name written on it.


"Follow the signs for your lodgings and don't lose the pendant or you won't be able to participate in the test."


Then, the soldier let him pass.


Noah put the medallion in his space-ring and entered the city.


He was quite surprised by the magnitude of the buildings, it was his first time inside a big city of that world after all.


There were many three-story houses and, in the distance toward the center of the town, some six-stories structures were visible.


'It is almost as if I'm back to my previous world.'


Large insignias stood in the middle of the paved main road, indicating different locations and their direction.


'Test participants area'


Noah followed the direction of the sign and arrived in twenty minutes at a large district full of three-story manors.





Another guard blocked his path.


"Show me the tablet and a room will be assigned to you."


Noah took out the pendant and the guard handed him a small wooden card with a rune written on it.


"Mansion E, room 14. The test will take place in fifteen days. Someone from the city troops will lead all the applicants to the examination area on that day. Good luck."


Noah nodded and entered the district.


Many youths were grouping and chatting on the yards of their villas but they all turned their heads to look at Noah walking along the central road.


It was clear that he didn't belong to any noble family as his clothes were shabby and untidy.


Most of them felt superior to him and began to make jokes about his appearance but the strongest among them felt only danger from his figure.


'There is someone worthy of my attention.'


When he arrived at the mansion with a big "E" painted on it, a tall youth about the same age as Noah stood in front of the entrance door with a smirk on his face.


"This mansion is reserved for nobles. A commoner like you can simply sleep on the courtyard. You have no problems with that, right?"


'I really hope that killing is allowed in the test.'


That was Noah's thought as he stared fixedly at the youth in his eyes.


He focused all his mental pressure on him and the young man paled instantly facing the might of Noah's sea of consciousness.


He began to sweat profusely and then he fainted on the spot.


Noah simply stepped over him and opened the door under everyone's gaze.


The insides of the mansion were clean and tidy, with a large living room and many doors with numbers drawn on them.


He stepped on the stairs for the first floor and walked on the corridor until he found the door with a "14" written on it.


The wooden card appeared in his hand and he neared it to the handling of the door.


However, nothing happened and the door remained locked.


"You need to put some Breath in the tablet to make it work."


Noah turned and saw a girl of about sixteen years old on the other end of the corridor.


She had long red hair and a cute face, her eyes shined with a green color.


Noah followed her instructions and transferred a bit of Breath from his body inside the tablet.


CLACK!


A metallic sound rang from the room and when Noah grabbed the handle, the door opened smoothly.


He did a slight nod toward her and directly entered the room, closing the door behind him.


"Why did you help him, sis? He would have figured it out by himself anyway."


A tall man with short red hair appeared from behind the girl still standing on the corridor.


"Mh, I have the faint sensation that we should be friendly with him."


She put a pensive expression as she stared at the room 14.


"Usually your instincts are right, the Patriarch had said that you are a natural talent in understanding the flow of the Breath after all."


The girl nodded and replied with a bit of sarcasm.


"Yes, yes, I will become the inscription master of the family elevating our status to a medium-size noble family."


The man behind her just patted her head and returned to the room.


Inside Noah's room.


Noah was already sitting cross-legged looking at the second Kesier rune.


It was daytime and since there were still two weeks before the test, he would use that time to train a bit more.


The room was quite luxurious but he was too focused on raising his strength as much as he could to notice it.


The weeks passed with him never exiting the room and, in the end, the day of the test arrived.
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                        A loud voice sounded in the district on the morning of the entrance test.


"Gather toward the ingress and attend further instructions."


Noah was cultivating and opened his eyes after hearing the voice.


Meditation was refreshing for the body of a cultivator and if it was paired with enough sleep it helped maintaining someone's peak form.


Noah, of course, didn't train his mental energy the day before the test, so he felt rested and full of energy.


He exited the room and saw that all the other contestants did the same.


They moved silently outside the manor and toward the appointed spot, a tense air surrounded the young men and women and no one was friendly to each other like on the day of Noah's arrival.


After all, depending on the test, they could all be enemies in a few hours.


Only the girl with red hair seemed somewhat at ease as if uncaring of the incoming trial.


She even waved her hand toward Noah that limited himself to nod before ignoring her.


When they reached the ingress of the district, six beautiful women appeared in their line of sight.


They were holding large buckets and their eyes were closed as they stood motionlessly in place.


The voice then sounded again.


"Leave your keys in the buckets, once everyone has done it, we will move."


The process took ten minutes as more than one hundred youths had to drop their wooden cards.


When the last card was dropped, a figure appeared in the air above them.


He had a green full-body armor and he floated staring at the group below him.


"Follow me and remember that an envoy from the Elbas dynasty will be overseeing your behavior."


The group moved in silence along the streets of Ebonrest city while the man walked in the air leading them.


Noah felt a stare full of hatred coming from behind him that belonged to the noble that tried to prevent his ingress in the manor back when he arrived in the district.


'Please, mighty Royals, let the test be a fight to the death.'


He dreamed of that unlikely chance.


The Royal family couldn't put so many lives at risk, the cultivators present there were the best of the best of the new generations of nobles after all.


After another ten minutes of walk, they arrived at a large square that had a big diagram at its center.


On the sides of the diagram, there were stands full of the family members of the participants.


Meals and beverages of any kind were put in front of them as they stared at their descendants below them.


'No chances of laying low with this much audience.'


Noah thought.


The guard in the air signaled to the youths to gather in front of the diagram and then a bright light shone from the highest place in the audience spots.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    A man donned in a golden robe appeared on the throne placed on the opposite side of the participants who raised his hand to silence the crowd in the square.


"I am Thaddeus Elbas, the administrator sent from the Royal Academy for this test. I will now explain the rules and the theme of the trial so pay attention."


He moved one of his blonde curls away from his forehead and resumed his explanation.


"The formation that you see in front of you is a teleportation matrix, it will send you all near the peak of Shelfan Mountain. As you know, that area is full of dangerous magical beasts, mainly Ice-born Yetis, most of them in their rank 3 version. Once you are teleported there, a rune will appear in your sea of consciousness that will keep count of the number of magical beasts that you manage to kill and of their rank. That number will be also shown here. The five of you that will kill more beasts will pass the test."


He stopped for a few moments to make sure that everyone understood the first part.


Noah was already cheering internally after hearing Thaddeus' words.


"Now the rules. You must go back to the edges of the teleportation area for that number to be valid. Its borders cover all the mountain area so you just need to descend and at some point, you will reach it. If you break the rune, you will be immediately teleported back here but all your kills will be invalid. If you harm another participant, we will know and we will disqualify you. It is allowed to steal someone else's kill however, so be careful. The rune will also gather information about your other qualities since we have reserved ten spots for those of you that don't excel in battle prowess. The time limit of the test is three days and you must return to the teleportation area before that time or your kills will be invalid."


Thaddeus stood up and spread his arms wide.


"This will be all for the explanation. Remember to not be reckless and to preserve your life. Good luck and may the test begin!"


The formation at the center of the square began to shine and the guard from the Voydol family in the air yelled loudly.


"Everyone inside the formation!"


The group of youths moved immediately in the borders of the diagram which shone more brightly as the last of the participants entered its range.


In a few seconds, all the men and women at the center of the square disappeared and, in their place, four big blue screens appeared in the air.


The screens had the names of the participants written on them with a "zero" next to each name.


At the same time.


Noah resisted the pressure of the teleportation with ease and when he opened his eyes, he found himself in a snowy environment.


The area was so cold that he had to circulate the Breath in his body to fight back the assault of the frigid temperature to his skin.


'This cold is unnatural, it can even damage a rank 3 body!'


Some other people were around him who were slowly opening their eyes.


'It seems that we were all sent to different locations.'


He looked around and saw right behind his back that a vivid red line was drawn on the terrain.


'That should be the border of the teleportation area so the test is on its opposite side.'


He smiled a little, his cold aura fused with the one of the surroundings, scaring the participants near him.


'Let's see if there is really someone that can surpass me!'


Echo began to scan the area as Noah charged directly toward the peak.
						




                    


                
				
                    102. Cold

					
					

                    
                        A big figure swung its thick arm toward a black silhouette.


It resembled a bear but with humanoid features, it had pure white fur and it was tall five meters.


However, it was slow, both in its movements and in its attacks, allowing the black figure to slash one of its shoulders.


GRRRRR


A low growl resounded from the tall beast as a wound appeared on its body but the cold winds in the surroundings gathered on that spot, fixing the injury.


'They are easy to fight but hard to kill.'


The black figure was, of course, Noah, testing the limits of the rank 3 Ice-born Yeti in front of him.


He had moved deep into the mountain range toward its peak, separating himself from the rest of the participants.


'In five hundred meters this is the first rank 3 that I met. I should climb a bit more.'


They had been teleported in the peak area of the mountain but they were still many kilometers away from its summit.


The Yeti roared and charged toward Noah seemingly angry for the injury just suffered.


Its frame was imponent but its speed was not even worthy of consideration.


Noah simply dodged its assault and appeared on its back as he placed his hand on the beast.


Black smoke was released which devoured in a few seconds all the rear area of the creature.


The Yeti fell dead on the snowy ground and a "1" appeared on the golden rune inside Noah's sea of consciousness.


'Finally some reactions. I believe that the rank 2 versions don't count or they are worth something only in big numbers.'


He had met some rank 2 Ice-born Yetis in his march but, even after killing them, the rune showed no changes.


'This environment forces the cultivator to expend a great deal of Breath to protect his body. Added to the vitality of the Yetis which is boosted in this field due to the cold winds, the test involves more than just brute force to be passed.'


The participants had three days to hunt as many magical beasts they could so they had to be wary of their reserves of energy.


'Yet, there are a lot of nobles from large-size families, I don't believe that they don't have any medicine to keep themselves in top condition. Even I have some of them after all.'


He thought for a bit while the mountain winds assaulted him and he raised his head to look at the summit after he had made up his mind.


'I need to go higher.'


Meanwhile, on another side of Shelfan Mountain.


Another group of youths was climbing the mountain.


There were the two red-haired siblings, the noble from the Muwlos family and some other cultivators.


The noble was currently speaking while taking out a long spear from the body of a rank 2 Yeti.


"This doesn't work, we need to go higher or we won't get any point."





They had decided to group up and to divide equally the kills but it was obvious that the Muwlos descendant was trying to take the bigger share.


"Samuel, I already told you that we should remain on a lower altitude. My sister is never wrong with these things."


Samuel Muwlos snorted and replied to the tall red-haired man.


"And what your small Eeggi family could even know? There are only rank 2 magical beasts in this area! We need to climb if we want to collect points!"


The others in the group nodded and followed Samuel's lead.


The man from the Eeggi family sighed and turned toward his sister.


"Still danger?"


The girl nodded and trembled as she gazed at the mountain peak.


"I feel that the higher we climb, the higher will be the chances of failing the test."


The brother too looked toward the peak.


"Isn't it possible that you are just sensing the stronger beasts up there?"


The girl shook her head.


"No, I feel that the danger will come toward us."


***

Many small groups had formed during the first day of the test.


Those belonging to small and medium-size families and even some lone cultivators chose to follow the lead of the descendants from the large-size noble families.


After all, the environment was harsh and the Yetis were resilient, grouping up was completely in the forecasts of the academy.


However, there was still some individual that chose to challenge the mountain alone.


Noah was one of those and he was currently hidden in a large tree in which he had dug a small hole.


The night had come and, even if he could clearly see in the darkness, the temperature on the mountain had dropped so much that he had to take many breaks during his advance.


'Moving at night will just tire me uselessly. I'd better move tomorrow in the morning. It seems that I've finally reached a more populated area.'


He focused on the rune in his sea of consciousness which showed a clear "22" on its surface.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    'The thing is that I can't see the kill count of the other participants so I don't know if I should hold back or push harder. To be safe, it's better to do my best and everything should be fine. I don't believe that there is someone with a spell more destructive than mine.'


He was relying mainly on the partial Demonic form to kill the Yetis as any other of his abilities could only inflict injuries that the winds easily healed.


'I will move as soon as the temperature drops.'


Noah took out his clothes and let Echo come out of his body and envelop him.


The body of the blood companion was made of Breath which naturally opposed the assault of the cold.


Noah closed his eyes and slept in the warmth of the bat's body.


The next morning, he retracted Echo and donned back his clothes.


He resumed his climb and noticed that the temperature lowered as he reached higher altitudes.


At some point, Echo sent a peculiar image to his mind which made him change direction toward another higher area.


He put one of his knees on the white terrain a peeked at the scenery below him.


There was a slope that created a small cliff on the side of the mountain.


It was a few hundred meters large and only at twenty from the terrain, it was like a small canyon in the insides of the mountain.


Inside the small valley, tens of rank 3 Ice-born Yetis were resting or lazily walking around.


A slight smile formed on Noah's face as he looked at them.
						




                    


                
				
                    103. Messy fights

					
					

                    
                        Most of Yetis in the valley were laying on the ground, allowing the cold winds of the mountain to nourish them.


Noah had a good amount of experience regarding packs of magical beast and could not help but be slightly confused.


'They are rather peaceful between themselves. There isn't the same aggressivity of the snakes nor the same cruelty.'


Noah was evaluating their behavior as he peeked from the edge on the surface.


'Well, I will see their aggressivity pretty soon.'


Two silver sabers appeared in his hands as he jumped directly in the middle of the beast pack.


Tens of horizontal fuming slashes shot out from his figure as soon as he touched the ground.


ROOOOOARR


The Yetis gave immediately the alarm and jumped toward the little figure.


However, they were slow and a corrosive black smoke began to spread in the area which damaged them, further slowing their advance.


Noah had already vanquished the creatures near him and shot toward the most densely populated area.


The black smoke enveloped him, transforming his normal appearance in a fiendish one.


The Yetis surrounded him but were obstructed by the dark cloud that enveloped Noah so they could never near his position safely.


Noah used those unhindered moments to kill as many beasts as he could.


Bodies accumulated on the ground as he moved undisputed between the five meters giants.


ROOOOOAR


Another roar resounded in the valley and the assault of the Yetis became more selfless.


They charged into the black cloud uncaring of their skin being consumed in order to stop the threat.


When one of the Yetis was near enough to touch him, a three meters bat shot out from the cloud and stabbed its fangs on the beast.


The bat used the surprise effect to lock the Yeti on the ground and bit hard on its head.


A shockwave was released from its ethereal throat that crushed the Yeti's head on the spot.


Noah was internally satisfied with the strength of his new blood companion as he swung his blades relentlessly surrounded by black smoke.


'Assea would have only been able to take hits on my place while Echo can actively fight on my side.'


That was precisely what continued to happen.


Noah killed everything in front of him while Echo managed his rear side.


Slowly, the entire valley was being covered by the toxic smoke.


About half an hour later, the cloud dissipated, showing Noah's figure in the middle of the empty cliff.


Only some remains of the previously populated pack laid on the terrain.


His complexion was slightly pale and he was sweating, more than half his mental energy had been depleted but he was smiling seeing the results on the rune in the sea of consciousness.


The number "58" was shown clearly on its surface.


'This is the best altitude, I should rest and explore more.'


He reached for the surface and dug another cavity in the trunk of a tree.


He took out a bottle and drank its contents.


As he felt his mental energy rapidly increasing, he began to meditate to refill the missing liquid Breath.


In two hours, he was ready to move again.


He didn't climb any further as in the battle that he just went through he had almost reached his limits.


The difficulty of that area was perfect for his level.


It didn't take much for Echo to find another similar spot full of rank 3 Yetis.


Instead of a valley though, the pack was inside a large cavern.


Noah smiled again seeing the beasts and didn't hesitate to wield his sabers and launch himself in another messy battle.


On the other areas of the test.


All the participants had chosen to climb the mountain in search of more rank 3 beasts but they only managed to find some solitary specimens that were scouting the area.


Samuel was quite irritated by the few numbers of Yetis that they ran into.


His rune was still showing the number "7" and it had been a while since it changed.


He had to divide the kills between the other members of his group after all, and even if he took the biggest share, their quantity was still minimal.


"We need to go even higher!"


He ordered those that followed him.


"Why don't you go alone? We won't benefit much from endangering ourselves while you will always make sure to have killed more than us. Also, I think that we are doing pretty good for the second day."


The man from the Eeggi family answered him.


As their altitude increased, the shivers of his sister had become almost unsustainable and he was really worried about her health.


"Why do you even speak to me? It's clear that your sister is full of shit! Look, we climbed so much but the best that we could find were two rank 3 at the same time! I should have never grouped with people from such a worthless family."


The insult didn't hurt the red-haired brother so much as he knew that his social status was far inferior.


"And what we would do if we find a pack with ten Yetis, mh? Will you use me as a meat-shield like the last time?"


These nobles had never faced dangerous situations, and if they did, they were controlled dangers.


Their experience in battle was limited to the hunting they did with their family and to the training that they did in their mansions.


Noah completely outclassed them in real fights to the death.


Added to his powerful spell that fully countered the regenerative ability of the Yetis, it was no wonder that he could kill those rank 3 beasts so effortlessly.


So, the others fought the Yetis with crude methods, using one or two people in their group to distract the creatures while the others launched attacks until they had killed it.


Of course, groups that had fire mages had a slight advantage but even with that and not considering Noah, the highest kill count didn't surpass thirty units.


In the end, the night came even on the second day of the test.


Almost everyone had decided to climb more but they were surprised to find that nearly no beast was present at that height.


Meanwhile, Noah was resting inside Echo's body looking at the mark on his rune.


'"126". That should be pretty high right?'
						




                    


                
				
                    104. Danger

					
					

                    
                        The light signaling the beginning of the third day of the academy test shone upon Shelfan Mountain.


The participants exited their hidings and began to march again toward the summit.


The number of rank 3 Yetis had become scarcer as they climbed and the cause for that unusual situation had to be attributed to a man in a black suit that was in the highest position among them.


That man was obviously Noah who didn't waste any time during the first day and climbed relentlessly until he had met a satisfiable number of magical beasts.


His second day was spent clearing any large pack that he found, leaving the participants below him almost without any targets.


As he woke up, he exited Echo's body and explored once more the area but after a few hours and a single battle, he couldn't find any more Ice-born Yetis.


'I'm only at one hundred and thirty-five, I should secure some other kill before I go back to the teleportation area.'


He had just to run toward the bottom of the mountain and even in a straight line to reach the exit area, the travel would take a maximum of ten hours from his current position.


'I'll climb a little more, as the rune hits "150", I'll go back.'


He moved toward the peak and the environment became increasingly cold, it was nearing the temperature of the nights.


However, no more magical beasts appeared in his sight nor were they sensed by Echo.


'My estimate was a bit arrogant, at this rate, I will not be able to go much further due to this cold.'


He marched for some more minutes and was about to turn back when he saw a tall Yeti in the distance.


It was a peak rank 3 specimen, one of the few that he met on the mountain but surely the tallest of them.


Its eight was almost six meters.


'I guess, I should grab the last kill, what can possibly happen after all?'


Echo wasn't sensing anything different coming from its direction and Noah took the chance to fight it without relying on his Demonic form.


He had fought using the spell too much in the last period and he didn't like to depend only on one skill.


He jumped straight at the Yeti and two sabers appeared in his hands during his assault.


The Yeti noticed him but it had to face more than twenty wind slashes coming in its direction before it could focus on the human.


Its huge arms were cut in many spots but the mountain winds promptly gathered there to fix the injuries.


However, Noah didn't give it any time to recover.


He was already behind the beast and slashed vertically with both his blades.


Two deep wounds appeared on its back and more winds gathered on its body.


Noah attacked again, he was using his speed to avoid any reaction of the creature and his precise strikes to deal more injuries that what the winds could heal.


In fifteen minutes, the Yeti was powerless on its knees, showing its defenseless head to Noah.





He didn't waste any time and stabbed both his sabers in its brain while being deep in thought.


'My battle prowess without the Demonic form doesn't reach even a quarter of my full strength. My martial art is falling behind my other skills.'


The rune inside his sea of consciousness showed "136" and Noah nodded internally but as soon as the body of the Yeti touched the ground, his senses and Echo screamed detecting a great danger.


A small snowy hill right in front of him began to move and a deafening roar enveloped the area.


The snow fell from the moving body, slowly revealing the mighty figure of an Ice-born Yeti ten meters tall!


From its mouth full of sharp fangs, the cold winds that filled the mountain came out and dispersed in the environment.


It looked at the corpse of the peak rank 3 Yeti on the ground and anger filled its eyes as it moved its gaze searching for its killer.


In the distance, it saw a small black figure that was running at high speed toward the bottom of the mountain.


Noah had begun to run away the moment he sensed the danger.


Thanks to his rich battle experience, he knew that there was only one thing that could cause those sensations to his body.


'Rank 4 magical beast!'


'Fuck, fuck! I will never, ever trust my luck again!'


Echo was staring at the scene behind him peeking from his clothes, Noah wasn't satisfied with only the colorless images of its scanning ability.


'So, the mountain winds come from the rank 4 specimens. I wonder how many of them there are to fill the entire mountain, or maybe...'


Echo's gaze moved to the summit.


'I bet there is something stronger up there.'


The rank 4 Yeti gave another powerful roar and started to descend the mountain to chase toward Noah.


Noah didn't think twice about it and activated the partial Demonic form on his legs, his speed increased drastically.


From behind the rank 4 creature though, tens of rank 3 Ice-born Yetis appeared, they resembled a small army marching toward the world of humans.


Noah saw the scene and paled a bit, there were hundreds of rank 3 specimens that gained speed as they continued to descend and the rank 4 was in the lead position.


'Well, I guess that the test is over.'


At a lower altitude, the group led by Samuel was still climbing in search of more magical beasts.


Samuel seemed anxious as his rune showed the number "25".


He had secured more kills than it was concorded due to the scarcity of Yetis and more discord was sewn between his followers.


"Lord Samuel, I didn't even reach ten units. Could you let me take the next one? Otherwise, my family will really lose face."


A youth from a medium-size noble family pleaded him but Samuel only snorted in response.


He knew that the average for these kinds of tests was around fifty units in the top positions.


He came from a large-size family after all, they had accumulated an incredible quantity of knowledge during the years and hunting tests were frequent.


'Where the fuck are all the magical beasts?'


The ground began to tremble, making the girl from the Eeggi family shake again.


She grabbed her brother's sleeve and stopped his movements.


"Big brother, it's time, we have to run."


Before his brother could nod however, Samuel turned toward her and admonished harshly.


"What run! Don't tell me that you are scared of earthquakes! Fucking small families, they shou-"


His words were stopped by the girl pointing at a spot behind him.


Samuel turned only to see a black fuming figure running at high speed toward them.
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                        Samuel's eyes widened seeing Noah.


He knew that someone had escaped his men and that he had a skill that emitted black smoke.


He was finally sure that Noah was that someone.


Anger enveloped his mind, he had lastly understood why his group met so few magical beasts.


'He had come here first and killed them!'


He was a proud heir of a noble family, he couldn't let someone with no background surpass him!


However, before that he was able to scheme anything, the army of Ice-born Yetis became visible.


Hundreds of rank 3 magical beasts were following Noah tightly with the imponent rank 4 Yeti in their lead.


All Samuel's anger vanished on the spot as he yelled unconsciously:


"RANK 4!"


From that point, it was chaos.


Someone in their group directly broke the rune in their sea of consciousness moved by fear and a blinding light enveloped them, making them disappear.


Samuel turned and ran uncaring of anything that he had in front.


He swung his arms powered by the strength of his rank 3 body and flung away the other members of his group to make a way toward the bottom of the mountain.


The two Eeggi siblings were sent flying in different directions.


The brother had it easier as he had a rank 3 body too and could withstand Samuel's blow but he still fell for a few meters.


His sister though had only a rank 2 body and slammed powerlessly on a tree, fainting on the spot.


The brother was about to reach for her when others above him banged on his body.


He opposed with all his strength to the force pushing him down but the other cultivators were too scared.


They instinctively used their weapons to create a path through him and he did the same to defend himself.


At that moment, their runes shattered and they were teleported outside of the test area.


Meanwhile, Noah was running at full speed with the army of magical beasts on his tail.


He saw the chaotic scene below him and shook his head internally.


'Fucking nobles, it's just a tiny rank 4, why do you get so scared?'


He focused again on the Yeti ten meters tall.


'Well, tiny maybe isn't really fit for this one.'


He was feeling quite at ease.


The Yetis were slower than him and he had enough strength to reach the teleportation area.


Even if you are the strongest being in the world, why should I fear you if you can't touch me?


These were Noah's thoughts as he descended.


Then he saw the red-haired man trying to reach for his sister and disappearing after he opposed the other cultivators.


'So, the rune can even break on itself if you don't follow the rules. Wait, why isn't she escaping?'


He noticed that the girl that helped him with the key in the manor was laying on a tree unmoving.


'Is she unconscious? Wait, if she dies, will they blame me?'


After all, he was the cause of the rank 4 creature's rage.


The rune could understand if a participant broke the rules, what if it even registered the events that they went through?


Noah was quite doubtful about that but he still chose not to risk his entrance in the academy.


He slightly curved and more smoke came out of his legs.


When he reached the girl, he hastily grabbed her collar a threw her over his shoulders.


The clothes on his back tore and a big bat appeared which absorbed the girl inside its body.


Noah was using the Demonic form, the smoke was toxic to anyone except for him and Echo, he couldn't simply carry her.


And then, his descent continued.


A fifteen and a half years old man was running at full speed with his upper-body naked in a land of snow.


A big bat had its two pairs of wings retracted and was standing on top of his shoulders.


An army of Yetis was closely following him, unable to match his speed.


More and more participants appeared in his field of view and they had the same reaction of Samuel's group.


Teleportation lights shined from time to time and many ran toward the bottom of the mountain uncaring of the test.


Noah picked up a bottle from his space-ring to refill his mental energy.


With the addition of the girl's body on his back, his expenditure of mental energy had increased.


Hours passed and, in the end, the red line on the terrain became visible.


Noah's eyes lit up seeing the borders of the teleportation area and accelerated his pace.


The Yetis were still behind him but he had grown so used to their pressure that he almost forgot about them


'I should probably stop my spells. Even if many have seen Echo and the black smoke, they couldn't possibly have paid so much attention to them since they were too scared of the beasts behind me.'


When he was at a few meters from the red line, Echo was reabsorbed in his body and the partial Demonic form deactivated.


The girl came out in the open and Noah grabbed her with one hand, carrying her like she was some sort of bag.


'She is still sleeping even after so many hours. Damn nobles, they have it too easy.'


Then he jumped across the teleportation area and a bright light enveloped him.


When the pressure on his sea of consciousness vanished, he was back in the square of Ebonrest city.


All the other participants were staring at him.


Many emotions were exuded from their stares: anger, envy, respect.


Some lonely cultivator even had tinges of pride in his eyes.


'The fuck are they looking at.'


However, Noah couldn't care less and looked at the screens in the air.


The name Vance was in the first position but Noah didn't feel too happy about that.


That was because his kill count was at least four times the one of the second place.


'I really overdid.'


"Sister!"


At that moment though, the red-haired man came in his direction, yelling.


Only then Noah remembered that he was still carrying the unconscious girl and he threw her toward the brother.
						




                    


                
				
                    106. Specializations

					
					

                    
                        The brother caught his sister and bowed toward Noah.


"Thank you so much!"


However, Noah had already moved his gaze back to the screens.


'I guess I passed the test. Why is everyone still looking at me though?'


It wasn't only the participants that were staring at him, even the cultivators on the stands had their eyes wide open looking in his direction.


Thaddeus Elbas was smiling lightly as he inspected Noah, he kept on nodding as golden runes floated in the air around him and entered his mind.


Samuel continued to look at his name on the screen.


He was in the sixth position and he could not help but blame Noah for his failure.


He raised his hand and pointed it to Noah while he spoke with a loud voice.


"He cheated! He endangered the lives of all the participants of the test by awakening that rank 4 Ice-born Yeti. He should be disqualified!"


No one of the others around him spoke though, there was no benefit in Noah's exclusion for them so they would rather accept their loss humbly.


After all, Noah's kill count was so high that it was obvious that he was the strongest of them.


Thaddeus then clapped his hands and the numbers on the screen changed slightly.


The number "25" next to Samuel's name was transformed into a "0".


"Samuel Muwlos has almost killed a participant when he was escaping, his points shall be nullified."


Thaddeus' voice resounded in the square and he stood up.


"The five of you in the top position, follow me. You are now members of the Royal Academy. The others shall remain here, I will announce those in the ten spots tomorrow morning."


Noah and the other four youths moved across the group in the square and arrived in front of the throne where Thaddeus was standing.


All the gazes remained on Noah while the five walked and a few whispers resounded from the stages.


Thaddeus gazed at the five and launched a rune between them.


The rune radiated a blinding light and the pressure of the teleportation pressed on Noah's sea of consciousness.


When he opened his eyes, he found himself in a luxurious room large thirty square meters with a table at its center full of delicacies.


His gaze then moved to Thaddeus that was standing in front of him.


He was looking at Noah with a smile on his face while nodding.


"What a strong mental sphere, it's quite rare for someone of your age."


He had been again the first one to recover from the pressure.


Noah hastily bowed to accept the praise and Thaddeus made a small laugh seeing his action.


"No need to be so polite, in the academy we give importance to strength over status and you are definitely the strongest in your generation."


Noah maintained his bow and replied.


"I was just lucky, my Lord."


Thaddeus laughed again and teased him.


"You know, since I belong to the Royal dynasty, you should refer to me as Majesty and not Lord."


Noah raised his gaze only to see Thaddeus smiling slyly.


The other four had recovered by then and were staring at the interaction between the two with wide eyes.


Thaddeus laughed again and continued.


"Anyhow, for you all, I'm just a professor of the academy. You will soon refer to me as Mister Thaddeus and I'm specialized in runes, mainly those regarding space. Now, you should be tired. You can use everything in this room for your wishes. I need to review the information about the test to fill the other ten spots. Use this time to rest and to get along with each other."


Another blinding light surrounded him and he disappeared on the spot.


'Space runes? There are specializations too?'


He had to stop his thoughts though since he felt four pairs of eyes on him.


He turned and saw that the four youths were all staring at him.


They were two man and two women and an awkward silence was created in the room due to the exchange of glances.


At some point, one of the men coughed and raised his hand.


"I am Troy Orgoo from a large-size noble family. Fire element and sword wielder. Fifth in the entrance test."


Troy had short brown hair and a small stature but his manners were refined and direct.


One of the girls followed his suit and spoke.


"Grace Harlyn, large-size noble family. Wind element. My weapons are the daggers and the bow. Third in the entrance test."


Grace resembled a delicate flower and her skin was white as snow.


She had long blonde hair and her gestures were precise and slow.


It was then the other man's moment.


He was tall and burly, with dark skin and no hair.


A trace of a black beard was on his chin.


"Perry Illou, medium-size noble family. Earth element. I use the hammer. Fourth in the entrance test."


The last girl snorted and replied shortly.


"June Ballor, small-size, thunder element. Spear and second place."


She had long and unruly silver hair that reached her knees.


Her skin was clean and she was undoubtedly a beauty but some scars were visible on the uncovered part of her arms.


She had never moved her gaze from Noah since she opened her eyes and a tinge of battle intent was exuded from her stare.


'I lacked only the battle maniac between my admirers.'


Noah was about to turn toward the food on the table when he noticed that the four of them had begun to stare at him again.


"Oh right, my name is Vance."


And then, he went to the table and picked a roasted chicken wing, eating it cross-legged on one of the couches in the room.


After he finished his meal, he joined his hands on his waist and begun to meditate.


June's eyes sharpened and she released another snort before sitting right next to Noah.


She then crossed her legs too and begun to cultivate.


The other three looked awkwardly at the pair on the sofa and decided to ignore them.
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                        Meanwhile, in the square in Ebonrest city.


The various participants had joined their families on the stages.


They were socializing between themselves and inquiring their descendants about the events on the test.


Samuel had his head lowered while a middle-aged man was heavily reprimanding him.


"Don't you dare speak again in front of the Royal dynasty like that! Have you seen how Thaddeus reacted? You made a fool out of yourself!"


Samuel didn't answer, he knew that his emotion had taken control of him at that moment and could only listen to his father's scolding.


"I wanted you to take the test so that you could lose some of that arrogance. So what if you belong to a large-size noble family? There is always a bigger mountain, you need to accept your weakness and work hard to fix it! I won't always be here providing you support, one day the Muwlos family will be in your hand. Try to remember that."


He shook his head and continued.


"Look around you, how many large-size families do you see here? And why should you receive a special treatment?"


He sighed and placed a hand on his shoulder.


"The world is vast and you need more than your family name to survive in it. I hope that in the academy you will work hard."


Samuel's eyes lit up and he raised his head, asking in a timid voice.


"Father, are you saying?"


"What? Our family has enough wealth to buy the entrance for one person and you are the best candidate. Don't make the family regret this decision."


Back in the luxurious room.


Noah was still cultivating.


June had fallen asleep during her meditation and laid uncaringly on the couch.


She moved a lot in her sleep and at some point, one of her legs landed on Noah's shoulder.


Noah opened his eyes and looked at the messy figure at his side.


'Is she a human or an animal?'


"She must have worked really hard during the test."


Grace spoke looking at the scene.


She was the only one awake, Troy and Perry had taken one couch each and were resting on them.


Noah moved the leg away from his shoulder and stood up, walking toward the table.


He filled a cup with some aromatic wine and drank it slowly while he pondered about his situation.


"You are not the talkative type, I see."


Grace spoke again, a slight smile appeared on her face.


"I didn't know that ladies from the noble families spoke to commoners."


Noah replied while he took another sip from the cup.


The wine was exquisite and it seemed to have a relaxing effect on the sea of consciousness.


Grace's eyebrows arched in surprise.


"You lost your status as a commoner the moment you were accepted in the academy. Maybe you still don't realize it but your future will be amazing only thanks to that. And I'm not even considering your extraordinary score during the test."


Noah was taken aback listening to her words.


'My future will be amazing? This academy seems really incredible. I wonder how much time do I have till the Balvan family finds out that I'm alive.'


He never forgot about the events in the inheritance ground.


After all, he had killed all the young descendants of his family in there, he was sure that their investigations won't be stopped by the simple absence of clues.


'At least all my abilities are unknown to them. They can't easily link me to Vance.'


At that moment, Thaddeus appeared again.


The other three were awoken by the fluctuation of Breath and immediately stood up forming a bow.


"Easy with the greetings, I just need to speak with Vance alone for a moment. Hold my hand."


Noah was confused and he raised his guard internally while he held the professor's hand.


They immediately disappeared and reappeared in a small office where only a desk and an oil lamp were present.


Thaddeus sat on the desk and stared silently at Noah.


Then, he raised his finger and an image began to be displayed in the air.


It pictured Noah in his Demonic form fighting against the Ice-born Yetis.


Noah's aura became unconsciously colder and Thaddeus began to speak.


"As you know, my Elbas family ruled over the Utra continent for two thousand years already. We like for our subjects to believe that we don't care about their behaviors but, in reality, we keep close attention to everything peculiar that happens."


He pointed with his other hand at the image.


"I believe that the black smoke belongs to the lost spell Demonic form. Our latest investigations about it had to stop more than one hundred years ago because of two reasons."


"The first one was that the spell was believed to be stored in an inheritance ground in the Shosti domain. We could not afford to send so much man-power there so we simply let the Shosti family share its rewards with us."


"The second one was that the spell linked itself to the sea of consciousness of the cultivator. It is then impossible to pass down and even extracting it will damage its diagram and the person that has it."


He smiled toward Noah and continued.


"However, a peculiar rumor spread out from that area not long ago. A medium-size family lost all its younger generation in the inheritance ground and no traces of them have been found. One really forgettable detail was that among them there was the bastard son of one of the nobles. I think his name was Noah and he was of the darkness element."


Thaddeus retracted the image and shrugged his shoulder.


"It's strange for a cultivator without any background to be this strong and it's even more strange for two cultivators of the darkness element to appear at the same time. I could not help but be suspicious so I dug deeper into the family's weekly reports and created a theory."


"What if the bastard son of the noble and the genius of the entrance test are the same person? Everything would make much more sense, don't you think so?"


Noah was stupefied.


Never could he ever imagine that the network of the Royal family could reach even the medium-size noble families far from the capital.


His eyes had become cold and dark as Thaddeus spoke and, in his mind, he was reviewing any chance he had to escape from this situation.


However, his thoughts were interrupted by Thaddeus' next question.


"So, have you already thought about killing me?"
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                        Noah didn't know what to answer.


He knew that he had no chances of defeating Thaddeus, he was simply too far away from his level.


He thought for a long time while Thaddeus limited himself to smile at him.


Then, he asked the question that pressed him more.


"What will happen to me?"


Thaddeus shrugged his shoulder and answered.


"You will become a student of the academy."


"Uh?!"


Noah was stunned and confused by his answer.


Thaddeus continued.


"What? The academy's main objective is to take the most promising cultivators away from the noble families and bring them into the Royal family's ranks. You might act like a little demon but don't delude yourself: you aren't the first problematic character that my family managed to control."


Noah relaxed a bit hearing those words.


"So, why did you do all that speech before?"


Thaddeus' face became stern.


"Because you needed to understand what kind of a monster my family is. We have been the rulers for two thousand years after all, it didn't happen because we were lucky."


Noah understood.


"You want me to behave?"


Thaddeus nodded.


"I will keep your identity a secret, we would rather have you as our asset in the future than leave you in a cage for life. Just remember that we are always watching so don't pull anything funny or you will be done for."


Noah nodded, he was planning to lay low and focus on his cultivation anyway.


"One last thing. That bat of yours, is it a spell?"


'Is he testing me?'


"Yes."


Thaddeus smiled again and launched a rune toward him.


The light of the rune enveloped Noah and teleported him back in the room with the other winners.


He could see that the four were interested in his private conversation but they didn't ask anything.


Noah sat back on the couch to cultivate, he completely ignored June emulating him again and sitting right next to him.


'When will I be free?'


He could not help but have these thoughts after his meeting with Thaddeus.


'When will I stop being used?'


He laughed internally.


'Little demon? If they want to put a leash on me, they should be ready to pay the price.'


 He spent the rest of the night cultivating, eager to see what the academy reserved for him.


The morning came and Thaddeus reappeared in the room.


"We are ready to set off toward the capital, please follow me to the main deck."


He pressed one hand on the wall behind him and a door materialized.


'Deck? Are we inside a ship?'


Noah was confused and followed Thaddeus' lead with the other four youths.


Outside of the room, there was a spacious corridor adorned with paintings.


They then reached some stairs and climbed them.


When they arrived at the top of them, Thaddeus pressed his hand on the ceiling and a large passage opened.


The light of the sun passed through the opening and the sky became visible.


On the other side of the passage, a large deck unfolded itself in front of the group.


It was more than thirty meters large and had many spots assigned for meditation on it.


Ten more people were present on the deck and Noah recognized the two red-haired siblings between them.


However, his attention was on his surroundings.


He could clearly see that they were still in the middle of Ebonrest city, toward its central part, but he could not understand where their transport was.


'Wait, he called it "main deck" and this place definitely resembles a ship. There is no water around us though.'


He thought for some more time until an idea formed in his mind.


'Don't tell me.'


As if reacting to his discovery, the ship began to tremble.


The youths from less important families were looking around them with a confused expression but those from the large-size families had their eyes open wide in surprise.


Noah instinctively reached for the edges of the deck and looked below him.


The ship was slowly distancing itself from the terrain.


He turned to look at Thaddeus and noticed that he was holding a small crystal in his hand.


'I knew it!'


The ship continued to rise vertically into the air until its from was completely visible.


It was long one hundred meters and large thirty, it almost made no sound while it set off and there was no air pressure whatsoever created from its movements.


There were no masts nor veils and the uncovered part on the outside occupied only a third of the entire machine.


Maybe, it was better to call it a flying submarine rather than an air-ship.


'I thought that my previous world was more advanced technologically but I was wrong. They actually created an air-ship with runes and inscriptions!'


Soft light was emitted from its sides showing the many runes that formed a peculiar pattern on the wooden hull.


"This is amazing, isn't it?"


The red-haired girl appeared on his side and spoke casually.


"The Patriarch once told me that these things existed but I always believed that he was saying that to make me train harder for the entrance test."


Noah didn't mind her too much and continued to stare at the environment.


The air-ship had reached an altitude of more than three kilometers and then stopped its rise.


It then began to move horizontally in a direction unknown to Noah.


"I am Ruth Eeggi, I wanted to thank you for saving my life in the test. I hope that we will get along in the academy."


Ruth bowed and Noah nodded seeing her gesture.


He then inspected the ship for a few more instants before focusing on the new members of the group.


'They don't seem that strong. I wonder what other abilities they have."


Thaddeus then faced the fifteen young cultivators and spoke in a loud voice.


"You fifteen are now students of the Academy. Adding you to the ones from the other four test areas and the twenty-five that will buy their ingress, we will create a new class. It will be called Grayshade and it will have one hundred students. I will explain more about the rules and the courses of the academy once we group up with the other students."
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                        The flight of the air-ship continued.


Thaddeus explained that the trip would have taken one month since the Royal city was on the borders of the Utra continent.


Fifteen single rooms were given to the new students and they had access to a big part of the ship.


There were three common halls: the main deck, the library, and the training hall.


The main deck was for those that enjoyed the scenery from the sky or to meditate in the open.


It was also the place where a large table full of delicacies would appear twice a day.


The library had many books regarding the history of cultivators and of noble families.


The training hall had some small arenas where the cultivators could fight themselves using their martial arts.


Noah had chosen to stay on the main deck but, at some point, a problem presented itself.


"Challenge me!"


June stood in front of Noah who was peacefully cultivating on one of the mats on the main deck.


He was not in the mood to study after his conversation with Thaddeus and he wanted to increase his strength as fast as possible.


He found out that his mind would relax more easily on the deck which increased his cultivation speed.


Therefore, he preferred to meditate there rather than in his room.


However, June never allowed him to focus completely on his training.


'It's already the third day in a row.'


June had begun to challenge every person on the ship since she discovered the existence of the training hall.


In only four days, she defeated every student with the exception of Noah.


She had challenged him too but Noah had deliberately admitted defeat on the first day, he didn't care about the title of the strongest and wanted only to cultivate silently.


Initially, June had accepted the outcome and focused on the other students but then Ruth had said something troublesome when she was defeated.


"I feel that even if all of us were to gang up on Vance, we wouldn't be able to defeat him."


Apparently, her good instincts were linked to her talent with inscriptions.


Noah didn't really comprehend how those things were connected but the descendants of the large-size families started to hold her words in high regard after they learnt about her quality.


Since then, June's battle intent was aroused and she spent her days standing still in front of the sitting Noah, pointing her spear at him.


'She is really stubborn.'


June had the appearance of a beautiful girl but her character was the one of a wild beast.


She would just do whatever passed through her mind, uncaring of her surroundings.


Noah opened his eyes and looked at the woman in front of him, her silver hair moved slightly in the soft breeze of the ship and her eyes shined with a golden light under the sun.


She was dressed in a tight brown soldier suit that left uncovered the upper parts of both arms and legs to facilitate the movements and had long warrior sandals that reached her knees.


Noah had to admit that her appearance was extremely valiant.


However, only one word came out of his mouth.


"No."


All the other students were used by then at the morning commotion on the main deck and stared with interest to see if the outcome would have been different at that time.


After all, they all wanted to see the genius that scored one hundred and thirty-six kills in action.


"Aw, come on. Why are you so hard to deal with?"


June complained and began to push Noah with the bladeless part of her spear.


"Vance, come on, fight me at least once. I will let you cultivate in peace from then on."


Noah was reaching the limits of his patience.


The other two days she limited herself to stand for the whole day in front of him which Noah could easily ignore.


That time though she seemed really firm on obtaining her battle.


Noah heaved a loud sigh and moved away the spear to stand up.


"Will you really leave me alone?"


June's eyes lit up and she nodded a few times before adding something.


"But you need to fight seriously, martial art against martial art!"


"Yes, yes, let's just end this."


He waved his hand and moved toward the training hall, June followed him tightly.


The other students became interested too and moved with them.


After a few minutes, June and Noah were facing themselves in the biggest arena of the hall.


June was already in guard, her body was slightly crouched and her spear was pointing fixedly on Noah.


Noah, on the other side, had just wielded his sabers and he began to speak.


"So, no magic spells, right?"


June nodded but, before she could reply anything, ten wind slashes arrived in her position.


She rapidly attacked with her spear which created a shock wave in front of her, shattering the slashes.


Noah had moved on her side in the meantime and launched a series of strikes trying to enter her guard.


Yet, June's dexterity with the spear far surpassed his predictions.


She smartly used the length of her weapon to her advantage, never letting Noah near her.


More than fifty blows were exchanged in a few minutes.


June defended waiting for a mistake in her opponent while Noah had never given her any time to attack.


'She is indeed really good. Our martial arts are on the same level, I just have slightly more battle experience.'


Noah left a small opening on purpose and June's thrust arrived immediately as he had predicted.


Noah used his left saber to deviate the spear while his right one aimed for her throat.


The spear missed his chest and stabbed his left shoulder while his blade was laid on the girl's throat ready to take her life.


Noah then spoke in an uncaring tone.


"Can I go to cultivate now?"


June looked in amazement at the scene in front of her.


Her spear was stabbed deeply on Noah's shoulder and blood flowed from the injury.


However, there was no trace of pain or suffering in his eyes, only the cold determination to sacrifice part of his body to take the life of his opponent.


She immediately knew that his mindset was on a completely different level compared to hers.


She retracted the spear and bowed, leaving the arena directly after that gesture.


Noah returned to the main deck without even treating his injury.


The other students could not help but tremble a little when they stared at his back.
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                        Noah's trip became quiet.


After his demonstration of ruthlessness, the other students had become quite scared of him.


They were still young after all, their lives as nobles never allowed them to have any traumatic experience.


There were a few exceptions though.


The Eeggi siblings would usually bring him food during his cultivation sessions and June began to respect him as a true senior.


The Eeggi's felt indebted since he saved Ruth's life while June was a battle maniac, she respected strength above anything.


The atmosphere felt a little awkward to Noah since he was among the youngest of the group.


He was currently holding a book with the second Kesier rune hidden between its pages.


Some sweat ran down his forehead as he trained his sea of consciousness.


When he felt that he had done enough, he put back the rune in the space-ring and closed the book.


'This feels really strange.'


It had been more than three weeks since they set off and Noah did nothing but train.


However, he was now in a peaceful environment.


There was no imminent danger nor someone close to him that he was trying to save.


That lack of external pressure that forced him to become stronger left him with some unsatisfaction.


'The first hurdle on the cultivation journey is the access to techniques. The second one is the immense boredom caused by the extended periods of training.'


Noah liked to train, he liked feeling his strength increasing day by day, but he had to admit that he also liked to use that power at some point.


'I should not ask for more dangers now that I'm finally free from them. With my luck, I will end up in some mess sooner or later.'


His mental energy was expended and he had already cultivated for the entirety of the previous night, he was left with nothing to do.


'Maybe I should ask June to spar again. She is the only one that can face me here. I wonder what kind of spells she has.'


He stood up and moved toward the girl meditating on one of the mats near him but then Thaddeus' voice resounded through the ship and he appeared on the main deck.


"We are about to fly over Elbas city, I believe many of you will be interested in seeing it."


'Fly over?'


June stood up and moved toward the border of the deck when Noah spoke to her.


"June, isn't the academy inside the Royal city?"


June's eyes widened like she had seen the most unbelievable thing of her life.


Noah was confused and continued.


"What?"


June seemed to return to reality and spoke honestly.


"Sorry, it's just that I never saw you speaking to someone on your own will."


Noah was momentarily stunned.


'Now that I think about it, I never did anything else except cultivating in this life.'


He never cared much about people even in his previous life.


Since he found a purpose in his other one, he completely disregarded anything else.


He shrugged his shoulder to answer and waited for her reply.


"The academy is inside Arolyac forest which is near the capital. Its exact location is known only to the students and to those in the Royal family though."


"Oh, and why is that?"


"Arolyac forest is a danger zone but many precious materials are hidden inside it. Part of the students' duties is to gather them and send them to the capital."


'Mh, it seems the perfect area to train the next generation of cultivators. Also not knowing the exact location makes it harder for the families of the nobles to reach to them, diminishing their influence on their heirs.'


Then a doubt formed in his mind.


'Wait, she is a battle maniac, how does she know so many things?'


"How do you know all of this?"


June spoke like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


"It's the story of our country, everyone knows about it. It's common knowledge."


'I guess I really should pay more attention to topics outside cultivation.'


He sighed and moved to look at the landscape below the ship.


Rivers and plains occupied the scenery but, in the distance, a massive figure began to appear.


June neared him.


"Didn't you have an instructor when you were a kid?"


Noah vaguely remembered the face of Li Neregnes back in his childhood.


"Kind of."


The massive figure became more detailed and their conversation was interrupted by their astonishment.


Enormous was the word that better described the city that they were looking at.


It was more than one hundred kilometers wide, it started to occupy all their field of view as the ship neared it.


Many buildings eight and nine-story high were shown from above the imponent defense wall.


As the air-ship flew over it, its streets became visible as it did its population.


It seemed that every corner of the city was bustling with life.


Noah saw caravans speeding across the larger roads with magical beasts carrying their carriages.


Massive buildings appeared toward the center of the capital and, in its exact center, a giant castle stood higher than any other structure.


"That's the Royal Mansion."


June spoke when she looked in the direction of the castle.


"The level of extravagance in the capital sure is incredible."


Noah replied.


"Most of the extravagant things are made in the Academy. This ship is one of those."


Thaddeus had moved behind them and spoke with a proud tone.


June stiffened but Noah simply asked another question.


"Why is that? I believed that once you graduated from the academy, you would work in the Royal city."


Thaddeus smiled.


"We are officially working in the capital but the best research ground remains the academy. We are surrounded by precious material and have the best talents in the country, why would we move elsewhere?"


Noah nodded with his gaze still inspecting Elbas city.


'It seems yet another world compared to Balvan mansion.'


He repressed a smile from appearing on his face.


'It's even better than I thought!'
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                        It took a few hours for the air-ship to traverse the capital.


Noah had never moved his eyes from it, trying to memorize its patterns.


Then the ship lowered its altitude and moved in the direction of a red forest.


"That one is Arolyac forest. They say that a mighty magical beast was killed in that spot and its blood has forever tainted the trees in there."


June was still on his side, pointing from time to time the details about the environment.


'Wait, don't tell me that I have a friend now?'


The people Noah cared about were only his mother and William and, since Lily was dead, William remained the only person he could trust.


However, he found out that June's character wasn't that bad.


'We are actually quite similar.'


He didn't want to admit it but he perfectly fitted the description of a cultivation addict.


'I guess I'll see how it goes in the academy. If she is trustworthy, I might even consider giving her Eccentric's inheritance. I must be sure that I will always be stronger than her though.'


He didn't forget his deal with Eccentric Thunder but he wasn't so reckless to give that amount of wealth to someone he knew nothing about.


The ship floated over the red forest, Noah could clearly see how even the trunks of the trees below him had shades of red in their colors.


'A magical beast so strong that it changed the environment this deeply. Could the King of the valley do the same?'


They flew for some more kilometers until they were deep in the forest.


Only then the ship began to descend.


It landed on a treeless spot on the terrain and Thaddeus gestured for the students to gather near him.


He then threw a rune between the group and they were immediately teleported on the ground.


The ship was on their side and, from below it, the students could admire the magnificence of that machine in a better way.


Thaddeus then waved his hand and the ship was absorbed by the crystal he was holding in his palm.


"Follow me. We will group with the other students and then travel to the academy."


The terrain had shades of red too but it could not compare to the color of the leaves on the trees.


They were dark red and seemed to shine with a dull light.


Noah was the most sensitive of the group and immediately noticed something.


'The concentration of Breath is at least twice the normal one!'


It seemed that the trees were naturally gathering Breath, increasing its concentration.


'No wonder the location of the academy is inside this forest.'


The group moved for one hour until they reached an encampment that had about fifty tents.


"Thaddeus, you are late this year!"


A massive man came out of the bigger tent.


He was two and a half meters tall with bulging muscles on every part of his body.


He was quite hairy with a long curly beard but he was also bald which contrasted with the amount of hair on his body.


"Students, he is Bruce Nairti. He is the professor for the real-battle course."


The students bowed toward him but Bruce didn't deign them of even a look a moved next to Thaddeus, strongly patting his shoulder.


"So, how is your flock this time? I have one that killed sixty Fire wolves."


Thaddeus smiled slyly.


"What about Wanda?"


"Only forty-five Six-legged horses on my side."


A middle-aged woman with black hair came out of another tent.


She had a warm aura around her, it could make anyone instantly trust her.


"I'm Wanda Hamman, alchemy teacher in the academy."


She performed a slight bow to the students.


Thaddeus was a bit surprised.


"You took care of two groups and that was your best one?"


Wanda smiled and sighed softly.


"My luck this time was really bad. Managing two tests wasn't the right choice after all."


At that moment, a loud snort resounded in the area and an imponent voice followed it.


"Eighty-five Giant bears! This year I finally won!"


A woman with short brown hair and a blindfold on her right eye arrived through the trees followed by a group of youths.


Thaddeus announced her.


"Megan Iccek, general cultivation course, specialized in body-nourishing methods."


Megan spoke toward the other teachers.


"Thaddeus you still have to say yours. Is the Royal dynasty really afraid to lose some Credits?"


The students widened their eyes after she mocked the Elbas family, they were the rulers of the continent after all.


However, Thaddeus didn't seem to care and replied to her.


"I'm afraid that this time I really was the luckiest of all. One hundred and thirty-six Ice-born Yetis."


Only after Thaddeus spoke did the students realize what was happening.


Noah lowered his head and stealthily moved to the rear part of the group, he had no intention of being at the center of the attention before even seeing the academy.


'Why the fuck are they betting on who has the stronger new student?'


The other teachers released a surprised sound and looked in the direction of Noah's group.


"Someone surpassed Daniel's record?"


Bruce asked turning to Thaddeus.


"Yes. Vance let them inspect you."


Noah sighed and moved toward the lead of the group.


He arrived in front of the professors and bowed to them.


"He surpassed Daniel? But he so too young!"


Megan complained and gestured to a student behind her to move near her.


"Let me see what he can do. Justin, go and fight him."


Justin was a tall youth about seventeen years old.


He had a long greatsword sheathed on his back that he didn't hesitate to wield.


Thaddeus looked toward Noah with a pleading expression.


Noah sighed again and faced him.


"I want five percent of the prize."


Everyone's eyes widened looking at the youth trying to bargain with the teacher.


Bruce and Megan exploded in a sonorous laugh while Wanda covered her mouth with a hand to hide her smile.


Thaddeus recovered from the amazement and put again his sly smile on his face.


"Deal, but you can't use that spell."
						




                    


                
				
                    112. Academy

					
					

                    
                        Noah shrugged his shoulders and faced the tall youth.


Two sabers materialized in the air as he slowly approached Justin.


Justin stood still, waiting for his attack.


Noah lazily launched five wind slashes that were immediately crushed by one swing of the greatsword.


'He should be around June's level. Well, Thaddeus didn't say anything about my other spell.'


Justin saw that Noah wasn't taking him seriously and pointed his sword at him.


A large bullet made of air shot in Noah's direction which forced him to block the attack.


He crossed his sabers and successfully blocked the bullet but he was flung away by the force of the impact.


"Hey, you! This is not a game! Don't you have any face?"


Noah landed a few meters away unharmed and raised his gaze toward the youth.


His eyes shone with a dark light after he heard those words.


Twenty wind slashes were instantly released from his position which crashed on Justin's greatsword.


He managed to block them again only to find out that twenty more slashes were coming from a different direction.


He hastily activated a spell that made his sword incredibly sharp and fast which cut away all the attacks.


However, Noah was already in front of him at that moment.


Justin reactivated the spell and his complexion paled, his greatsword became so fast that it directly intercepted Noah's melee blow.


Then, Justin's vision became black as a three meters tall bat stopped his attack with its claws.


A cold sensation invaded him as two blades were laid on his throat.


Noah spoke in a soft voice to his hear.


"If this wasn't a game, you would have been dead."


Noah retracted Echo inside his body and moved back toward Thaddeus.


The left part of his upper clothing was shredded, showing his defined body devoid of any sweat.


Thaddeus nodded and threw two shining crystals to him.


Noah grabbed them and noticed that they were Obsidian Credits of the same brilliance of those that Solomon gave to him.


'One hundred Credits for a little show, these nobles are crazy.'


However, all the youths were staring at him with wide eyes with the exception of Justin that had his head lowered.


"I believe that we can move now."


Thaddeus spoke and the other professors nodded at his suggestion.


Noah followed while June neared him and began to storm him with questions.


"What was that bat?"


"A bat."


"It's a spell, right? Otherwise, you would have used it during our fight."


"Maybe."


"Is that your only spell?"


"I don't have spells."


Seeing that he didn't answer any of her questions, June became a bit annoyed.


However, Noah could see that her battle intent was aroused again.


'Don't tell me that she wants to fight me using spells now.'


Noah ignored her but he could feel her stare during the whole walk.


After another hour of march, a small mountain appeared in their sight.


Thaddeus took out a token from his storage device and pressed it on the surface of the mountain.


The terrain in that spot moved and created an entrance large three meters on the ground.


It resembled any other underground cavern if not for the fact that the daylight shone inside the passage as if it wasn't a subterranean area at all.


The professors didn't speak and simply crossed the entrance.


The students behind them followed and were stupefied at the sight on the other side of the passage.


Buildings of various height stood in an orderly way on an illuminated plain.


There was a long river that divided the plain into two parts and birds sang from the vivid red trees planted in some areas.


Noah raised his gaze toward the sky and was amazed to discover that they were still inside the mountain as the roots of the trees were hanging from the ceiling.


However, the terrain of the mountain from its insides was completely transparent which allowed those in the interiors to clearly see the environment outside of it.


'How many things are possible thanks to the Breath?'


Noah did another comparison with his previous world.


Even though something like that could have been achieved with the technology, the effects were far more marvelous when it was the Breath that powered the process.


Thaddeus turned and faced the students.


"We will wait here a bit. Those that bought their ingress will be teleported from the matrix in the Royal city directly here. Once they arrive, I will explain your duties as students."


Ten minutes passed and soft light illuminated an area at fifty meters from their position.


Twenty-five youths led by a woman in golden armor appeared from the formation on the ground.


The woman bowed toward the professors and joined their group.


Thaddeus smiled and spoke to her in a warm tone.


"Sister, your timing is impeccable."


She smiled too and looked at the students in his group as if searching for someone.


Then her gaze stopped on Noah and remained fixed on him for a few seconds.


She then faced Thaddeus again and spoke.


"It seems that these years will be interesting."


Thaddeus nodded and stole a glance in Noah's direction.


"Incredibly interesting."


She then gestured to her students to join the other group.


It was clear that those that earned they ingress thanks to their qualities felt superior to the others and a bit of scorn was present in their eyes as they saw them coming close.


'That noble is here too.'


Noah spotted Samuel Muwlos' figure between the newly arrived and shook his head cursing his ever-present bad luck.


Thaddeus then raised his hand to attract everyone's attention and began to speak.


"You are now officially part of the Royal Academy. A token will be given to you which allows you free ingress here and that will register your merit points. You will need to swear an oath before that but don't worry, it's nothing too restrictive. There will be open lessons during the first week of your enrollment to give you a general idea of all the topics that are taught here. At the end of this week, you will be requested to attend a test that will evaluate your nature. The results of the test will be known only to you but they will help you greatly in choosing the courses more suitable for your disposition."
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                        "You will also be examined every year in those courses and, if the results won't be satisfying, you will be requested to abandon that subject. You will still be able to attend it but it will cost you some Credits."


Thaddeus stopped speaking for a moment before resuming in his explanation.


"You must also complete a mission for the academy every two months. There is a large board on the right side of the river where you can find all the tasks that you can complete. Being successful in a mission will grant you merit points that you can exchange for techniques, materials, or weapons. These services will be open for you after you undergo the test of your nature."


"Lastly, any professor can choose a disciple and finance him. It is a great honor so be sure to shine in your respective fields."


Thaddeus pointed to a building on the right side of the river.


"Go in that structure and obtain your academy token together with a book containing the regulations and the other details of the academy. Your lodgings will also be decided there. Remember to visit the board to know the calendar of the courses, your lessons start tomorrow."


Thaddeus gestured to the group to disperse and the students bowed before going in the direction pointed by him.


The environment was peaceful and the density of Breath was high, there were small bridges on the river to facilitate its crossing.


In a few minutes, the students of the Grayshade class arrived in front of the edifice.


Before someone crossed its entrance though, a voice sounded from inside it.


"The twenty-five with the highest battle prowess first."


Those that had passed the test entered the building, Noah and June were among them of course.


A big hall unfolded in front of them and, at the end of it, a desk was placed with an old woman writing something on a paper.


She raised her look and spoke.


"The strongest among you can come forth."


The students turned to look at Noah.


'So much for laying low.'


He sighed and then moved toward the desk.


"Place your hand on this tablet and read these words loud and clear."


She pointed at a marble tablet with inscriptions on it while handing him a small sheet.


'Never reveal the location of the academy, the secrets of the academy, the activities of the academy, the teachings of the academy….'


An oath was written on it which basically prevented him to speak of anything regarding the academy to outsiders.


Noah found it reasonable and made the vow while placing his hand on the tablet.


A rune attached itself to his skin and then was absorbed by it.



'I wonder what kind of after-effects do you have if you break the oath.'


It was already his second one but he still didn't know what would happen if he didn't follow its restrictions, he simply had a very bad sensation about it.


The woman nodded.


"Name?"


"Vance."


After a few seconds, she handed him a token with his name written on it.


"Bind it with your mental energy. I already assigned you the first empty room toward the source of the river. Here is your book with all the required information about the academy."


Noah received the token and the book but could not help to have some doubts.


"What is the difference between the source and the end of the river?"


She answered briefly.


"The concentration of Breath is higher on the source."


At her words, Noah understood why she divided the students.


'They want to nourish the already strong ones. It makes sense.'


The powerful gets everything while the weak is blamed, that rule was set in stone in that world.


Noah exited the building while he bound the academy token.


Immediately, a map of the academy was projected in his mind with all its various buildings and their functions.


A small spot on the map was glowing with a red color.


'That one should be my room.'


He put everything back in his space-ring and moved in the direction of his lodging.


He decided to give a look to the board first since it was on the same side of the river of his accommodation.


There was no one on the streets of the academy and, when he arrived at the board, a large square appeared in his sight.


At its center, a large wooden panel was erected with tens of different tablets affixed on it.


Noah inspected the contents of the various missions before finding the tablet regarding the courses of his class.


'These tasks have a lot of requirements. Apprentice alchemist, beginner inscriber, rank 2 dantian. They all seem important assignments.'


Since he still didn't know the value of the merit points, he didn't bother to look at them and just memorized the calendar of the courses.


Then, he went toward his lodging.


After walking for a few minutes, he arrived in front of a small house.


There were many like that one along all the right side of the river, Noah was sure that he had spotted more than five hundred of them.


He checked again on the map and confirmed that it was his house.


Noah neared the token to the door and a mechanical sound came from it.


The door opened at Noah's push and its insides were shown to him.


There were two rooms inside, one with a big and comfortable bed and another one with a bathtub.


It was very simple in its furniture but Noah appreciated the absence of useless things.


The density of Breath was more than twice the one outside the forest which made Noah quite happy about his location.


He sat on the bed and took out the book with the regulations and began to read it.


He would nod from time to time while the remaining pages to read diminished.


After he read through all the book, he sorted the most important information in his mind.


'I can't kill or gravely injure other students but small fights are allowed. The enrollment to the academy lasts till you are twenty years old, after that you need to apply for a position and pass a test if you want to remain in this space. I will think about the other information after I have an idea of the techniques that I can obtain here.'


It was still the middle of the afternoon so Noah decided to rest before waking up at night to resume his cultivation.
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                        Noah opened his eyes, stopping his cultivation.


It was dawn and he had to attend his first lesson.


A wide smile was on his face due to the results of his meditation.


'This is great! Cultivating here is way more profitable, I might reach the solid stage in less than one year at this pace.'


The density of Breath was high and that affected the speed at which it was absorbed in the dantian.


He had already cultivated for some months in the Dark vortex cultivation technique so his advancements in the liquid stage were not small.


Now that he lived in an environment where the Breath was so dense, it was no wonder that the time required for the breakthrough would diminish.


'I wonder how the concentration is at the source of the river. Well, I should probably get going, today there is the lesson about general cultivation.'


He took a bath and exited his lodging, moving toward the other side of the river.


The right area of the academy was assigned to the students while the left one was for courses and special training zones.


Along the way, Noah saw the other students of the Grayshade class walking in the same direction.


They all had radiant smiles and seemed eager to reach the building where the lesson would occur.


"This place is amazing, isn't it?"


June appeared behind him.


She had large eyebags but her figure was brimming with excitement.


'This maniac probably trained for the whole night.'


He then realized that he had done the same thing and cursed internally.



'Why is she so friendly anyway. I'm not exactly the most approachable person in here.'


Noah rarely smiled in public and when he did that, it was a fake one.


His cold aura always accompanied him, scaring away most of those around him.


However, there seemed to be exceptions in the academy.


The Eeggi siblings spotted Noah and joined him in his walk.


They began to speak with June about the environment in the academy and their preferred courses.


However, June was quite reserved when she spoke with them, she didn't seem too experienced in human relationships.


"What about you, Vance?"


The three turned to look at Noah when the red-haired man asked the question.


His name was Ford, Noah had learned it during their trip on the air-ship.


'Are they talking about my courses? How should I know, I barely know anything apart from the three centers of power.'


Noah shrugged his shoulders and gave a short answer.


"Those that increase my battle prowess."


They were a bit surprised.


June nodded and her battle intent was aroused but Ruth rebuked a bit.


"There are way more applications to the Breath than simply using it to fight! Inscriptions can create marvels like the flying ship and improve the daily life of everyone. Alchemy can create potions to deter magical beasts from invading the human territory! Using this wonderful energy only to cause more violence is a waste!"


Ruth seemed really invested in this topic but Noah had a different view of things.


He had already seen a technologically advanced world and the image of the King of the valley assaulting its cities formed in his mind.


'A life where all humans are forced to be similar to each other in their mediocrity is only possible in a world with no external threats. And even there, humans will find a way to create more conflicts.'


He had understood the human's nature, his mind was broadened by the experiences of his two lives.


He continued to look in front of him toward the nearing appointed building while he answered in a cold tone.


"All those things are useless if you die due to your weakness."


Ruth was stunned by his answer but June and Ford were of a similar view.


She was about to reply when they reached the structure where their first lesson had to occur.


"This conversation is not over."


Ruth said running toward the entrance.


Her brother followed while June remained with Noah looking at the figures of the Eeggi siblings speeding in the distance.


She spoke with a soft voice while her expression became dark.


"She is so naïve."


Noah could not help but nod slightly.


The building was two-story-tall and, on the ground floor, it had a large room full of seats.


'This really resembles the universities of my previous world.'


The seats encircled a small desk were Megan Iccek was sitting.


She had her eye closed and her legs crossed, she seemed quite peaceful contrasted to her attitude when she first appeared to the students.


It took the youths a few minutes to place themselves on the chairs.


When the last one arrived, she opened her eye and stood up while speaking with a loud voice.


"Today I will do a general overview of the known information about cultivation, I believe that many of you are already aware of the topics that I will discuss."


The student's attention was attracted and they listened quietly.


"You are all cultivators so you are aware of the three centers of power and of many of their qualities but for the sake of this lesson I need to review them."


"The sea of consciousness is a projection of your mind, it represents your mental processes and can influence any aspect of your daily life, from your thinking speed to the focus in your actions."


"The dantian is the organ that stores the Breath and nourishes your essence. Raising its level will increase your lifespan and empower the abilities that use it. It is also what indicates your rank as a cultivator since its effects are more evident overall."


"The body is the shell that allows you to contain that much power. Increasing its level not only will prolong your life, but it will also allow you to raise the rank of the other two centers of power. If your body is weak, it will not be able to contain the Breath, stopping your advancements as cultivators."


"The body is also the easier center of power to train and its rank should always be the highest compared to your mind and dantian."


"However, things aren't so easy when we talk about ranks above the third. For example, has any of you seen a rank 4 magical beast?"


Some of the students nodded and a few of them stole glances in Noah's direction when they saw that he remained still.
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                        Megan nodded and continued in her explanation.


"Their strength is way higher than a rank 3, far more than the gap between a rank 2 and a rank 3 creature. This is caused by their ascending to a more powerful form of existence."



Most of the students became particularly interested in that part of the speech and Noah wasn't an exception.


He had seen two rank 4 magical beasts in his life and, in both cases, he had felt the same amount of danger.


However, the first time he didn't have a dantian while on the second one he was in the liquid stage.


His strength had risen but he felt no difference when matched against them which always left him doubtful about their actual power.


"Cultivators through the years have divided the nine known ranks into three groups: the first three ranks are defined as human ranks and they are the easier to make progress in."


"The middle three are called heroic ranks and reaching them will distance a cultivator from his mortal nature, elevating his existence to something more than human. Comparing the human ranks to the heroic ones is like asking a child to defeat a fully armored soldier."


"The last three are called divine ranks. As the name suggests, the cultivators at those levels would have completely abandoned their mortal nature to became an existence worthy of reverence and worship. Sadly, the information about the divine ranks is limited since so few manage to reach that level in their lifetime."


The youths were staring at her with eager expressions.


Noah's eyes were shining with the flames of ambition but he could not help to be confused.


'If it's just about cultivating, how is it possible that so few have reached those ranks? If it's just about cultivation resources, I believe that any large-size noble family could provide them.'


Megan raised her hand to stop the whispers between the students and reclaim their attention.


"That seems easy at first sight but the reality is harsh and Heaven and Earth are not so kind to those that want to raise their power by plundering the Breath of the world. There are two big obstacles on the road to elevate your existence."


"The first one is the absence of techniques. Since you would gradually distance yourself from the human race as your rank increases, common techniques are not suitable for you anymore. Also, every individual is different and elevating your rank will enhance your individuality. Simply put, you would need to create your own training methods once reaching higher ranks. The academy through two thousand years of accumulation and research managed to store cultivation methods till the fifth rank but it's always better to develop a personal technique as soon as possible. Luckily, the training for the sea of consciousness has been copied from the Kesier species which solves the problem for one center of power."


Megan saw that many of the students had questions but she hastily stopped them from speaking.


"The topic of the creation of techniques will be explored in further lessons. For now, just listen to me."


The incoming commotion was prevented but the group on the seats was still eager to find answers.


"The second obstacle is the presence of tribulations. As I said, Heaven and Earth don't want divine beings to be born and will try to stop them with calamities. Every center of power has a different calamity and they will occur in the moment of their breakthrough toward higher stages of existence, I mean during the reaching of the fourth and seventh rank."


"Humans and magical beasts share the same tribulation regarding the body which is called Pain Tribulation. It consists in enduring the pain of the reconstruction of the body and, trust me, it will make you wish to be dead. The Breath in your body will also change state: it will become liquid in the heroic ranks and solid in the divine ones. That will be all for the evolution process of the magical beasts since they only have one center of power but this is balanced by the immense quantity of Breath that they have to store before going through the transformation of the body."


"The tribulation of the sea of consciousness is called Earth Tribulation. You will have to face a copy of yourself in your mental sphere created from the accumulation of your memories and experiences. It will be as strong as you are and it will have your same instincts, I don't have to explain how dangerous it will be."


"For the dantian, there is the Heaven Tribulation and it's the only external one. The sky will gather clouds made of Breath that will release magnificent thunders of great might. It is advised to set up defenses and to undertake it in deserted areas as it is really destructive."


She did a short break to be sure that everyone understood her words.


"Now, back to the rank 4 magical beasts. In order to be able to fight them on even ground, a cultivator needs at least one center of power on their same rank. However, the first to advance is always the body and humans' bodies are far weaker than those of magical beasts. So, your mind and dantian must be at a decent level too if you really want to kill a rank 4 magical beast. Yet, without a strong body, how could you be able to sustain the power held by your other centers of power?"


Megan smiled looking at the faces of the students.


"Now you know the importance of the body and this is why I specialize in body-nourishing methods. If in the future you have some doubts about the development of your body, you can ask me, I don't charge much for private lessons. Oh right, remember that as your rank grows, the strength of the centers of power will begin to align. Otherwise, you would have needed to enter a completely different stage before doing a breakthrough in the heroic ranks with your mind and dantian."


The lesson went on for some more time, consisting of Megan answering the question of the students about the topics explained before.


Noah listened attentively for its whole duration and felt very satisfied when it ended.


He was deep in thought when he went back to his lodging.


'My body has stopped improving since it reached the peak of the lower tier of the third rank. If I were to obtain a rank 4 body, would that increase the training speed of my mind and dantian? After this week is over, I need to raise the level of all my obsolete techniques!'
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                        The next morning, the students of the Grayshade class gathered in the same building to attend their second lesson.


Thaddeus was the professor of the course and he was smilingly having his speech in front of the youths.


"You must know that runes are a form of inscription. The fields in which inscriptions can be applied are limitless. You can inscribe a weapon and you would obtain a blade that can pierce anything. You can inscribe a ship to make it fly. You can inscribe runes for teleportation. Spells are a form of inscriptions too."


He was holding the lesson regarding general inscriptions of which Noah was particularly interested.


After his adventure in the separate dimension, he had really understood the might of inscription masters.


'The inheritance ground was completely made from runes. The defensive wall of the Balvan family had runes that could protect the mansion from a dragon attacking. My sabers have inscriptions that can make them fix themselves. This power is too useful, I need to understand how it works!'


"However, the requirements to be successful in this art are quite harsh."


He looked in the direction of Ruth Eeggi and nodded in approval.


"There is one main school regarding the process of inscriptions which is called "Attunement with the Breath". It consists in becoming able to read the fluctuation of the Breath and then copying it in a material form. For example, I specialize in space runes, which means that every time I create any one of them, I need to inscribe the behavior that the Breath would have during the action that I want to reproduce."


 He opened his hand and a small golden rune came out of it.


He then crashed it, making a blinding light surround him.


When the light faded, he had disappeared from his position.


"This is just a simple version but it should be enough to give you an example."


Thaddeus' voice resounded from the back of the room and all the students turned in its direction only to see Thaddeus slowly walking back to his desk.


"However, to make it I had to inscribe the act of teleportation that the Breath showed me. I had to inscribe my location of landing and I needed to use my power to make it work."


"To learn how the Breath 'speaks', I had to isolate myself for five years in an environment with a high density of Breath and attune with its flow. Then I had to learn how to translate that language in the form of inscriptions. Only at that moment, I had become worthy of the title of inscription master. Yet, there are exceptions in this world."


He pointed at Ruth and continued.


"Miss Ruth Eeggi was born with an innate attunement to the Breath. As you know, the Breath is everywhere, it is the essence of Heaven and Earth. Heaven and Earth are the same world you live in so it's no wonder that she is able to predict certain events by reading their Breath. Her training as an inscription master will focus only on the translation process, I believe that in less than five years she will be able to perform her first inscriptions."


The students turned to her showing envy for the most part.


However, big smiles were on their faces as they looked at her.


'It seems that the position of inscription master is quite worthy of respect to make the heirs of the large-size noble families show courtesy.'


Noah thought briefly and then focused on his situation.


'I believe that the Breath is a form of representation of the laws of the universe. In my previous world, scientists used math to understand the laws and technology to make use of them. Here they use the cultivator to understand and the inscriptions to reproduce them. However, I never felt anything even similar to a language, it's just a form of energy in my mind.'


Thaddeus spoke again, his expression turned in a stern one.


"I will be honest, many of you won't have any success in this field. The first step in the "Attunement" method is to become one with the Breath around you and then hear it speak. If you don't have enough talent or your will is too in contrast with the standards of Heaven and Earth, you will never be able to cross the first step."


'Is my ambition an obstacle in the point of view of Heaven and Earth? How can someone test it?'


Noah thought but Thaddeus was immediate in solving his doubts.


"The test at the end of this week will clearly tell you if you have any hope of pursuing the "Attunement" method so as your talents in the different disciplines that the academy teaches."


He sighed briefly.


"There are other methods to create inscriptions but they are generally more dangerous and with a smaller success rate. However, for those that have no talent in the "Attunement" method and still want to pursue the path of inscriptions, the academy will call external teachers to give you private lessons. Of course, you would have to pay every lesson unless they take you as their disciple. Also, many of them are not as reliable as the actual professors of the academy so I advise you to think carefully before deciding to invest your Credits in that."


"Anyhow, you should all have a general knowledge of the topic since it is the most common process to create techniques. With a foundation in inscriptions, the process of creating cultivation methods suitable for you will be easier."


The lesson went on discussing other applications of the art and many students were interested in the runes that Thaddeus used.


He admitted that they weren't his creation but a legacy of the Royal family.


He compared them to a martial art with more requirements, with the most important one being reaching the level of an inscription master.


'This seems so complex.'


Noah though on his way back to the lodging.



'If I'm not talented in it, there are no real problems in the short run. However, when I will have to create techniques for myself the situation will be though. I can just hope that I'll lucky with this one.'


 He stopped right in front of his door.


'Shit! If it's about luck, I'll never be able to do it! After the test, I should probably start researching about the other methods that he mentioned.'
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                        More lessons followed in the next days.


There was the alchemy course held by Wanda Hamman, the real battle course held by Bruce Nairti, and then courses about the general history of cultivators and magical beasts.


Noah was happy to discover that his chances of becoming an alchemist weren't that bad.


He had a strong mind and a good attitude at repetitive works, the only problem was is cold nature that contrasted with the warmth needed to take care of useful plants.


However, during Bruce's lesson, he shined like no one else.


"It's a pity that I already have a student as a disciple and he requires all my attention. Otherwise, I could have become your master right away."



Those were Bruce's words after Noah didn't lose any one versus one fight in his class.


'His student is called Daniel and it seems that he is some sort of celebrity around here. Apparently, he had the previous record of the hunting tests but I broke it. I've probably made an enemy out of him already if he is like the other nobles.'


Noah was in his house pondering about the events of the previous week.


'The courses of general cultivation and real battle are a must to attend. I'm really interested in the course about magical beasts too. As for the others, I'd better wait for the results of tomorrow's test.'


The students had one free day before the test of their nature and Noah was spending it inside his lodging, cultivating.


'I wonder how the test will work, it doesn't feel bad to have a clearer idea of how you are.'


The rest day passed uneventfully.


Noah woke up on the next one full of energy and moved toward the appointed gathering area.


The students of the Grayshade class had to reach a certain building on the left part of the river and wait there for further instructions.


Noah walked alone like he was used to but the same three people arrived behind him and started a conversation.


"You know, Mister Thaddeus said that it is highly possible that I will become his disciple."


Ruth said without hiding the excitement in her eyes.


Ford had a wide smile on his face when his sister spoke, being the disciple of a member of the Royal dynasty would be immensely beneficial to their family.


"That is good for you."


June cheered her without much enthusiasm.


She had lost again against Noah in Bruce's class and only managed to tie with Justin.


She was eager to increase her strength so she didn't care much about the test.


Noah wasn't paying attention to their behavior, he was still wondering how his nature could be tested effectively.


June claimed his attention by lightly nudging his torso.


"Do you already know which courses will you attend?"


Noah had become used to June's character.


She was a bit wild in her manners and words but she was pretty straightforward so he could be at ease and not expect any scheme from her.


"Megan and Bruce's ones are a must in my opinion. I'll just wait for the results of the test to think about the others."


June nodded and a slight smile formed on her face.


"It's good that you don't want to relax in the combat training. I don't want to beat you because you were too focused on other things."


Noah shook his head.


"You should first surpass Justin, don't you think?"


June snorted and crossed her arms before replying in a loud voice.


"If we could have used spells that guy was done for! Oh right, I don't even know which element you have."


Noah shrugged his shoulders but didn't answer.


He didn't particularly mind that his element was exposed but he felt that hiding it as much as possible was the best way to slow down Balvan family's research.


'If they knew that a new student with no background and of the darkness element joined the academy, I believe that all their inner circle would go to the Royal city asking for me.'


He was a fugitive after all, he had to take his precautions.


June was disappointed by the lack of an answer but she seemed to think of something and nodded repeatedly by herself.


Then she looked at Noah again and smiled.


"I will just have to force you to show it the next time that we fight."


Noah sighed and massaged his temples.


The appointed building was deep in the left side of the academy.


The area was surrounded by an eerie silence and a big door blocked the sight of the interiors of the structure.


Megan was waiting for the students to gather in front of the building and raised her hand to obtain their attention when the last one of them arrived.


"You will enter twenty at the time. The test consists of an illusionary dimension built after scanning your mental sphere. It will personal and nothing happening in the test is real but it will be a representation of your dreams and talents. After that, the results for your attitudes regarding the courses offered by the academy will be shown to you."


She then began to call the names of those that obtained the highest score in the entrance test so Noah and June were allowed to enter with the first batch of students.


The door opened and revealed a big circular area with a mirror as its floor.


A large crystal was at the center of the room, it was transparent but it refracted the light that passed through it.


"The formation will scan your sea of consciousness, don't oppose it or the test won't be accurate. Now sit and stare at your reflections on the floor, I will activate the inscriptions."


Megan moved toward the crystal and took out a shining gem.


'That should be worth one hundred Credits.'


Noah judged before he sat and stared at his reflection.


His skin was smooth and slightly pale, his eyebrows were thin and his eyes were bright.


Megan then placed the Obsidian Credit on the crystal and many inscriptions lighted up on the floor like they were the expanding roots of a tree.


Noah felt a stare on his mental sphere.


The external force continued to look at his sea of consciousness for a few minutes until his reflection flickered and he was absorbed by the mirror.
						




                    


                
				
                    118. Undying Earth, endless Heaven

					
					

                    
                        There was no pressure on his mental sphere but Noah had instinctively closed his eyes.


When he opened them, he found himself in a dark world illuminated only by the soft light of distant stars and by figures on the ground.


There were tens of thousands of white glowing shapes that resembled humans wielding weapons and they were fighting in an immense barren plain with a mountain at its center.


The mountain was incredibly tall with paths along its sides.


The paths were shining as the glowing figures were fighting on them too.


On the summit of the mountain, the brightest of all the figures was sitting on a black throne.



It seemed that it was looking at the massive battle below but since it had no face, Noah could not be sure of that.


However, the throne felt irresistible to Noah and he instinctively took a step toward the battlefield.


He noticed that he hadn't a body either but that he was made of the same brilliant substance of the others in the plain.


Two glowing sabers were wielded by him as he began to battle.


His thoughts were confused and he could not think of anything except reaching the top of the mountain.


He began to battle in the crowded plain, every time he defeated a figure, a bit of its light was absorbed by Noah.


He didn't notice that once a shape was killed, a skull would fell on the ground behind him.


He had random moments of clarity in which he could think about his situation.


'It seems that this world forces me to follow my instincts, I believe that this is all a metaphor for my search of power.'


He realized the intention of the test but he could not stop fighting.


He felt his strength increase every time he defeated an opponent and he slowly neared the base of the mountain.


However, there were only more figures on his path and Noah continued to defeat them one by one.


He lost the perception of time, there was only the next opponent in his mind.


Days passed fighting and then months.


Noah had completely lost himself in the search of power but his sparse moments of clarity allowed him to always move toward the mountain.


The light he was exuding started to surpass those around him as he was becoming far stronger than them.


In the end, he reached the mountain.


He found out that the 'paths' were in reality only one road that coiled all the mountain linking its bottom with its peak.


Noah didn't waste any time an began his climb.


Even more battles happened and more skulls accumulated on the terrain.


He continued his solitary march toward the power that he had always desired.


He was becoming increasingly shining, he clearly felt that his strength had long surpassed the limits of a human of his new world.


Then, he reached the summit.


The most shining figure rose from his throne and launched itself at Noah.


The battle was incredibly hard but Noah felt satisfied when he won.


There was no one else in front of him, only the throne remained on his path.


He slowly neared it, it felt irresistible as if everything he had always desired were to be found there.


He sat on the throne and the scene changed in front of his eyes.


The throne wasn't black anymore but it was white and made of countless human skulls.


The mountain had changed too: instead of terrain, the ground was composed of bloody corpses and countless weapons.


The plain disappeared and, in its place, a red sea occupied the whole world.


Noah could clearly feel some familiarity with all the environment.


The skulls and corpses belonged to those that he had killed to reach the summit while the sea was the blood that he had made them shed.


He was alone, the last living being, king of a dead world.


Time passed, Noah felt that he hadn't left the throne for centuries.


He had no reason move, he had reached the peak, the pinnacle of the world.


Then, the level of the sea began to lower until it was completely absorbed in the ground below it.


Slowly, life forms appeared.


They were small shapes made of light that ran freely on the naked terrain.


More and more lights formed until the first human was born.


A second human appeared and then a third.


The world repopulated at a fast pace until the humans were again the main figures of the world.


The shining figures then looked at the mountain and at Noah's brilliance.


One by one, they fell on their knees and prostrated toward the white throne and the mountain of corpses.


'Heaven and Earth gave me a throne, even if it's made of skulls. The Earth revives every time, doesn't matter how much blood you pour on it.'


He raised his gaze to look at the distant stars.


'The vastness of the sky stands uncaring upon me.'


He looked again at the prostrated figures, he was the king of an entire world, there was only worship exuded from its inhabitants.


'I don't want any of this.'


He understood that the throne was just a mean to obtain strength but he had no intention of being a ruler.


'I have no interest in ruling upon the undying Earth, nor on being deluded by the endless Heaven.'


He looked again at the sky, the light of the stars felt familiar, they resembled a bigger version of the shining shape that was previously occupying the mountain.


He stood up from the throne and placed a foot in the air.


A step materialized and Noah proceeded on placing his other foot on the empty air in front of it.


Another step appeared on a higher altitude than the one before.


Noah didn't stop nor did he look at the figures below him, only the shining stars occupied his field of view.


A stairway leading to the firmament formed and Noah continued to climb it until he disappeared in the dark sky.
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                        Noah opened his eyes.


His image reflexed on the floor made of mirrors slowly brought him back to reality.


In the eyes of his reflection, the brightness of the stars in the sky shined like it had become a part of it.


'So, this is who I am.'


He had a deeper understanding of his true nature after the test.


'An endless search for a higher power. It seems that even Heaven can't suppress my ambition.'


He raised his gaze to look at the sky.


Only the clear ceiling of the building was visible but Noah's eyes seemed to look through it.


'I died and reborn. I was suppressed and forged my way to freedom. I shall not be bound by human's law nor by Heaven's will.'


A list appeared in his sea of consciousness which had the names of the courses and his attitude on them pictured on it.


'Attunement with the Breath, highly incompatible, I had already guessed that much.'


Noah attentively read the list.


He discovered that if he focused on certain courses, an explanation for the judgment of the test would appear.


'My nature is in deep contrast with the fairness of Heaven and Earth which will likely prevent me from ever hearing their language.'


'My talent in alchemy is average, my uncaring nature seems to contrast with some procedures of the art.'


He looked for the tag "highly compatible" and found only two courses that had it.


'Real battle was quite obvious, I was going to attend that course anyway. However, what kind of subject is "Elemental forging"?'


The latter was the only other course where he was highly talented according to the test.


Noah focused on its name and a line of text appeared.


'Since your nature is heavily opposing the will of the world, the inscription method "Elemental forging" is the most suitable for you.'


'Oh, it's another method for inscriptions. My chances to become an inscription master are not null then.'


Noah looked around him and saw that all the other students in the room were lost in thought.


He stood up and went to Megan, performing a light bow when he reached her.


"Am I now allowed to inspect the inventory?"


Megan smiled lightly seeing Noah's eagerness.


"Yes, but remember to declare your courses in the building where you retrieved your academy token. You have one free week to do it. After that, the academy will formally start operating."


Noah bowed again and exited the building.


There were the curious stares of the students on the outside of the test area but he was too excited to care about them.


'Finally, I can choose new techniques!'


Since he had completed the test, he had finally access to the various services that the academy offered.


There were some areas locked behind merit points but the inventory was not one of them.


Noah moved rapidly through the streets of the academy, his mind was focused on a certain building on the map in his sea of consciousness.


When he arrived there, he could clearly see that the structure was completely surrounded by runes and inscriptions.


Two guards in golden armor stared coldly at him when he neared the ingress of the inventory.


"We need to see your token."


Noah took it out from his space-ring and the guards gave it back to him after a few inspections.


"You can enter, Professor Lynn will explain everything to you."


Noah nodded and entered the building.


'These guards are powerful. I guess it's obvious since all the techniques and arts of the academy are stored here.'


The scent of old books and ink invaded his nose, the interior of the building appeared extremely old.


An old cultivator was silently meditating mid-air behind a long desk.


Even more runes were present on the floor from that point onward.


Noah saw the man sitting cross-legged in the air and was slightly amazed.


'This elder is so strong that I can't feel anything coming from him.'


He reached for the desk and bowed.


"Professor Lynn, I'm here to inspect the inventory for the first time."



Lynn slowly opened his eyes and Noah felt a piercing gaze analyzing him.


He slowly descended on the floor and stood up with his arms crossed.


His large sleeves completely covered his hands and his white long beard was freely laid on his chest.


"The academy offers one rank 4 martial art for free. Would you mind telling me your current one and your element so that I can sort those that fit you the most?"


His voice was steady and no trace of his age was present on it.


Noah nodded and spoke in a soft voice.


"Nails of the Kamaitachi and, well, darkness element."


Lynn's eyes widened when he heard the last part but then a smile broke on his stern face.


"What an interesting period to be alive! Give me a moment, I will show you a list of martial arts soon."


He sat on the chair behind the desk and took out a white crystal from a drawer.


He closed his eyes and focused, holding the crystal in his hand.


The white light flickered from time to time and, after a few minutes, Lynn opened his eyes and handed the crystal to Noah.


Noah took it and used his mental energy to probe the white mineral.


Immediately, a list of about ten martial arts appeared in his sea of consciousness.


There were descriptions on the sides of their names and Noah's attention was completely drawn by them.


Only a few of them had the darkness element as a requirement but they were all martial arts for two-weapon users that focused on speed.


'There is the rank 4 Nails of the Kamaitachi but it's advised to be of the wind element to use it fully. As for those of the darkness element, they all have wide area attacks that oppose my current fighting style.'


His choice eventually fell on the only martial art that valued his fighting style and his element.


'Three forms of the Ashura, rank 4. Limited to dual-weapon wielder and darkness element cultivators. Consists of three techniques that have to be paired with my martial art and they expend both Breath and mental energy. It should be my best choice since it allows me to increase my battle prowess without giving up my accumulated experience.'


Noah decided in his mind and reported his choice to Lynn.
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                        "This is a good choice but you must raise your level to fully use these three forms"


Lynn commented on Noah's choice while he stood up from his chair and brought the crystal in a deeper part of the room.


He placed the mineral on a small cavity on the floor and the inscriptions around it lighted up.


When the light faded, a small book had appeared in that spot.


Lynn handed the book to Noah and he stored it, he had still other transactions to do.


"Professor, I wonder if you could solve one of my doubts."


Lynn caressed his beard and nodded.


"Why is the value of spells and techniques so high? Isn't it possible to simply copy the forms and diagrams?"


Lynn smiled lightly before replying.


"When and inscription master writes a diagram, it is generally drawn according to his comprehension. Since it's quite impossible to copy someone else intention when he inscribes, it is hard to make copies of a certain technique. Martial arts are a bit different as they are simpler in their descriptions, that's why their value is lower."


'So, I can't make a copy of the Surging river spell.'


"Thank you, Professor. I would like to acquire more techniques, the instruction's book said that I could buy them with merit points, Credits, and by trade, am I right?"


Lynn nodded again.


"Do you already know what are you looking for?"


"Darkness spells and rank 4 body-nourishing methods that require the darkness element."


Lynn's eyes widened, he was surprised that such a young man was so certain of what he was in need of.


"The value of darkness spells is quite high since not even the academy as that many of them. I think you can only afford a rank 0 one for now. As for the body-nourishing method, its price isn't low either."


Noah took out a small scroll from his space-ring and showed it to Lynn.


The Professor carefully examined it and was quite interested after a few looks.


Noah spoke before he could say anything.


"I have one thousand Credits and that spell, are they enough?"


The scroll contained the Surging river spell.


Since Noah had no usage for it, it was better to exchange it for something that could increase his strength.


Money was the same: what was the point of accumulating it? It was better to spend it on useful techniques.


He could always make more of it later when he had become stronger.


Lynn put a hand under his chin and fell in thought.


After a few seconds, he picked the crystal again and concentrated.


"Which body-nourishing method did you train into?"


"Forging of the Seven Hells."


Lynn stopped his concentration for a moment and looked at Noah.


A bit of pity was exuded from his eyes when he looked at the youth.


He then resumed his focus and tossed the crystal to Noah when he was done.


The list of techniques and spells wasn't long, it had at best twenty-five names and most of them were rank 0 spells.


'Dark blade, enhances sharpness. Dark membrane, light defensive ability…'


Noah read through them but he couldn't find anything interesting.


He saw a rank 1 spell called Black coil which he could use but he believed that his martial art enhanced with his Demonic form was on its same level.


The others were supportive spells that existed for any other element.


'I couldn't expect much more since I have one of the best darkness spells already. Buying a rank 1 spell now will only hinder my combat style since using the Demonic form will always be the best choice at any moment. I should probably pick a supportive rank 0 one that enhances my normal status so that I can rely less on the Demonic form.'


He switched his attention to the body-nourishing methods.


There were ten methods but only three of them had the darkness element as a requirement.


Of those three, only two of them had special abilities that could be mastered once he reached the fourth rank.


'These two are surely more valuable, they remember me of Kevin's transformation.'


The prices were written on the sides of each name and Noah paled a bit when he looked at the ones of the two methods.


They were priced more than forty thousand Credits each!


The rank 0 spells costed "only" eight thousand Credits in comparison.


He raised his gaze and spoke to Lynn in a soft voice.


"How much is my spell worth?"


Lynn shook his head and replied calmly.


"It is a spell that can express the power of a rank 4 magic. Don't worry, just pick one for each category and you will be fine."


Noah focused again on the two body-nourishment methods.



'Way of the phantom, reaching rank 4 will allow the user to increase his stealth abilities, as well as becoming completely invisible and ethereal for a short period of time.'


'Yin body, reaching rank 4 will give the user a body with high regenerative proprieties. It will also store Breath that can be used to momentarily enhance the qualities of the body, mainly the regenerative one.'


'They seem both really good. The phantom form is really interesting, it could help me escape any situation and I believe that it has many applications in battle. However, the Yin body seems to match well with the Forging of Seven Hells since I should be able to store more Breath than normal cultivators.'


They were both really suitable for survival and it took Noah quite a bit to finally decide.


He passed back the crystal to Lynn and spoke calmly.


"I want the rank 0 spell Shadow steps and the rank 4 body-nourishing method Yin body."


Lynn nodded and replied.


"I will value the spell fifty thousand Credits. Sadly, it is of a common element which makes it easier to copy so its value is barely enough for you to buy what you've chosen."


He returned to the spot where he first took the martial art and repeated the same procedure as before.


When he came back, he had two scrolls in his hands and twenty shining Obsidian Credits.


"These are the method and the spell that you asked for, added to two thousand Credits of change from the value of your spell."


Noah put everything in the space-ring and he could not help to ask another question.


"May I know how much it costs to buy a rank 4 darkness spell?"


Lynn showed a complex smile.


"They are pretty rare and almost impossible to copy. You should have a sum superior to two hundred thousand Credits if you really want to think of buying one."
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                        Noah exited the inventory building.


He was deep in thought but he could not hide the excitement that he felt.


'I should really find a way to make money. Well, at least now I have the means to improve all my centers of power.'


The Yin body for the body, the Kesier rune for the mind, the Dark vortex for the dantian, and the Three forms of the Ashura coupled with the Shadow steps spell for his combat style.


He was eager to go back to his lodgings but there was another matter that had to be completed.


Noah went to the building where he received the academy token.


The same old woman was on the desk inside the structure.


"I need to state the courses that I want to attend and I would like to ask information about one of them."


Noah handed his token to the woman that gestured him to continue.


"General cultivation, real battle, and study of magical beasts. I would like to know more about the Elemental forging course though."


The woman nodded and wrote something on a tablet on the desk.


She then raised her head to look at Noah spoke in a calm voice.


"You need to request for an external teacher but it will cost you."


Noah was aware of that aspect and replied.


"How much?"


She sorted some kind of inscribed sheet before answering him.


"There is only one cultivator affiliated to the academy that teaches it. He requests for three hundred Credits for every private lesson."


'That much! What I have is just enough for ten lessons!'


Noah was quite conflicted about that.


On one side, he already had everything he needed to increase his strength in the incoming years.


On the other one, he was afraid that his lack of knowledge in the inscription field would be a hindrance to his future advancements.


'Fuck it, it's just money.'


"I accept. How does it work then?"


The woman wrote a line over the sheet and then did the same with the token.


"It might take a while for him to arrive at the academy. Just attend your normal courses, the token has the schedule already stored in it. You will be informed when your requested teacher arrives and you will directly pay him."


Noah took the token back and bowed.


He hurriedly went back to his lodging.


There were no lessons for the whole week and Noah had too many techniques to catch up with.


He looked at the Yin body first, but he found out that it was required to be cultivated at night.


Since it was still midday, he chose to inspect the rank 0 spell.


'Shadow steps, it creates small circles made of Breath under your feet. Stepping on them will propel you at fast speed in the desired direction.'



It was a movement type spell, it could vastly improve Noah's footwork making his fast martial art more deadly.


There was also another reason why he chose it: it was completely compatible with his flight through Echo's wings!


Noah focused on the diagram and memorized it in two hours.


It was a rank 0 spell after all, learning it took no time to Noah that was already halfway through the first rank of the sea of consciousness.


Noah stood up and replicated the lines of the diagram in his mind.


Mental energy and Breath were expended but their quantity wasn't much.


'This consumption is totally sustainable in long fights. I only need to train in it.'


A small black circle appeared under his sole as Noah raised his foot in the air.


Noah stepped on it and pushed with medium strength.


The ring shattered but Noah jumped till the ceiling of the room, blocking the impact with his hands.


'Definitely worth the consumption, I should train more in an open space. Maybe I can pick up some simple missions already.'


He tried some more times to get used to the sensation of the activation of the spell and then moved his focus to the martial art.


'Three forms of the Ashura, it basically consists of three techniques that have to be implemented in my martial art to improve its rank. However, I'm not totally sure that I have enough Breath and mental energy to use it. I should just memorize the moves for now, I'll try its actual prowess outside the academy.'


Noah trained in the three forms, his sabers swung across the room as they moved according to the instructions of the martial art.


He could clearly feel that there was an incredible power behind the positions and he tried to mix them with his already mastered art.


In the end, the night came.


Noah could not wait anymore and he stuffed some food from his space-ring in his mouth and sat on the floor with the Yin body scroll open in front of him.


'I first need to choose where the absorption should begin. It is usually advised to equally distribute the Breath on the body but I'm quite sure that my seven acupoints know what to do.'


His acupoints refilled the Breath in his body as soon as it was used.


However, since he reached the liquid stage that Breath had become quite useless in battle.


Noah focused on his acupoints.


The Yin body method of absorption was similar to his Dark vortex cultivation technique.


The Dark vortex was created consuming part of his Breath to attract the one of its same kind.


The Yin body created a vortex that rotated at a certain rhythm that attracted only the Breath of the darkness element and distributed it in certain parts of the body.


In the Yin body method, the focus was on the bone marrow.


Noah didn't need to create a vortex since he had already seven of them and only focused on changing their rotation rhythm.


It was hard at the beginning since even a slight mistake would stop the attraction of the Breath.


After attempting for four hours, Noah finally managed to control one of his acupoints to follow the described rhythm.


A cold sensation enveloped his back, the Breath that was absorbed sent chills down his spine.


As more and more Breath entered the vortex, the acupoint below it began to darken.


A wave of coldness invaded Noah, the new Breath traveled through his body and completely vanquished the one that was already stored by the Seven Hells method.


Little by little, that emptied space was being filled by a dark and cold gas.
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                        Since the Yin body was a body-nourishing method specific for the darkness element, it was obvious that the absorbed Breath would be of that same element.


The Seven Hells method didn't distinguish between them and had freely stored Breath of various types but, with the new method, that Breath had become a hindrance for the advancement of the body.


The dark gas slowly filled his body, lowering its temperature.


Noah endured the coldness and pushed the new Breath toward the dantian.


The dantian then refined the gas and dispersed it through his skeletal system.


His bones began to emit a soft aura that slowly nourished the other parts of his body.


'So that's how it feels like to use a method that requires the dantian.'


The refinement of the dantian was necessary for the process to render the cold Breath absorbed by his acupoint harmless.


If his body tried to directly assimilate it, it would create a great deal of damage.


Noah continued to practice in the Yin body for the rest of the night, trying to automate the procedure.


When the sun rose, ending the night, Noah had managed to use two of his seven acupoints for the absorption part.


He stood up and felt the Breath accumulated in his bones slowly nourishing his body.


It was a cold sensation but Noah didn't feel the slightest uneasiness.


Conversely, he was feeling his body becoming stronger!


'Such a long time has passed since I last trained my body. It feels good.'


He smiled enjoying the sensation of his strengthening.


'Never mind the battle prowess, I will become used to my new techniques anyway during the real battle class. Right now, I should focus on increasing the level of my centers of power before wasting time in some useless missions for the academy.'


That's what he did in the free week before the beginning of the lessons.


The day was reserved for the Kesier rune and his martial art while the night was spent trying to cultivate together dantian and body through his two techniques.



When the free week ended and Noah exited his lodging, his usual aura seemed even colder and his skin was pale but not in an unhealthy way.


As he moved toward the building, he noticed that the streets of the academy were crowded with young students that he had never seen before.


"It seems that the test period is usually break-time for the students. They were all back in their families or away doing missions for the academy."


June arrived behind him and solved his doubts.


She had even larger eyebags than last week but her eyes seemed more focused.


"I didn't see you two for an entire week, don't tell me that you spent all that time cultivating!"


Ruth arrived with her brother.


The answer to her question was quite obvious seeing the aspect of Noah and June.


"You should enjoy life more! We are young and talented, we can't waste our best years like this!"


June shook his head and snorted while Noah limited himself to look ahead of him.


'Enjoy life? I don't even know when the Balvan family will find me.'


Rhys' face appeared in his mind and some of his suppressed emotions were kindled again.


'I bet that daddy is pretty desperate about Fabian disappearance. What a pity, I'm way too weak to make a move against a medium-size noble family.'


Some traces of killing intent began to be exuded from his figure.


However, before anyone near him could notice it, a big commotion invaded one of the streets near his position.


Tens of students surrounded a tall man of about nineteen years old.


He had short silver hair and a slender body.


A warm smile was on his face as he greeted those that came to welcome him.


His aura too was warm and fiery which improved his figure in the eyes of the others.


Ruth suppressed an excited scream and whispered to June.


"That man is Daniel! The prodigy of the Uyde family! It is said that not only his family is one of the wealthiest among the large-size noble families, he is also the stronger student in the academy! Think about it, he has the record in the hunting entrance tests with one hundred and ten Earth lizards killed!"


June was speechless and pointed at Noah behind her.


"But he broke that record."


June didn't hold her voice so all the students near her heard what she said.


Whispers began to resound between the various groups of students until, eventually, those words arrived at the youths surrounding Daniel.


"Someone broke Lord Daniel's record? Hump, I bet he was fighting ants!"


"But I heard that they were Ice-born Yetis, their strength is quite similar to the Earth lizards."


"Nonsense. And even if they did that, Lord Daniel was less than seventeen when he did that accomplishment! We must all remember that."


"But this Vance is not even sixteen apparently."


"…"


Silence reined on the streets and June sensed a cold stare on her back.


She turned and saw Noah looking at her with the same gaze that he had back when they fought.


"I'm sorry, ok? I'll make up for this at some point. I just don't think much about the consequences of my actions."


She bowed while saying these words.


Noah felt like an old man scolding a child and sighed loudly while massaging his temples.


However, some stares and gestures that pointed at him had already begun to appear between the students.


He then felt a scorching gaze on him and turned his head in that direction.


His eyes inevitably crossed Daniel's ones and they stared at each other for a whole minute.


Noah felt that Daniel's nature was completely different from his, he could not explain why.


It was more of an instinct rather than a sensation.


'Is he stronger than me? Well, he is at least three years older.'


Noah felt that Daniel's strength was slightly above his, he wasn't sure that he could beat him.


After their stares, Daniel began to speak.


"So, you must be Vance! Why don't you join me and my friends for a drink? Oh, you can bring your group too, the more the merrier!"


Daniel's smile began even brighter as he gently asked that.


Ruth turned to look at Noah with an eager expression but he answered immediately before any plead reached his ears.


"No, I have a lesson now."


After these words, he walked toward his appointed building between the amazed gazes of the other students.
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                        Noah entered the building and sat on one of the farthest seats from the teacher's desk.


Megan was already there waiting for all the students to gather.


June arrived right after and sat next to him.


"Why didn't you join Daniel?"


Noah replied in a calm tone.


"Because I had a lesson."


"But isn't he the most famous person in the academy?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders.


"Should I care?"


"Well, face is really important to nobles. There is a high chance that his group will retaliate."


Noah shrugged his shoulders again and focused on Megan.


The course went on for a few hours with the Professor explaining the most common usage of the various centers of power.


After that, Noah went back to his lodging and found out that June's warning was on point.


Two male students were standing in front of his accommodation with smirks on their faces.


"Do you think that breaking Lord Daniel's record gives you the right to ignore him?"


The other continued.


"Lord Daniel is too kind and doesn't care about that stuff but you clearly disrespected him this morning. You'd better follow us and apologize in front of him."


Noah understood part of the situation.


'They want to gain points with that guy by using me as a sacrifice?'


Noah shook his head and spoke in an uncaring tone.


"Hey, what is the meaning of "gravely injure" according to the academy rules?"


The two students were a bit surprised by his words and replied honestly.


"Well, any permanent injury of course."


Noah nodded and wielded his sabers.


"I only want to cultivate in peace but if you force me, I will break both your arms and hang you naked on the board on this side of the river."


The two students were speechless for a moment before exploding in a sonorous laugh.


"Who do you think you are!? If you ever touch me, L-"


He could not finish his phrase since Noah had already appeared in front of him.


The handle of his saber hit with incredible momentum the pit of the student's stomach.


The student fell on his knees and began to throw up.


Noah grabbed his head and smashed it on the ground, making him faint.


The other student grew scared and turned to run away.


Noah charged again, a small black circle appeared under his foot, speeding up his assault.


He immediately arrived behind the other student and strongly hit his nape with the bladeless side of his saber.


He fainted on the spot due to the impact of Noah's attack.


'The Shadow steps spell sure is useful!'


He had used the rank 0 spell in both his charges to obtain a greater momentum and the effects greatly pleased him.


'Now, let's take care of these two.'


A great commotion occurred that day in the academy.


One of the new students carried two of his seniors on the board at the center of the lodging area.


The seniors were unconscious and were, most importantly, naked from head to toe.


The new student then hanged them upside down on the board and went away uncaringly.


'I really went too easy on them.'


Noah sighed, he was back in his room.


In the end, he didn't break their arms, he was still too wary of Thaddeus' threat.


'Well, they should have learnt their lesson at least. If they ever come back for more trouble, I'll just be harsher with my methods.'


He was in a good mood since he had had the chance to test his new spell, its effects were like he had predicted.


'I should even be able to fly for longer times since I can continuously use the Shadow steps in the air. I guess I will have to do more experiments as soon as I pick a mission.'


He spent the rest of the day training, waking up early in the morning to attend the real battle course.


There were many people on the streets of the academy and most of them gazed at Noah before whispering in their groups.


'Everyone should now know that I'm not to bother, good.'


His message seemed to be fully conveyed as no one dared to cross his eyes.


"Was it a good fight?"


With the exception of June, of course.


"It wasn't really a fight."


June nodded and continued to move forward.


"We need a sparring partner in today's course. Can I count on you for that?"


Noah thought for a bit and then nodded after adding something.


"As long as you watch your mouth from now on."


.



.


.


Time passed peacefully for Noah in the academy.


He would attend his three weekly lessons and then spend the rest of his time cultivating.


His knowledge of magical beasts became vaster as it did his expertise in the cultivation topic.


His strength also steadily rose and, with June as his sparring partner, he had become quite used to the changes in his fighting style.


Almost two months had passed since his entrance in the academy and it was time for him to complete a mission.


Noah was standing in front of the board with a pensive expression.


Since the events with Daniel's followers, no one ever bothered him again.


Adding that to his increasingly cold aura, it was no wonder that very few people ever approached him.


'However, if they want some kind of revenge, I believe that this will be the best moment.'


All the missions that he could accept were outside of the academy ground.


If the two students managed somehow to place an ambush on him, things could get troublesome.


'They would need a man in the inside though. Well, even if they do plan something, I will just use this chance to test my progress.'


The oath they swore concerned the academy, the information about its students was quite free to divulge.


In the end, he picked the hunting mission with the biggest reward and moved to the exit of the academy.


He felt some gazes on him and one of them was especially intense.


'Here is the man on the inside.'


Noah turned to look in that direction only to see Samuel Muwlos calmly smirking at him.


He then placed his token on the passage for the outside and hurriedly exited the academy.


Seeing that, Samuel picked a wooden tablet and neared it to his mouth.


"He went out, have fun."
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                        Noah ran at full speed toward the appointed location for his mission.


He had to vanquish a pack of rank 3 Sun tigers that occupied a lake in the area near the academy.


Since these magical beasts disrupted the environment of the lake, many precious plants had been lost and the academy issued a mission to restore the zone the way it was.


However, Noah's focus wasn't on the road ahead of him but rather on the branches above.


As soon as he stepped in the Arolyac forest, he felt that someone was observing him.


That sensation didn't stop as he moved but only became more real.


He could clearly sense that someone was following him.


'This time, I won't let them go with just a bit of public humiliation.'


Noah's eyes shined and he uncovered his upper body.


Black rings appeared under his feet and his speed increased drastically.


His figure distanced from the pursuers and they increased their pace to keep their vision of him.


Noah zigzagged between the trees, making his figure hard to follow.


At some point, he reached a large trunk and went behind it.


Shadow steps activated and black smoke was released from his legs as he forcefully jumped in the air.


With the two spells empowering his leap, Noah reached a height of fifteen meters in an instant!


Then, two pairs of wings came out of his back, which carried him at the top of the tree where he was hiding.


As he reached the tallest branch, he used his mental energy to cover his presence and he stood still, waiting for his pursuers.


That usage of the mental energy was one of the skills that he learnt in the general cultivation course.


Since the mental energy could be used to inspect things, of course it could be used to hide them!



However, it could only hide from weaker mental energies, stronger ones would just break its concealment.


His pursuers went right past his position, his movements had been too fast for them to notice that he had disappeared.


Noah watched coldly as the figures went on and, only when he was sure that no one noticed his position, he began to follow them.


From the prey, he had become the hunter!


As he neared them, he noticed that they had stopped after a few hundred meters.


They were arguing loudly, he could not help but shook his head at their poor performance in the ambush.


"I'm telling you he must have gone in that direction, there is no way that I lost him."


"Mal, that guy managed to surpass Lord Daniel's record at that age, I won't be surprised if he knew some tricks."


"And what tricks could ever do to the ten of us. We are nobles! He is just a no one with a bit of talent."


"Norton, if you really think that some commoner with no background can surpass Lord Daniel, then you really deserved to be hanged naked."


"If you ever speak of that again, I swear I-"


He could not finish his phrase since a winged figure appeared behind him at high speed.


Noah attacked him with the bladeless part of his sabers, hitting the student's shoulders and cracking their bones with the impact.


The student smashed on the ground releasing a painful yell but Noah simply stomped on his head.


The student fainted due to the impact.


The other pursuers looked at Noah's figure in fear, his two pairs of wings coupled with his cold expression sent chills down their spine.


Noah turned the youth below him and pointed his feet on his knees.


Then, he grabbed his ankles and forcefully pulled.


The student's legs arched in the opposite angle releasing cracking sounds.


Noah then raised his gaze toward the other students and spoke.


"You know, I was really trying to be a good student but it seems that you think too highly of yourselves. Don't worry though, I will fix that behavior of yours."


One of the students gathered his courage and yelled at the others in his group.


"He is alone and there are nine of us! Let's teach him his place!"


The other youths regained some of their confidence and began to wield their weapons but Noah had already charged at them.


He immediately appeared in front of the one that seemed the stronger of the group and cut diagonally on his chest.


Blood flowed but the wound appeared quite superficial, Noah was still holding himself back.


The youth though backed for a few steps and a bat materialized behind him.


Echo pushed him on the ground and Noah kicked his face a few times.


Blood and teeth fell on the terrain.


Noah stopped only when he was sure that the student had fainted.


At that moment, a ball of fire shot in his direction.


Echo appeared in its trajectory and endured the might of the spell.


Its body broke in many spots but it recomposed almost immediately.


Noah jumped through his blood companion and shot in the direction of the fire mage, Echo had been absorbed in his body making the wings reappear on his back.


Eight students remained.


They were inexperienced but still equipped with spells and martial arts.


Since Noah could not use the Demonic form for fear of killing them, he used this chance to test the improvements in his fighting style.


Noah attacked the fire mage relentlessly.


In the eyes of the student, Noah's sabers multiplied.


From two attacks they became four, and from four, six.


He didn't understand at all how all these attacks were not illusory but completely real.


In a few seconds, the mage's shoulder was pierced and Noah punched strongly on his face.


His mouth distorted and he retreated but Echo blocked him on the ground, giving time to Noah to neutralize him.


The other seven had reached him by then and attacked with great dexterity.


Since they were all near him, the usage of spells with a wide effect range was limited as it would hurt those in their group.


It became a battle of martial arts!


'First form of the Ashura, endless assault.'


Noah slashed madly at the students encircling him.


His Breath and mental energy depleted rapidly as more and more blades appeared in the air.


Seven students attacked Noah in every direction but each of their strikes was blocked and counter-attacked!


Noah's figure was surrounded by the after-images of his attacks that clashed on all seven at the same time.
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                        The Ashura was a humanoid magical beast with three heads and six arms.


The Three forms of the Ashura, as a rank 4 technique, could inherently improve the martial art of a cultivator multiplying his attacks till they reached the number of arms of the Ashura.


Each form, on the other hand, had more amazing effects.


The First form could increase the number of attacks by a large amount, creating material after-images through the Breath of the cultivator.


However, fighting in that way comported a heavy burden on the cultivator's mind.


Noah was battling seven people at the same time, his mental energy depleted to aid his concentration on his various opponents.


He didn't commit any mistakes though, there were no flaws in his combat style.


He had already been used on dividing his senses with the blood companion so it had been easier for him to learn the First form.


Little by little, all the students were pushed back with many small cuts appearing on their bodies.


In Noah's perception, it was like fighting each one of them in a one versus one battle.


'I don't believe that any of them can match my proficiency!'


He had wielded a saber since the age of eight and he had fought nonstop since that moment, there was no way that some spoiled kids could match his blows.


In about thirty minutes, the seven students were all on their knees, covered in injuries.


Noah drank a potion to refill his mental energy, the fight had almost depleted it completely.


'The martial art is amazing but I still can't use it. The First form is the limit of my current level.'


He was sweating profusely and his dantian was almost empty, yet he had managed to defeat all the youths without gravely injuring them.


He neared one of them and pressed him on the ground.


Then he pointed his feet on his junctures and arched his limbs in their opposite angle.


Cracking sounds and screams resounded in that area of the forest as Noah proceeded to break the arms and legs of each one of the attackers.


Then he tied them up to the biggest tree and slowly stripped them.


The students were either crying, pleading for mercy, or cursing him loudly.


They were eight man and two women, all tied, naked, and with their limbs broken.


Noah spoke to the group.


"I believe that you won't die just because of these wounds and your limbs will be fine after a few weeks of rest. I will go and finish my mission now, I'll take care of you when I come back."


More curses were spewed from their mouths but Noah simply neared the ones that spoke and punched them until all their teeth had fallen.


Silence reigned in the group of tied students after that treatment.


Noah then pretended to go on his way but instead concealed his presence after he was away from their sight a returned to the tree where they were restrained.


He sat on one of the branches and meditated to refill his dantian while his attention was on the students.


"That fucker! How daring he is to-"


"Shut up! This is all your fault! I should have never followed you in this suicide mission."


"I agree, that guy is simply too frightening."


"Frightening? That guy is a demon in a human's hide! He didn't even spare Val and Leah from this treatment."


The eyes of the males unconsciously focused the naked bodies of the two girls who were crying and trying to cover their bodies.


However, their limbs were lifeless, there was nothing that could hide their figures.


"I believe that we should stop bothering Vance, I don't really want to think of what would happen if we lose another time to him."


The students agreed and Noah nodded from his position above them.


'It seems that I won't have to plan a way to secretly kill them.'


Noah cultivated for half a day and then went to the lake that his mission indicated.


Fifteen or so three meters tall yellow tigers were silently occupying that territory.


According to what he had learnt in the magical beasts' course, the Sun tigers stored flames in their bodies which forced them to continuously disperse the heat with external methods.



It was common for their kind to occupy an environment with cold water in it.


'I'll test my martial art a bit more.'


Rank 3 creatures had lost any form of threat in Noah's eyes, they were simply training for him.


Noah used twenty minutes to kill every tiger and stored their bodies in his space-ring as proof of his successful mission.


He then rested to return to his peak form and moved back to the students.


Most of them were struggling to break free from their bindings, they were cultivators after all, their wounds had already healed.


Noah neared them slowly and shook his head showing his disappointment.


"And here I thought that you had learnt your lessons. It seems that you really don't care about your teeth."


The students trembled, since their limbs were broken, they were powerless to oppose to Noah.


"Mercy, please! I promise I will never d-"


A kick stopped him from speaking any more.


Noah sat in front of the naked youths and smiled coldly looking each of them straight in the eyes.


Only when all of them had their head lowered, he began to speak.


"I believe that Daniel isn't aware of your plan, right?"


One of the girls raised her head and spoke through the tears on her face.


"How could he! He is generous and kind, he will neve-"


A slap hit her face while Noah continued.


"Only short answers from now on. If I want to know more, I will ask."


After he was sure that they understood, he spoke again.


"Why do you all follow him? I mean, I understand that his character and his status are amazing but that shouldn't be enough for people to bother me just to improve their relationship with him."


The students lowered their heads, unwilling to answer.


Noah sighed.


"It seems that I have to break your hands and feet too."


He neared one of the girls and held her hand.


He began to apply pressure on his grip and the girl screamed in pain until one of the boys gave him what he wanted.


"Wait! Daniel isn't just talented and wealthy, he is also the only light mage of the academy!"
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                        'Light element!'


Noah finally understood the reason for his conflicting instincts.


'Talent, wealth, and a rare element. No wonder he has so many followers, his future will be extraordinary.'


He let go of the girl's hand and stood up.


"I believe no one of you wants to get hanged naked on the board, right?"


The youths shook their heads almost immediately.


"Good, you must know that I'm quite short on money lately and this makes me really vengeful. Is it possible that you have some kind of solution to my problem?"


The students understood the meaning behind his words and took out a total of two thousand Credits from their storage devices.


Noah gathered the crystals and nodded at them.


"Just one last thing. You are my seniors so you must have a better accommodation, am I right?"


The lodgings were decided according to the seniority of the students and their distance from the source of the river was chosen based on their strength in their class.


However, the academy allowed challenges between students if they wanted to improve their accommodation.


They could also be traded or given away with the authorization of both interested parts. 


Noah didn't really want to challenge other students but since the chance presented itself, he wouldn't waste it.


"So, who of you has the closest one to the source of the river?"


The students turned to look at one of the boys.


Noah smiled and crouched toward him.


The student panicked and began to plead.


"No please, my family invested so much in my studies here. I had to pay an incredible sum to g-."


Noah stopped him and patted his shoulder while shaking his head.


"I know, I know. The love of a family is important in the life of a cultivator. What are a few days hanged in front of the whole academy in comparison?"


The student paled and gritted his teeth.


"Fine but one da-"


A kick hit him in the face.


Noah's eyes shined with a cold light as he focused his mental energy on the youth.


"One day you what? I only wanted to cultivate in peace but you came to me seeking trouble. If it wasn't for the academy's rules, I would have killed all of you already."


The students trembled at Noah's pressure.


They knew that he was telling the truth.


"I will warn you just once: if you ever approach me again with bad intentions, I will gladly get expelled only to taste the pleasure of taking your worthless lives. Are we clear?"


His mental pressure intensified, it could be said that the strength of his sea of consciousness was unmatched among those near his age.


One by one, the students slowly nodded and Noah released the pressure.


"Since we have an understanding, I say that we can go back to the academy. Our story will be that you were ambushed by Sun tigers and that I luckily saved you. Since you were so grateful to me, you decided to treat me with your accommodation, ok?"


Some of them tried to complain but his pressure unfolded again.


"You know, I'm open to suggestions. For example, what was your story for when you were done with me? I don't believe you have the guts to kill me."


They trembled, silently accepting his conditions and Noah helped them getting dressed.


The girls wept to no end and the boys showed only envy gazes at the sight of Noah dressing the women.


Noah was completely indifferent during the whole time.


'What's the point of being this good looking if you are so weak? Luckily, I'm not a total newbie regarding women.'


He had lived for more than forty years over-all.


Even without considering his aloof personality, the bodies of girls that young posed no appeal to him.


When he finished dressing all the students, Noah took out some of his clothes from his space-ring and tied them together to form a large carpet.


Then he threw the students over it while Echo exited his body.


A youth and a big bat carried ten students with broken limbs through Arolyac forest.


Their pace was slow but in half a day they managed to reach the gate of the academy.


Noah put his token on the ground and the passage opened.


Echo went back into his body and Noah slowly carried the crowded carpet into the academy ground.


Samuel was still waiting there with a smirk on his face which turned in an astonished expression as he saw the outcome of the ambush.


Noah saw him and put a smile on his face.


"Ah, if it isn't the heir of the Muwlos family. Come here and take care of these poor students that I luckily rescued. I have a small matter to attend with this one."


Noah grabbed the one that had the best accommodation and uncaringly carried it toward the building where he first received the token.


Samuel waited for Noah to leave before nearing the group of impaired students.


They had all their limbs broken and some of them missed many teeth in their mouths.


"W-what happened?"


He could not help but ask that question.


The students lowered their heads until one of the girls spoke with a soft voice.


"He *sniff* saved us form a pack of Sun tigers."


The story was obviously made up, how could a pack of rank 3 magical beasts beat that badly ten students of the academy?


Samuel wasn't that stupid and replied to her.


"Tell me what has happened. I will report everything to a teacher and we will ruin him!"


That time, it was one of the male students that answered.


"Forget it, Samuel. That guy fights like a demon and he even had room to hold back. He didn't even use that black smoke you spoke about. I just want to stay away from him."


Meanwhile, Noah had arrived in front of the old woman that gave him the token.



She was speaking with a skeptical tone toward the student on Noah's back.


"Are you sure that you, Kent Omon, want to exchange your lodging with Vance's one?"


Kent answered softly.


"Yes, I'm sure."


The woman sighed and shook her head.


"Your tokens please."
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                        It was night and Noah was silently cultivating.


Seven vortexes were on his back, constantly absorbing cold and dark Breath and pushing it toward his dantian.


In front of his dantian, another vortex rotated between his joint hands, taking in even more Breath from the environment.


The process of training both his dantian and his body at the same time was quite taxing for his sea of consciousness and even the stress on his dantian was not negligible.


However, Noah held on.


When the dawn came, Noah opened his eyes.


A sixth of his mental energy was depleted and he felt nothing but tiredness from the intensive training but he was used to it by then.


One month had passed since the events with the other students and Noah never slacked off.


He occupied his new accommodation and made the best use of the higher density of Breath by managing to practice in the Dark vortex technique and in the Yin body at the same time.


He had to review his training schedule though as he had to rest after spending the whole night in that way.


'The advancements of my body are better than what I predicted. Since I was already at the peak of the lower tier, I should be able to obtain a rank 4 body before I turn twenty.'


He had the vague feeling that his fast improvements were due to the Seven Hells method.


Noah laid on his bed and was about to take a short nap when two loud knocks resounded from the entrance door.


'Troubles? Unlikely inside the academy grounds.'


He went to open the door only to be assaulted by the worst smell he ever felt.


Vomit, booze, piss, dirt, sweat, all these odors mixed together to create the most disgusting scent in the world.


Noah unconsciously held his nose and looked at the cause of the smell.


There was a middle-aged man in front of his door.


He had long and oily hair, his beard was curly and full of dirt.


Dandruff was everywhere on his face but, instead of being white, it was yellow-brown due to the smelly sweat that continuously came out of his pores.


His clothes were ragged and full of holes, Noah recognized some dark stains on them that emitted even more smelly odors.



A big jar full of wine was in one of his hands and, on his back, a ragged backpack hanged seemingly empty.


Noah was confused and asked with his hand still on his nose.


"You are?"


The man sniffed and cleaned the remains of his mucus with the sleeve of his free hand, adding another dark stain on his clothes.


"I am the professor that you requested for. You are Vance, right? I'm here to teach you about the Elemental forging method."


Noah heard his words but was still quite doubtful.


He picked his token and, to his surprise, it stated that his requested teacher had arrived at the academy.


"Mister Ivor?"


The man nodded.


"That's right."


It took a bit for Noah to accept the situation.


In the end, he simply moved away from the doorstep and lightly bowed.


"Please come in."


Ivor was a bit surprised by his manners and entered the lodging, sitting on the floor next to its entrance.


Noah's new accommodation was more luxurious than his previous one.


It had three rooms with one big bathtub in one of them and a comfortable bed in another one.


The last one was empty which he used to train his martial art.


Ivor drank from his jar while Noah closed the door and looked at the man on the floor, he could not help but think of him as a beggar rather than a powerful cultivator.


Ivor took a big sip and cleaned his mouth with his sleeve before speaking.


"Give me the Credits and let's start with it. Each lesson will last one hour but most of the time I will just resolve some of your doubts."


Noah took out three hundred Credits and handed them to him.


"Mh, so you don't have any talent in the "Attunement" method and you requested for me. Let me give you some warnings first: this method is far from perfect, it involves a heavy burden on the mental sphere, one misstep and your journey as a cultivator will end."


Ivor pointed at his head.


"My sea of consciousness is full of cracks and there is no hope to heal it. That happened due to the backlash of the method so don't come crying to me if you end up in the same situation, you've been warned."


Noah could not help but imagine the life of the man in front of him.


'He lives with a cracked mental sphere all the time. No wonder he ended up in such a state, he must be in constant pain and yet he keeps on living.'


He had tasted the suffering from a damage on the sphere, he knew how painful it was.


'He is indeed praiseworthy for managing to stay sane.'


"The "Attunement" method uses the Breath of the world as the language for the inscriptions. It takes years of studies and constant practice to imitate perfectly the behavior of that energy. Its effects will then be within the range of what the Breath allows. For example, let's say that you were to inscribe a weapon with the "Attunement" method in order to make it sharper. You would need to learn the 'words' that the Breath uses to indicate that quality and then write it on the weapon. The inscribed weapon will then gain the sharpness dictated by the Breath."


Ivor stopped speaking and took another long sip of the wine.


He breathed roughly for a few seconds before continuing in his explanation.


"The sharpness of the inscribed weapon will depend on how accurate the translation of the language of the Breath was in the material form. It will also never surpass the limits of what Heaven and Earth consider as sharpness."


He took another big sip.


"However, in the "Elemental forging" method, there are no such limits."
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                        "Imagine the inscription as a line of text. You understand its meaning because it's written in a language that you can read. However, simple words can't express the language of the Breath, that's why cultivators use inscriptions instead of words. The same goes for the ink used in the writing: normal ink can't contain the true meaning behind the words of the Breath. So, what would the ink for the inscriptions be made of?"


Ivor drank a mouthful of wine, waiting for Noah to answer.


"Only the Breath can be used to write its language."


Ivor nodded.


"That's right. Nevertheless, in the Elemental forging, it's the will of the cultivator that dictates the effect of the inscription. There is no need for translation or understanding, the cultivator sets the meaning behind his writing."


Noah sat on the floor in front of Ivor and fell deep in thought.


'In the Attunement method, a cultivator learns to hear the Breath and copies its meaning, writing it with the Breath itself. In the Elemental forging, the cultivator writes his own meaning, it's no wonder that a strong will is needed to create a satisfactory effect.'


A doubt formed in his mind and he raised his gaze to look at the Professor.


"What is the ink in the Elemental forging?"


Ivar nodded again and continued his explanation.


"This is one of the first problems of the method. Even if a cultivator has a will that equals the Heaven and Earth, it will be useless if he lacks the ink that can sustain the meaning of his words. However, only the Breath can give birth to such wonderful effects."


Ivor took out a filthy book from his backpack and handed it to Noah.


"You can imagine though that the Breath of Heaven and Earth will never follow the instructions of a cultivator, it barely allows some of them to hear its language after all. That's why, if you want to use the Elemental forging method, you need to steal the Breath from Heaven and Earth."


Ivor pointed at the book and Noah carefully opened it.


He was so engrossed by the speech that he totally disregarded the poor state of its pages.


Inside it, a description of a technique to absorb Breath and refining it was illustrated.


Noah read with wide eyes before speaking with an incredulous voice.


"Is this really possible?"


Ivor nodded, releasing a small laugh.


"This is only the first part of the method, it will allow you to store the ink needed for the inscription. Then, it will be the time for the forging but I don't want to increase my headache to explain it before you are successful in this part."


Ivor stood up and prepared to exit the door when Noah stopped him.


"How do I know that all of this is possible? For what I read here, many of these processes are conflicting with the theories about cultivation."


Ivor snorted and took out a small sheathed knife from his backpack.


"Have you seen an inscribed weapon before?"


Noah nodded and focused on the knife.


"This is my masterpiece and the only stable product that I managed to forge. I made it imbuing my meaning of sharpness."


He unsheathed the knife by less than a centimeter and hastily put it back inside the cover.


"If you decide to give up, I want that book back."


Ivor exited the lodging, leaving a confused Noah still sitting on the floor.


'Is he brain-damaged? I felt nothing form that gest-'


THUD!


He stopped his thoughts because he heard a thump behind him.


He turned and his pupils constricted looking at the scene.


The bed was cut in two and a long vertical sign was on the wall behind it.


'What the fuck? When did that happen?'


Noah stood up and inspected the bed.


It was a clean cut and some residual traces of Breath were still there.


Noah looked again at the book in his hands, his expression became serious.


'I endured the Forging of the Seven Hells because my family wanted to slow my improvements. I find nothing wrong in doing something as dangerous because Heaven and Earth want to do the same.'


He sat on the broken bed and began to read through the pages.


'Absorption and refinement of the Breath in the sea of consciousness, this is madness.'


The technique created a way for the mental sphere to absorb the Breath in the environment and then refining it as a personal form of energy for the cultivator.


'But the sea of consciousness is almost immaterial, how can it store something so powerful?'


The mental sphere was the most independent part of a cultivator.


Even in the dantian, the Breath would oppose the act of compression, maintaining its nature, what would it do to the mental sphere if it was refined in there?


'Maybe that's how Ivor's sphere cracked.'


Noah memorized the technique and decided to give it a try.


'Let's start with the size of half a fingernail.'


Noah concentrated and his half-transparent figure in his sea of consciousness opened its eyes.


Noah moved toward the bottom of the sea, in its deepest part.


'Here there should be fewer damages in case of a failure in the procedure.'



His figure crouched and touched the sphere with his hands.


Slowly, the hands began to trespass the border of the walls, immersing themselves into the substance of his sphere.


After a few minutes, the hands came out of the edges of the sea of consciousness, right into the material world.


Noah felt his hands being disintegrated by the pressure of the outside world but the water inside the sea entered his ethereal body, reconstructing them.


Noah endured the pain and hastily made a gesture which expended even more of his mental energy to create a suction force on the outside world.


In a few seconds, a small strand of black Breath reached his hands and used the half-transparent body as a connection to enter his sea of consciousness.


The Breath was surrounded by the sea as soon as it entered the borders of the mental sphere and struggled madly to escape the restraints.


At some point, it self-detonated, creating a shock wave that made all Noah's mental sphere shake.


Noah interrupted the technique and opened his real eyes, holding his head due to the immense pain he was feeling.
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                        The technique described in Ivor's book was a method to connect the space inside the sea of consciousness with the outside world.


The cultivator had to use his projection inside the mental sphere as a link where the Breath had to pass through.


However, the sea of consciousness was a personal space of the cultivator, it was his same mind, not a place appropriate to store Breath.


But the Elemental forging method did exactly that: it forced the Breath of Heaven and Earth outside of their dominion and refined it through the mental energy of the cultivator, making it a form of energy that could be shaped as the cultivator wanted.


The Breath had its own will though, it could even oppose the advancements of the dantian, it was no wonder that it struggled to no end when it was put inside a sea of consciousness.


Of course, a failure in containing it led to a backlash.


That was precisely what was happening to Noah.


The Breath that entered his mental sphere self-detonated because he had failed to restrain it and that caused the trembling of the sphere.


Waves of pain shot from Noah's head while he could only endure them, waiting for his mind to stabilize.


After about ten minutes, the trembling stopped and Noah could focus again.


He was incredibly pale and cold sweat was everywhere on his body.


His blue eyes were bloodshot but his expression was more determined than ever.


'I can totally do it! I just need to be more careful and start with even smaller quantities of Breath. Also, I need to be at peak form every time I attempt on the technique.'


He forced himself to eat a small meal and then went to sleep to recover from the effort.


It took a week for Ivor to appear again in front of Noah's lodgings.


He knocked at the door and waited for more than twenty minutes before Noah opened it.


He smirked a bit seeing his appearance.


Noah was pale with large eye bags under his eyes.


The eyes were enflamed and half-closed and his long black hair were disheveled.


"I don't care if you want to quit now. I had to wait a lot for you to open the door so this counts as a lesson and I want to get paid."


However, Noah simply snorted and answered him.


"Shut up and close the door. I've done it."


Ivor was about to retort when he understood the meaning of his words.


"You what!?"


During the last week, Noah had used all his free time in the day to attempt in the method and, in the end, he managed to store a minute strand of Breath in his sea of consciousness.


His mental energy was almost completely consumed to render it harmless and without a will but he had succeeded.


A small black ball of the size of a tenth of a fingernail was calmly standing above the sea in his mental sphere.


It emitted a pressure far superior to Echo's figures which slowly enlarged his sphere.


However, that also caused a constant headache which led to his lack of respect toward Ivor.


"S-show it to me!"


Ivor was still incredulous and asked for some proof but Noah only snorted again.


"And how the fuck should I do it? You only gave me the method to store and refine it. I don't even know what to do with this thing stuck in my head!"


Ivor seemed to remember something and took out another filthy book from his backpack, handing it to Noah.


Noah hastily read through it and sat on the floor to concentrate.


Inside his sea of consciousness, his ethereal figure neared the ball of Breath.


Mental energy was expended as the water rose from the sea and enveloped the ball.


Noah was using all his focus to insert his will on the Breath and finally relaxed when his mental energy and the Breath had mixed completely.


What remained in the hands of Noah's figure was a dark blue ball.


Ivor had waited expectantly for more than one hour in front of the sitting Noah.


The process had taken a while but he didn't mind, there was only anticipation in his eyes.


Noah slowly opened his real eyes and raised his index finger in front of his face.


A small dark blue ball came out of his finger and silently floated above it, Noah felt that it could control it like every other part of his body.


"WONDERFUL!"


Ivor screamed, interrupting Noah's thoughts.


"Old man, calm down. My head still hurts."


Since the Breath was outside his mental sphere, the pressure had disappeared but he still needed to rest to recover completely.


Nevertheless, Ivor didn't care and carefully neared the ball of Breath, inspecting it with shining eyes.



"You are of the darkness element, am I right?"


Noah was a bit surprised but nodded.


"I guessed so. This kind of shade can only be achieved with the black Breath proper of the darkness element and a crystalline blue mental energy. You have all my praises, your will and mental energy must be top tier to be able to succeed in the method in one week."


Ivor sat and drank a mouthful of his usual wine.


"That ball that you created is the ink that you need for the Elemental forging. Of course, it's quantity is still not enough to do a proper forging but you passed the first hurdle."


He pointed at the Breath over Noah's finger.


"That mixture is a form of energy belonging only to you. It's not linked to any external rule and it's the main material of the method. What you have to do now is keep storing it in your sea of consciousness to increase its capacity so that you can accumulate more of it. Remember: never be distracted while you accumulate it and always use your complete focus to restrain the Breath. You are currently stealing from Heaven and Earth, they will stop at nothing to destroy your mental sphere and take your life with it."
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                        "Wait, what do you mean with that?"


Noah stored the dark blue ball back in his sea of consciousness.


The pressure returned and, with it, the pain but he endured it as he did with any other form of training.


If storing Breath in the mental sphere could speed up its advancements, Noah would gladly bore the pain that it caused.



"Well, did you really think that you could take away the Breath without consequences? Your tribulations will be way more dangerous than those of other cultivators. It is recorded in the various experiments with the method."


Noah became irritated again.


"Recorded where?"


Ivor seemed to think of something and smiled awkwardly before taking out another book from his backpack.


"It seems that I forgot to give you this. You know, with the state of my mental sphere it's easy to forget many details."


Noah took the book and read through its pages.


There were many experiments recorded with the insights of the cultivators on their sides.


Noah could vaguely guess that there were hundreds of years of tests recorded in the book.


'The value of this knowledge is immense! It spans from ways to better tame the Breath to experiments in increasing its density inside the sea of consciousness.'


Noah looked again at Ivor, he could not help but wonder how such a shabby character was in possession of all those data.


"Does every practitioner of the Elemental forging method have access to all this knowledge?"


Ivor took a big sip from the jar before answering.


"Even though this method is recognized as a valid branch of the schools regarding inscriptions, the requirements are too harsh and the dangers that come with it scare away most cultivators. It's hard to find someone with a strong will and a sturdy mental sphere willing to take such risks only to attempt in an incomplete method."


Noah's eyes narrowed.


"You didn't answer my question."


Ivor coughed lightly, putting again the previous awkward smile.


"There are no more practitioners in this method, they are all either dead or mentally unable to be of any use. I'm the only one who is still trying to keep the method alive, that's why I affiliated with the academy. I needed to find someone who could make the best use of our accumulated knowledge."


Noah replied with a suspicious voice.


"Don't tell me, did all the practitioners die because of the method?"


"Well, not everyone. Some of them gave up on performing inscriptions along the way. Let's say that only nine out of ten died or ended up in my condition."


Noah stared at Ivor for a long time before sighing.


'It's not like I had any other options. Also, if I manage to make something like that knife, my power would rise exponentially.'


"I guess I'm now the only heir to the method, am I right?"


Ivor nodded.


Noah's face became stern.


"I want all the data, techniques, applications, and advice that you have. Don't leave anything behind or I will never attempt to do something this dangerous again and your precious method will become history with your death."


Ivor nodded again.


"Deal. As a matter of fact, I can already make you my disciple and live here with you. I can give you pointers every time you have a doubt while you can focus completely on increasing the amount of Breath stored in your sea of consciousness."


Noah shook his head.


"No, I won't focus completely on it. Actually, I intend to slow it down, just this much of Breath is almost my limit. I have no intention of betting my future on an incomplete method, I will continue practicing in it only because it should be my best hope in creating techniques in the higher ranks."


Ivor took a long sip before falling deep in thought.


Noah could see how the effort hurt him as he continued to drink from the jar every now and then.


After about ten minutes, Ivor gave him his answer.


"It seems the best option, I became too excited seeing that you had succeeded in the first step in only one week. The slow way is the best one in this method since one mistake might ruin you forever. However, I stand for what I said, I will live here and help you whenever you need me. I just need some Credits to afford the wine, you wouldn't leave your poor Master suffering the whole time, won't you?"


Noah rolled his eyes and replied.


"How much do you need?"


Ivor scratched his beard and spoke in a soft voice.


"Oh, about one hundred Credits every week."


Noah's eyes widened and he could not help but raise his tone to reprimand him.


"That's more than four hundred every month! I only have a bit less than five thousand Credits! What kind of wine are you even drinking to be this expensive? Can't you find another way to ease your pain?"


Ivor shook his head.


"It is indeed a very expensive one done by an alchemy master. I guess I might lower the quantity a bit though if you really can't afford it."


Ivor began to count with his fingers while gobbling large quantities of wine from his jar.


Noah felt a bit of pity looking at him and sighed again.


'He is even willing to suffer in order to see his method being passed down. Well, I can always make more money with some specific mission while I can't underestimate the value of an experienced cultivator on my side the whole time.'


"Fine, four hundred every month, nothing more. Mind you, they need to be enough even for your food supply. Here, give me all the information you have on the Elemental forging method."


Noah handed him four hundred Credits while Ivor unloaded all the contents of his backpack.


There were more than ten books, all in a poor state.


Ivor then began to point at each one of them, explaining its contents.


It was at that moment that Noah remembered something and claimed Ivor's attention.


"There is another condition for you to live here."


Ivor raised his head and waited for Noah to speak.


"You need to take a bath."


Noah said, pointing at the bathtub in the other room.
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                        Time passed quickly in the academy.


Noah had almost no time left for his daily needs.


He used all his nights to cultivate his dantian and body and all his days between the Kesier rune, his martial art, his courses, and the Elemental forging method.


He had resumed sleeping only every two days in order to make room for all his exercises and some results were finally shown on his ninth month in the academy.


His mind had grown stronger due to the intensive training in the Kesier rune and the pressure exerted from the Breath inside his sea of consciousness.


His body had improved due to the Yin body and had finally entered the middle tier of the third rank.



His dexterity with the Three forms of the Ashura and the Shadow steps spell had vastly increased thanks to the continuous sparring sessions with June, the First form was still his limit though.


He had concluded three more missions successfully, they were all hunting tasks and Daniel's followers never created troubles for him again in them.


However, the most important advancement concerned his dantian.


Noah was slowly walking toward a building on the left side of the academy.


He would inspect his dantian from time to time and nod in satisfaction as he looked at its contents.


Black crystals were amassed in that organ attesting his successful breakthrough in the solid stage!


'It has been only two months since I became sixteen but I already reached the last stage of the first rank of the dantian.'


Only a week before, he had felt that he could not accumulate any more liquid Breath and he had hastily made preparations for his breakthrough.


He had already one Earth pill from Eccentric Thunder's inheritance, the only thing he needed was to be at his peak form to advance.


The breakthrough had gone smoothly, mostly thanks to the pill, and he had successfully entered the solid stage.


He had spent the following week cultivating to increase the amount of solid Breath stored in the dantian and then he had considered his options.


There were some useful facilities inside the academy that were accessible once a cultivator entered the rank 1 solid stage of the dantian but they also required merits points or Credits to be used.


'I only have two thousand and four hundred Credits remaining due to that scrounger but my merit points amount to one hundred and forty, they are enough for two hours inside the Sulfur domain.'


The scrounger he was referring to was, of course, Ivor that had stayed in his lodging for the whole time.


He wasn't much of an annoyance as he would spend most of his time sleeping or clearing some of Noah's doubts regarding the legacy of the previous practitioners in the Elemental forging method but the cost of his wine was beginning to weigh on Noah.


'I need to increase my strength in order to have access to more remunerative missions. With my level, I can just complete those that have only merit points as a reward.'


The Sulfur domain had precisely that use.


It was a closed area where an azure flame burned constantly and enduring the atmosphere near it increased the speed at which the mental sphere enlarged.


Noah wanted to train there not only to improve his sea of consciousness but also to obtain some relief from the constant headache caused by the Breath in his mental sphere.


He had never increased the quantity of Breath stored in his mind and the pain had indeed diminished due to the improvements in his sea of consciousness.


However, he wanted to speed up his training even more to experiment with the forging method, he had only studied the theory in the last period.


Yet, to enter the Sulfur domain, he needed to be at least in the solid stage of the first rank, so he had to train patiently until he reached that level.


Noah had already registered for one hour in the domain, spending sixty merit points in the process.


He was then left with eighty merit points and was quite eager to test the effects of that faculty.


Noah arrived in front of a circular one-story tall building.


It had a large emblem with a blue flame depicted on it.


Noah had his confirmation that he had reached his destination.


He took out his academy token and went toward the entrance door when three youths blocked his path.


"I'm sorry but today the Sulfur domain is reserved. If you want to complain, you can talk to some of the Professors and I'm sure that your merit points will be refunded."


Noah was quite jumpy in the last period due to the constant headache so he didn't hesitate for one instant to reply with a bit of annoyance in his voice.


"Who reserved it?"


Another youth neared him and made an ample gesture with his arm before speaking with a proud expression.


"Lord Daniel of course. He likes to be alone in the domain and we make sure that he remains undisturbed in there."


'That guy again.'


Noah looked at the three students and noticed how their clothes seemed clean and expensive.


Then he moved his gaze toward the side of the entrance door.


There was a guard in golden armor that feigned indifference to what was happening in his area of patrol.


'These three should be from large-size noble families and they most likely bribed that guard.'


He shook his head in disappointment before fixing his gaze on the closer student.


"I don't care. I have no time to waste for your ass-licking rituals. I registered for one hour and I will do my hour, the only difference will be in what I will step on to enter that building. It can be the terrain if you move aside now or your beaten bodies if you keep blocking my way."


The three students were enraged by Noah's mockery and began to reprimand him in a loud voice.


"How dares a simple junior speak to us in such a way! Get out of my sight bef-"


His phrase was interrupted since Noah's fist had clashed with his face.


Noah understood that his words had no effect so he didn't hesitate to attack.
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                        The student was sent back by the unexpected attack.


The other two were about to jump on Noah but he activated the Shadow steps spell and immediately appeared in front of the first youth.


He had wielded his sabers during his charge and he delivered two fast strikes with the bladeless sides of his weapons.


The strikes multiplied mid-way and became six different attacks that hit the still stunned student on his junctures.


Two blows for the elbows, two for the shoulders, and two for the knees.


Cracking sounds sounded from his body as he fell powerlessly on the ground.


The might of a rank 4 martial art coupled with the solid stage and with the surprise effect rendered one of Noah's seniors harmless in a few instants!


And that without even activating the First form!


The other two students arrived on his back and launched a series of attacks with their weapons.


'Echo'


Noah's upper clothes tore and his blood companion came out to block the incoming assault.


Its figure was particularly lifelike and it successfully endured the strikes of the youths.


Its body broke but, as the weapons sank in it, it reconstructed, blocking the movements of the blades.


Noah didn't waste that chance and promptly charged at the closer student.


The other one released his grip on the weapon to prepare a spell but Echo screeched, releasing a sound attack that briefly disoriented him.


It didn't take much for Noah to defeat the youth, leaving him with only one opponent.


Noah neared him with Echo quietly crouched on his shoulders.


"You will not get away with this. Lionel, why haven't you done anything?"


The student yelled, looking at the guard on the side of the entrance.


The guard shrugged his shoulders before replying to him.


"Small fights are allowed in the academy. No one had suffered any severe damage so it's up to you students to handle the situation."


Noah shook his head seeing that the youth had sought the guard's help.


"How can you nobles be so weak? With all your wealth, is this the best you can amount to?"



The student was angered by his words and tried again to launch a spell, his weapon was still stuck in Echo's body after all.


Noah was on him before he finished his preparations and strongly hit his waist, making him crash on the ground.


He sighed and rebuked him to vent a bit of the stress he had accumulated in the last months due to the side effects of the Elemental forging method.


"I believe that your expensive combat teacher in your mansion will be ashamed to know that you tried to launch a spell at such a short distance."


He then stomped his head on the ground, making him faint.


Noah put his sabers back in his space-ring, as well as Echo in his body, and wore a simple robe to cover his naked upper body.


He then turned toward the circular building and moved to enter it.


"That was a nice fight, it's rare to find someone with that battle experience at your age."


Lionel spoke to him before he could reach the door.


Noah replied putting a fake smile on his face.


"I didn't know that you could bribe a guard to reserve the Sulfur domain. If you tell me your price, I might think of making use of your services."


The soldier smiled awkwardly and scratched the side of his head.


"Don't blame me too much, I'm just trying to make a living in a word ruled by nobles. Sadly, the Utra continent is at peace so we in the Royal army can't earn a decent pay."


Noah reassured him.


"No worries, they are not really a threat anyway."


Lionel laughed a bit looking at the fainted students on the ground.


"Will you apply for the Royal army? I believe you might become a captain in just a few years."


Noah shrugged his shoulders but didn't answer and placed his token on the entrance.


The door slowly opened and a burning air came out of it.


"Think about it. Our position is actually pretty privileged in Elbas city."


Noah nodded at him and entered the building.


The door slowly closed behind him.


He found himself in a long and illuminated corridor, an azure halo was exuded from the end of the passage.


The air was so hot that Noah had to circulate the Breath in his body to resist the temperature.


At the end of the corridor, there was a large circular room with a flickering azure flame at its center.


The room had no floor but only a sandy terrain.


The grains of sand were yellow but contained azure shades in their colors.


'What a strange environment. This heat seems to have some effects on my sea of consciousness.'


As Noah neared the flame, he would feel his mental sphere loosening up, increasing its expansion speed due to the internal pressure from Echo and the Breath.


'I understand, the flame has the effect of increasing the malleability of my mental sphere. Simply put, training here will enlarge my sphere faster.'


"I believe I said that I wanted to be alone."


A voice sounded from the other side of the flame.


Noah peeked and noticed that Daniel was sitting cross-legged on the sand, holding a small sheet in his hands.


"Oh, it's you."


He had raised his gaze and stared at Noah, he could not help but be surprised by his presence there.


Noah didn't speak and simply moved in the area occupied by him.


He noticed that the temperature increased even more as it did the effects on his mental sphere.


He had to use his solid Breath though to oppose the temperature, his rank 3 body was not enough in that environment.


He calculated the distance that he had to keep from the flame to last for one hour with his amount of Breath and sat on the ground.


Noah took out the second Kesier rune and began to look at it.


The pressure from the insides of his sphere enlarged at high speed the loosened sea of consciousness.


'This speed is simply amazing! I should always spend my merit points to use this building.'


However, Daniel spoke again.


"Am I really not worthy of your attention?"
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                        Noah spoke without moving his eyes from the Kesier rune.


"It's not that, I just don't have time for other people."


His mental sphere was enlarging at an incredible speed, Noah didn't want to waste any of his time inside the Sulfur domain on socializing.


"What about Murray, Norman, and Scott?"


Daniel asked but those names meant nothing to Noah.


"I don't know who they are."


"The three seniors in front of the entrance door."


Noah shrugged his shoulders.


"Oh, them. They allowed me to pass."


One of Daniel's eyebrows arched when he heard Noah's words.


"All they want is to please me. They will never allow anyone inside unless I say so."


Noah didn't move at all, his gaze was always on the rune as he answered.


"So, you do know that your followers are mindless idiots."


Daniel chuckled softly.


"Idiots? Maybe. Mindless? Not at all. It's the nature of humans to stick with the strongest person or the one with the best future prospects. You might not know but I'm the only cultivator of the light element that has been seen in decades."


Noah shrugged his shoulders again.


"Is it something that amazing? Being of a rare element will only diminish the number of techniques available for you."


Daniel continued to chuckle.


"If you have enough money though, that's not a problem. I can have the same number of techniques as other cultivators but of greater might due to my element."


"You sure brag a lot."


Daniel was momentarily silenced by Noah's statement.


An awkward silence occupied the room and only the flickering of the azure flame could be heard from time to time.


Daniel resumed speaking.


"Do you understand that I will become someone important in the future?"


Noah replied plainly.


"There are a lot of important people in the world, should I care about all of them?"


"Well, yes! If you are powerful and you have the right amount of connections and man-power, you are invincible in this world!"


Noah's mind wavered a bit.


He still maintained his eyes on the rune but he spared some thought for Daniel's words.


'A group formed by powerful people is surely stronger than one single person. However, what if someone was so powerful that numbers couldn't make him stagger? At that point, being in a group will only slow you down.'


"Listen, if you really want to keep talking, you better take out some merit points to prolong my staying in this building."


At those words, Daniel shut up.


The hour passed slowly.


Daniel had to exit the building as he had exhausted his Breath, he had been inside of the Sulfur realm for almost two hours after all.


Noah spent all his time focused on enlarging the mental sphere.


When his time was over, his token sent him a warning.


'If I choose to remain overtime, my merit points will be expended. There is also a feature like this.'


He thought, inspecting the academy token.






'Well, my solid Breath is almost completely depleted and I don't think that a prolonged training in this environment is ultimately beneficial to my sea of consciousness. I will simply come here again after one week of normal training.'


He had still eighty merit points, he could afford another hour inside the area whenever he wanted.


Noah exited the building and found out that only the guard remained in front of the entrance.


"They all went away. That Daniel helped them."


Lionel spoke and Noah nodded at him.


He then returned to his accommodation and rested before waking up at night to cultivate again.


Ivor stood most of the time in the empty room, he would go outside of the academy ground only to refill his stash of wine.


However, he respected Noah's dedication and never bothered him unless he was studying the researches of the Elemental forging method.


His attitude made the cohabitation smoother.


As the sun rose, Noah stopped his meditation and was about to rest again when he heard someone knocking on the entrance door.


He went to open it and found Thaddeus standing in front of his lodging with a wide smile on his face.


"I see that you got yourself a better accommodation."


Noah hastily bowed and replied.


"Oh, the students in the academy are too nice. A senior actually willingly gave it to me after I saved him in one of my missions."


Thaddeus nodded while looking at the interiors of the house.


"I believe that he must have felt really grateful to you. And tell me, was that before or after you broke his limbs?"


"…"


Noah raised his head and saw that Thaddeus was looking at him with his usual sly smile.


"Am I in trouble?"


Thaddeus shook his head, laughing softly.


"Not at all! In my opinion, you did the right thing. Lately, the heirs of the noble families were growing up as weaklings, it seems that such an extensive period of peace has softened their character too much. With you here, they might focus more on their battle prowess so you have my complete approval in case you wanted to act a bit more wildly."


Noah was at loss for words.


'Does he want me to be some sort of trainer for their poor battle proficiency? Being the bad guy so that they will value more the qualities useful in battle?'


However, he simply rolled his eyes and spoke in a soft voice.


"There should be some better lodging than this one…"


Thaddeus laughed again at his words.


Silence reined after their last exchange of words and Noah could not help but speak again.


"Professor, did you come here only to let me know that you were paying attention to my behavior?"


Thaddeus seemed to remember something and began to speak.


"Right! No, I actually wanted to make you an offer. I'm putting together a small team of young students to complete a special mission. There will be merit points and Credits as a reward, I felt that you might have wanted to join."


Noah's eyes lit up but he first asked about some of his doubts.


"Why come here though? Could you not put the mission on the board?"


Thaddeus lowered his voice before resuming speaking.


"It's actually a confidential mission. I went looking for students with high battle proficiency and with less affiliation to noble families. You, of course, fit these criteria perfectly."
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                        Noah was interested and gestured to Thaddeus to come inside his accommodation.


He was in need of Credits and he was rather eager to take a break from the monotony of the life in the academy.


Thaddeus sat on the broken bed and took out a small jar exuding the aroma of sweet wine.


He poured it in two glasses and handed one to Noah.


Noah gladly accepted it but, before he could taste the wine, the door of the empty room opened, showing Ivor that fixedly stared at the jar in Thaddeus' hands.


"It's been a long time since I saw the wine of the Peach river."


Thaddeus' eyes sharpened seeing him.


"Ivor, I thought that you had finally resigned in passing down that madness that you call inscription method."


Noah sighed and passed his glass to Ivor.


Thaddeus saw that gesture and his eyes widened in understanding.


"Is he your Master? Is he the reason why you didn't pick my course?"


Noah wanted to give a brief explanation but Ivor was faster than him in replying to the Professor.


"Thaddeus, don't even think of snatching him from me. He is the heir to our method, the most talented and meticulous of all the practitioners of our school."


Thaddeus shook his head while looking at Noah.


"Try not to kill yourself. There are many other methods that can give you the status of an inscription master. Even if you don't have any talent for the "Attunement" method, you don't have to force your way with that practice. Oh, and Ivor, I already have a disciple."


He was speaking about Ruth.


Thaddeus had become her Master in the last period, it was pointless to describe her excitement when that happened.


Ivor snorted and replied after taking a sip from the glass.


"And to what use? Only to become a second-rate inscription master? We both know that on a scale of power of the products, the Attunement method is second only to the Elemental forging one."


Thaddeus smiled, fixing his gaze on the middle-aged man.


"If we consider only the power held by the inscriptions of your method, then I can't argue. But you must remember that the stability of your creations is low while the mortality rate of those that practice in that method is extremely high. Overall, a stable method, even if it loses a bit in power, is way better than an extreme one. Yours has almost disappeared after all, while mine is flourishing everywhere."


Ivor snorted again but didn't answer, Thaddeus' words were unarguable, they perfectly described the current situation in the field of inscriptions.


"Professor, I still need to know the contents of the mission."


Noah stepped in, interrupting their conversation.


He already knew all the disadvantages of the method that he chose so he didn't give much importance to Thaddeus' warnings.


'What's the point of using a safer but inferior method? I'd rather risk my life to obtain something more powerful.'






Thaddeus resumed his focus on Noah and began to explain the contents of the task.


"We finally managed to track down the inheritance ground of the previous Royal family. However, there are a few problems involved that prevent us from attempting to retrieve it."


Noah became extremely interested.


'The inheritance ground of a Royal family! It should be many times more profitable than Eccentric Thunder's one.'


"The first problem is that its entrance is prevented to anyone connected with the Elbas family. Not even those in the Royal army can enter due to the oath that they have with us."


"The second problem is that it's placed outside the borders of the Utra continent. If we act incautiously, the countries nearby might notice something and attempt to claim the inheritance for themselves."


Noah thought for a while before replying to Thaddeus.


"So, you ask those with fewer affiliations with the nobles because we will demand a smaller share of the inheritance?"


Thaddeus smiled slightly before answering.


"That's one of the reasons. The other one is that many of the current large-size noble families had a deep connection with the previous Royal dynasty. We are afraid that if they knew about the inheritance, they might gang up and start a revolution."


Noah nodded in understanding.


'The wealth hidden by the previous Royal family should be tempting enough to create an agreement between the noble families. After all, the Elbas dynasty has only a marginal control over all the other nobles, they don't have all the man-power required to stop a joint revolution.'


"What's my share?"


Noah asked.


Thaddeus promptly answered.


"We can give you two hundred thousand Credits and a prestigious position in the Royal city."


Noah shook his head.


"That's too little. We are talking about the previous rulers of this country and I assume that we have to hide our identities during the trip."


Thaddeus nodded.


"How much?"


Noah stared at the Professor for a bit before naming his price.


"I want ten percent of the total value of the inheritance and a full set of potions and pills useful for the mission. I also want the freedom to choose which prestigious position in the Royal city I will get as well as the priority over the items inside the inheritance that can help my growth."


Thaddeus raised his voice.


"Ten percent!? Do you understand the amount of wealth that a Royal family accumulates during its domain?"


Noah slightly smiled.


"No, but now I know that two hundred thousand Credits are clearly not enough for my services."


Thaddeus' expression froze and Ivor exploded in a sonorous laugh.


"You are getting old, my friend. The new generations are more cunning than you can imagine."


It took a while for them to come to an agreement.


In the end, Noah managed to bargain for three percent of the total inheritance that he could acquire in the form of Credits or items.


The part about the potions and the prestigious position seemed to not concern Thaddeus too much since he agreed almost immediately to those conditions.


When Thaddeus left the room, they had agreed to meet one week from then at the entrance of the academy, there Noah would receive the promised items and meet the other students for the mission.


"I think you could have pushed for five percent, why did you stop?"


Ivor asked that question when they remained alone.


Noah smiled coldly.


"Well, at least they won't get too mad if I keep some souvenir of the trip."
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                        The week passed quickly.


                
            
                
                    
                
            
                

                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Noah went outside the academy ground donned in his usual black gym suit.


He had left eight hundred Credits to Ivor and used again the Sulfur domain to make sure that he had increased his power as much as possible.


He had only one thousand and six hundred Credits and twenty merit points left, he was in need of the rewards of the mission.


However, his headache had vastly diminished in intensity which left him pleasantly surprised.


'I should really pay more attention to the faculties of the academy.'


Right outside of the entrance, in Arolyac forest, Thaddeus was waiting with three more students.


"Why am I not surprised that you are here?"


One of the students was June and she spoke as soon as she saw Noah arriving.


"We are the best in our class as well as the poorest. It is quite obvious for us to join this mission."


Noah answered.


During the previous months, June had clearly shown her superiority to Justin, gaining the undisputed title of the second strongest in the Grayshade class.


The first spot belonged, of course, to Noah who remained undefeated.


'She is from a small-size noble family, she needs Credits to buy new training methods. I traded the Surging river spell which was valued fifty thousand Credits, I believe that she still hasn't upgraded all her techniques.'


"Let me introduce you before I review the details of the mission. We have to walk a bit so let's move in the meantime. Oh, take these."


Thaddeus spoke and one hundred or so shining bottles appeared on the ground.


"The potions for the mission, divide them equally."


The students gathered the goods in their storage devices and followed Thaddeus over the mountain where the academy was.


"Vance and June joined us nine months ago, they are the best in the real battle class so don't treat them poorly simply because they are your juniors."


He pointed at a tall youth with black hair of about eighteen years old.


"He is Errol. He joined us one year and three months ago and he is the one in his class that has improved the most since he entered the academy. He will be joining the Royal army once he reaches the proper age."


Then he pointed at the last student.





He was a short brown-haired man of about nineteen years old.


"He is Nigel, he joined us almost two years ago. He has talent in understanding inscriptions and his battle prowess in not low. He will be the captain for this mission and his insights will be useful to surpass the trials of the inheritance ground."


They passed the small mountain and ventured deeper inside Arolyac forest.


"The location of the inheritance ground is inside the Nerere country. It's a wasteland, almost uninhabited, that's why it took so much for my family to find it."


"The problem is that it borders with two other countries. Unless we want to start a war, we need to retrieve the inheritance unnoticed."


"As for the trials, we cleared the first two layers but then we met the restrictions toward my family. Apparently, they were really mad at us to set something like that."


The four students rolled their eyes.


How could they not hate the family that dethroned them?


Thaddeus made an awkward laugh and continued his explanation.


"Anyhow, we learnt something in those two layers. There is a reward every time a layer is cleared and the tests inside have all been battle-related. The difficulty was still low, we only met some low stage rank 3 beasts but we believe that it will rise exponentially as you explore deeper. Don't worry, if you ever meet something that surpasses your ability, retreat. You can always attempt again once you become stronger."


'So, this will be a long-lasting mission. It makes sense, how could a group of rank 1 cultivators retrieve something that valuable?'


Noah thought.


"The maximum number of people that can enter at the same time is four, that's why there are only this many of you. If you manage to clear more than two layers, we will consider the mission a success."


Nigel spoke once Thaddeus finished his explanation.


"Is the total number of layers known?"


Thaddeus shook his head.


"Unfortunately, we were unable to discover it. And having experienced only two layers, we aren't sure of how much the difficulty will increase as you go deeper."


Noah asked a question.


"Deeper? Do you mean that the trials will be underground?"


"Not exactly. You will understand once you see the inheritance ground."


There were no more questions along the way.


They traveled for one entire day before reaching the borders of the forest.


A carriage was waiting for them with a hooded coachman on the rider position.


Thaddeus spoke.


"We will separate here. This carriage will take you to the Nerere country and across the desert. It's a two weeks trip, sadly the air-ship is too eye-catching so we can't use it. We can't create an oath either since that will prevent you from entering the inheritance. We reached an agreement with all of you so try not to steal anything, we will gladly give you more Credits if you really find something exceptionally valuable."


He stared at each one of the students in the eyes to make sure that they understood his words.


He smiled after he finished with the warnings.


"You can all go now. I wish you good luck. Be careful."


The students bowed and went inside the carriage.


They took a side each, the carriage was big enough to fit four small couches inside it.


After a few minutes, the carriage began to move, their mission had finally begun!


Nigel spoke with a friendly smile on his face.


"Since we have to spend two weeks together, I say that we get to know each other. I would also like to know your specializations since I have to prepare a battle formation. I use the rapier and I am of the water element."


"Mace, fire element."


"Spear, thunder element."


June had stared at Noah since the presentations begun, a slight smile was on her face.


"I use two sabers."


Nigel waited for him to continue but no more words came from him.


"I'm sorry but I advise you to reveal your element. We are working for the Royal family now, if I lack some essential information about our actual power and fail the mission because of that, all of us will be blamed."


Noah thought for a while before sighing and speaking with a soft voice.


"Darkness."
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                        The eyes of the other three students widened.


Nigel was the first to recover and spoke with an excited voice.


"Why didn't you tell anyone? You are the first cultivator of the darkness element that has appeared in decades! One day, your fame might match Daniel's one, why would you do these missions instead of finding a Master that finances you?"


Noah shook his head and replied.


"I have my personal reasons to keep this characteristic a secret, I'd prefer that you don't divulge this information."


Errol and Nigel nodded almost immediately at his words.


"Don't worry, we will gladly keep this between ourselves!"


"Yes, we are a team now! We have to respect each other wishes."


The students in the carriage were all from poor backgrounds.


When they understood that they could become the first followers of the next Daniel, they didn't hesitate to reassure Noah with their cooperation.


June was still staring at him with wide eyes.


She came back to reality and released a soft sigh.


"It seems that even my element is inferior to yours."


Noah snorted lightly.


"It's not like it would have made any difference if I were of another element."


June's battle intent was kindled again and she pointed at Noah while raising her voice.


"Hmph! You will see! After this mission is over, I will upgrade all my techniques and teach you who is the strongest!"


Noah didn't reply and took out the second Kesier rune, he didn't want to spend the two weeks of travel socializing.


June saw his behavior and did the same while Errol and Nigel looked at each other in confusion.


Noah had become used to June's character.


He had begun to loosen up a bit when he spoke with her even if their interactions mostly consisted of him teasing her because of his victories.


The trip went on quietly.


The four students would mostly cultivate inside the carriage and take small breaks only to relieve themselves.


Nigel would claim their attention from time to time to explain some simple battle formations that they had to set up in specific situations.


As the day passed, the environment changed drastically.


From the green plains and the mountains filled with woods, the scenery transformed into one of desolation and death.


When the last tree disappeared from their sight and only the yellow sand occupied their field of view, they understood that they had entered the Nerere continent.


There was sand in every direction and no trace of life at all.


The temperature was quite high during the day but not extremely so.


'It doesn't seem that the desertification is caused by the heat, maybe this is another peculiar area like Arolyac forest.'


Noah noted in his mind as the landscape moved.


In the end, the two weeks passed and they reached their destination.


The carriage stopped and the coachman gestured to the students to jump down on the ground.


"I can't proceed from here on, just climb that dune and you'll be greeted by the soldiers of the Royal dynasty."


They had stopped in the middle of the desert, in front of a big dune made of sand.


The students nodded and moved toward the direction pointed by the hooded man.



Everything looked normal but then they began to notice the presence of inscriptions in the sandy ground.


Their numbers increased until the shape of a formation unfolded in front of their eyes.


As they crossed its borders, they felt like they had trespassed some kind of invisible barrier and the scenery changed immediately.


Tens of tents were placed on the terrain creating an orderly encampment.


Soldiers in golden armors ran in every direction doing different errands and an enormous pit was present in the ground in the distance.


A soldier noticed the presence of the four students and neared them with a friendly expression.


"You must be the students from the academy. Please follow me to the tent of the captain, we will inform you of all the details that we discovered in the exploration of the inheritance."


It didn't take much for the group to reach the bigger tent in the encampment.


As they entered it, the guard loudly announced them to a middle-aged man sitting behind a large desk.


"Captain, the students sent by His Majesty Thaddeus have arrived."


The man nodded and gestured to the soldier to leave the tent while he stood up to inspect them.


The captain had a medium stature and a seemingly strong body.


His skin was dark but his hair was completely white and long, giving to his appearance an exotic aura.


He nodded after he had stared at the four for a while.


"I'm Preston Bowend, I'm the captain of the troop stationed here. We have been investigating the inheritance ground for more than six months already so I believe that you would want to know what we have discovered so far. Come with me, it will be easier to explain if you see it."


Preston went out of the tent with the students on his tail and moved toward the big pit.


As they neared it, the shape of a tower began to appear in the middle of the sandy scenery.


When they reached the edges of the pit, the eyes of the students were wide due to the astonishment that they felt.


'How much did they invested to build something like this?'


That was Noah's first thought when he saw the structure.


The hole was forty meters large and a big tower stood planted inside.


It was a circular tower with each floor separated by large and inscribed marble bricks but the number of stories that the structure had was uncertain since it was impossible to know how much of its body was still inside the ground.


There were soldiers carefully excavating inside the hole, trying to uncover more of the tower.


Preston spoke with a calm voice.


"We know for sure that the tower has been built directly underground but we managed to expose only five floors. Since there is more of the building underground, we are sure that there are at least six layers in the inheritance. We have already cleared the first two so you will start with the third one. Oh, you might want to know that every floor contains a different separate dimension so the environment changes every time."
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                        Nigel asked a question to the captain.


"Captain, what do you mean by that?"


Preston moved some hair away from his forehead before answering.


"On the first layer, the dimension was an icy field populated by rank 3 Snow bears. On the second one, we were in an underground area against Steeled centipedes. From that, we can imagine that all the other layers will contain a different environment. One thing you might want to know is that they are real magical beasts and not some creations of the inheritance ground."


'They actually created real environments and filled them with the magical beasts corresponding to each location. I don't even want to think at the amount of preparation required to set up something like that.'


Noah thought, marveled by the Royal inheritance.


Nigel spoke again.


"So, we just need to clear the floor to pass it?"


Preston nodded.


"That's the method that we used and it worked just fine."


"Number of specimens?"


"One hundred on the first layer and two hundred in the second one. However, their rank was about the same."


"Do we have a time limit for each floor?"


Preston pointed at the inscribed bricks.


"We deciphered those inscriptions. The time limit was of one week on the first floor and two on the second one. It will be three weeks in the third one and so on, at least for the floors that we can see."


Nigel turned toward Preston.


"Anything else worth mentioning?"


Preston thought for a little before nodding.


"Yes! The passage for the next layer will appear only after you cleared the dimension while the one to the previous floor will be always open. You won't have to worry about not having the chance of retreating. I believe that this is everything we know about the inheritance ground, tell me if you need anything."


Nigel spoke almost immediately.


"We need four separate tents to rest for the night, provisions for the mission, and empty storage devices for the rewards. Any chance to borrow some of the armors of the soldiers?"


Preston shook his head.


"They are inscribed per order of the Elbas dynasty, the inheritance ground would straight up refuse them."


Nigel nodded.


"Then, that will be it. If you manage to have everything done today, we will enter directly tomorrow morning."


Preston called one of the soldiers and ordered to gather the requested items.


Four tents were prepared and the students rested peacefully inside them.


Noah did his usual training but with less intensity, he could not afford to be tired when he entered the tower.


The day passed uneventfully and the four students gathered in front of the pit at dawn.


A soldier had given to each of them enough provision for a one-year journey and a black space-ring.


Noah was amazed when he inspected the width of the ring.


'There are more than one hundred cubic meters of space! And they gave four of them to us! I miscalculated their wealth, maybe I should have really bargained for a higher share of the inheritance.'


"Everyone ready?"


Preston arrived behind them.


"Yes, you can lead the way, Captain."


Nigel answered and Preston made a gesture to the soldiers down in the pit.


They placed a stair made of wood on the sandy walls and the group of four youths descended in the excavation site.


A soldier brought them toward an area in front of the tower where more stairs stood on the sides of the building and he pointed at them.


"You need to climb at the top of the tower where four runes are inscribed on the floor. Just stand on one each and you will enter the first layer."


They hurriedly climbed them till they arrived at the top of the structure where they saw the designed runes.



Nigel raised a hand to claim their attention.


"As we enter, we will run straight for the passage that leads to the lower layer. We will stop once we reach the passage for the third one to reorganize."


Everyone nodded and stepped on one of the runes.


The pressure of the teleportation pressed on their sea of consciousness and, when they reopened their eyes, they were in a field covered in snow.


According to the information given by Preston, they ran toward a certain area.


'This is not as big as Eccentric Thunder inheritance ground but it sure is more realistic.'


Noah noted in his mind.


The other separate dimension that he saw was barren and was quite different from the outside world.


However, the Royal inheritance seemed to simply be a part of the world, there was no influence from inscriptions or runes in the environment.


'Don't tell me that they actually moved a part of the outside world in this dimension. Well, I don't really know which process is harder.'


The sky was clear but, in the distance, he could undoubtedly see the borders of the landscape.


There was a faint circular wall surrounding an area of five square kilometers, delimiting the icy field.


'That should be the wall of the tower seen from its insides.'


The students ran for about an hour into the desolate field until they reached a glowing staircase that led underground.


They hastily went down and in ten minutes they arrived in a completely different area.


It was clearly underground and dark but what stunned the students the most was that they had descended the stairs only to come out from the terrain of the new area.


'Amazing, I didn't even feel when there was the variation from descending to climbing.'


They stood still only for a moment before resuming their march.


The second layer seemed vaster than the previous one but since they were underground, they could not see where the wall of the tower was.


In about two hours, they reached the passage for the third layer.


That time it was a big blue inscribed door that had again the four runes that they saw on the top of the tower on its surface.


Nigel spoke turning toward his three companions.


"Let's rest for a bit before we enter the next floor, we might meet some trouble as soon as we cross the door."


Everyone agreed and meditated to return at peak condition.


Ten minutes later, they were all standing in front of the runes.


"Ready?"


Nigel looked at the others.


"Go!"


All four of them touched the runes at the same time.


There was no problem with the teleportation, the inheritance ground didn't link them to the Elbas family.


When they opened their eyes, they were in a green plain full of rivers and more than three hundred pairs of eyes with vertical pupils were fixed in their direction.
						




                    


                
				
                    138. Third layer

					
					

                    
                        Noah immediately recognized the owners of those eyes.


"River crocodiles!"


He shouted, reviewing their characteristics in his head.


'They have a strong bite and a scaled body that offers a good defense. They can use fresh water to heal their injuries. In this environment and with their number, we are at a total disadvantage.'


There were more than three hundred beasts in front of them, all in the third rank.


They had a body four meters long and one and a half tall.


The crocodiles didn't hesitate to charge at them, they swam in the rivers toward their position.


Nigel wasn't slow in his reaction and began to yell orders.


"Let's get in formation! We hold the first wave together and then alternate between two groups. Vance and June first and then me and Errol. Try to finish them in one hit!"


The four students aligned, wielding their weapons.


Noah didn't hesitate to uncover his upper body and release Echo.


They were only rank 3 magical beasts but their number was too high to underestimate them.


The first wave of beasts arrived.


The crocodiles jumped from the rivers and assaulted the students with their maws wide open.


Noah launched a series of wind slashes that multiplied mid-air and crashed in the middle of the mouths of the creatures, almost severing them in half.


June thrust with her spear that sent piercing blows from its tip, engraving bloody holes to any beast in the ten meters area in front of her.


Errol swung a massive black mace, sending shockwaves in front of him that made the crocodiles bleed from every orifice due to the might of the vibrations generated from his weapon.


Nigel thrust his rapier with his left arm behind his back, his weapon created sharp watery lines in the air that cut everything that passed through them.


The power of four students of the academy using their rank 4 martial art was shown at its fullest in that situation!


Tens of crocodiles died as soon as they entered the range of the attacks of the youths.


Scales, blood, and lifeless bodies fell continuously on the ground tainting the plain and the water of the rivers.



However, the assault of the magical beasts seemed endless.


More and more beasts jumped from the rivers to crash on the group of four.


Noah controlled Echo to block the attacks that were about to land on the defenseless spots of their formation, as well as finishing the beasts that survived the clash and wanted to reach the river to recover.


Minutes passed and Noah and his group were slowly losing ground.


At some point, Nigel gave another order.


"Spells!"


Noah and June jumped in the vanguard.


June's spear released faint sparks that increased the range of her attacks while Noah activated the First form of his martial art.


The horde of crocodiles was momentarily pushed back, giving time to Errol and Nigel to retreat of a few steps and concentrate on their spells.


The tip of Nigel's rapier shone with a blue light and he thrust it repeatedly, seemingly in the empty air.


However, from the top of his weapon, tens of water bullets shot out and pierced the crocodiles right in the middle of their skulls.


Errol waved his mace which lit up and released a flaming phoenix that launched massive fireballs on the most crowded areas in the pack of beasts.


The assault of the beasts was finally slowing down!


"Change!"


Nigel yelled again and June and Noah interrupted their techniques and moved in the rear position, leaving Errol and Nigel to physically face the charge of the beasts.


June closed her eyes and her spear began to gather orange sparks through all its body.


She then reopened them and forcefully lunged toward a crowded area.


A thunderbolt shot out from her spear which reduced to ashes anything that passed through.


Noah limited himself to deliver ranged strikes that multiplied mid-air due to the characteristics of his martial art.


Six wind slashes shot out from his figure every time he moved, there was the faint image of four additional arms on his torso.


Echo, in the meantime, continued its hunt for wounded prey or helped the students in the vanguard. Sometimes, a black fuming thread linked its body to Noah's one.


"Change!"


Nigel yelled again and they switched their roles, June and Noah went back in the vanguard position.


That was a simple battle formation that Nigel came up with after he had learnt about the abilities of the students in the group.


Since the moment when a cultivator casts a powerful spell was generally his most exposed one, he decided that they would have had to alternate between front and rear position.


Needless to say, the effect of the tactic left even Noah surprised.


'Well, it can only work since all of us have a high proficiency in close combat and Echo is covering for any weak point that appears.'


Noah thought.


The beasts had diminished so much that he had time to analyze the battle.


"Charge ahead!"


Once the remaining crocodiles were less than fifty, Nigel gave the order to finish them.


In less than fifteen minutes, the third layer of the Royal inheritance was emptied of any trace of life with the exception of the group from the academy.


All the four youths sat on the ground as soon as the battle was over, they needed to recover from the fight.


Even though the battle lasted less than one hour, they had to constantly use their rank 4 martial art to repel the horde of magical beasts and they even used some of their most powerful spells at certain intervals.


"Vance, what is that puppet? It's extremely useful and its expenditure of mental energy doesn't seem high."


Errol pointed at Echo that was quietly guarding Noah while he meditated.


"It's a spell."


Noah replied calmly.


At that point, some inscriptions lighted up on the circular wall in the distance.


Their light gathered in the middle of the green plain and shone for a few minutes before fading.


In that spot, a mountain made of Obsidian Credits and inscribed items appeared.


Nigel smiled and turned to the other students.


"Who wants to inspect the rewards?"
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                        The four students neared the mountain of goods.


They all had an amazed expression as they looked at the amount of wealth piled on the ground.


Errol was the first to speak.


"Just the value of these Obsidian Credits is more than a million! And there are more than a thousand inscribed items!"


There was some greed in his eyes as he kept staring at the rewards.


'This is only the reward for one layer and it is worth a ridiculous amount of money. Isn't it way too much for just three hundred rank 3 magical beasts?'


Noah thought while keeping his eyes fixed on the items.


With the exception of their value in Credits, there was nothing that really interested him.


Errol, on the other hand, neared a big metal mace with many runes on its body.


He swung it a few times and then inspected it carefully.


After a few minutes, he nodded happily and raised his head to look at the others in his group.


"No one minds if I take this?"


All three of them shrugged their shoulders, the Royal family wouldn't really care if one of two of these items were to disappear.


Also, they were all from poor environments so they could understand the need for better equipment.



Errol happily put away his new weapon and asked a question looking toward Nigel.


"So, how should we divide everything?"


Nigel answered in a calm voice.


"Let's just split it into four piles of equal dimension. Like this, the remaining space in the space-rings will be the same for all of us. We will see if we need to change this disposition in the next layers."


He was quite sure that they could clear more floors.


After all, the battle had been tough but not extremely so, they were all uninjured.


The youths split the goods equally and put everything in their black space-rings, June, Nigel, and Noah had uncaringly seized a few thousand Credits for themselves in the process.


When the pile of rewards was moved away, they noticed that a staircase had appeared in the terrain below it.


"We should all rest until we return to our peak form. When everyone is ready, we will go to the fourth layer."


The other three agreed with Nigel's plan and freely rested on the plain.


Half a day went by before all of them entered the staircase for the next floor.


They were already wielding their weapons with Noah being shirtless and they slowly moved on the steps of the stairs.


It happened the same switch of directions and they came out from the terrain of the fourth layer.


The environment was covered in white fog with faint purple shades which limited the field of view of the students to less than ten meters in every direction.


They looked at each other and nodded silently, Nigel pointed toward a direction and the others followed.


'I feel that something is looking at my mental sphere, the sensation resembles the one that I felt during the test of my nature.'


Noah thought.


He had felt that his sea of consciousness was being observed since they arrived on the floor.


However, as he thought of that, he noticed that the fog had become denser around him and that he had lost sight of his companions.


'Is this an illusion? It's impossible that I really separated from them, right?'


"Noah."


A female voice sounded from the fog and Noah's eyes broadened listening to it.


A figure moved through the fog toward his position.


Little by little, its features became clear.


Large icy-blue eyes, thin eyebrows, long black hair, it was a face that he remembered perfectly.


"Noah, you've become strong my child."


Lily appeared in front of him, her expression was one of pain and bloody tears fell from her eyes.


"Mother."


As his emotions were stirred, his mind became hazy and he unconsciously answered her.


She drew close to him and continued to speak.


"Can you save me now? Have you become strong enough to take me away?"


A bit of guilt assaulted him, he could not control his emotions as he usually did and they began to attack his mind.


"No."


He honestly answered, even though almost three years had passed from her death, he was still very far away from the power that he needed to avenge her.


Her expression became uglier and more bloody tears came out of her face.


"When will it be enough? You had many chances to take me away if you just had chosen to give up on cultivation! We could have lived a simple life, away from all these struggles for more power but you chose to leave me in the mansion! Do you know how many abuses I had to endure? Do you know what your father did to me every day? You could have stopped all of that!"


Noah lowered his head, the guilt became uncontrollable in his mind.


He had always known that if he had put his mind into it, he had a chance to take Lily away before she died.


A favor from William and a life as fugitives would have done the trick but that implied that he had to give up to any ambition regarding the cultivation world.


She wasn't his real mother, not in his mind at least, but she gave him nothing else but love.


Without a doubt, she had managed to leave a deep mark on his second life.


"If you had known, would you have given everything up for me?"


She spoke again and Noah's expression became complex.


He answered honestly.


"I don't know."


He mostly suppressed those thoughts with his constant training but as the question was asked, he had to admit that he really was conflicted about the situation.


On one hand, there was the search for power that he desired.


On the other one, the woman that gave everything up for him.


Lily touched Noah's cheek and lifted his face so that he could look at her.


Noah saw how her beauty wasn't covered even with all the blood that came out of her eyes.


"Don't worry, I forgive you. Now, just stay still."


Her hand flickered and reappeared next Noah's throat.


Before it could hit him though, Noah grabbed her arm and squeezed it in anger.
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                        Noah's eyes became cold as he regained control of his mental faculties.


"Do you know what were her last words to me?"


Lily's expression became confused and she tried to retreat but Noah's grip on her arm was firm and unmoving.



"She said: don't care about me. That woman managed to endure any kind of pain in order to give me enough time to develop."


A warm smile appeared on his face as he thought about her.


Lily panicked and spoke.


"How did you manage to break free from the illusion? Your mind was lost in guilt!"


Noah shook his head.


"I didn't, it's just that she always smiled every time she looked at me."


She replied in a confused voice.


"Then, how did you regain control of yourself?"


"Because you tried to ruin my image of her and that made me angry."


Black smoke came out from the hand holding her arm.


"So angry that all the guilt disappeared and I could think clearly again."


The smoke enveloped the arm and the scene shattered, revealing a skinny green limb that was holding a knife made of bones.


"You know, I might be a psycho incapable of choosing between my mother's life and cultivation. Call me a demon or whatever, I don't care."


The smoke consumed the limb almost instantly and Lily escaped Noah's grip.


"But if you thought that using my memories of her was a smart tactic, then you really understood nothing of her."


She had killed herself to protect Noah, to prevent the Balvan family from using her to hurt him.


Noah couldn't let an illusion do the same thing that she tried so hard to avert.


Black smoke came out from every part of his body, turning into a protective armor and covering him completely.


The scene shattered in many parts, incapable of enduring the might of Noah's spell.


Lily's figure turned into a humanoid green beast with pointy ears and a large nose.


It spoke as it retreated.


"Wait! The humans you came with are near you, you might hurt them if you keep going."


Noah yelled in a rough voice to reply.


"I DON'T CARE! DEMONIC FORM!"


The spell completely activated and he turned into the fiendish figure that constantly released black toxic smoke.


The beast tried to run but Noah arrived in front of him in an instant.


He grabbed its throat and slowly watched its body being devoured by his spell.


When nothing was left of the beast, he looked around him to inspect the situation.


'That was close, if Echo and the Breath in my sea of consciousness didn't oppose the illusion, I might have died.'


He had lied to the beast in order to confuse it.


It was true that he was incredibly angry but it was thanks to the internal pressure in his mental sphere that he managed to regain clarity.


'Now, I should first get rid of this fog.'


He focused and his mental energy depleted at high speed.


More smoke was produced and it devoured the fog around him.


As the fog disappeared, the environment shattered revealing the true form of the fourth layer.


It was a rocky location, with purple crystals sparsely embodied in the terrain.


'They should be Fog goblin and those crystals enhance their innate ability to create illusions. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for me to get affected by simple rank 3 magical beasts.'


After he had seen their aspect and the environment they were in, Noah guessed which kind of magical beasts they were facing.


The Fog goblins were humanoid magical beasts.


Their intelligence was high, almost on par with the human's one, and they mostly targeted intelligent beings as their prey.


They covered an environment with fog that they naturally secreted which was used to confuse their victims.


However, their actual battle prowess was low, once their illusion was broken, they were even weaker than rank 2 beasts.


'I should first find the others and then go wild.'


He released even more black smoke and carefully watched the scene transform.


The first to appear was Nigel, he was in a confused state and a goblin was hugging him while he cried.


Noah sent Echo to kill the beast and hastily made it retreat to avoid to disperse more smoke in his position.


He was trying to save them after all, if he was careless, he could kill them with his spell.


He then found June who was sitting on her knees with her face lowered.


She was biting her lower lip so hard that blood flowed on the ground.


A goblin was in front of her, holding a knife.


Echo arrived in her position in an instant, killed the goblin, and returned to Noah.


He lastly found Errol.


He had some cuts on his body and he was retreating in panic.


Noah vanquished the goblin and stopped his spell.


Echo returned in his body and he carried each one of them in the spot where the passage for the third layer was.


There was no fog in that position after Noah went all out with his Demonic form so they slowly regained clarity of mind.


"Vance, what happened?"


June asked as soon as her eyes focused.


"Fog goblins with their abilities enhanced by those purple crystals. Stay here, I will gladly clear this layer alone."


He turned before she could reply to him and disappeared in the fog.


"Noah, my child."


"Noah, I'm your mother!"


"Don't worry my child, I can endure a bit more."


Many figures of Lily appeared around him as he moved.


However, the only reaction that they caused was an increase in the coldness of his aura.


He freely launched fuming wind slashes in every direction, cracking the illusion as the partial Demonic form devoured the fog.


Lily's figures shattered many times, increasing Noah's need to vent.


'My mother might be dead but you are alive enough to withstand my anger!'


It took Noah an entire day to kill all the magical beasts in the floor.


The Fog goblins, when they saw that Noah was unaffected by their innate ability, began to hide.


Since his field of view was hindered, he decided to completely vanquish the fog itself with his spell.


He had to drink many potions to keep up with the consumption of mental energy.


Nevertheless, the test was completed and he rejoined his group to wait for the rewards.
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                        "Thanks, Vance, you really saved us out there."


Noah nodded, sitting on the ground.


The effort of vanquishing the fog in the entirety of the fourth floor had tired him greatly, he needed to rest.


"As for the things that you saw when we were inside the illusion..."


Noah raised one hand and interrupted him.


"Don't worry, everyone has its traumatic experiences."


The other three nodded and lowered their heads, they were quite ashamed that they had been seen when they faced their most painful memories.


Another pile of goods, bigger than the previous one, appeared in the middle of the layer.


Errol laid his back on the terrain and spoke in a calm voice.


"I wonder why we are given this much time for each floor."


Nigel answered.


"It's probably in order to let the participants safely approach every test. If it wasn't for Vance, clearing this floor might have taken a while."


"So, what do we do now?"


June asked.


She was a bit annoyed that Noah had saved her and she kept her head lowered the whole time.


"We wait for Vance to recover and then we inspect the rewards. We should also take those purple crystals in the terrain, they seem valuable."


They all rested for an entire day.


Noah had to refill his mental energy and dantian and sleep to get rid of his fatigue while the other three weren't in the mood to do anything after reviving their painful memories.


In the end, they divided the rewards and spent another day gathering the crystals on the terrain.


A rocky passage had appeared in one of the hills in the environment which led to the lower layer.


"We should be more careful from now on, the tests are beginning to change. There was only battle prowess tested in the first three layers but here there was the requirement for a strong mental sphere. I don't really know what to expect next."


Nigel warned the others in his group.


'He is right. There is also the problem of the environment that always favors the magical beasts, increasing the difficulty of the floor. I wonder when the first rank 4 will appear.'


The beasts that they met till then were, at best, in the middle tier of the third rank, only their numbers were incredibly high.


'More than three hundred River crocodiles and around a hundred Fog goblins. If we consider the goblins as an exception, we should meet five hundred or so rank 3 beasts in the next floor.'


The students went through the passage and exited in a sultry mountain location.


Black smoke came out from the top of each mountain, they seemed volcanoes ready to explode.


There were six spots where the smoke came out while every exposed area seemed deserted.


Nigel spoke in a soft voice to the others.


"We should check the cavities from which the smoke is released."


They nodded and followed him to the nearest fuming hole.


As they peeked downward, a red lake became visible.


It was a subterranean lake made of magma and two meters long carps calmly swam in it.


"Lava carps."


Noah whispered.


They were rather weak magical beasts.


They had a decent defense and they could spew out bullets made of lava but, except for that, they weren't a threat.


The problem was the location which increased the difficulty of their hunt by several folds.


Noah turned toward Nigel and expressed his doubt.


"How do we kill them?"


Nigel shook his head.


"Let's first inspect the other cavities, once we have a complete idea of this layer, we will think of a plan."


They went to each mountain and noticed no differences: there were six lakes made of magma with Lava carps swimming inside them.


The students sat in a circle and reviewed ideas on how to clear the floor.


"We might launch spells until all of the beasts are dead."


Errol spoke.


"What if they hide at the bottom of the lakes? At that point, our only option would be to go down there and face the magma."


June answered.


"Can you send your puppet there?"


Nigel asked Noah.


He shook his head.


"The distance with the surface is too much. My mental energy will be drained after a few kills."


They stayed in silence, deep in thought, thinking of a way to handle the situation.


At some point, Noah had an idea.


"What if we destroy the mountain?"


June replied.


"We would be submerged by the lava."


Noah continued.


"No, I mean, if we break only their top and cover the lakes with their rocky ceiling, wouldn't almost every carp die? Then, we can always walk inside and kill those alive."


"It would take a lot though."


Said Nigel.


"We have five weeks of time since we are in the fifth layer. It should be enough."


They thought a bit more but there was no other feasible approach.


They went at the top of the first mountain and placed themselves in four opposite spots.


"Let's start!"


Nigel gave the order and the students released their attacks on the terrain.


The rocks were hard, tempered with the high temperature of the lake below, but they still cracked in many spots due to the might of the students.



Little by little, the top of the mountain was being cracked in many spots.


They were only focusing an area of one hundred square meters but the rocks became harder as they neared the empty space above the lake.


It took them five days to successfully crack the ceiling and make it fall on the area beneath it.


Massive boulders rained down on the red lake, covering it almost completely.


There were too many rocks and the lava was not enough to dissolve them all.


In the end, the lake solidified, creating an uneven dark plain inside the mountain.


Nigel hurriedly yelled.


"It's doable! I will inspect for remaining living beasts, you can start with the second mountain."


A rope materialized in his hands and he bound it on the terrain to descend in the cavity.


The others went to the nearest mountain and began to launch attacks on the ground around the second fuming hole.
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                        As they kept on destroying the terrain, they became faster in the process.


The second mountain took five days to crumble while they managed to destroy the top of the third one in four days.


When they were done with the last mountain, almost four weeks had passed.


They laid on the terrain, they had launched attacks non-stop for the whole time, they only rested for a few hours every day and used many potions to keep their dantian and sea of consciousness full.


They were in desperate need to recover.


However, they still paid attention to their surroundings, they didn't dare to relax before the rewards arrived.


In about ten minutes, the inscriptions on the walls lighted up and another pile of goods appeared.


The students heaved a sigh of relief.


"It seems that we won't have to inspect the crumbled areas again."


Nigel smiled, he was happy that he could finally relaxe.


"How much do you think it's the total value of the rewards of the three layers that we cleared?"


Errol spoke, staring at the mountain of items and Credits.


"It should be around ten million Credits. The Royals sure a rich to give away this wealth just for rank 3 magical beasts."


Said Noah while he calculated the number of Credits he would receive due to his agreement with Thaddeus.


'It's already more than three hundred thousand Credits without adding the little extras that we are keeping for ourselves. I've already surpassed Thaddeus's initial offer.'


Nigel shook his head and spoke in a calm tone.


"These are just Credits and common inscribed items, nothing too important. The really valuable things in the eyes of the Royal family are the techniques and the spells. Once you reach that status, money loses importance. What's the point of having that amount of wealth if you can't buy the things that makes you powerful?"


The other three nodded, the importance of personal power was clear in their mind.


They had achieved their status as students of the academy through power after all, money was mostly a tool for them.


"Must be nice though to live the rest of your life in a mansion, uncaring of anything regarding the cultivation world. Once my life as a soldier is over, I want to raise my own noble family and forget about the struggles for wealth."


Errol spoke, raising his gaze at the sky.



'A peaceful life, there was a time when I also desired something similar.'


Noah thought.


He had been at a dead-end in his previous life.


There was nothing that he was really interested in, he simply wanted to do a modest job and enjoy his few passions.


'But that was because everything seemed so pointless. You would have remained a simple man both as a dishwasher and as a successful director. It was all so futile. Here, you can become a deity, undisputed among living beings.'


He had no doubts regarding what he would do during his life, the test of his nature had confirmed his already rooted desires.


He raised his gaze at the sky too, trying to look for the distant stars in that fake firmament.


'When will I be able to walk there freely?'


In the end, they decided to use a full week to rest and to return at their peak form.


A path had opened in the terrain leading to the sixth layer.


There was no need for warnings, their teamwork was quite solid since everyone became used to the other members of the group.


'We had a test of endurance, one of will, and one of wits. I wonder what's next.'


Noah sorted his thoughts and focused, he had completely stopped wearing his upper clothes by then.


When they arrived on the other side of the passage, a forest unfolded in front of their eyes.


The leaves of the trees were large and green, creating a dark environment on the ground.


'No illusion nor anything out of the ordinary for now.'


Noah used what he learnt in his course about magical beasts to guess which type of creatures might appear.


Nigel pointed in a direction and the others advanced behind him.


The was the faint sound of a battle in the distance and they quietly moved toward it.


After a few hundred meters, they saw two packs of beasts fighting between each other.


"Earth monkeys and Toxic monkeys."


Noah spoke softly.


There were two different kinds of monkey-type beasts fighting.


The number of specimens in each pack amounted to almost one hundred and there clearly was some peak rank 3 among them.


'Earth monkeys are physically strong and slightly bigger while the Toxic ones use their feces to poison their prey.'


Those magical beasts were not big, only about one and a half meters tall, and their individual strength was average.


However, they were adept in fighting as a group, capable of attacking from every direction due to their high agility.


"How should we approach them?"


Nigel turned to Noah.


They had understood by then that his knowledge regarding magical beasts was deep, he had managed to point out every creature that they found in four layers after all.


"There is usually a leader in each pack. With monkey-types magical beasts, it handles most of their battle tactics so it would be wise to kill it first. They are quite wary of humans though, if we attack now, they will most likely stop their battle and focus on us."


Nigel turned his gaze back on the fight.


"So, we wait for them to disperse?"


"We should wait for them to go back in their lair and then strike."


Nigel nodded and added something.


"We don't even know if these two are the only packs in the forest. Even if there seem to be a few peak rank 3 specimens, only this number is too little for the sixth layer."


The group moved and carefully inspected the entirety of the forest.


They found five more packs, all of a different kind of monkey-type magical beasts.


"In total, there should be more than seven hundred rank 3 magical beasts. Each of them has different abilities and we should carefully plan our assault based on them."


Nigel summarized.


The students created a hole in the trunk of one of the biggest trees and drew a map of the sixth floor as they debated on how to face the beasts.
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                        Seven packs of monkey-type magical beasts to defeat in six weeks of time.


They had all the time needed to carefully plan their approach, they had just to be careful not to cause too much ruckus.


In the end, they chose a simple tactic: Noah would be the bait and expose each leader and the other three students had to kill it.


Then, they would regroup and apply a different combat formation to better exploit the weaknesses of each kind of beasts.


Earth monkeys and Spiked monkeys relied on their bodies so it was better to fight them as a group in a solid and stable formation, using strong attacks to kill each specimen in one strike.


Fire monkeys and Toxic monkeys were adept in spells with a large area of effect, the students chose to fight them separately, dividing the creatures' attention into four different areas.


Wind monkeys and Dwarf monkeys were fast and nimble, Noah and Errol had to stay in the center of their packs to attract their attention while June and Nigel did a pincer attack on them.



The last pack was composed of Enlighted monkeys.


They were not extremely strong but their intelligence was high.


They often ran away seeing that they had no chances of defeating the students from the academy.


The only option of Noah's group was to slowly corner them until all their specimens were dead.


As for why Noah had to play as the bait, it was because his martial art and his blood companion were the most suited to handle large numbers of enemies.


"We are finally done!"


Errol exclaimed happily as he slowly raised his blood-stained mace in the air.


Below him, there was the crushed corpse of the last magical beast of the sixth layer.


"Yes, it's finally over."


Nigel said, releasing a fatigued sigh.


It took them three weeks to kill all the monkeys, these long and constant battles had placed a heavy burden on his mind.


Noah and June were not better off, they too felt extremely tired.


'I wonder if I could have done it alone. With my Demonic form, just this number isn't enough to defeat me. However, I have to consider the amount of mental energy expended in the process.'


Noah analyzed the test and compared its difficulty with his actual battle prowess.


'They won't be able to defeat me but I will probably be exhausted before the last one of them is dead. I guess it's fair since the power of my spell is incredible.'


The inscriptions on the walls of the floor lighted up and converged at the center of the forest.


The trees were tall and their leaves were thick, they could not see the rewards from their position.


"Let's inspect the rewards and then rest for a whole week, I'm afraid that we might face hundreds of peak rank 3 beasts in the next layer."


Nigel spoke and they moved toward the central area.


As they went deeper in the forest though, the density of Breath increased drastically, so much that it surpassed even the one of Noah's current accommodation.


"How is this possible? We clearly inspected this zone before."


June spoke and the eyes of the four students sharpened.


When they arrived at the location where the rewards appeared, their mouths unconsciously opened due to their amazement.


On the terrain of the forest, there wasn't the usual pile of items and Credits that they received in the previous three floors.


Instead, a five meters large and four meters tall blue stone was placed on the ground.


Noah had once seen a similar mineral at the bottom of an underground lake.


"That's a Breath blessing!"


Noah exclaimed.


'I never thought that they could be this big! Its value should be immense!'


The other three youths stared with wide eyes at the imponent stone.


The density of Breath was so high around it that a few drops of Breath were slowly accumulating on its surface.


"The concentration is at the point where the Breath changes state by itself! My friends, I think that we struck it rich!"


Errol spoke excitedly and moved with his mace to hit the stone.


Noah appeared in front of him and stopped his advance.


"Errol, what are you doing?"


He answered in a confused tone.


"Well, I wanted to divide it so that we can share its frame in our space-rings."


"It will lose value if we divide it, it's better to store it in one piece. I will take it, as the appointed captain for this mission, it's my responsibility to handle such a valuable item."


Nigel spoke from behind him.


"I think you are all underestimating the addiction that he has for cultivation."


June spoke calmly as she sat on the ground near the stone and closed her eyes.


Nigel and Errol looked confusedly at her gesture and then moved their gazes on Noah.


He was smiling slightly as he stared with a fervent gaze the Breath blessing.


Sensing that the two students had their eyes on him, he turned and explained what June had already understood.


"Since we cleared the test, we don't have a time limit anymore. The sooner we advance, the sooner we would have to give this precious object to the Royal family. I say that we can cultivate here for a month or so before going in the seventh layer, we are advancing rather quickly anyway."


He then moved his gaze back on the mineral and sat near it.


There was no need to think if it was day or night on the outside world, the limitation in his technique existed only because it was required a higher concentration of Breath of the darkness element to make it work.


However, near the mineral, the Breath of each element was so abundant that any restriction was pointless.


Noah hastily used his Yin body and his Dark vortex cultivation technique at the same time and began to cultivate.


June was doing the same in the opposite corner of the stone.


Nigel and Errol looked at each other and smiled happily before occupying the other two corners and starting their meditation.


Like that, a month slowly passed in the sixth layer.
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                        "I think it's time to move."


Nigel said as he stood up.


Errol also stood up and looked at the other two students still sitting on the ground.


June opened her eyes and nodded, joining the others in their stare at Noah.


Noah had no other choice but to stop his meditation.


'If I had this stone for a whole year, I would reach the second rank of the dantian way easily.'


The density of Breath near the mineral was more than twice the one in his accommodation.


They had spent more than three months in the inheritance ground which didn't allow them to train much.


However, just by cultivating for a month in front of the Breath blessing, Noah felt that his advancement could match those that he would have obtained if he had spent that time in the academy.


'I think they actually surpassed them by quite a margin. Well, that's also due to the fact that I only focused on my dantian and body.'



Since there were no restrictions on his technique in front of the mineral, Noah chose to put momentarily aside the training with the Kesier rune and focus only on the Yin body and on the Dark vortex technique.


'A twofold density coupled with twice the amount of time that I usually spend in meditation, it's as if I cultivated for more than four months! Considering that we used two months concentrated only on clearing the layers, I basically gained one month of training for free!'


He was always satisfied when he shortened the time required for his breakthroughs, he only felt disappointed that it had to end so soon.


"I have to say, your dedication is admirable."


June spoke when he stood up.


"I agree. You basically never slept for the entirety of the month, we should take a day or two to stabilize our gains and to recover from our intensive training."


Noah's eyes lit up and nodded but Nigel continued to speak.


"Without the Breath blessing in front of us. I'm honestly afraid that you might forget about our mission if you keep cultivating like this."


Noah wanted to argue but he noticed that the other two students agreed with Nigel's opinion.


He sighed seeing Nigel taking the mineral inside his space-ring and went to one of the branches of the trees to rest.


Only then he realized how far he had pushed his limits, his mind was exhausted and his dantian showed signs of instability.


He slept deeply for one entire day and focused on stabilizing his power on the following one.


On the third day, they were ready to enter the passage for the seventh layer.


They slowly crossed a wooden door that had appeared on one of the trunks and moved carefully.


On the other side of the passage, a desolate area appeared in front of them.


It was a plain with a tall mountain at its center.


There were few traces of vegetation and many holes in the terrain, it was as if someone eradicated all the plants and trees that were supposed to be there.


The mountain was devoid of any life too and there were many cavities on its sides.


They resembled small caves and there were more than three hundred of them.


However, the students sensed no trace of life at all, the layer seemed completely empty.


'Those should be nests for bird-types magical beasts but with that number, we should at least feel them even if they tried to hide.'


Noah analyzed, he had a bad feeling about that environment.


For some reason, his instincts told him that the situation was similar to Twilboia Cliff.


The students advanced cautiously, they were looking for anything that might reveal the entity of the test.


"Vance, what do you think?"


Nigel broke the silence and asked for Noah's advice.


Noah gazed at the mountain before speaking.


"It's strange. This place was clearly supposed to contain various lifeforms and I also believe that those cavities up there had to be the nests of a bird-type pack of magical beasts. However, the layer seems to be completely empty."


Nigel's eyebrow arched.


"Are you saying that they starved to death? There had to be at least one hundred peak rank 3 magical beasts here according to the increase in the difficulty."


At these words, Noah finally realized the situation they were in.


His eyes widened and he raised his head to the sky.


The sky was filled with clouds that obscured the artificial illumination of the floor.


"I think that we should retreat."


He said, slowly taking a few steps backward, his gaze never moved from the clouds in the sky.


"Why do you say that?"


Errol said frowning.


At that point though, a small black dot appeared in the clouds.


Noah shouted and turned to run in the direction of the passage.


"RANK 4!"


The eyes of the other three students widened and June immediately followed him.


Errol panicked a bit before going after Noah while Nigel shot a short glance at the sky.


In his field of view, the clouds were pure white but there was an enlarging figure nearing his position.


He hastily began to run in the direction of the sixth layer.


Yet, it was too late.


The figure slammed into him in less than a second, creating a loud thud that made the other three students turn their heads to look in its direction.


'Rank 4 Cloud eagle!'


Noah yelled in his mind.


'This specimen must have been a bit stronger than the other peak rank 3 beasts in the pack and it must have eaten them during its time in the inheritance, finally reaching the fourth rank! However, the Breath in the environment wasn't enough to sustain its higher rank so it devoured every lifeform remaining in the layer. For how long did it manage to survive without a proper meal?'


The Cloud eagle behind them was enormous.


With its wings unfolded, it was more than thirteen meters wide.


Its strongest characteristic was its diving speed, it could reach the ground from the sky in an instant, not giving its prey enough time to escape.


The dust created from the impact of the magical beast with the terrain settled, showing Nigel's body pierced by the three claws of the eagle.
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                        The Cloud eagle slowly flapped its wings.


It gradually distanced from the ground, staring at the three students at a few meters in the distance.


Nigel's body was firmly stuck on the claws of its right foot, he was still alive but blood flowed incessantly from his injuries.


There was only one outcome in his situation: death.


The youths understood that and hastily turned to continue their escape toward the passage to the sixth layer.


However, while he moved his gaze away from Nigel, Noah remembered something that made him curse loudly.


"Fuck!"


Noah turned but not toward the passage, he faced the rank 4 beast, looking at it with determined eyes.


He jumped ahead, black rings appeared under his feet and black smoke began to envelop him.


'Shadow steps! Demonic form!'


He activated his two spells and ran at full speed toward the beast.


Errol and June noticed his behavior but continued to run away, no matter how frustrated they were about Nigel's situation, they wouldn't risk their lives to save a dead man.


Noah gained momentum and, in a few seconds, he arrived near the eagle.


He forcefully kicked on the terrain, using all his strength to jump in the air toward the beast.


The eagle released a high-pitched whistle seeing its supremacy in the sky being challenged.


It lowered its head, ready to take on the opponent's assault.


Yet, Noah didn't aim for the head of the creature but rather for its right foot!


Noah was covered from head to toe with black smoke, his Demonic form was completely activated.


When he was at two meters away from Nigel's body, two pairs of fuming wings unfolded themselves from his back, forcefully halting his assault mid-way.


He slashed with his sabers using his most powerful technique empowered with his most powerful spell.


'First form of the Ashura!'


He didn't dare to hold anything back when he faced a rank 4 magical beast.


What he unleashed at that moment was his most powerful attack.


Nigel was conscious, his eyes widened in surprise seeing of what might Noah was actually capable of.


Hope shined in his young eyes.


Ten fuming blows struck the eagle.


It used its beak to block most of the attacks, the other ones landed on its body, they could only make some of its feathers fall.


The eagle suffered no damage at all, no matter how much the toxic smoke tried to consume its skin, it wasn't able to wound the beast.


However, one of Noah's attacks didn't aim for the creature but rather to its prey!


Nigel's expression froze when Noah cut off his right arm and hurriedly seized it.


Nigel stared at his young companion kicking the air to run away with his arm.


'He didn't even look at me.'


Those were Nigel's last thoughts.


The Cloud eagle was enraged that such a weak human managed to steal part of its prey and tightened his grip on its feet, killing Nigel on the spot.


Noah was flying away at his maximum speed.


He held one severed arm with one hand and a saber in the other one.


His four wings flapped incessantly and he kicked the air repeatedly, he was using the Shadow steps spell and Echo to perform the flight of his life!


The eagle didn't let him simply run away, it flew to chase him.


However, its speed was nothing exceptional.



It was still faster than Noah but the difference wasn't that big.


'I knew it!'


Noah cheered in his mind as he inspected the situation behind him.


'It has starved for too much time and the horizontal flight isn't the specialty of its species! Cloud eagles excel in diving speed and its poor condition allows me to almost match it in a straight flight!'


The Elbas family rose to the throne of the Utra continent about two thousand years ago.


That meant that the previous Royal family had to set up the inheritance ground way before that moment.


Magical beasts had powerful bodies but they were still affected by the lack of nourishment.


The eagle slowly gained some ground on him but its vision became hindered by the black smoke that Noah constantly released.


It had to reduce its speed to regain sight of its target and then it accelerated again.


A massive eagle and a fiendish figure were flying in a straight line toward a small cavity in the barren terrain.


Noah traced a black fuming line in the sky as he stared at the approaching exit.


Seconds lasted like years in Noah's mind but, in the end, he entered the passage successfully with the eagle unable to even touch him.


He slammed on the walls of the corridor, he didn't dare to lower his speed for even a second during his escape.


He continued to scrape the surface of the passage until he came out in the forest of the sixth floor.


There, he continued to roll until he crashed on a large tree that stopped his momentum.


He fell on his knees and deactivated his Demonic form, the remaining smoke consumed the tree behind him.


He was breathing roughly, he had used everything he had to retrieve Nigel's right arm and to escape the beast.


Errol and June had watched the scene of him successfully leaving the seventh layer, they had escaped while he was busy with the eagle.


It was their first time seeing Noah using his full power, they had to admit that his fiendish figure had sent chills down their spines.


Errol gathered his courage and neared him.


"Vance, did you save him?"


Noah raised his head to look at the tall youth.


"How could I save Nigel? He was dead the moment he looked at the sky."


June went close to him too and asked with her brows furrowed.


"Then, what did you even do back there?"


Noah smiled and opened his right hand.


Nigel's arm had been consumed by the black smoke but the item on his finger had been tightly stored by him.


A black space-ring stood unscathed in his palm.
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                        It was the space-ring given by the Royal army.


It contained Nigel's share of the rewards as well as the gigantic Breath blessing.


It was needless to say that most of their gains from the inheritance were kept in there.


June's eyes lighted up and she smiled happily.


"You've really done it! Now our efforts in the sixth layer won't be wasted."


She kneeled next to Noah and picked the ring, inspecting it carefully.


After a few seconds, she nodded and her smile widened.


"Everything is here."


Noah finally relaxed and released a soft sigh.


He didn't have time to inspect the insides of the device since he was still stabilizing his condition.


He wasn't injured since his Demonic form had never been pierced during the encounter with the Cloud eagle but his mind still felt tired due to the effort.


He had gone all out while facing a rank 4 magical beasts after all, it was quite normal for him to desire a long and peaceful sleep.


Errol, on the other hand, didn't manage to rejoice and lowered his head to stare at the ground.


"Did you even think for a second about Nigel when you took his ring?"


Noah raised his gaze toward the tall youth, he felt that the atmosphere had become tense all of sudden.


"No, he was dead the moment that beast hit him."


"But you surely could have done something more! Don't lie to me, that power you used was at the peak of the cultivators in the first rank!"


Noah shook his head at Errol's complains.


"And yet I didn't even manage to scratch that thing, the heroic ranks are really something else. Also, didn't you run away too as soon as I gave the warning? It was Nigel's mistake that killed him and his hesitation almost lost us half of the value of our mission."


Errol was about to retort again when June stepped in the conversation.


"He is right, don't let your feelings blind you. You should be grateful that Vance managed to retrieve the rewards."


Errol trembled a bit and then he sat on the ground.


He released a loud sigh as he calmed down and took out a jar full of wine from his space-ring.


"I'm sorry Vance, I didn't mean to offend you. If I have to speak the truth, I would have never managed to jump at that creature even if there was a chance to save Nigel. I think I was angry at myself for being this weak and shifted the blame to you."


He poured the wine into three different glasses and handed them to Noah and June before raising his own in a toast.


"Please accept my apologies."


Noah raised his glass too and slightly smiled at Errol.


"Don't worry, it's fine. Actually, if it wasn't for the eagle's starved condition, I would have been the first to reach the exit."


Errol released a small laugh and emptied his glass.


June shook her head and laid on the terrain slowly sipping the wine.


Noah drank from his glass and raised his head to the sky.


'I would be lying if I said that I'm not disappointed by my performance. Rank 4 seems such a distant level.'


He had used everything in his arsenal and yet he didn't manage to leave any sign on the beast.


'I can't even face a starved bird, how could I even think about storming Balvan mansion?'


He repressed his thoughts and laid on the terrain behind him.


He knew that his growth was extraordinary already but he could not help to feel that it was still incredibly slow.


"What do we do now?"


Errol interrupted his line of thought.


"What can we do? We retreat."


June answered plainly before turning to one side and falling asleep on the ground.


Noah did the same and Errol shrugged his shoulders, finding a comfortable position too before falling asleep.


One day later, they reappeared on the top of the tower, outside the inheritance ground.


When they descended through the stairs on its sides, they were greeted by a concerned Preston.


"You stayed for three months in there, I'm eager to know how far did you go."


He then noticed that there were only three of them.


"Where is the other student?"


"Dead."


June answered the captain.


"Oh, I see. Why don't you come to my tent and explain everything in front of a warm cup of tea?"


The students immediately agreed to his offer and followed him in the biggest tent.


The encampment didn't change much during those months, the pit was a bit deeper and there seemed to be a dozen more tents but, apart from that, everything was as they remembered.


"It seems that an irregularity had happened in the seventh layer, even the previous Royal family didn't expect for a rank 3 magical beast to evolve."


Preston said after the students gave him a detailed report of the five layers that they explored.


"Don't you worry about your companion, his family will be rewarded for the honorable service that he performed. Yet, we have a problem now. It's not easy to put together a group with at least rank 2 cultivation without involving the Royals or the powerful nobles."



The inheritance ground still hadn't started to give spells and techniques for rewards, which meant that it went way deeper than they thought.


"I believe that if it wasn't for that irregularity, we could have cleared at least two more floors."


Errol spoke with confidence but Noah was of a different opinion.


'That wasn't exactly an irregularity but the usual behavior of magical beasts. There is a high chance to meet rank 4 creatures after the seventh floor.'


Preston nodded and reviewed all the details that he annotated during their explanation.


"It seems that there isn't much that you can do here anymore, it's better for you to return to the academy. We kept notes of each one of your courses so that you won't fall behind in your instruction. I will notify the academy, a carriage should arrive in two weeks. Just leave your space-rings here and feel free to act as you wish in the perimeter of the formation."


Noah's eyes lit up listening to the captain words and a shameless smile appeared on his face.


"You know captain, I think that I have an idea to better use our time here. It will also greatly benefit your troop."
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                        Noah moved toward an empty area of the encampment.


"So, what is your bright idea?"


Preston followed him with June and Errol at his sides.


Noah looked around and nodded in satisfaction.


"Captain, there should be around fifty soldiers in your troop, am I right?"


Preston answered with a confused expression.


"Well, yes. Fifty-three to be precise."


Noah continued.


"And I believe that the items from the inheritance ground will stay with you until the envoy from the Royal family arrives, right?"


"That is true."


June and Errol were already shaking their heads since they understood Noah's intentions.


Noah made a gesture and the Breath blessing inside Nigel's space-ring materialized on the ground.


Its appearance attracted the attention of the entire camp since the density of the Breath instantly increased by one-fold.


Preston's mouth was hanging on his jaw, he still hadn't inspected the goods that the students retrieved and he was quite shocked to see such a precious mineral in that gigantic shape.


"I thought that it would have been a complete waste to keep such a miraculous resource hidden in a space-ring, you and your soldiers should at least make use of it until the Royal family arrives."


Preston came back to reality hearing his words.


"N-no! That's the personal propriety of the Royal dynasty! We can't."


However, his eyes fell continuously on the blue mineral as if they were captivated by it.


Noah went next to him with a bright smile on his face.


"But we are doing this for the Royal dynasty! Making their soldiers stronger will increase the stability of their dominion. Don't you want to protect them? What if a day comes when you are too weak to fight their enemies? Also, we aren't doing anything that endangers the item, we are simply storing it in an open field."


Preston moved his gaze from Noah back to the Breath blessing.


"Storing it in an open field you say…"


He mumbled for a few more seconds and then a smile broke his stern expression.


"Right! We are simply keeping it here for, ehm, safety! The space-rings are not safe anymore during these dangerous times, I should guard this precious item personally!"


Noah coughed lightly at his side, interrupting the captain's speech.


Preston turned and saw that all his soldiers were staring at the mineral with eager expressions.


Noah helped him in his delusion, answering to his previous words.


"Captain, I think that this stone is too precious for you to single-handedly protect it. I can't rest well thinking that you are all alone out here. Nevertheless, don't worry, I will stay with you the whole time!"


Noah made an ample gesture and turned to the other soldiers, subtly winking at them.


Some of them understood the meaning behind his signal and hurriedly made a military salute, joining Noah in his promise.


"Captain, I will not leave you alone!"


"Neither I will allow my mighty captain to endure this burden alone!"


Little by little, all the soldiers understood what was happening and swore to "protect" the Breath blessing.


June shook her head as she neared Noah.


"Couldn't you simply do all of this inside the captain tent?"


Noah smirked and lowered his voice to answer her.


"In that case, it would have been my idea. Now, it's Preston's one, the Royals can't use our time spent like this as an excuse to lower our rewards."


June's eyes widened seeing how much planning Noah went through to exploit that situation.


"You are actually this evil."


Noah snorted.


"You can't always rely on violence to obtain something, not at our level at least."


June wanted to argue but found his explanation reasonable.


"Since everyone is so faithful to the Royal family, we can start immediately our protection of their goods!"


Preston shouted, interrupting their conversation.


The soldiers cheered and neared the Breath blessing on the ground but noticed that Noah was already sitting in one of the closest spots available.


They wanted to retort but their captain did the same, followed by June and Errol.


A messy scene unfolded as the soldiers pushed away one another to secure a spot in the nearest positions.


In about ten minutes, the commotion settled and all the cultivators in the camp were silently meditating in front of the blue stone.


Two weeks passed like that.



Everyone was so engrossed in their cultivation in such a favorable environment that they totally forgot to check if there were news from the Royal city.


On the night of the fifteenth day, a loud shout woke them up from their meditation.


"What the fuck are you even doing!?"


Everyone turned to see a woman in a golden armor staring at them with an angry expression.


Preston immediately stood up and performed a deep bow.


"Her Majesty Lisa! I wasn't informed about your visit, what a pleasant surprise!"


All the other soldiers stood up and greeted the woman from the Elbas family.


'She is Thaddeus sister, the one that led the other batch of students from our class.'


Noah recognized her from behind the guards and cautiously sneaked to the borders of the group.


Lisa yelled again.


"Of course, you didn't know! You didn't contact us for two whole weeks, we were afraid that one of the nearby countries had found this place. However, the formation wasn't broken so we excluded that possibility. So, what exactly were you doing?"


Preston recognized his mistake and performed another bow.


"I'm deeply sorry! We…"


His voice softened as he continued.


"…were guarding this precious Breath blessing."


Even as he said those words, he realized how unreal they were.


Lisa stood speechless for a while before shaking her head.


"Never mind, just hurry up and gather the items that I have to bring back to the Royal city. Also, I will bring the students with me, I will stop at the academy along the way."


"Everything will be done immediately!"


Preston turned to his side but noticed that Noah had disappeared from his position and was already slowly moving toward Lisa from the borders of the group.


He arrived in front of her and bowed.


"And what happened to you?"


Lisa spoke, staring at the youth.


Noah had large eyebags and an incredibly pale complexion, his eyes were red and he seemed to be malnourished.


"Oh, don't you worry, Her Majesty, I'm just a bit tired from the hard trials of the inheritance."


The soldiers that heard his words wanted to curse him loudly but refrained to do so due to Lisa's presence.


Since those weeks were probably the last time in which Noah could have had access to the miraculous mineral, he went all out in his training sessions, even resorting to potions to keep himself awake an in a normal condition to maximize his training schedule.
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                        Noah used the first week of the trip back to the academy to rest, he had to stabilize his condition again.


Increasing one's strength so rapidly was quite dangerous.


The dantian was an organ after all, too much stress on it could ultimately lead to an injury.


The same went for the sea of consciousness, the mental sphere had to be enlarged gradually or there would be the risk of breaking it.


Noah sat on one couch inside the carriage escorting him back to the academy, he was calmly analyzing the condition of his body.


'My dantian has completely recovered, there is no danger in resuming my previous training rhythm. My accumulated stress also has disappeared, it seems that the constant battles that we underwent in the inheritance ground helped my mental sphere quite a bit.'


Overall, they had been away from the academy for four months while his actual time spent training his dantian and body was equal to six months in his accommodation.


'Two months gained while my mind has still slightly enlarged due to the Breath in my sea of consciousness. I almost don't feel any pressure at all from Echo these days, I wonder if I can create another blood companion.'


He thought for a while before tossing that idea away.


'Right now, I should just focus on increasing the level of all my centers of power. I should also start to absorb again Breath in my sea of consciousness, I'm quite eager to test some of the forgings of my inscription method.'


He slowly opened his eyes, confirming his plans for the near future.


'With the rewards for this mission I will finally be able to buy some spells that don't have a limitation in their rank and I will be also able to use the facilities of the academy for a while. The first to break through should be my mind, followed by my dantian and body. I just need to quietly cultivate.'


"Have you recovered enough to give me your version of the events in the inheritance ground?"


Lisa spoke to him wearing a slight smile.


She couldn't be in the open since she would be too eye-catching so she had stayed in the carriage with the other three students the whole time.


Noah nodded, putting a stern expression.


"I believe that my companions have already covered every detail of our mission."



Lisa laid her back on the carriage while putting a hand below her chin.


"Vance, right? My brother has spoken to me about you. Did you reach the solid stage already?"


Noah didn't dare to lie to her as Thaddeus had made clear that the intelligence of the Royal family surpassed the common sense.


"Yes, I did a few months ago."


"And how old are you exactly?"


"Sixteen years and six months."


Errol and June's eyes widened but they remained silent.


According to the standards of the cultivation world, a human would acquire his dantian at the age of fifteen.


However, in the academy, there were only talents, virtually each of its students had obtained a dantian before that age.


Even so, the usual age in which cultivators reached the solid stage was when they were seventeen or more.


It wasn't a matter that concerned talent, they simply didn't have enough time to cultivate till that level.


June, for example, was seventeen and she had broken through the solid stage during the month that they spent cultivating in the sixth layer.


She had actually spent less time than Noah to reach that stage but he had obtained his dantian at an incredible age.


After all, how many people in the world could obtain a rank 3 body and a rank 1 mental sphere before the age of fourteen?


"That is indeed a great achievement. If you and Daniel were of the same age, you would have surpassed him."


Errol joined the conversation, intrigued by Lisa's words.


"Is it possible to know Daniel's level?"


Lisa waved her hand and answered as if it was a small matter.


"He broke through the first rank and successfully became a rank 2 cultivator. His status as a student was removed and he joined Professor Wanda Hamman in the alchemy division of the academy. This all happened in this years' tests, it should have caused quite a commotion in the academy."


'Oh right, the tests for my courses.'


Noah remembered that detail about his enrollment.


Lisa seemed to understand his thoughts and reassured the students.


"Don't worry about those. You all did an excellent job in the Royal inheritance so you are exempted from them, not that I believe that any of you would have failed."


The students relaxed and continued to look at Lisa, there was still another question that required her explanation.


"You will get your rewards from Thaddeus after the total value of what you retrieved is estimated. He will contact you himself so you can just go back to your normal lifestyles."


Having cleared their last doubt, silence occupied the carriage.


Lisa didn't seem like she wanted to speak anymore so the students began to spend their remaining time in the carriage as they wanted.


Noah resumed his usual training schedule, causing June to imitate him.


Errol simply laid on his couch, Lisa's presence didn't allow him to reach the relaxed state needed to train.


Lisa slept most of the time, she was so silent that it almost seemed that she was only closing her eyes.


In the end, another week passed and the carriage reached Arolyac forest.


Lisa left the students at the borders of the forest and continued toward the Royal city while they went on their way back to the academy ground.


They arrived at the small mountain and Errol pressed his token on the terrain, opening a passage.


After so much time, they had finally returned!


"I think I will rest for a few days and then resume my courses. See you around, friends."


Errol was eager to return to his lodging and separated from the group.


June and Noah slowly walked on the right side of the river.


They reached June's accommodation first and she silently opened its door.


Before entering though, she turned to look at Noah and spoke with a plain voice.


"You look older than your age."


After that, she entered her place and closed the door behind her.


Noah shook his head and resumed his walk toward his lodging.


Considering her character, the meaning behind her words was something battle-related, he didn't bother to think too much about them.


'I feel like I'm forgetting something though.'


As he opened the door of his accommodation, an awful smell assaulted him, accompanied by a loud lament.


"You unfilial disciple, you actually left me to suffer all this time!"
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                        'Oh right, I only gave him enough money for two months of wine.'


Noah looked at the pitiful state in which Ivor was.


He had returned to his previous smelly and ragged figure and tens of empty jars were left all around the floor.


Noah picked a thousand Credits and casually threw them to him.


"Go to the alchemy division and buy some wine, money shouldn't be a problem from now on."


Just the amount that he had seized from the rewards amounted to ten thousand Credits, Ivor's expenses could be covered for two years with those.


Seeing that he was about to complain more, Noah revealed him something to placate his mood.


"You might want to know that I've decided to accumulate Breath again in my sea of consciousness."


Noah knew that even if Ivor didn't pressure him, he had a lot of expectations regarding his improvements in the Elemental forging method.


Ivor's eyes lit up and regained some focus.


"Are you sure? Is the internal pressure gone?"


Noah shook his head.


"Not completely but I'm quite certain that it can store at least twice the amount of Breath that I currently have."


Ivor nodded and straightened his position.


"Wonderful! That will also speed up your mental sphere's growth. I will buy the wine, you just do what you have to."


Ivor exited the lodging, leaving Noah alone.


He gathered all the trash and threw it away from his house, the cleaning services of the academy would take care of that in the night.


He took a bath and calmly focused on his sea of consciousness.


His ethereal figure crossed the matter of the sphere and acted as a bridge where the Breath could pass through.


The vortex on his figure's hands was small, attracting only small quantities of black gas every time.


Noah suppressed and refined each of the minute strands of Breath, stopping his absorption each time.


The consumption of mental energy was higher since he had to refine the Breath multiple times but he preferred that method.


Even if it was more time-consuming, it was way safer than the reckless storage of a single and bigger quantity of Breath.


That method was noted in one of Ivor's books, it was way slower than the normal approach but Noah didn't mind it.


As the Breath entered his sea of consciousness, it would be assaulted by the crystalline mental energy, making it harmless and mixing with its substance.


Small dark-blue balls formed in his mental sphere that gradually joined the bigger one that was already present inside it.


Little by little, the quantity of Breath in Noah's sea of consciousness doubled in size.


At that point, Noah stopped the absorption process.


It still wasn't his limit but he chose to leave some room for unexpected events and in order to maintain an almost normal state.


After all, the internal pressure increased by a lot, making Noah's headache return.


Yet, the pain wasn't enough to hinder his cultivation.


'This will be my normal state from now on, it should maximize my improvements till I become a rank 2 mage.'


He opened his eyes and found Ivor sonorously snoring in one corner of the room, there were more than three empty jars on his sides.


'He will probably need more money tomorrow. Well, until Thaddeus summons me, I can just resume my normal routine.'


The absorption process had taken him a few hours, it was already night.


His mental energy was expended though so he chose to simply sleep instead of cultivating for the rest of the night.


In the morning, he visited the management building to obtain the new calendar of his courses.


Since it was his second year in the academy, his courses became more specific and profound in their teachings.


The course regarding magical beasts would start to analyze the body-parts of each creature, underlying their proprieties and usage.


The real combat course would focus less on the one versus one battle and explore the many formations used by the Royal army, allowing its students to take part in missions requiring a group.


The general cultivation course would begin to study the creations of spells and techniques, exploring the achievements in that field done by preceding cultivators.


They were also shifted to the afternoon hours instead of the morning ones, leading Noah to modify his training schedule.


The environment of the academy was peaceful and Noah slowly improved his strength and his knowledge.


It had to pass a month for Thaddeus' convocation to arrive.


Noah walked in the left area of the academy, he had received a warning through his token with the required indication to reach the appointed place.


He arrived at a tall building and saw that June and Errol were already waiting in front of its entrance.


"Vance! I didn't expect you would be late."


Errol greeted him with a smile on his face.


"I was busy cultivating, I noticed the token warning only a few minutes ago."


Noah replied honestly, there was no need to lie to someone that has seen his full strength.


"I will enter first, then Errol, and lastly you, it's based on our timing in arriving here."


June spoke calmly and Noah simply shrugged his shoulders, he had done most of his training that day, he only needed to rest.


After a few minutes, the door opened and June entered the building.


She came out a while later with a bright smile on her face.


"That good?"


Noah asked, seeing her unusual expression.


She nodded repeatedly.


"It seems that Professor Megan Iccek noticed my character and was interested in taking me as her apprentice."


Noah remembered the first time that he saw that woman in Arolyac forest and could not help but find similarities with June's nature.


"Now that I think about it, she is quite wild, just like you."


June's eyes narrowed.


"What that supposed to be a compliment?"


"I don't really know, I think that's just the truth."


Errol laughed loudly seeing their usual bickering and entered the building.


June went to greet her new master while Noah waited patiently for his turn to come.



Errol exited almost immediately, he was wearing a bright smile too.


"It seems that I might receive a position as a captain in the Royal army as soon as my strength reaches the necessary requirements."


He then patted Noah's shoulder and went on his way.
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                        Noah entered the building right after Errol left.


"This way."


Thaddeus spoke, appearing on top of the stairs leading to the first floor.


Noah hastened his steps and followed him.


They passed many closed rooms and Noah's gaze lingered on one of them that had a transparent glass that occupied half of its door.


Inside, Ruth was meditating in an environment full of runes.


That action seemed to demand her full concentration as her brows were furrowed and sweat ran down her forehead.


"My disciple is training. Even if she is born with the natural talent of hearing the Breath, she still has a lot of work to do before she will be able to perform her first inscription."


Noah moved his gaze away from the room and continued to follow Thaddeus until they were in one of the last rooms of the corridor.


Thaddeus sat behind a large and carefully adorned desk and gestured to Noah to occupy one of the couches in front of him.


"I read the reports from my sister and Preston and, well, I actually asked June to confirm them. I really couldn't believe that you faced a rank 4 beast only to retrieve part of the rewards."


Noah answered shrugging his shoulders.


"That eagle was heavily malnourished and had already attacked, the odds of succeeding were high. Also, my share would have diminished if I had left the Breath blessing with that creature."


Thaddeus joined his hands below his chin, he was slightly amazed by Noah's foolishness.


"It would have diminished by a lot indeed. Here, you can take everything that this device contains."


Thaddeus handed a black ring to Noah.


Noah took it and was quite astonished by the number of Credits inside.


"Since the most valuable item of the mission would have been lost if it wasn't for you, I raised your percentage to four percent. I hope you won't think that the Royals are the same as those blind and petty nobles."


Noah nodded absent-mindedly, he was still counting the amount of wealth contained in the ring.


'Seven hundred thousand Credits! I can finally take a look at the inventory again.'


He moved all the contents in his empty storage device and handed the black ring back to Thaddeus.


"Now, for the privileged position. I have a lot of empty spots available but I have sorted those that seemed more suited for your talents. You are free to take a look."


He laid two piles of sheets on his desk.


Noah took the bigger one first.


It wasn't to disrespect Thaddeus' opinion but simply to have a broader vision of the various professions in the Royal city.


'Alchemy assistant, city guard, miner of precious material… They basically cover every existent profession and there is a discount over the relative products of the executed job.'


He read through them quickly, there was nothing that attracted his attention nor that seemed especially suited for him.


He picked the other sheets, there were only five of them.


'Hunters' guild member, captain in the junior city troops, escort guard, soldier, and martial art trainer. These are indeed all made for me.'


"Is the position of the hunter really that privileged?"


"Almost every valuable item is made using magical beasts' body-parts. I say that having a discount over all those articles is pretty privileged."


Thaddeus laughed lightly as he answered to Noah's question.


'This one should also be less strict as a profession, I don't really want to involve myself with the struggles of the army.'


"Hunter it is."


"You really don't want to join the army, as expected."


Thaddeus commented and began his explanation.


"A token will be sent to your accommodation. When you have time, go to Elbas city and formally join the guild. I advise to increase your strength first though, you won't benefit much from it if you can only hunt rank 3 beasts."


"Can I join whenever I want?"


Noah asked in surprise.


"Of course. Your main focus has to be on your studies. You can even wait till the end of your enrollment here before moving to the Royal city."


Thaddeus took the sheet and stored it with him.


"Give me your token, I think that three thousand merit points are plenty enough as a reward for your services inside the inheritance ground."


Noah didn't hesitate and happily handed his token to him.


When he took it back, it clearly stated that he had three thousand and twenty merit points available.


Noah was about to bow in order to leave the building but Thaddeus' next words made him stop moving.


"I think that you would be happy to know that we are hindering the investigations of the Balvan family."


Noah's eyes became dark and Rhys's face materialized in his mind.


"Are they still looking for clues?"


Thaddeus smiled staring at the youth standing in front of him.


"Yes, they even sent letters to the Royal city requesting an investigator specialized in inscriptions. Can you blame them though? They lost the best cultivators of the younger generation in that accident, without considering the three heirs. Their future prospects are quite grim."


Noah's expression remained still as he continued to ask questions.


"How much do they know?"



"Not much. They have their suspects that someone betrayed them since the Shosti inheritance ground has never been that deadly but nothing is pointing in your direction. There is a matter about a space-ring being forced open in Evergreen forest but they only discovered that after the Shosti family allowed them to use their inscription master or, to say it better, after the Royal family allowed them to do so."


"Why are you doing so much for me?"


Noah wasn't that naïve to think that they had done that out of good-will.


"You are a potential asset, a valuable one I'd say. Not only you have a rare element, but we also don't need to force you to sever your noble ties. Also, almost all the cultivators that can face a rank 4 beast have sworn an oath with the Royal dynasty or are close to the most powerful noble families. You are our biggest investment concerning the Royal inheritance."


Noah nodded in understanding.


"Who is the Balvan's biggest suspect?"


"According to our reports, they are looking for a wind mage that uses a sword. Do you know of someone that fits that description?"


'They are looking for Trevor! It makes sense. In their minds, I didn't have the power to kill them all and escape.'


"Not of anyone alive."


Thaddeus nodded, showing a bright smile.


"That's for the best. You should just focus on becoming stronger and continue clearing the Royal inheritance. It's a win-win situation after all, both of us will greatly benefit from it."
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                        Noah walked toward the inventory of the academy.


'Win-win he says… He just wants to use me to get the Royal inheritance, I don't know if I'll have any value after that.'


He was thinking about his conversation with Thaddeus.


'It might be fine till I'm discovered but what will happen at that point? I don't believe that they will simply clear my name, nor that I will allow them to do so. My future clash with the Balvan family is set in stone.'


He would never make a deal to pacify with the Balvan family, there was no chance that he would just forget about the events in the mansion.


'What's most likely to happen is that I will be blamed for all my crimes and the Royal family will trade my life to pacify the situation. If word gets out that the Royals hire criminals, I bet that their reputation would take a heavy blow.'


He was a criminal, there was no other way to see it.


The Royal family was in charge of the county but they had to maintain a peaceful relationship with their subjects.


Noah sighed after realizing that his only option was the usual one.


'I need power.'


He reached the inventory and showed his token to the guards that let him pass almost immediately.


"What can I do for you this time?"


Professor Lynn spoke to him with a trace of interest.


Noah arrived in front of his desk and lightly bowed before making his request.


"I would like to inspect all the spells having the darkness element as a requirement."


Lynn's brow arched in suspicion.


"All of them?"


"Yes, please."


Noah's reply was fast and polite.


Lynn stared at the youth for a bit before picking the usual white crystal and focusing on it.


When he handed it to Noah, a list of about thirty spells was shown at his probing.


'So few of them.'


A big part of the list was composed of the rank 0 spells that he had already inspected the first time that he went there.


The others were mostly rank 1 or rank 2 spells and their prices were exorbitant.


Noah carefully evaluated each one of them before sighing inwardly.


'To think that I believed to be rich just a few minutes ago.'


"Professor, I want the rank 0 spell Blind, the rank 2 spell Blood drain, and the spell Warp."


Lynn's eyes widened hearing Noah's speaking.


He stuttered as he answered to him.


"B-but that's will cost you more than half a million Credits!"


Noah calmly replied to his words by handing him a space-ring.


"Five hundred ninety thousand Credits to be precise. You can check my storage device if you don't believe that I possess that sum."


Lynn accepted the ring and was amazed to see its contents, all of Noah's Credits were inside of it.


He gulped and gave the ring back to Noah as he stood up from his chair.


"Come with me, you will deposit the money and then receive your spells."


Noah followed the Professor in the deepest part of the room through the inscribed floor.


Lynn pressed on some runes on the wall and a passage opened.


"Come."


Noah didn't hesitate and continued to walk.


They walked through a dark corridor for a bit before Lynn stopped and pressed on a rune on the floor.


A large pit appeared where a sea of Credits was stored.


'These should be the finances of the whole academy!'


"Drop the required Credits here, we couldn't make that kind of transaction in the open."


Noah waved his hand and emptied most of the contents of his space-ring in the underground vault.


Lynn nodded and gestured to Noah to return to the previous room, the gap closed automatically as they stepped away from the area.


As they exited the corridor, Lynn picked the white crystal from his desk and placed it on the same cavity of the other time.


The inscriptions lit up and three scrolls materialized.


"I don't know where you obtained all that money but I advise you to train carefully in the Warp spell. You wouldn't be the first cultivator to die because of an error in its execution."


Noah stored the scroll and bowed to the Professor, then he hastily left the inventory to return to his accommodation.


He didn't even look at Ivor as he sat on his bed and took out the three scrolls.


'Blind is a simple rank 0 spell that covers a small area with black fog, it can be useful to surprise enemies with weak mental energy.'


In less than two hours he memorized the diagram and pointed toward a corner of the room.


His mental energy was slightly expended and a small black cloud of about thirty centimeters appeared in that area.


It lasted only for one second though and then dispersed in the air.


'A bit weak but I can't expect much from a supportive spell. If used wisely, it can be useful.'


He took the second scroll, storing the first one.


'Blood drain, up to rank 2, limited to darkness element cultivator. Morphs one hand in a demonic claw that drains blood to heal injuries. It can slightly strengthen the body if enough energy is absorbed but there is the need to refine that power to do so.'


The spell was meant for those that relied mostly on the body to fight, which didn't really fit Noah's fighting style.


However, he was deeply interested in the strengthening part.


'Magical beasts can freely absorb the Breath of other creatures and cultivators. I feel that this spell tried to imitate that ability and reached some satisfying results.'



His main goal in buying this spell was to study the mechanism behind it.


If one day he managed to create his own spells, he would surely experiment in that same field.


'Well, I also need to rely less on my Demonic form, that spell simply consumes too much mental energy.'


It took him an entire day to understand the diagram and memorize it.


At dawn, Noah was happily staring at his right hand that had successfully turned into a black fiendish claw.


'The expenditure on mental energy is not high at all! Even if I don't use the spell to heal my injuries, it will still weaken my enemies! I will try its effect on my next mission.'


He dispelled the spell and the claws evaporated, revealing his normal hand under them.


Noah turned toward the last scroll and his eyes shined due to his excitement.
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                        'Warp spell, rank based on the mental level of the user, limited to darkness element. The user teleports at a distance depending on the quantity of mental energy used.'


'This one cost half a million Credits, spells without a rank limit are surely expensive.'


The diagram of the spell was so complex that Noah didn't manage to make progress in it even after half a day of study.


'I need to take it slowly and carefully memorize everything. I was really lucky with the Demonic form since it was implanted directly in my sea of consciousness.'


Noah used the next two weeks to memorize the diagram.


He had to diminish his focus on his training to do so but, in the end, he managed to learn perfectly the contents of the scroll.


Of course, he decided to try it as soon as he did it.


Noah was on his bed, reviewing the diagram.


He had to manipulate the Breath to perform certain patterns and he had to do so in a specific rhythm.


When he was sure that he wouldn't commit any mistake, he stood up and stared at a spot in front of him.


Ivor was sleeping in the empty room, he was completely alone.


Noah activated the spell, his body was immediately covered in black flames.


At the same time, those same flames appeared in a spot at one meter from his position.


The two fires then extinguished in an instant, revealing Noah in the area where the second black flames had appeared.


The process had taken less than a second from start to finish.


Noah opened his eyes and supported himself on the near wall, his mind was assaulted by a powerful dizziness and he felt the urge to vomit invading his body.


It took him a few minutes to suppress the after-effects of the spell.


'What a strong rejection! I need to spend a lot of time to get used to the teleportation before trying to use it in battle. For now, I should just be happy that I cast the spell successfully.'


He sat back on his bed and reviewed his situation.


'I've done everything I could to increase my battle prowess in the short run and I even invested in my future. There are no threats looming over me nor duties that require me to stop training. What I have to do now is to cultivate in a peaceful environment.'


And that's exactly what he did.


His courses were compelling and gradually increased his knowledge of the topics that he was interested in.


Noah never skipped a lesson, not even when he went outside of the academy to complete his bimestrial missions.


He trained in the Sulfur domain for one hour every two weeks, using that facility too often would ultimately soften the mental sphere and Noah didn't want to risk it happening.


He would also absorb Breath in his sea of consciousness every time the internal pressure diminished, added to his constant training with the Kesier rune, his mental sphere enlarged at an incredible speed.


His body and dantian also steadily improved as Noah never slacked off in his night meditation.


His remaining time was used to become accustomed to his new spells and to implement them in his combat style, which he then tested during the missions.


Time passed quickly and, at some point, the event that he was waiting for finally happened.


Noah was on the bed of his accommodation.


One year had passed since he returned from the Royal inheritance, he was seventeen and a half years old by then.


His facial features had matured and he had become slightly taller but remained still of medium stature.


His hair had grown so much that he had to comb it in an intricate way to prevent it from touching the ground.


It was the examination period of his courses, his second year as a student of the academy was successfully ending.


However, there was no anxiety for his incoming tests on his expression, nor confidence.


He had no expression at all.


An unfolded sheet laid at his side, it had the second Kesier rune drawn on it.


He had his eyes closed, carefully inspecting his sea of consciousness.


There were Echo's figure and a big dark blue ball that constantly emitted a pressure over the sea.


Nevertheless, they didn't manage to create any ripple on the water representing Noah's mental energy.


Two runes stood at the center of the sphere, both of them were covered by black roots that formed the diagram of the Demonic form spell.


There was only stillness, nothing seemed to be able to shake the environment inside Noah's mind.


Noah opened his eyes.


A wave of coldness invaded the room, his aura was overwhelming.


'This is completely different.'


He could clearly sense everything happening in an area of twenty meters around him.


The colors of the world were shining as if they glowed on their own.


"What happened?"


Ivor was woken up by a wave of pain sent by his mental sphere.


Since his sea of consciousness was fragmented, he was extremely sensitive to any powerful presence than naturally oppressed his mind.


Noah shifted his gaze on him, his eyes had an unprecedented brilliance on them.


Ivor stumbled, as Noah focused on him another wave of pain made him lose his balance.


"Sorry, I'm still learning to control myself."


Ivor's eyes widened and he opened a jar of wine to take a long sip, he had begun to understand what had happened to his student.


"How is this possible?"


Noah concentrated and retracted his imposing presence, even with his eyes closed he could feel his surroundings clearly.


He picked the sheet on his side and smirked a little looking at the rune on it, the sight caused him no discomfort at all.


"You've really done it."



Ivor was incredulous.


Noah nodded and moved his gaze back on him, he contained his mental pressure as much as he could but some of it was still leaked by the intensity of his stare.


"I'm a rank 2 mage now."


Ivor shook his head and drank more of his wine.


"That's… How? The sea of consciousness is usually the last to advance! And even if we want to ignore that, you are not even close to being eighteen! A cultivator reaching that stage at the age of twenty-five would be considered a peerless talent! A situation like yours has never happened in the history of the cultivation world!"


Ivor still couldn't accept the event, in his eyes, Noah was a monster with limitless potential.


Noah completely ignored his comments and stood up from his bed.


"I think it's time to start with the forging."
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                        Noah wasn't concerned about the tests of his courses.


He was genuinely interested in the study of magical beasts so he had diligently memorized every lesson of that course, a simple written examination wasn't something that could worry him.



There was nothing to say about the real battle course, his strength was overwhelming among the students of his class and he had real experiences with battle formations, failing in that test was virtually impossible for him.


Regarding general cultivation, the test emphasized the progress of the students during their enrollment in the academy, Noah could pass that one just by revealing half of his mental energy.


"Are you ready to start?"


Ivor recovered from his amazement and became excited.


"Yes, being a rank 2 mage should allow me to forge something useful for my level. I just need to store enough Breath in my sea of consciousness to make it reach the same density of a cultivator in the liquid stage."


In the various books that Ivor gave him, there were hundreds of notes regarding the power of the product according to the Breath used to forge it.


Generally speaking, inscribed items had a rank that described their power.


They were rank 1 if they replicated the strength of a rank 1 cultivator, rank 2 if they did it for rank 2 cultivators, and so on.


They were then further divided in low, middle, and high tier, depending on which state of that rank they belonged to.


If Noah was to create an inscribed item with the liquid Breath of a rank 1 dantian, he would obtain a rank 1 product in the middle tier.


His sabers, the ones obtained in Eccentric Thunder's inheritance, had precisely that power.


"Why just liquid? You can surely push for a forging with solid Breath."


Noah snorted at Ivor's complain.


"I want to exercise in the method first. I'd rather take it slowly than risk my mental sphere because I attempted to create something that surpasses my ability."


According to the notes of the previous practitioners of the Elemental forging, a cultivator should always try to forge something less powerful than his dantian.


In Noah's case, that meant that he should stop at the liquid Breath.


However, those notes never considered the case of a cultivator having his sea of consciousness stronger than his dantian.


'Since I am now a rank two mage, accumulating Breath that equals the solid stage of a rank 1 dantian should be doable, the problem lays on its actual power.'


Noah wanted to create something that increased his battle prowess, having an item on the same level of his weapons was useless.


'With the solid Breath, I might be able to forge something useful but it will still only reflect my current level, which I don't really need. I have an idea that might actually give me a rank 2 weapon but I need more experience on the method to be sure of it.'


The products of the Elemental forging were the strongest among the various inscription methods.


If Noah really managed to create a rank 1 high tier weapon, he would have an inscribed item that neared the second rank of the dantian in power.


Nevertheless, he had already access to a similar power through his spells due to his recent breakthrough, that's why he wanted something stronger.


"You need a bigger house which should also have a reinforced room or basement. The unstable products of our method tend to explode."


Noah nodded at Ivor's words and pondered for a while with the academy token in his hand.


He was searching for facilities that met his requirements.


'There are rooms that I can rent but they are quite pricy. Money really isn't a problem but I'd rather not waste it if I can get what I need for free.'


He had more than one hundred thousand Credits left but he wanted to preserve them and accumulate a big sum in order to buy more spells or techniques.


After all, with just one visit at the inventory, he had spent almost all the profits he obtained in the Royal inheritance.


'It seems that I only have that choice left.'


Noah put away the token and approached the door in order to exit his lodging.


"Where are you going? I know that the alchemy division is quite experienced in explosions, they should have what you need."


Noah shook his head.


"There would be too many eyes on me. Maybe I can't prevent the news about my breakthrough from being disclosed but I'd rather keep my creations a secret."


"That is wise. So?"


Ivor approved his line of thought, it was always better to have some hidden card under your sleeve.


"Daniel, a guy that graduated once he became a rank 2 cultivator, joined the alchemy division which means that he had practiced in that field for a while."


Ivor didn't understand and opened his mouth to speak but Noah interrupted him.


"He had the best accommodation in the academy and, according to the information in the token, that house has a large underground basement completely reinforced with inscriptions. It should be the best environment where to practice."


"That's wonderful, right? What do you have to do to occupy that house?"


Noah sighed, lightly smiling at Ivor.


"I have to beat the current strongest student in the academy."


Ivor showed a surprised expression but then his brows furrowed and he drank from his usual jar.


"You are a rank 2 mage, aren't you the strongest student?"


"I should be, but I wanted to avoid becoming too famous. Well, I need the Credits and the reinforced room so I can only completely give up to my anonymity."


He was already known by the students as the one that broke Daniel's record but since he spent most of his time isolated in his accommodation, only those in his class remembered his facial features.


'I should first pass my tests though and I need the third Kesier rune from the inventory. Also, I need to test my new strength, I might kill the student in Daniel's lodging if I'm not able to control myself.'


He made up his mind and exited his house, his direction was toward the left side of the academy.
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                        Noah first went to the inventory.


Professor Lynn seemed to be particularly interested in his growth and showed an interested expression every time he entered that building.


His face though turned to one of disbelief as soon as he heard of Noah's request.


"You are joking, right?"


Lynn stood up from behind his desk and shouted, he was a bit angry since he thought that the student was making fun of him.


Noah sighed and took out the second Kesier rune from his space-ring.


He showed the contents of the sheet to the Professor and then he began to look at it with a calm expression.


Lynn wasn't convinced just by that and carefully stared at Noah's face waiting for any sign of struggle to appear.


However, as the hours passed, Lynn's mouth slowly opened in disbelief.


"Professor, it's been half a day already, I have other errands to attend to."


Noah had grown bored of that useless process and decided to move his gaze back on the cultivator.


"How is this possible? Are you sure you don't have Kesier blood in your veins?"


Noah just shrugged his shoulders to answer.


Lynn sat back on his chair and muttered with himself, he really couldn't accept what he was witnessing.


"Do you know that you probably are the first cultivator to ever achieve something like that? I have to inform the Royals, this is something worthy of the official records of the history of cultivators!"


Noah's eyes widened and he wore a shameless smile.


"Isn't it possible to keep this event private? You know, I'm quite shy."


Lynn stared at Noah, his expression said that he didn't believe one of the student's words.


"Even if I wanted to, I couldn't do it. Everything inside the academy belongs to the Royal dynasty so every transaction has to be recorded and copied. You can be assured that the news of someone requesting for the third Kesier rune won't go unnoticed."



'It seems that it won't be known immediately, I should have enough time to take my new accommodation and isolate myself in there to train.'


Lynn continued to stare at Noah, there was still some disbelief in his eyes.


"Ehm, Professor, I still need the rune."


Lynn came back to reality and hastily picked the white crystal on his desk.


In a few minutes, Noah went out of the building with the third rune in his space-ring.


'Now the tests.'


Noah went to look for the three Professors of his courses in their different buildings in order to ask to do his tests privately.


The excuse that he used was that he had to complete a mission in the following days in order to meet his bimestrial duty.


The three weren't particularly opposed to it and accepted to examine him.


Professor Roy, of the magical beasts' course, was an old cultivator completely addicted to the study of those creatures, he gladly accepted to speak more of them.


Noah underwent a long interrogation at which he answered perfectly, gaining the favor of the Professor.


He didn't really know why he liked to learn about magical beasts so much, maybe the events with the King of the valley had left a deep impression on him.


Yet, he felt incredibly interested in the variety of those creatures and in their habits so he simply studied them.


Bruce Nairti didn't even test him, as soon as Noah made his request, he immediately said two words.


"You pass."


That left even Noah surprised.


Bruce saw his expression and explained his reasons in a simple way.


"You are the strongest in your class and that position was never questioned even after June became Megan's student. You tell me what's the point in testing you."


June became stronger under the teachings of her Master but still couldn't match Noah's hardworking personality.


Her character though matured quite a bit, she had become less impulsive in the last year.


Megan Iccek was the last Professor that he visited.


She asked him many questions about the inventions of famous cultivators but Noah only remembered the contents of their discoveries, being almost completely ignorant about the names of those mighty individuals.


He couldn't help it, he simply didn't care about their names, he was only interested in their experiments with the various techniques.


"You are really similar to my disciple, you listen only when it concerns something that you are interested in. I had to say that she could have beaten you if she managed to think more about her actions instead of always doing what she wanted. In a week, her combat style improved drastically."


Megan said, shaking her head.


"I think that she has taken you as her goal. For such a young girl to be so focused on battles, her life mustn't have been easy."


She sighed and Noah remembered a scene in the fourth layer of the Royal inheritance.


June sitting on her knees with her head lowered, the blood from her bitten lips continuously tainting the ground.


'To have such a reverence toward strength, one must have withstood harshness in his life. Well, those that don't do it are simply blind.'


In a world where the threat of magical beasts was constant, the search for power was a survival instinct of the human species.


"You pass, just do me a favor."


Noah waited for her to continue.


"My disciple still didn't realize it but she considers you as a friend so try not to hurt her with your actions. I know that your situation isn't simple but that doesn't mean that you have to involve her in your messes."


'Is she asking me to not drag her in my personal fights?'


"I will surely try to avoid that."


Noah said.


He really meant those words.


His character was apathetic but that didn't prevent him from caring about other persons.


June was definitely far away from his definition of "caring" but he appreciated her character, he wouldn't like to hurt her for no reason.


After the issue concerning the tests was over, it was time to pick a mission and becoming used to his new strength.


Noah spent a week in Arolyac forest and was extremely satisfied with the results of his breakthrough.


'Now I just have to beat that guy and take his accommodation. After that, I can start forging!"


Noah thought and his eyes shined due to his excitement as he moved toward the management building.
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                        A big commotion occurred in the academy.


It was the period after the final examinations of the courses, normally most of the students would return to their families or engage in long missions at that time.


However, all the students chose to delay their plans due to an unexpected event.


Vance, the recluse student that showed his face only during the lessons but that also broke Daniel's record, challenged Manuel Gousho, the current holder of the title of the strongest student in the academy.


The Gousho family was a large-size noble family affiliated with the Udye one.


Daniel and Manuel had a friendly relationship but, due to their age gap, their level had always been quite far away, never allowing a proper confrontation between them.


After Daniel left, Manuel had taken his position as the leader of the new generation, obtaining respect and reverence from his peers.


Manuel was a man nearing twenty years of age.


Since he had seized the best accommodation in the academy, his power had steadily increased, nearing the breakthrough for the second rank of the dantian.


He was just a few weeks away from reaching the peak of the solid stage, after that he would use his reagent and undergo the breakthrough.


Never could he had imagined that his academy token would send him a notification in that period.


'A challenge right before my advancement? Does this junior want to become famous by stepping over me?'


Manuel thought, sitting cross-legged on an extremely comfortable mat laid on the floor of his accommodation.


'Should I ignore it? I don't think that I will lose face if I don't agree to such a request.'


He pondered, scratching his head lightly.


'It's from that student, Vance! The one that surpassed Daniel!'


Even though his relationship with Daniel was friendly, he still had a competitive nature, he just suppressed those feelings because the age gap rendered almost impossible for him to catch up.


However, a random youth appeared which was even younger than him and surpassed his seemingly unbeatable friend.


'If I refuse his challenge, the other nobles will forever think of me as a second-rate cultivator, fearful of the real geniuses.'


Challenges could be ignored but there was a monetary fee to pay to do so.


Nevertheless, Manuel was the heir of a powerful family, that sum was nothing in his eyes.


What he was worried about was the impact that such a refusal would have on his image.


He wanted to be considered akin to a Daniel by his generation, that's why he was working so hard to reach the second rank of the dantian before the age of twenty, he wanted to match Daniel's achievement.


'I suppose that a nice victory can improve my mood and increase my focus on cultivation. I also have to teach him that not all the nobles are as weak as he thinks.'


Noah's behavior with Daniel's followers was widely known, that was another factor that ultimately led him to be ignored by most of the students.


'Large-size noble families are untouchable in the eyes of common cultivators, it seems that the new generations have forgotten about that. It's on me to restore the natural order.'


As he thought of that, he accepted the challenge through his token and stood up from the mat.



On the day of the battle, scheduled four days after Manuel's positive answer, a big crowd stood excited on the stages of the largest arena in the academy.


It was a circular building on the left side of the river, with an empty space fifty meters wide encircled by hundreds of overhead seats.


'It resembles the Colosseum of my previous world, just way smaller.'


Noah thought, lazily standing at the center of the arena surrounded by the crowd of students.


'There are some inscriptions on the ground and even on the walls below the stages, it seems that I won't have to worry about breaking it.'


He was waiting for his opponent to appear, turning a deaf ear to the screams of the crowd above him.


'I knew that there would have been a commotion but this is far greater than I thought. Basically all the students are here and there are even a few Professors!'


The students were shouting cheers and making their bets, there were even a few of them who were loudly mocking him.


"He's mad! Senior Manuel was one of Daniel's strongest followers, it's said that they were actually close friends!"


"He probably reached the solid stage and thought that he could beat the strongest student! Hmph, he really underestimates the power of us nobles."


"Senior Manuel should teach him a memorable lesson! Break his limbs and make his teeth fall! I will gladly buy one of them for a thousand Credits!"


The most heated group that insulted him was composed by the students that Noah punished back when they tried to ambush him.


'Why don't they ever learn? Well, this Manuel shouldn't be as useless as them, there are nobles that don't waste the privileges of their status after all.'


Like he used everything he had to improve his strength, there had to be other cultivators that did the same.


When one of them was born in a large-size noble family, it would be labeled as a genius due to his fast growth.


That hadn't much to do with talent though, they simply had more resources and they used them wisely to increase their power.


For someone like Noah that had to use every chance that he could find to accumulate more resources, their lives appeared way too easy.


'If you don't fight for what you need, you will obtain a power that you can't use. I wonder how many of my spells he will make me use.'


It's not that he was underestimating him, the quantity of his Breath was definitely inferior to his opponent, implying that in a long battle he would lose.


However, he was a rank 2 mage!


His mind was on a completely different level and that advantage didn't stop to the increase of the pressure that he naturally emitted.


"Junior, if you thought that using me to become famous was a smart plan, you really underestimated the difference between or status."


Manuel appeared from one of the passages on the walls.


He was wearing a luxurious green battle robe that coordinated perfectly with his long brown hair.


He wielded a long sword with a golden inscribed handle of the same color of the embroidery of his dress.


'Did he bought that robe only for this match? It doesn't seem like he has ever used it.'


Noah inwardly shook his head, he couldn't really understand the mental processes of nobles.


He was only wearing tight black pants, showing his defined and pale upper body to the crowd.


"Actually, I just want your accommodation."
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                        The crowd was silenced by Noah's statement but was then revived by Manuel's words.


"The best house in the academy belongs to the strongest student. If you want it, you have to defeat me."


The crowd exploded in cheers, Manuel's demeanor seemed to be more appreciated than Noah's one.


One was prideful and confident while the other was cold and indifferent, there was no doubt about who would attract the favor of the students.


Noah shook his head and wielded his sabers.


"Let's just start, I have things to do."


A wave of coldness enveloped the stage as Noah focused on his opponent.


Manuel's expression changed instantly, his smiling face transformed into a stern one.


Noah's stare seemed to pierce him physically and the pressure it caused was suffocating.


'His battle intent sure is worth of praise.'


Manuel thought, mistaking the pressure of Noah's sea of consciousness for his battle might.


It wasn't to blame though, the possibility that the youth in front of him was a rank 2 mage was unthinkable.


'He is not bad, he is able to withstand my focus. Well, I stayed in the forest for one week to learn how to hold back after all.'


That wasn't the full extent of the mental pressure he was capable of, he was restraining himself.


Manuel decided to take the battle seriously and pointed his sword at Noah.


Sparks gathered on the metal of the blade and the handle lighted up to accelerate the process.


In less than a second, a thunderbolt shot out from the tip of the sword toward Noah.


Echo appeared in the air in front of him with its wings spread wide.


The thunder hit its body and pierced it, continuing on its way to hit the wall behind the blood companion.


Noah had already moved, the moment he understood that Manuel was a cultivator of the thunder element, he knew that Echo could not completely block the blow.


He had a vast experience regarding thunder spells due to his two years of weekly sparring with June, he knew that the bat's body was not enough as a form of protection.


Echo disappeared in his body as Noah ran, he wanted to get closer to Manuel in order to force a melee battle.


However, another bolt of lightning arrived in his direction and he was forced to stop his advance and hide behind Echo.


Manuel didn't stop though, he launched two more thunderbolts in his direction, making Noah retreat.


'It's his weapon!'


Noah was confused.


Generally speaking, it would be impossible to use such a powerful spell that many times in a row and without a certain delay.


Yet, Manuel did exactly that and Noah pointed the reason for that unusual ability to his weapon.


'That sword shortens the casting time of the spell and it seems to lower the mental energy required for its activation. Its definitely a rank 1 item at the peak of the tier.'


As Noah retreated, Manuel stopped using his spell and took out a bottle from his space-ring in order to restore some of his mental energy.


Pills and items were allowed in those kinds of battle, wealth was a form of power after all.


The only rule was to not attempt on the life of your opponent.



'This is getting annoying, I should try that thing.'


Echo's wings came out of his back and Noah shot in a straight line toward Manuel.


His opponent didn't hesitate and pointed his blade back at him.


Another thunderbolt shot in his direction but Noah didn't change his pace.


As he and the spell were at less than a meter from each other, a black ring appeared under his feet and he immediately shot in the air.


He flew over the spell!


Manuel, however, knew about his wings and promptly moved his blade to aim in his position mid-air.


Little did he expect that, as soon as the spell shot out from his weapon, Noah kicked the air over him and diagonally changed his direction.


Normally, when someone jumped during a battle, he was unable to dodge.


Noah had his wings but they weren't enough to change his course so drastically.


Even when he used the Shadow steps spell, the concentration required to make those kinds of cuts in the air was high and the results were not always reliable.


However, since he became a rank 2 mage, he finally managed to perfect that combat style.


Noah's cut speed scared Manuel that hastily released another spell.


Noah didn't even look at it and changed direction again, relentlessly moving closer to his opponent.


That was proper flight, not simply floating in the air!


As for how he could manage to understand the trajectory of the spells, that was also due to his rank 2 mental sphere.


Each one of Manuel's actions was under the strict control of his personal scan ability which had surpassed Echo's one in precision when it concerned a short distance.


When he was in the air, Noah was untouchable.


Manuel gave up on trying to hit him and prepared to drink another potion but Noah launched thirty wind slashes toward his position.


The slashes came from different directions as if there were more persons attacking him at the same time.


Manuel gave up on refilling his mental sphere too and unleashed the might of his rank 4 martial art to block all the attacks.


His sword moved slowly in the air in front of him, releasing small sparks.


As the black slashes arrived in his position, the sparks exploded and instantly destroyed Noah's attacks.


However, that action gave Noah enough time to arrive in his opponent's position.


'First form of the Ashura!'


He didn't hesitate and unleashed his strongest technique.


More than fifteen sabers appeared around Manuel and attacked him at the same time!


Manuel resorted again to the shield made of sparks to defend himself.


Another explosion occurred which distanced the two students from each other.


"You are indeed strong."


Manuel spoke with a slight smile on his face.


"But my reserves of Breath are deeper than yours, this match is mine."


Noah didn't answer and simply pointed at his right cheek.


Manuel didn't understand the meaning of that gesture until he felt a warm sensation on the left side of his face.


He swiped his cheek with his hand and found out that a small cut had appeared on it.
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                        Manuel was astonished!


'How did he manage to hit me through the barrier of lightning?!?'



His martial art focused on defense, logically speaking, it had to match Noah's attacks.


However, Noah still successfully hit him.


He didn't know that after his second time witnessing that technique, Noah could clearly see through its weak spots.


'Being a rank 2 mage is wonderful. The speed of my thoughts increased drastically and I can notice details that I was completely ignorant about!'


He felt that he could see through everything!


Some merit must be addressed to his battle experience though, seeing a weakness and exploiting it were two different things after all.


"Do you surrender or you want to see if my Breath will last till I hit your throat?"


Noah mocked him with his own words.


He was holding back, not using any of his new spells.


He was sure that, after that match, his name would be widely known so he wanted to hide at all cost his power and, most importantly, the nature of his element.


Echo could be considered a simple puppet, just black in color.


The Shadow steps spell was hard to distinguish from rank 0 movement spells of other elements.


His martial art was quite peculiar but, since his basic forms came from the Nails of the Kamaitachi art, he could be misjudged for a cultivator of the wind element.


Even if they had their suspects though, it was unlikely that a simple rumor would reach the ears of the Balvan family.


That's why he would rather take a fast win instead of protracting the fight.


If Manuel did a mistake because of his mockery, he was confident that he could transform it into a winning blow.


Manuel didn't take the bait but pointed his sword again at Noah.


Thunderbolts shot instantly from it but Noah simply jumped back in the air and again shortened the distance between them through his flight.


In a few minutes, Noah was in front of Manuel and the latter had to resort to his barrier of lightning to evade his assault.


They were separated again but, that time, Manuel had two deep cuts on his legs.


He was also quite pale as he launched more than twenty spells without having any time to recover.


'His mental energy shouldn't be enough to continue with this tactic. What exactly is his plan?'


Noah was suspicious.


His opponent wasn't panicking nor was he resorting to reckless attacks.


Manuel's eyes were calm and focused, not those of someone that had given up.


Manuel raised his sword again a resumed launching spells.


The events occurred in the same way as before: Noah flew in the air, dodging his attacks and slowly neared his opponent.


However, as Noah was about to attack him, Manuel planted his weapon in the terrain.


A big explosion occurred as a thunderstorm expanded from the handle of his sword to the surroundings.


Yet, Noah was expecting something like that and calmly decided to enter Echo's body to withstand its might.


Echo was destroyed multiple times due to the storm and many sparks landed on Noah's body, burning and cracking his skin.


Nevertheless, Noah's eyes never flickered and remained fixed on the center of the spell.


He lunged with his right saber and stopped it as soon as it reached Manuel's throat.


Manuel raised his head and smiled madly, continuing to fuel his spell.


'This fool would rather break the rules and kill me than admit his defeat!'


Noah had deliberately chosen to not use any of his other spells and endure the attack with his body but, in the end, he found himself in that situation.


His eyes shone with a dark light as he hastily focused the entire might of his mental sphere on Manuel.


What Manuel felt in that moment, was a cold pressure assaulting his mental sphere.


As soon as a crack appeared on his sphere, the spell stopped and he fainted on the spot.


The thunderstorm vanished, revealing Noah completely covered with injuries and Manuel lying unconscious at his feet.


The crowd was silent for a moment before exploding in a loud commotion.


Noah, however, emitted pure anger from every part of his body with his killing intent clearly focused on the youth below him.


"Enough, you won."


Thaddeus appeared next to him and spoke in a soft voice.


Noah didn't raise his head but retracted his pressure.


"It's funny that you didn't stop him when my saber was on his throat."


Noah said in a plain tone, finally facing the Professor and showing him a wide fake smile.


"If you want to probe me, you should at least send Daniel."


He continued and then he simply turned toward the exit of the arena.


Thaddeus' eyes glowed with a dark light as he stared at the departing youth covered in his own blood.


Lynn appeared next to him and pressed a hand on Manuel's head.


"It's just a small injury but he needs at least one month of complete rest."


Thaddeus nodded without moving his gaze from the direction where Noah had gone.


"So, he has really done it, rank 2 mage before eighteen, unbelievable. Do you really not know to which level of proficiency his other spells are?"


Lynn shook his head.


"No, and, as you saw, he is careful not to expose his full strength. Are you sure that it was for the best to let Manuel continue?"


Thaddeus moved at last and threw a rune over Manuel's body, making him disappear on the spot.


"I had to know the extent of his growth."


"What if he ends to hate the academy?"


"He needs us and he knows that we need him for the Royal inheritance. We shouldn't push him too much though, it will be a pity if we really lose someone that can match Daniel's talent."


Thaddeus' thoughts concerned the bigger picture of the country.


With Daniel as the champion of the new generations of the noble families, the Royals needed someone that could match him in strength and talent.


However, Noah couldn't care less about the politic scene of the continent and walked with his body covered in blood toward the source of the river.
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                        'Fuck all those control maniacs'


Noah cursed in his mind as he walked alongside the river.


As he arrived in front of his accommodation, he strongly knocked on the door.


"Ivor! We are moving."


Ivor didn't take much to came out of the small house and was a bit surprised to find Noah in that bloody state.


"Was he that strong?"


Noah snorted and directly turned toward the source of the river.


"No, they just delayed my victory to see if I revealed more of my power."



Ivor understood immediately why they did something like that.


"Did you do it?"


Noah snorted again but didn't answer.


He focused on his body and his bones emitted a soft cold aura.


As he walked, his many wounds began to heal and new skin was created under his burned flesh.


"Did you make another breakthrough?"


Ivor noticed the speed at which his body recovered and was quite surprised.


"I entered the upper tier of the third rank of the body a while ago, just these superficial injuries are nothing."


By the time they reached the source of the river, all his cuts had stopped bleeding and his burns showed signs of recovery.


'This place is better than I assumed.'


Noah thought.


The accommodations became bigger as he neared the source and the density of the Breath increased by another fold.


It wasn't at the same level as the big chunk of Breath blessing but it was still an amazing area where to cultivate.


The last house in sight was a two-story building with a large balcony on the first floor.


Noah directly moved toward the entrance door and pointed his academy token at it.


The door released a mechanical sound and unlocked, Noah pushed it without thinking twice.


"Welcome back, young master!"


Three cheerful voices rang as soon as the door opened as three young girls wearing revealing clothes welcomed him.


However, once they saw Noah bloodied figure and Ivor shabby one, they stammered and one of them mustered her courage to speak in a trembling voice.


"W-where is Master Manuel?"


Noah was still irritated by the events in the arena and didn't waste time to explain the situation.


"This house is now mine, gather his stuff and go away. If I still see you around after two parts of incense, I will personally escort you out."


He released a bit of his aura to make his statement clearer.


The maids panicked and hurriedly picked everything that belonged to their master and ran away from the front door.


Ivor couldn't help but shake his head seeing the three beauties leaving the building.


"Why didn't you let them stay, we could have had fun!"


Noah forcefully closed the door and directed an angry gaze at Ivor.


"I barely have time to sleep and you want me to waste more time? Also, everything that I will do from now on must be completely secret, I can't have those weaklings running around my house."


Ivor complained some more.


"But they were so beautiful! Why don't you ever think about your poor Master when you make those decisions?"


"My poor Master should stop being a scrounger and start helping me. All you do is drinking wine and sleeping."


"Well, there isn't much that I can do if you don't start forging."


At these words, Noah showed an excited smile.


"Don't worry, I will start soon."


Noah inspected the whole house and felt satisfied.


There were seven rooms divided between the ground floor and the first one.


What hat he appreciated the most though was the underground basement of the habitation.


It was clean and twenty square meters large, both its walls and floor had inscriptions that increased their durability.


'This is perfect.'


He sat on the mat previously owned by Manuel and calmly focused on his recovery.


In two days, he was back at his peak form.


Noah sat cross-legged on the mat.


Inside his sea of consciousness, many small dark blue spheres gathered in the hands of Noah's ethereal figure.


The balls fused with each other, slowly forming a single big sphere that emitted a faint light.


A faint pressure was emitted from it which made Noah nod internally.


'This one has reached the liquid stage.'


Its matter was denser than the previous balls that he had accumulated, he could clearly feel that the power of the one in front of him had surpassed the limits of the gaseous stage.


'Now, I just need to create more of these until I have enough "ink" to start forging.'


A week slowly passed in which Noah focused mainly on accumulating Breath in his sea of consciousness.


After he felt that his headache was about to return, he decided to stop.


A seemingly dark blue lake stood over the sea in his mental sphere, releasing an immense pressure.


Noah, however, simply looked at it casually.


He was a rank 2 mage, the Breath on the level of rank 1 cultivators wasn't enough to make him flicker.


'If I continue to absorb more, I can surely make it reach the level of the solid Breath but my headache will return. I should just test with this to gain some experience with the process.'


"Ivor."


He called his Master that was peacefully snoring in a corner of the basement.


Ivor opened his eyes and it took them a while to gain focus.


"What?"


Noah had patiently waited for him to wake up and answered calmly.


"I'm ready to start. I've gathered enough to attempt in a breakthrough in the solid stage."


The quantity of Breath in his sea of consciousness wasn't even close to the one in his dantian.


However, since it was mixed with his mental energy, it could be compressed freely to reach the same amount of density of his dantian.


Ivor stood up and held back his excitement.


"Now, you have to start a second refinement to insert your will in it. Remember, simple intentions are the easier to imprint on your energy, so try to start with something easy and that you are familiar with."


Noah thought for a while and decided in his mind.


His ethereal figure immersed itself in the dark lake and they both descended in the sea below them.


Noah reviewed in his mind all the moments in which his sabers had cleanly cut in half his opponents.
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                        He had a lot of memories of his battles.


From the first time when he fought the rank 1 Four-eyes wolves to his recent fight in the arena, his combat style has always focused on two qualities: speed and sharpness.


He tried to imprint his meaning of sharpness on the dark lake, concentrating on the memories where he killed his enemies in one blow.


The refinement process took a long time.


He had to first synchronize his mental energy with his idea of sharpness and then mix more mental energy in the dark lake to align the nature of the Breath with the one that he had set.


Another week passed, with Ivor calmly standing right next to him, waiting for the results of his refinement.


On the night of the seventh day, Noah opened his eyes and stretched and his arm in front of him.


Over his palm, a blue liquid floated peacefully.


Every drop in the small pond resembled a small blade and a faint sense of sharpness was exuded from it.


Ivor immediately neared the liquid and carefully inspected, mumbling from time to time.


"How is it?"


Noah asked expectantly.


"It's definitely too diluted with your mental energy, you can see how its color has completely lost the shades of your element. However, for your first time, the will that you imprinted is definitely above average. You can use this energy to forge a rank 1 low tier item."


Ivor's judgment left him a bit disappointed.


"Just low tier? But I definitely used Breath in the liquid stage."


Ivor shook his head.


"There is too much mental energy in it, it has lost some power. Next time, you should refine it directly with mental energy that has a will in it. That way, you will only do one round of refinement, preserving more power of the initial Breath."


Noah understood his explanation and nodded.


'The last time, I have refined it simply because I wanted to show it to Ivor but I didn't use any particular will, I just wanted to be able to manipulate it. From now on, I should just render the Breath harmless and leave it in my sea of consciousness until I decide what to do with it.'


As he thought of that, an idea popped into his mind.


"Ivor, can't I just take the Breath from my dantian? It will shorten the time required in the accumulation process and there will be less power loss during the refinement. I, actually don't know why there are so few notes about this in the books that you gave me."


Ivor looked at Noah with an irritated expression.



"Do you think that it's that common for a cultivator to have his mental sphere at a higher rank than his dantian?"


"…"


Noah was speechless for a moment and realized his peculiar situation.


"So, is it possible?"


Ivor sighed and nodded while he gulped some wine.


"If you can endure the pressure of the Breath of your dantian, then yes. Yet, I recommend you to focus on increasing the intensity of your will for now so you would have to mix less mental energy with the Breath."


"And how do I do that?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders as he said that.


The notes that he received mostly concerned the various processes, they stated though that the matters about the will were personal and every practitioner had to find his personal way to express it.


"Well, there aren't many general rules on that topic. Usually, strong emotions give birth to strong wills. You should try to empower the meaning that you want to imprint with something that you deeply desire."


'That is quite vague, I guess I can only keep on experimenting until I become good at it.'


"What did you think about when you created the will for your knife?"


At that question, Ivor supported himself on the wall and drank a mouthful of wine.


As he began to speak, a bitter smile appeared on his face.


"You must know that I've never been too interested in cultivation, I was just a simple noble. I fell in love with a beautiful woman and she had the same feeling for me. Yet, my status wasn't good enough and she was then married to another family. From that moment on, the "Attunement" method has been precluded from me. The moment when Heavens and Earth feel that you don't believe in their fairness, you will lose all your chances to ever hear the language of the Breath."


Noah's eyes lit up in understanding.


'So, it's not something inborn but it depends on your experiences and thoughts.'


"But I didn't want to give up, she was the love of my life after all. Cultivating until I was strong enough to take her back was too slow so I decided to bet everything on the Elemental forging method as it was the fastest way to increase my power."


"I refined the Breath thinking about my love for her and my anger toward the unfairness of the world. I tested the process for two whole years before I finally produced a stable item. I used Breath on the level of the solid stage of the third rank of the dantian and obtained an inscribed weapon that could express the battle prowess of the heroic ranks."


'Is he saying that it's possible to surpass the barriers between ranks?'


"I know what you are thinking. It is possible to create something powerful with weak materials but you always need something that increases the level of the item. In my case, it was my will that propelled my creation directly in the heroic ranks."


Noah lowered his head in respect.


'Such strong feelings… I wonder if I have something like that.'


"Yet, a single weapon, no matter how strong it is, can't compare to the full power of a large-size noble family. I was defeated so I chose to create something even more powerful. My current mental sphere is the result of that decision."


Ivor emptied his jar as his story ended and looked at Noah with a bitter smile.


"Our road is contradictory. We require an imponent will to create our items but we also need self-control to know our limits. Focus on the basics and never take a step further unless you are absolutely sure that you have what you require to complete the process. Use your strong emotions to forge and not to guide your actions. Now, get accustomed to the forging. Once you manage to create something stable, I will give you my legacy."


As he said that, he stood up and climbed the stairs to leave Noah alone in the basement.
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                        The third year in the academy was generally used by the students to specialize in their future profession.


There were no lessons unless someone requested for private ones, and the academy ground was mostly empty as all the students focused on their duties.


Most of the students were almost twenty after two years of enrollment so the few exceptions like Noah could use that time to increase their cultivation level in that favorable environment.


Noah was currently inside the basement, attempting in the forging process.


Two weeks had passed since his first attempt but he still had to obtain some successful results.


'Fuck!'


Noah threw away the bone of a Sun tiger.


As the piece of magical beast flew, it crashed with the wall of the basement and exploded, making all the inscription on the room flicker.


'Another failure, I even exhausted all the Breath that I refined.'


The Elemental forging was quite different from other types of inscription methods.


Instead of "writing" the meaning of the quality that they wanted to reproduce, the practitioners had to use the Breath that they had accumulated in their sea of consciousness as one of the materials of the item that they had to forge.


The meaning was imprinted in their mixture of Breath and mental energy after all, that compound had to be one of the core materials of the inscribed item.


From that, it originated the appellation "forging".


However, that compound was not enough as a material, it had to be put together with other appropriate ingredients.



From that, it came the appellation "elemental", as it was strongly advised to use objects that fitted the element of the practitioner.


The bones of the Sun tigers were definitely not suitable with Noah's compound but he decided to gain experience with them anyway since finding a creature of the darkness element required him to leave the academy.


He would rather do that when two months passed from his last mission in order to optimize his time.


Noah sat on the floor, he was quite tired.


'Apart from the conflicting element, there is also the problem that my control over the process is lacking. I guess that I can only become better as I gain experience.'


He had to shape the item through his control over the compound that he created in his sea of consciousness and that required an incredible amount of concentration since he had to use it to modify the shape of the other materials too.


'I need to absorb Breath again.'


His daily life didn't change much in the new accommodation.


He would always cultivate body and dantian at night while he used the day to train his mental sphere and in his other various activities.


One of those was exactly the forging.


Noah spent five days to refill his mental sphere with the same amount of Breath that he had previously, as he became more used to the process, he had increased his absorption speed.


That time though, he didn't refine it but simply limited on rendering it harmless and without a will.


A black lake stood over the sea in his mind when he closed his eyes to concentrate on the meaning that he wanted his mental energy to convey.


'Strong emotions, strong emotions.'


He initially thought that he could use his vengeful feelings for the Balvan family to empower his will but, even if the results were better than during his first refinement, they still didn't meet Noah's standards.


'It seems that those feelings are not selfless enough to reach Ivor's level. He would have gladly sacrificed himself to obtain what he wanted while I want to be alive and well after I kill Rhys. My wellness was one of Lily's wishes after all.'


Noah searched inside himself for stronger emotions and could only find one thing more powerful than his anger for his father.


'I wonder if my ambition will work.'


He focused and remembered the sensations that he felt the first time he gazed at the shining stars during the test for his nature.


He remembered when his most powerful attacks that he spent so much to learn were completely ineffective against a magical beast in the heroic ranks.


He remembered the King of the valley, able to block the exit for its entire pack with its breath.


He remembered Kevin, withstanding uncaringly the spells of the water mage with the might of his body.


And, in the end, he remembered the event that signed the beginning of his journey as a cultivator.


A dragon, a mighty beast that he had only seen in fantasy books, spat a lance made of flames toward him.


He remembered how marveled he was when he first saw the flames shaping themselves to form a piercing attack.


Then, an old man, without any apparent quality, calmly appeared in the air and blocked that attack with one hand.


Thomas Balvan, the first cultivator that he identified in his new life, was the picture of what he imagined as divine in his mind.


'That was when my ambition was born.'


Noah couldn't notice it but his eyes begun to shine as he reviewed those memories, a faint light was emitted through his closed eyelids.


He focused on the emotions that he had felt in that moment and that had accompanied him through all his life.


Then, he imagined a saber, flying horizontally in the sky.


It had never happened nor Noah had ever seen it, it was all his imagination.


The saber ran through the air, cutting everything that dared to step on its way.


Dragons fell from the sky cut in half, mountains were severed, seas were divided.


At some point, even the matter of the same sky could not withstand the saber's sharpness.


It split, showing a black space filled with small shining dots in the distance.


The black lake in Noah's mental sphere was immersed in the sea at that moment.


After three days inside Noah's mental energy, it emerged in a different shape.


It was still black with some shades of blue in its color but it was impossible to consider it a lake anymore.


It was thin, with sharp tips on both sides.


It resembled the body of a saber without its handle.
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                        'This should be the best that I can hope for with my current experience.'


Noah thought, analyzing the Breath in his sea of consciousness.


'Let's try to forge with this.'


Another bone of Sun tiger appeared in his hand.


Noah carefully manipulated a small part of the Breath in his mental sphere and slowly inserted it in the bone.


It immediately started cracking, the piece of the magical beast was opposing that foreign substance.


However, Noah controlled the Breath to force the item to stay still, using his mental energy and Breath in the dantian to envelop the bone.


A black membrane appeared around the item in his hand.


That was one of the incubating methods described in the forging procedures.


With the membrane around it, the bone could not break toward the outside and was forced to mix with Noah's Breath.


Its color changed, from a pale white with shades of red, it became darker, turning gray with purple tones.


Noah then controlled it to change shape.


Inside the incubating membrane, its form slowly transformed.


It became thinner and denser, and its edges sharpened little by little.


However, Noah lost control of the Breath inside the item for an instant, causing a chain reaction that destabilized the precarious equilibrium between the two different substances.


'Fuck!'


Noah hastily dissolved the membrane and launched the bone in one corner of the basement.


Before it could reach the wall, the bone exploded, making the whole room tremble.


'Well, the power contained in the item definitely increased due to the improved purity of Breath that I managed to refine. Yet, I still can't force it together with other materials.'


It wasn't just a matter of different elements between his "ink" and the material that he was using, his control during the process was still lacking.


It was similar to when he had to imbue with his Breath the blood of the magical beast to create a blood companion, only way harder and more profound.


He was changing the structural design of a bone after all!


He had to find the right way to do it without causing an irreversible destruction of the item.


'The worst part is that every item has a different conformation so it has to be treated in a different way. My experience with the bones of the Sun tigers can't be applied to my future materials. It seems that in order to create something stable, one needs to experiment a lot on each of the materials that he wants to use.'


Different materials would lead to different products, even with the same will imprinted on the Breath used in the forging.


'Basically, I can only keep trying until I create something adequate.'


More than one month passed from that moment, Noah had stayed in the basement for two months already.


The sound of explosions never stopped coming from there and Ivor had become used to that by then.


'It's almost night, there should be two more explosions before he begins to cultivate.'


Ivor thought.


He had lived together with his student for quite some time already, he had completely memorized his routine.


Time passed but no more explosions rang out from the basement.



'Mh? Did he give up for today? He can't be blamed, forging takes a heavy toll on the mind.'


However, more time passed and the night arrived without any other noise coming from the underground room.


'Don't tell me that he is injured?'


Ivor became worried and hastily descended the stairs to check Noah's situation.


When he arrived in the basement though, his eyes widened in surprise.


Noah was standing and looked with a radiant smile at a dark piece of bone in his hand.


It had many cracks on its surface and it seemed so fragile that a simple movement from Noah could break it.


Nevertheless, a faint sharpness was exuded by it.


Ivor immediately jumped toward his student, fixing his eyes on the item.


He inspected it from various angles, he even carefully picked it up to control its weight.


Noah observed him standing still on his position, he didn't really know how to judge the power or the quality of what he had created so he was waiting for Ivor's judgment.


It was the first item that didn't explode, it was needless to say how excited he was to learn about its actual power.


"Not bad."


Ivor broke the silence without moving his eyes from the dark bone.


"You managed to create something on the level of the liquid stage, it seems that you have improved in refining the Breath. It doesn't reach the apex of that stage though due to the conflicting element of its material and your lack of control during the forging."


Noah attentively listened to his explanation and nodded in his mind, everything he had said was true.


"It is also highly unstable and frail, it will break after one use if you are lucky or as soon as you power it up with Breath if you aren't."


'It will definitely shatter soon then.'


As always, Noah considered the worst possible option.


"Most of this result is due to your rank 2 sea of consciousness, otherwise it would be almost impossible to replicate the power of the Breath that you have accumulated."


Ivor handed the bone back to Noah and moved behind him.


"Try it."


Noah held the bone as if he was holding his usual sabers.


It was rectangular with smooth angles and only a slightly pointy tip, he knew that he had completely failed in shaping it correctly.


He lightly swung it using a small amount of Breath in the process.


The item immediately shattered and only dust remained in Noah's hand, yet, from its tip, a small wind slash was released before it was reduced into pieces.


The slash was dark, with faint red shades in its color.


It hit the wall at the end of the room and the inscriptions on it slightly flickered.


"The power of that blow was on the gaseous stage, it has lost some energy as it broke. Yet, a success is a success."


Ivor said, handing a small book to Noah.


"You are now the last cultivator practicing the Elemental forging method. As your Master, I'm officially passing down the entire legacy of our school to you. May your creations shatter the Earth and defy the Heaven!"
						




                    


                
				
                    162. Sword

					
					

                    
                        Noah took the book and inspected it.


Inside, there was the description of all the procedures that Ivor went through to create his knife.


'Sword creation with the Elemental forging method.'


As soon as he read the title though, he turned his head to look at Ivor and smiled awkwardly.


"Don't you have something that describes how to forge sabers? I'm not that into swords."


Ivor's eyes widened and he took a long sip from his jar before snorting and rebuking his student.


"Who cares about the name that you give to something! If a piece of wood can cut a tree then it's a sword! If you stretch your fingers and use them to cut a man, then your fingers are a sword! Don't dwell on useless things and remember that it's the core of the item that matters, its external shape can be whatever you want it to be!"


Noah still didn't completely believe in Ivor's words.


"So, you are saying that I should just forge a sword with the shape of a saber?"


"Precisely! It took me two years to figure out the perfect composition of those materials to create my knife. Of course, you can't just copy it: your element is different so you will need different items but my experiences will definitely help you avoid useless mistakes."



'If he says that, it should be true.'


Noah could trust Ivor since he understood that the only wish of the ruined cultivator was to see his method passed down.


'I have more magical beasts' bodies but none of them are of the darkness element. I've created something almost stable but, even if I had hundreds of those items, they won't be useful to me at my current level. I should raise the stakes. Also, two months have already passed from my last mission so it's time to gather materials.'


He had a vague idea of which had to be the materials for his first serious creation but he preferred to wait until his dantian had a breakthrough to attempt on that.


Also, there was a lot of testing involved in that plan, he didn't want to neglect his training because of his experiments.


"Ivor, I'm heading out, I need to gather materials."


Ivor opened his mouth to complain but was silenced by Noah throwing a thousand Credits in his direction before exiting the house.


Noah went for the board at the center of the right area of the academy and read through the various missions affixed on it.


He was looking for something specific at that time, he didn't want a common hunting mission.


'Pack of Night panthers disrupting the environment in the perimeter of Arolyac forest bordering with the Nerere continent. Exterminate the pack to obtain fifty merit points, bring back the bodies to obtain one hundred merit points as a bonus.'


'Perfect!'


Noah picked up the tabled from the board and moved toward the exit of the academy.


The streets of the academy were mostly empty, all the students were busy with their specialization or outside doing mission.


However, there was still someone that used his free time to improve his social network.


One of those students was Samuel Muwlos and, at that time, he was loudly mocking Noah right in front of the passage for the outside.


"I'm telling you, that match was completely rigged! My poor friend Manuel is still recovering from his injury. You must know that he was that close from matching Lord Daniel in his rate of growth but, due to that immoral fiend, all his hard work has been wasted! If it wasn't for Lord Thaddeus, I don't know what Vance could have done to him."


A group of young students was attentively listening to him.


They were the new batches of students that had arrived during the last year and were mostly from important families, it was natural for them to engage in those kinds of recreational activities.


"I can confirm Senior Samuel's words, I was in the audience looking at their fight. That Vance has surely cheated, otherwise it would have been impossible for him to survive Manuel's last attack. Also, do you want to know the most deplorable thing that Vance has done? He took Manuel's mansion, the symbol of the strongest student of the academy, and isolated himself inside it for two whole months! If this isn't the behavior of a quack then I don't know which it is."


The young students showed disgusted expression as they continued in their stories.


"Don't worry though! I, Samuel Muwlos, will publicly challenge him once he stops hiding!"


'What the fuck are they doing there?'


Noah thought.


His earing had vastly improved since he became a rank 2 mage, he had heard the whole conversation as he neared the exit.


'Why do they even use that area to loiter around? Are they afraid that I might hear them from my accommodation?'


His current house was directly on the opposite side of where the students were grouping, he could not help but find some connections between the two things.


'I don't really care about my reputation but I should stop them before I find a horde of angry students at my doorsteps. Breaking all their limbs would be too troublesome.'


Noah slowly walked toward Samuel's group surrounded by his usual cold aura.


It was impossible to not notice him, his presence was overwhelming unless he forcefully suppressed it.


Yet, what he needed at that moment was exactly that: showing the immense difference between him and the other students.


As the students turned to look at him, they were slightly mesmerized by his figure.


He was of medium stature but his body was slender and harmonious.


The daintiness of his features was enhanced by his white and clean skin and his eyes shone during the daylight due to the power of his mental sphere.


The girls in the group lowered their heads, too embarrassed to continue to look at his piercing gaze.


"V-Vance! Y-you came out of your lodging!"


Samuel stuttered seeing him and the new students showed confused gazes.


They could not match his pure and cold appearance with the one that they had envisioned due to Samuel's stories.


"I never thought that you would still be around, trying to taint my reputation. I believed that what happened to your friends was enough as a lesson."


Samuel remembered the poor state in which the students that tried to ambush him returned and immediately panicked.


"T-that's a misunderstanding! I will never dare t-"


His words were interrupted by Noah directly jumping on him, grabbing his head, and slamming it on the ground.
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                        It's not that Samuel hadn't techniques or spells to avoid the attack but the surprise effect paired with the fear that he felt due to Noah's presence left him defenseless for a moment.


And that moment was exactly was Noah exploited.


The head of the noble dug the terrain and a faint trace of blood came out of it.


Noah raised Samuel's head from its hair and waited for his reaction.


"Why did you do this!? Who the fuck do you th-"


His phrase was interrupted since Noah smashed the head back in the ground.


He raised it again and waited.


"You better be care-"


Noah slammed it back in the pit and pulled it out.


"Wait! I'm sorry! I will never talk behind your back again!"


Samuel's face was covered with blood and terrain with some trace of tears in his eyes.


Noah released his hair and smiled toward him, lightly patting his shoulder.


"Was that so hard? Next time I catch you doing something like this, I will gladly test at what depth the ground becomes harder than your head."


Samuel shivered to hear those words, he knew that Noah wasn't exaggerating things.


"That won't happen again, I swear!"


Noah nodded at him and stood up, turning his gaze toward the other student that joined Samuel in his stories.


"I didn't know that juniors could make fun of their seniors."


Noah slowly walked toward the other youth, his gaze never left him as he the distance between themselves shrunk.


The student trembled, he was petrified due to Noah's pressure focused on him.


He didn't even realize that Noah had already moved past him while softly whispering in his hear.


"Be careful of who you call a quack, one day the academy rules might not protect you."


As he said that, he left through the exit and went inside Arolyac forest.


The atmosphere in the group had greatly changed due to Noah's brief appearance.


The youth that favored Samuel fell on the ground, incapable of stopping his trembling.


Samuel stood up and left the area without even saying goodbye to his other friends, he had lost too much face that day.


The other male students had their heads lowered, they didn't dare to raise them for fear that Noah could notice them.


The girls, instead, had a dreaming expression, like they were captivated by what had happened.


Meanwhile, Noah was running at high speed toward the area in which the panthers had been seen, uncaring of the situation that he had created.


His wings unfolded and he rose in the air to pick up speed.


He wasn't doing it only because he would arrive faster at his destination but also as a form of training.


His flight technique was good but there were many aspects where he could improve, that's why he would rather use every free moment to train in it.


It took him a couple of days to reach the border with the Nerere continent.


He could have reached the area sooner but he preferred to do many different flight exercises along the way, without forgetting his usual training schedule of course.


He arrived at the border during the afternoon and calmly waited on one of the branches of the trees for the night to come.


The Night panthers came out of their hideouts only during the night, as the name suggested.


They were fast beasts with the ability to become momentarily immaterial.


It wasn't exactly the strongest beast to choose when creating another blood companion but what piqued Noah's interest were their body parts.


Due to their innate ability to enter an ethereal state, their bones and skin were highly adaptable to multiple treatments.


They were the perfect material for Noah's needs at the moment.


'Well, darkness beasts are not so common in this environment, I can always change it for a stronger one later.'


As the night arrived, the fauna changed and the nocturnal beasts came out of their lairs.


Noah waited until he found what he was looking for.


Thirty or so black panthers three meters tall slowly came out of the terrain.


'To think that they actually sleep in the ground during the day, there are sure peculiarities in this world.'


The Night panthers used the hours under the daylight to sleep but they never chose a fixed spot to create a den, they directly turned in their immaterial form and immerged in the terrain.


'Blood drain should be enough, I also want to see if I manage to learn more about the strengthening process.'


He had trained in his new spells so he was quite sure of their actual power.


His mental energy was expended and both his hands morphed into demonic claws.


His wings spread in the night and he jumped from his branch to fly over the pack.


The panthers were moving fast, looking for some prey, they were completely unaware that they were hunted themselves.


'Only two peak rank 3, they really seem weak though.'


Noah shook his head internally and dove on the pack.


His two claws stuck one panther each and immediately drained them of the blood in their bodies.


Noah felt a wave of warmth coming from his hands and accumulating on his back, right below his acupoints.



The other panthers finally noticed the intruder and pounced at him but Noah simply flew back in the air to avoid the assault.


He dove again as soon as he found an opening in their formation but, when he was about to stab his claw on the beast, it became ethereal and his arm hit nothing but air.


'I need to take them by surprise or expend their Breath'


Noah flew again and dove in another part of the pack.


That time though, a small black cloud formed over the heads of two of them, momentarily blocking their vision.


'Blind!'


Since the panthers could not see when the attack would arrive, Noah could easily finish them off.


The battle continued for a few minutes with Noah expending almost no Breath or mental energy.


At some point, when only five specimens remained, the leader of the pack roared to make them retreat.


Looking at the panthers running away, Noah nodded in understanding.


'So, it's true that it takes a lot for them to sink in the ground, it's not something immediate.'


Black flames covered him and, when he exited them, he was right in front of the escaping creatures.
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                        In the end, the whole pack was vanquished.


Noah used the Blood drain spell to kill all the beasts except for the strongest one.


He needed its blood for the Body-inscription spell.


He then went looking for an empty cave and calmly made preparations for the creation of his new blood companion.


'I have thirty magical beasts' bodies of the darkness element, they should be more than enough for two months of testing.'


He thought as he watched the blood of the Night panther slowly accumulating on an empty bucket.


As he looked at the blood though, an idea popped in his mind.


'What if I use the Breath in my sea of consciousness instead of the one in my dantian to fill the blood of the panther?'


Theoretically, the Breath had to be used to prevent any rejection from the tattoo.


Yet, what changes there would be if he used the one that he personally refined?


Noah was curious so he decided to give it a try.


There was no need to train in the drawing of the creature since his rank 2 mental sphere had perfectly memorized the appearance of the panther, Noah simply did a couple of sketches to be sure of his capability.


'I don't have time to absorb more Breath or the ingredients for the spell would go to waste, I will use the liquid one that I have already stored.'


He had some Breath left in his sea of consciousness which was already refined so he decided to use it.


The heart of the panther had already been seized by him so, as the bucket was full, he immediately started filling the blood of the creature with his Breath.


A couple of hours passed and the Breath in his mental sphere was completely expended to fill the blood in the bucket.


The process had taken even less than the last time even if the stage of the Breath was the same.



'This is already an improvement! It has reached the standards for the technique so fast! It's probably due to my will inside the Breath.'


He was already satisfied with the results obtained by applying part of the processes of the Elemental forging in the creation of the companion.


He neatly washed with some water in his space-ring and then began to draw the figure of the panther on his body.


His saber cut precise lines on his skin, leaving black marks due to the refined blood of the beast.


As the drawing was completed, Noah ate the heart of the creature in two bites.


He then focused on his sea of consciousness.


The ethereal figure of a Night panther appeared over the sea.


It pounced toward the walls of the sphere but, as soon as Noah's figure opened its eyes, it felt a force blocking its every movement.


The Kesier runes didn't emit any humming, Noah was simply using the faint connection that he felt coming from the beast's figure to keep it still.


'Interesting! It seems that part of my mental energy was fused into the core of the panther since I used my personal Breath to create it. The taming part has become vastly easier.'


Noah's figure neared the panther and immersed it in the sea.


In a few seconds, the image of the panther appeared next Echo's one and the roots of the Demonic form spell entangled around it.


'So easy!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind as he opened his material eyes.


'This is amazing! Even though I would have had no difficulty in taming a rank 3 beast, that doesn't strictly apply for magical beasts of higher ranks! I wonder if I could make a blood companion with a rank 4 beast with my current level.'


He thought about it for a while before tossing that idea away.


'Even if I were to find the blood and the core of a rank 4 beast and use this method to create the drawing, I don't believe that I could tame it in my sea of consciousness. They reached the heroic ranks after all, their will can't be that weak. I should just wait till I'm able to kill one.'


He focused and a panther appeared in front of him.


It had the same size as the original beast but there was a faint sharpness exuded by it.


He tested its power for a while before nodding in satisfaction.


'Its ability to become ethereal is quite useful and it seems that its attack power increased by a bit. Is it due to my will inside the Breath used? If that's the case, I just fused together an inscription method and a spell.'


Noah pondered for a bit before finding his answer.


'The Body-inscription spell is already a simplified form of inscription. Since the Elemental forging is an inscription method, it was obvious that I could mix together those two powers. I should never use again the Breath of Heaven and Earth to create a blood companion and it would be better if I refine the Breath specifically for each companion that I want to create.'


His ability still didn't allow him much flexibility in the will that he gave to the Breath, yet that didn't mean that it would always be like that.


'I should have given it my meaning of speed or something in line with its innate abilities. Well, it has the power of a peak rank 3 beast anyway so I can't say that I wasted it.'


The added pressure on his mental sphere wasn't much either so he considered the experiment a success.


'I should go back to my accommodation now. I need to begin the forging with the solid Breath and I should also focus more on my dantian, I feel that I'm reaching its limit.'


He was about to call back the panther when he remembered something.


'Right, your name should be Shadow due to your ability.'


He thought, patting the companion's head and absorbing it back on his body.


As he returned to the academy, he visited the management building to retrieve the merits points for his mission, he kept the bodies of the beasts of course.


However, when he reached his accommodation, he was met by a strange scene.


Twenty or so female students were calmly waiting in front of the entrance door.


As they noticed his presence, they turned and exclaimed happily.


"The dark prince came back!"
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                        'What the fuck is that?'


The girls had an excited smile when they looked at him.


One of them gathered her courage and stepped toward him.


"Ehm, dar-, Lord Vance, would you like to accompany me on a trip to Arolyac forest? I'm willing to give all my merit-"


She couldn't finish her phrase since Noah interrupted her with a cold answer.


"No."


Silence enveloped the area.


Noah uncaringly passed the girl and moved through the crowd to reach his habitation.


Yet, he couldn't help but hear the whispers of the girls as he walked through them.


"Kyaa, have you seen how cool he is! It's the complete opposite of Lord Daniel!"


"Yes, but Daniel was unreachable for us. Lord Vance doesn't care about noble status."


"I want him to scold me so badly but I can't even face him, I feel like fainting every time I look into his eyes."


'These girls are crazy!'


Noah thought as the unlocked the door of his house.


"Dark prince! Would you mind if I came inside and served you some tea? My family is famous for-"


Noah didn't wait for the girl to finish her speech and closed the door behind him.


His irritation grew as he heard the girls screaming again in excitement and commenting on his last rejection.


"Ah, you youths are so lucky to be able to savor these moments."


Ivor looked at him with a complacent smile and nodded proudly.


"My disciple took everything from his Master. Your charm is irresistible to such naïve girls."


"Old man, if you don't stop, I will throw you outside with them."


Ivor paled a shut his mouth while turning to leave the room.


"Wait, I want you to see something."


Noah stopped him and took out a diary from his space-ring.


It was Uriah's diary, the one describing the Body-inscription spell.


"I applied the theories behind the Elemental forging method on this spell. Can I have your opinion about it?"


Ivor's interest was immediately piqued.


Not only it was the first time that Noah explicitly asked for his help, but he was also interested in the experiments of his student.


Ivor sat on a couch and began to read the diary with interest.


Meanwhile, Noah sat in a corner of the room and focused on the energy accumulated by his Blood drain spell.


He manipulated that energy to near his dantian according to the Yin body technique.


His dantian refined the energy and redirected part of it on his bones.


When the process was over, he analyzed his body to understand his advancements.


'The Breath absorbed this way equals to less than an hour of actual meditation. The spell is really not fit to strengthen my body.'


He was quite disappointed by the results but he expected much, if there was really a spell that could use magical beasts to increase the rank of the body of a cultivator, the magical beasts would be already extinct.


"This is really interesting."


Ivor finished reading through the diary and handed it back to Noah.






"What do you think?"


Ivor pondered for a while before giving his honest opinion.


"It definitely resembles an inscription method but it is used as a spell with heavy requirements to be activated. Can I see the companion that you created?"


Shadow came out of Noah's body and Ivor inspected it with interest.


"What changes did you notice?"


"Faster refinement of its blood, easier to tame in the sea of consciousness, and some of my will remained in the companion."


Ivor nodded hearing Noah's words before turning to his student.


"I think that there is a lot of room for improvement. Once you become more skilled in inserting your will in the Breath, you should be able to empower their innate abilities."


'He had my same thought.'


"Have you tried forging its center of power?"


Noah's eyes widened hearing Ivor's words.


"Should I?"


Ivor nodded, moving his gaze back on the panther.


"If you can obtain these results just by refining its blood, what would happen if you directly refine its core? You should obtain more evident results."


'That makes sense. However, I don't think I have the ability to handle the center of power of a beast yet, I should go back to forge.'


Noah stood up and retracted Shadow.


At that moment though, a loud knock sounded from the entrance door.


'Don't tell me that it's still those girls.'


Noah went to open the door and was surprised to find June looking at him with her brows furrowed.


"Can you put a leash on those girls before I end up killing them?"


Noah moved his gaze behind her and found the same crowd of girls staring at him in silence.


He then noticed that he was shirtless due to the exposure of Shadow to Ivor.


"Dammit, come inside before I do that."


He dragged June inside his accommodation and hastily closed the door.


He wasn't fast enough though and an excited scream reached his hears.


"When did you became so famous?"


June asked after sitting on one of the couches.


"How should I know, it's not that I enjoy the situation. What happened to you?"


June had never come to his accommodation before which made Noah curious.


June snorted and moved her gaze away from him.


"Apparently, since we have been sparring partners for over two years, they thought that we were in a relationship. Once they knew that, they harassed me to no end, it didn't matter how much I denied that. I even asked Master for advice but she just said that it was normal for the strongest student to have followers."


Noah sighed and massaged his temples.


He didn't really care about the crowd in front of his door but he didn't think that the people that he knew would be involved.


He sighed again before coming up with a solution.


"You can take the first floor. The scrounger usually sleeps on the ground one while I'm always in the basement. Just don't disturb me during my training."


He then turned toward the stairs that led underground.


"Wait, what do you mean by that?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders as he replied to her.


"I can't really kick them away and they don't have concerns when bothering you. So, you can just live here."
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                        "But they will be even more confused about our relationship like this!"


June complained, standing from his seat.


"Do you prefer to go through their harassment every day?"


June was silenced by Noah's retort.


"Anyway, it's just temporary. As soon as I leave the academy, things should calm down."


"Wait, will you leave soon?"


Ivor appeared from one of the adjacent rooms and shouted at Noah in confusion.


June too seemed surprised by his statement and waited attentively for his answer.


Noah shrugged his shoulders.


"We can't stay here much longer, it's already our third year. Instead of remaining here for the whole year, it's better to take a profession in the Royal city and stabilize our position."


Noah was already thinking about his job in the Hunters' guild.


He was constantly in need of materials for his experiments with the forging method and the position of a hunter could provide him with a wider assortment of resources.


Also, there was a problem with his power.


He was attracting too much attention on himself, he wanted to loosen the control that the Royals had on him inside the academy.


'I'm losing sight of my situation too. The academy is a peaceful place but the real world isn't. Here I feel that my hands are always tied, I'm just accumulating problems without solving any of them.'


All the troubles he had with Daniel's followers could be solved by simply killing the students.


However, that was prohibited due to his status as a student, and all those noble youths were left alive harboring hatred toward him.


'Once I become a rank 2 cultivator, I will leave. The faculties of the academy can't offer me much more at that level anyway.'


Places like the Sulfur domain lost their effectiveness on stronger cultivators.


After all, if they really could be useful at each rank, cultivators in the divine ranks would be a common sight.


June lowered her head in thought.


Noah's words made sense, they had to secure a position in order to ensure that their journey as a cultivator won't stop due to the lack of resources.


Also, leaving the academy didn't mean that they would lose access to the inventory, their status as students would be removed but they could still contact the Royals to make transactions.


It had to be said though that her situation was more complex that Noah's one.


He had to take care only of himself while June had a family full of expectations behind her.


"I think I won't stay much in Elbas city. I'm not really good at anything except for fighting and I can't be a Royal guard or I will neglect my family. Maybe, with the help of my Master, I might ensure a friendly relationship with the Royal dynasty and appoint my family in one of the areas near the capital but that's as much as I can do."


Noah understood the meaning of her words.


She could not freely cultivate like him, every noble heir that managed to be enrolled in the academy would have to shoulder enormous expectations.


They would become the pillars on which build the future of their families, most of them would aim for the position of patriarch!


However, in Noah's eyes, those things were pointless. 


He couldn't care less about his status, he wanted only to become strong.


"So, will you stop trying to surpass me? I really can't imagine you as a calm person managing the Ballor family."


Noah mocked her lightly.


June snorted and returned to her usual wild nature.


"You will see! I will raise my family's status to the large-size one and take all the resources for me! I will definitely beat you then!"


"That means that you've given up on beating me while we are still students?"


"Shut up!"


June yelled and climbed the stairs for the first floor, the sound of slamming doors clearly resounded from there.


Noah shook his head and turned to Ivor.



"We have a new roommate."


Ivor sighed and sat on the floor, slowly sipping his wine.


Noah moved toward the basement but a strange sensation emerging on his right arm made him stop.


He checked the area and noticed that a faint orange rune was slowly moving toward his torso from under his skin.


"What are you doing?"


Ivor saw his strange behavior and asked in a curious voice.


"It's nothing."


Noah didn't explain and hastily went into the basement.


When he arrived there, he carefully inspected the slowly moving rune with cold eyes.


'Is it because I kind of trust June?'


He had already considered giving Eccentric's inheritance to June.


She was honest and had a straightforward character, she seemed quite friendly with him as well.


He was also quite sure that he could manage to be always stronger than her.


Yet, he never thought that he had to decide so soon, he wasn't even eighteen after all.


'I will wait a bit more, then I'll decide. June is surely the best candidate but I would like to have more insurances regarding our future relationship.'


The rune was still on his arm.


According to his deal with Eccentric Thunder, it had to reach his dantian for their agreement to be broken which meant that he had still time to carefully analyze the situation.


He put those thoughts in the back of his mind and began to focus on the Elemental forging method.


He had the material required for his experiments, he just needed the Breath to perform the inscription.


Inside his dantian, a small fragment of his solid Breath detached itself from the amassed black crystals and moved through his body.


As it reached Noah's head, his ethereal figure inside his sea of consciousness stretched its hands outside of his mental sphere and grabbed the small shard.


The solid Breath successfully entered his sphere and began to struggle madly.


Nevertheless, Noah was used by then to the struggles of the Breath.


Mental energy immediately assaulted the shard, forcing away the will of Heaven and Earth from it.


In a few minutes, the Breath was inoffensive, ready to be refined.


'The pressure from the solid Breath is quite strong but I can bear it. The only problem is this damned headache.'


Of course, storing solid Breath in his mental sphere caused his headache to return.
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                        It took Noah an entire day to reach the limit of what his mental sphere could handle.


In the end, a big black boulder of Breath was formed over the sea.


Noah felt that his head was about to split, the pressure from that Breath coupled with the two blood companions was stressing his mind to no end.


Yet, taking the Breath directly from his dantian vastly increased the speed at which he accumulated it.


'Now, refinement.'


Noah focused, he endured the pain and forced his mental state to remember the image of the saber flying undisputed in the sky.


When he felt that he was ready, he immersed the Breath in the sea.


It took a long time to refine it.


The Breath stayed in the sea for four entire days before coming out in a different form.


It resembled again the blade of a saber but its color had more shades of blue than the last time.


'The headache hindered my mental state, I should not force myself so much next time.'


Noah judged and prepared to start his forging.


He first ate and rested, he had to stay completely still during those days in order to achieve the best refinement possible.


As he restored his energies, the leg of a Night panther appeared in his hands.


Noah carefully ripped off the flesh from the leg until only the bone of the beast was left in his hands.


A piece from the Breath in his sea of consciousness detached from the saber form and slowly entered the bone.


Noah immediately created an incubating membrane to contain the process.


The bone seemed to accept the Breath, there wasn't the same rejection as with the Sun tigers' bones.


The two substances began to merge and Noah manipulated them to transform their shapes.


The bone became darker and denser, its tip slowly morphed into a sharp pointy head.


Then, a crack appeared on the body of the item which caused a chain reaction through the whole bone.


'Failure.'


Noah threw the item in his hands toward a corner of the basement where it exploded.


The might of the explosion though was way stronger than when he used the liquid Breath in the forging and the inscriptions flickered to no end to contain the tremors of the room.


"What the fuck is happening?"


June appeared on top of the stairs leading to the underground room and was surprised by Noah's appearance.


He had disheveled hair, bloodshot eyes, and a deep frown.


"Are you ok?"


June asked with a concerned voice.


"Yeah, I just exaggerated a bit. Why did you come here?"


Noah answered, he was so focused on the forging that he had almost forgotten that June was living with him.



"Well, the explosion? Also, I wanted to ask if you were willing to resume our sparring, I feel that my technique is getting rusty."


'That's not a bad idea, solitary training has its limits after all.'


"Sure, just give me a couple of weeks, I'm in the middle of something and I'd prefer to remain alone for that time."


June nodded and returned to the upper floor.


'I should reduce the time spent in the forging too, I'm neglecting my training.'


Noah checked the rune on his arm, during these days it had surpassed his elbow and was moving toward his shoulder.


'It's getting faster, I should spend more time with her to be certain that she won't be an enemy in the future.'


As he thought of that, he stopped his experiments and rested.


He resumed a normal pace of training, attempting to create only one inscribed item every day.


That way, he could slowly reduce the pressure on his mental sphere without interrupting the growth of his other centers of power.


There were no explicit improvements in his forgings, even though he felt that he was becoming better after each attempt, a new problem always appeared which made his creations explode.


'Even without the elemental rejection, I still can't manage to create something stable. And what is the deal with my dantian? I should have reached the limit of the first rank by now but there always seems to be more space.'


He had slowed his cultivation to focus on the inscription method but that didn't mean that he had slacked off.


He felt that he was close to reaching the peak of the first rank but that time seemed to never arrive.


'Well, I'm not in a rush to leave anyway.'


He decided that it was time for his fight with June.


Noah went to the first floor and found June calmly cultivating in one of the rooms.


Her silver hair was everywhere over her face and she seemed to have sweated a lot since her clothes were wet and stuck on her skin.


Her tonic forms were clearly exposed by the state of her outfit.


'She must have just finished her training, I'll just go to sleep.'


Noah turned to leave but then he sensed something with his mental energy.


His hand shot out and firmly held a spear that aimed for his head.


"How can you never be surprised?"


June stood with a disappointed expression on the other extremity of the weapon, she had attacked him as soon as he had turned.


"How can you think of nothing but fighting me? You are clearly exhausted and yet you attempted to sneak on me."


Noah shook his head but his grip stood firm on the spear, blocking it in its position.


"A hunter attacks when his prey is at its weakest."


"Am I a beast in your eyes?"


June then released a small laugh and retracted her weapon, Noah didn't let his guard down though.


"You are right, I'm quite tired, I think I'm done for today."


She sat on the floor and supported her back on the wall of the room.


Noah stared at her for a while lost in his thoughts.


"What?"


June didn't like his constant gaze and became irritated.


"Say, what kind of relationship do we have? Are we friends?"


Noah broke his silence and asked that question.


June snorted and replied loudly.


"What friends! We are rivals!"
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                        "A rival should at least beat me in something."


"Shut up! Did you come here to mock me?"


Noah laughed a little, he had to admit that he had fun conversing with her.


However, in the next moment, his eyes became cold.


"Let's say that you manage to beat me, what will you do? Kill me?"


The atmosphere changed immediately in the room, June understood that Noah was being serious.


"Why do you ask?"


"I have my own reasons."


Silence fell between them.


It took a while for June to finally speak.


"No, I will probably look for someone stronger. I don't have any reasons to kill you."


"What if you had them?"


Silence again but that time it took less for Noah to receive an answer.


"I don't know, ok? What could you ever do to make me want to kill you? Why are you even so serious about this?"


She was visibly irritated by Noah's questions so he decided to relaxe.


His gaze returned to an indifferent one and he sighed loudly.


'What could I even expect as an answer? I was a bit too pushy.'


He scratched his head looking at June and then sighed again.


"I'm sorry, that was too sudden."


He then went to the lower floor to find Ivor and took one of his jars from his stash.


As he returned to June's room, he lightly knocked on the door and showed the wine to her.


"Do you want a drink? Ivor's wine should be quite good."


She nodded slightly and Noah entered in the room and sat on the floor right in front of her.


Then, he took two simple glasses from his space-ring and poured the contents of the jar in them.


The aroma of the wine spread in the air, it was clearly a strong wine.


June didn't waste time in ceremonies and began drinking from her glass, Noah wasn't slow in imitating her.


They stayed in silence for a while, slowly appreciating the taste of Ivor's beverage.


It was strong but it had an immediate numbing effect on their mental sphere, even Noah's headache diminished greatly.


"Why did you ask those things? Do you expect me to hunt you down in the future?"


June broke the silence without raising her gaze from the glass.


"It's good to be prepared for every situation, I have trust issues."


Noah gave a vague answer.


"Do you ever tell the truth?"


Her words caused a small smirk to appear on his face.


"Do you want another lie?"


June shook her head and stared at the student in front of her.


They had fought so much against each other but she could never understand anything of his true nature, his image seemed to be constantly enveloped by fog.


Such a genius appearing out of nowhere and taking the spot of the strongest student.


His aptitude was of the darkness element, something that could create a wave of shock through the whole academy, yet no one seemed to know about it.


He had no noble ties either, all his resources and results came from his hard work.


"Are you running away?"


She couldn't help but ask.


It was the guess that made more sense in her mind.



Noah didn't answer, he limited himself to drink from his glass.


"Are you a criminal looking for freedom?"


Noah shook his head.


"What freedom could you possibly have with our power. You know of the Royal inheritance, it's safe to assume that the Royals will try to tighten their leash on us."


"So, is it about that? Do you just want more power?"


Noah raised his head too and returned the stare.


"Aren't you the same? I know that your childhood mustn't have been easy but that alone isn't enough to give birth to your addiction to battles."


June lowered her eyes as she reviewed the memories from his life in her family mansion.


"You saw me trapped in the illusion, right. Well, it was hard but not in the way that you think of."


She took a long sip before continuing in her story.


"As you know, the Ballor family is a small-size noble one, a declining one to be precise. My grandfather once told me that our ancestors traded all their wealth to obtain access to an inheritance ground. Their luck though wasn't good: the inheritance only had spells and techniques related to the thunder element and none of them had that aptitude."


"The contents of the inheritance were good but they were useless in their hands. However, they could not sell that legacy since their losses would surpass their gains, those that could buy it were medium-size noble families or above so my family could not set the selling price."


"In the end, they decided to wait, wait for an heir of the thunder element to appear. Little did they know that the waiting had to last one hundred years. They were really unlucky."


"Once my element was confirmed, I became the last hope of my family and they resorted to all kinds of harsh training to improve my strength as much as they could. I stopped being lashed every night only after I managed to become a mage."


"You know, my father used to be gentle when I was little. After the discovery of my element, he began to throw me in the middle of magical beasts' packs to increase the speed of my growth."


"In the beginning, I thought it was a punishment for something that I did but then I understood. I don't blame them though, they had to wait so much, their expectations had to be met."


'No wonder she is like that.'


Noah thought, filling June's glass that had been emptied during her story.


"What would have you done if you were in my place?"


June honestly asked looking at him.


"Take what they gave me, leave, and then never return. My life can't be about fulfilling other people's dreams."


Hearing those words, June laughed.


"Yes! I wanted that too for a while. But then I was accepted in the academy and found out so many strong people coming from many powerful families, in comparison I'm just a lone weakling. So I decided to use my family to become even stronger, I will be the heir that they waited so much for and they will be the means to realize my dreams!"
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                        'She has a point.'


One of the biggest hindrances in the cultivation journey was the lack of resources.


With a noble family as a backing and a friendly relationship with the Royals, she would have access to both techniques and useful items.


In comparison, Noah had to cover every expense with his own wealth.


Just by thinking about the number of materials that he needed to experiment with the Elemental forging method, one could imagine the wealth required to train an inscription master.


However, if he had the backing of a family, he could simply focus on the experiments without the need to accumulate materials.


'Well, I can't do anything about that. I also have to constantly hold back for fear of being discovered.'


They continued to drink more, exchanging some jokes from time to time before calling it a day.


Noah returned to the basement deep in thought.


Eccentric's rune was moving closer to his dantian so he had to make a decision soon.


'She saw how those that loved her changed their behavior all of sudden so she began to rely only on her strength. She is not evil nor ungrateful, she might actually give me a share of the inheritance in order to feel less indebted with me.'



Noah was analyzing June's personality to be sure of their future relationship.


His most pressing question was: 'will she turn on me once I give her that power?'


The only answer he could find was: probably not.


Yet, that "probably" was what held him back from giving it to her immediately.


'I don't have a better candidate though, the only other youth of the thunder element that I know is Manuel and I don't think that we can become friends.'


In the end, he tossed those thoughts on the back of his mind and went to rest.


He didn't really mind giving the inheritance to June but he still had some time to know her better.


Days passed slowly in the academy.


Noah limited himself to one attempt in the forging each day and vastly reduced the quantity of Breath absorbed in his mental sphere when he had to refill it.


That allowed him to continue in his usual training without incurring in a splitting headache.


The third Kesier rune, his two blood companions, and the Breath propelled the growth of his mental sphere at an unbelievable speed, Noah could feel that the internal pressure was diminishing continuously.


The Yin body continued to nourish his body, slowly pushing it toward the peak of the third rank.


The Dark vortex cultivation technique enlarged his dantian to its limits, Noah felt that it wouldn't take much for him to reach the peak of the first rank.


His free time was spent with June.


They would fight twice a week and converse on the other days.


They would talk about their dreams, their future projects, what they liked and disliked, their relationship became vastly deeper compared to when they were only sparring partners.


Noah began to appreciate his time spent with her.


They had a similar nature in the first place and, since she was quite straightforward, he could relax and enjoy their talks.


They even did their bimestrial mission together, dividing their gains equally with Noah refilling his stash of darkness beast's bodies.


It was clear to her that Noah hid most of his personal information but she became used to that and stopped being bothered by it.


She understood that his situation was complicated and that he wouldn't lie if it wasn't important to him.


Noah was cold and indifferent, he wouldn't waste efforts to make up lies just for fun.


His first success arrived after the fourth month of his stay in the new accommodation.


Noah was in the basement, excitedly staring at a strange looking item in his hands.


It was originally the beak of a Moon owl, a bird-type magical beast that he and June hunted down in their last mission.


As a material, its element was darkness so it was perfect for Noah's experiments.


It was small and thin, only about twenty centimeters long, yet a clear sharpness was exuded from it.


'It seems stable!'


There were no cracks on its body and it looked quite sturdy.


That was his first stable creation!


The only problem was its form.


Due to its length, it had to be used as a throwing knife, yet its tip was curved, Noah didn't manage to bend it during the forging.


"Ivor!"


Noah called for his Master, when it came to inscriptions his judgment was far more accurate than Noah's one.


Ivor arrived after a few minutes and showed a surprised expression seeing the item in Noah's hands.


He carefully took it and inspected it for a while, he would nod repeatedly every time he changed the angle of observation.


"This is not quite usable but it's indeed an inscribed item."


In the end, he gave his judgment.


"Its power couldn't reach the higher tier of the first rank but it's not due to your Breath, it was the original material that was lacking. Also, you clearly messed up when it was time to shape it. It's too short to be considered a small sword and too curved to be thrown successfully but you have finally managed to create something stable."


Noah nodded at his explanation, the conclusions that he had reached were the same as his.


"So, how do I improve?"


Noah asked.


"Familiarize with the process first, continue with this material until you manage to shape it as you wish. Then it will be time to find better materials and mix them together in order to find a good composition. I used four different materials in various quantities in order to create my knife and they were all from rank 4 magical beasts that fitted my needs."


'So much planning only for one item. I wonder what's the value of rank 4 beasts' bodies.'


He had sold a rank 3 beast once but he only managed to gain two Credits from it.


However, that was because its body was ruined after Noah went through the requirements of the Body-inscription spell.


"What do I do with this then?"


Noah pointed at the inscribed Owl beak.


"Just sell it. If it can't be useful to you, there is no point in keeping it."
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                        To create an inscribed item with the Elemental forging method, there were many hurdles to surpass.


The cultivator had to endure the absorption of the Breath with his sea of consciousness that comported a big risk for that center of power.


Then, he had to set his will on a specific meaning and imbue the Breath with that, otherwise there would be no effect attached to the finished product.


After that, it was time for the choice of the materials.


The compound had to be something that didn't conflict with the element of the cultivator and that could sustain the activity that it was meant for.


For example, you couldn't use a hard material to create a whip, it would simply conflict with the purpose of the item.


At the same time, you couldn't use something too soft either, a whip forged that way would just fail to inflict any damage when wielded.


The last hurdle was its form.


The item had to be shaped according to its future usage: you could forge a sword but, if you didn't manage to shape it with sharp edges, then it couldn't be used properly.


In Noah's case, with his last creation, the first three requirements were met: his mental sphere could store the Breath, he managed to imprint it with a strong will, and the material used coincided with his element.


However, simply the beak of a Moon owl could not sustain many impacts and its form made it unusable as a throwing weapon.


'I can't sell it directly or the world will be informed that I'm training to be an inscription master. I'll just store it for now and maybe sell it in another place.'


He had no shortage of money, keeping that item wasn't a burden.


"I will focus more on shaping it right. Only one of these items can't last much in battle but, if I make many of them, they might be useful."


Ivor nodded.


"Yes, once the form is in its place, your creation will only lack the proper components. Don't worry though, it takes a lot of time to find the right mixture for your specific needs, your progress so far is already above average."


More days passed.


Noah became focused on the form of the item and he slowly improved in the process.


First, he managed to make the beaks even thinner in order to increase their durability.


Then, he forced them to bend.


When two weeks had passed, he stared at three thick needles laid in front of him.


'It's already the third day in which I can't improve the quality of this item. It's probably the limit of the compound.'


Noah took one of the needles and injected Breath in it before throwing it on the wall.


The inscriptions lit up and flickered but they still couldn't completely block the needle.


It stuck in the wall for less than a tenth of its body before being stopped by the sturdiness of the basement.


Noah was surprised.


Generally speaking, the students of the academy were all rank 1 cultivators.


It made sense for the inscriptions of that room to be tuned to block that level of power.


One of his sabers appeared in his hand and he slashed the air.



A wind slash ran across the room and smashed on the wall next to where the needle was, making the inscriptions flicker again.


Noah stood up and neared the area of the impact.


His attack left only a light mark on the wall but there was no damage at all.


However, the needle managed to create a small hole in it, which meant that its piercing ability had surpassed Noah's normal attack.


'To think that this small item could contain such power. It's not even at the peak of the first rank but it's able to pierce the defenses of the basement. The Elemental forging is amazing!'


Noah took out the item from the wall and inspected it carefully.


Small cracks had appeared on its body, it seemed like it could be used only another time.


'So, it's a two-use inscribed item, the material can't sustain the power injected in it. I don't know if it will be useful to me but its value should be higher than my previous creations.'


He still had about five unused beaks, if he didn't count the needle that he had just used, he could forge a set of seven needles to sell.


'Seven needles mean fourteen attacks with the power of the solid stage. I don't know if a cultivator with a weak dantian can use their full power but there shouldn't be much difference. Oh right, I should ask Ivor's opinion.'


He hastily went for the ground floor and asked Ivor to follow him in the basement.


He then showed the needle that he had tested.


Ivor became captivated by its sight and began to inspect it with interest.


"Can you use it?"


Ivor raised his head to make that request.


Noah nodded and took the item from his hands to throw it on the wall.


It happened the same thing as before, the needle lightly pierced the surface of the wall.


However, since it was its second usage, its cracks expanded, ultimately causing its breaking in many pieces.


Ivor didn't mind that and went to inspect the little hole that had been created.


"You made it reach the high tier! Good job!"


He was happy that his disciple had managed to create something worthy of being called an inscribed weapon.


Noah shrugged his shoulders.


He was proud of his creation but, since it didn't increase his battle prowess, he didn't care much about it.


It was just the result of his experiments after all, not something that had to be added to his arsenal.


"Do you understand that you are officially an inscription master now? You might be at the beginning but you have successfully completed your first stable inscription!"


"…"


Noah was silenced, he really didn't consider that detail.


"Since it didn't increase your power you didn't put much thought on it, am I right?"


Ivor rebuked him while shaking his head.


"Give it a name at least!"


Noah thought for a while before finding a simple name.


"Moon needle."
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                        Noah spent the following days forging the other Moon needles, exhausting his stash of Moon owl's beaks.


The seven inscribed weapons were then carefully laid in a casket and stored in his space-ring.


'I will sell these once I move to Elbas city, now I should focus on my dantian.'


He had some other random materials left but he felt that it was pointless to experiment more on things that he didn't need, he would rather wait to reach the Royal city and resume his forgings when he had access to better materials.


Also, his dantian was nearing its limit, once he became a rank 2 cultivator he would have access to a stronger Breath and rank 1 inscribed items would lose their appeal to him.


'Yet, no matter how much Breath I absorb, I'm still unable to reach the limits of the first rank.'


Even if he had focused more on the forging during the last period, the increased density of Breath of his new accommodation should have covered that diminished time spent in training.


However, he seemed to have miscalculated the time required for his advancement so he chose to momentarily focus on it.


Noah began to cultivate even during the day with his Dark vortex technique.


Many of his future plans required for him to have a rank 2 dantian so he decided to hasten its enlargement.


According to the teachings of the general cultivation course, the differences in power between stages in the first rank were only marginal while they would be more accentuated in the higher ranks.


"Vance, you are returning to the state when you had the Breath blessing in front of you."


June said with a smile as she peeked from the entrance of the basement.


Noah opened his eyes and released a soft sigh before laying on the floor.


"You are right, maybe what I need is just a bit of rest to stabilize my gains."



Too much training could be detrimental, rest was needed to maximize the growth.


'Maybe my dantian is too stressed and keeps on enlarging without noticing that it has reached its limits. Now that I think about it, there were cases of cultivators that trained so much that their bodies fell apart due to the pressure applied to them.'


June saw that he had stopped his meditation and happily went down the stairs to stare at the youth on the floor.


She then crouched next to him and pulled his arm.


"C'mon, come upstairs, I found where Ivor keeps his wine."


Since they began to spend more time together, Noah and June would appreciate being accompanied by Ivor's wine.


Yet, that didn't please the old cultivator and he began to hide it in random places in the house.


"Why does he even hide it, I pay for it after all."


Noah said, raising from the floor and letting June pull him upstairs.


As their relationship improved, June slowly lost all her mental barriers and began to treat Noah in a friendly manner.


Once she lowered her defenses, she became a simple young girl that didn't care about the behavior that a noble lady should have.


She was not even nineteen and she was already living together with two men after all, it was pointless to say the number of gossips that spread through the whole academy.


"Look, look! That geezer actually made a secret drawer in the wall."


She brought Noah to one of the rooms and strongly pushed on one spot on the wall.


The wood moved and a small hole was revealed behind it.


"I don't even know how he did that without us noticing!"


June exclaimed looking at the hole.


It was one of the accommodations of the academy, its sturdiness couldn't be underestimated.


'That scrounger must have used his knife! He really cares so much about his wine.'


In the cavity, there were about five jars carefully stored.


Noah took two of them and smiled toward June.


"Let's just laze around for today."


She giggled and moved to the first floor, followed by Noah.


"Your followers are becoming more daring! They actually waited for me outside of my Master's building when I went out today."


June complained as they arrived in one of the rooms.


She sat on one of the couches and took out two glasses from her storage device.


"Why are they even bothering me, this is becoming annoying."


Noah said while sighing, sitting next to her and pouring wine in the glasses.


They had become used to conversing like that, there was no awkwardness in their actions.


"The strongest student in the academy who has no ties to any noble family. Did you really think that you would be ignored just because you act grumpy? I bet that if they knew your element, they would go crazy."


"Those girls are already crazy enough due to your presence here. Sadly, they don't realize that you are just a battle maniac."


"Hmph! These words coming from someone addicted to cultivation have no value. For your information, I am rather popular among the male students, Master even said that there are girls interested in me…"


"I bet that if Professor Megan didn't say that to you, you would still be ignorant about it. Poor students, idolizing a wild beast."


"Oh, shut up. Look at you with all the mysterious halo. If I didn't know you, I would have thought that you were shy for real."


Noah snorted but a slight smile was present on his face as he sipped the wine.


June too seemed at ease and would lightly poke Noah every time he said something about her behavior.


That was their usual conversation, simply spending time together and joking with each other.


"You know."


June's smile vanished and was replaced with a bitter expression as she sat straight on the couch with both her hands on her glass.


"I know that you have your reasons for hiding your past but it can't be too beneficial to keep everything in your mind."


Noah's expression became complex as he reminisced his past.


"Are you saying that I can trust you?"


June nodded with her gaze fixed on her glass.


Noah sighed.


"I believe you will know it at some point anyway, I'm just trying to avoid loose ends."
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                        "You really like being mysterious."


June sighed, giving up on probing more about his past.


"When you find out about me, you can give me your opinion on what I should have done."


Noah said, receiving another poke from June.


They continued to talk and drink for the whole night, enjoying their peaceful time together.


As the first rays of the dawn entered the room, Noah interrupted his line of thought and focused back on his surroundings.


June had long fallen asleep on the couch, uncaringly stretching her legs over Noah's waist.


'Is this a habit of her? She sure doesn't care about appearances.'


Noah shook his head, carefully moving her legs away in order to stand up.


June didn't wake up, it seemed that the wine had relaxed her so much that she didn't even pay attention to the environment around her.


A bitter smile appeared on Noah's face as he stared at the girl quietly sleeping in front of him.


'If my situation was different, I wonder how our relationship would have evolved.'


He then turned, going back to the basement to rest.


He woke up in the middle of the night, it was the first time that he had taken a whole day of break from his training.


'Let's see if there are some changes.'


Noah sat in his usual cross-legged position and began to meditate in the Dark vortex technique.


Breath converged in his dantian through the vortex in his joint hands and black crystals slowly amassed in that organ.


However, after two hours spent cultivating, Noah felt that he could no longer absorb more Breath.


He opened his eyes and they shone with excitement.


'Finally, the limits of the first rank of the dantian.'


There was still one month before he became eighteen but he had finally reached the breakthrough point.


'If I compare myself to the other nobles of the academy, my growth isn't that amazing.'


It had taken him four years and five months to cultivate all the way from the beginning of the gaseous stage to the peak of the solid one, which was only slightly above the average time used by noble cultivators to achieve that feat.


However, since he had obtained his dantian at the age of thirteen and a half, he wasn't even eighteen and yet he was ready to become a rank 2 cultivator!


'To think that June actually helped. Well, it was almost time anyway.'


Noah checked his condition.


He was virtually at peak form, he had only been awake for two hours after all.


'No reasons to waste time then.'


An item appeared in his hand.


It was a small bottle with a silver liquid inside it, just by holding it Noah could feel the Breath in his dantian tremble.


'I can finally use the Silver reagent!'



The Silver reagent was an item obtained in Eccentric Thunder's separate dimension.


It was one of the most commonly used reagents for the breakthrough in the second rank of the dantian.


Noah breathed deeply for a couple of times before drinking in one sip all the contents of the bottle.


Immediately, the temperature on his low waist rose as the Breath in his dantian heated up.


The scorching sensation reached the walls of his dantian causing immense pain to envelop Noah's body.


Nevertheless, his focus never wavered.


Noah enveloped his dantian with his mental energy and checked for problems in the procedure.


Advancing from the first rank of the dantian to the second one wasn't strictly a difficult process but it was a rather dangerous one.


The reagent forced the Breath to expel its impurities, refining it in a stronger form of energy.


Yet, a simple dantian could not contain that much power, it had to be upgraded in order to allow higher types of energy to be stored inside it.


What was used to increase its strength were exactly the impurities expelled by the solid Breath.


They were still a form of energy after all, and they were even in their most simple form so they were easy to absorb.


However, if the cultivator didn't manage to block them and let them disperse in the world, there was the chance that his dantian could break due to the internal pressure of the stronger energy that it contained.


Noah's mental energy was strong and steady, it enveloped the dantian and didn't let any impurities reach the outside world.


They stood on the walls of the dantian, slowly nourishing its matter.


The organ then contracted, as its walls became sturdier and denser, it could not maintain the enlarged form that it had reached in the peak of the stage.


Noah controlled that no impurity left the area of the dantian through the whole process.


There were no problems and, after about four hours, his dantian had returned to the size of a quarter of a fingernail.


Inside, a minute strand of gaseous Breath shone with a dark light.


'That was easy, being a rank 2 mage has its advantages.'


The process was smooth since all the impurities were contained in the walls of the dantian and managed to nourish it.


The walls then seemed incredibly durable after the procedure was over.


Noah activated the Dark vortex technique.


A small part of his Breath was consumed and a vortex twice as wide as the previous times appeared and began to absorb the Breath in the environment.


The absorption speed was many times higher than when he was in the first rank, yet that didn't seem to matter for his dantian as it didn't enlarge at all!


Only when the first light of the day arrived, Noah noticed that some improvement was happening.


Noah stopped his meditation and exhaled loudly.


'About two hours of cultivation and my dantian almost didn't bulge, it will take a lot to reach the peak of the gaseous stage on this rank.'


He stood up and decided to test his new strength.


A saber appeared in his hands and he casually slashed the air.


A brilliant wind slash hit the wall of the basement, making the inscriptions flash to no end.


In the end, they seemed to give up on blocking the attack and turned off.


Noah inspected the area where his attack had crashed and noticed that a vertical cut had appeared on the wall.


It wasn't that deep, only about three centimeters, yet Noah was extremely satisfied with the results.


'Just a casual attack has actually done all this damage. I can make a thousand of these with the Breath that I have now! At last, I am a rank 2 cultivator.'
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                        Rank 3 body in the high tier.


Rank 2 sea of consciousness.


And, at last, rank 2 dantian in the gaseous stage.


All Noah's centers of power had greatly benefitted from his enrollment in the academy.


In the two years and a half in which he had been a student, he had grown in all the fields where he was lacking.


His knowledge about cultivation had vastly increased after receiving the instructions of his professors.


All his techniques and spells had been upgraded according to his element and battle style, he wasn't the kid that had to accept anything that had a better rank that his current methods anymore.


He had also found a way to become an inscription master, paving the way to his future improvements.


'I don't have enough money to buy techniques of higher ranks and I'm not even sure that they would sell them to me without roping me in some deal. I've exhausted everything that the academy could have given me.'


Realization dawned upon him, he knew that it was time to leave.


A token appeared in his hand.


It was green and it depicted the image of a lion-type magical beast with its head severed, it was the token of the Hunters' guild that Thaddeus had sent to him a while ago.


Then, he uncovered part of his chest area and looked at the orange rune that was slowly making its way toward his dantian.


'I need to stabilize my breakthrough before moving to the Royal city. Also, I need to take care of the matter about Eccentric Thunder…'


Noah cultivated for two more weeks in his accommodation.


His dantian only enlarged slightly, it seemed that it would take a long time before he could reach the liquid stage.


He had sent Ivor to prepare a carriage for their trip toward Elbas city, their coachman was already waiting in an area inside Arolyac forest.


"Go first, I have to take care of something."



Noah said to Ivor in a soft voice.


"I still don't understand all your hurry, what's better than a peaceful life accompanied by a beautiful girl?"


Ivor complained, shaking his head.


Noah moved his gaze on the stairs for the first floor and replied with a low voice.


"There is no peace for me."


He climbed the stairs slowly.


He had to admit that a part of him was reluctant to leave but his first focus had to always be his personal strength.


'The faculties here are no longer useful for my rank and I believe that the Royal city will offer me many different possibilities to increase my strength.'


He arrived in front of June's room.


She had piqued up the clues about Noah's departure and became colder toward him in the last period.


'She must feel as if what happened in her childhood is reoccurring.'


Noah had probably become the only person she trusted after her family turned on her and hearing of his departure raised again her mental barriers.


"June, I'm leaving."


June was sitting cross-legged on the floor and she opened her eyes hearing Noah speak.


She snorted and spoke in an irritated voice.


"Then leave, what are you doing here?"


Noah sighed.


'It seems like our relationship regressed to when I first met her.'


"I need to give you something first."


"I don't need it!"


'Why is this so hard…'


Noah sighed again.


"Will you abandon the thought of surpassing me?"


She finally turned her head.


"Why would I do that? You know my plan! I will use-"


"Your family and your relationship with the Royals to gather resources in order to improve your personal power. I know, I can ensure you that it won't be enough."


Noah finished her phrase.


June stood up and shouted angrily at him.


"How can you be so sure? Tell me the truth, why did you become interested in me all of sudden? What were your intentions?"


'She has a point, I indeed approached her out of necessity.'


He sighed for the third time before staring June in her eyes.


"One day, they will find me, I need to move in order to obtain as many benefits as I can before I'm forced to run away again."


June was silenced as soon as Noah began to reveal information about himself.


Noah continued.


"Look, I needed to be sure of your character and I have to admit that among all those that wanted to exploit me, your frankness is a breath of fresh air."


June opened her mouth to speak but Noah raised one hand to stop her.


"I can't have more enemies and I have to be careful of my every move. I lie a lot to cover my tracks and I don't care much about anything except for cultivating, yet you didn't mind it and have accepted me anyway. I thank you for that, I have to say that I honestly like your company."


That was the truth.


After losing his mother and abandoning William, the only people with whom he could stop pretending were Ivor and June. However, Ivor was mainly interested in keeping the Elemental forging method alive while June had no hidden meaning behind her actions.


June blushed lightly and lowered her head, Noah's words resembled a confession of some sort which made her embarrassed.


Noah though had other intentions and stretched his right arm toward her.


"I trust you. If you feel the same, take my hand. You will understand part of my actions like this."


June raised her head and stared at the hand pointed toward her.


She hesitated for a few seconds before resolving her will and stretching her hand to reach Noah's one.


As the two hands touched each other, Noah tightened his grip and spoke in a solemn voice.


"I declare you Eccentric Thunder's heir."


The conditions of his deal were met and the orange rune moved from his torso toward his fingers before entering June's body.


A torrent of information flowed into her sea of consciousness and she released the handshake as she kneeled on the floor to support herself.


"This, this…"


She was speechless as the specifics of the inheritance ground became clear in her mind.


Attached to them, there where the memories of Noah's trial from when he entered the second stage to when he exited after making the deal.


Eccentric Thunder had secretly passed them down to warn his future heir about Noah's personality, he didn't know that those memories had the opposite effect to June.


Noah's strenuous battle that ultimately led to a failure in obtaining the inheritance due to his aptitude only increased her admiration toward the mysterious man in front of her.


"One last thing. If you ever try to use that power to harm me, I will forsake all the good moments that we had together and kill you without hesitation."


Noah gave her one last warning before smiling lightly and leaving the room.


From that moment on, he was no longer a student of the academy!
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                        The capital of the Utra country was placed near the borders of the nation.


As the city that held the highest power in the country, it was the best line of defense in case of an attack from enemy nations.


The Royal dynasty wasn't the only noble family that occupied it, there were many small and medium-size families that were annexed in the borders of the capital.


A single family could not have the power to rule over a nation for two thousand years without accidents occurring, it needed to have a man-power that vastly surpassed the one of the other large-size noble families.


The Elbas family solved that issue by linking many smaller noble families to their rule, giving important positions to them and connecting their heirs with political marriages.


Like that, the number of their descendants was largely increased and they could rely on them to take care of important structures of the Royal city.


Thaddeus and Lisa were precisely two of those descendants with mixed blood.


One was taking care of the matters of the academy while the other was a captain of the Royal guards.


In that way, the power of the Elbas family was never divided between their subjects but only with families carrying their same name.


As for the succession to the throne, that was a complex matter.


The stronger cultivators in their ranks would often retire from the political struggles of the mortal world and focus on their training, leaving the command of the continent to their weaker descendants.


It was easy to imagine the many internal battles that happened in the Royal Mansion in order to obtain that position.


However, none of that was of any importance to Noah.


He was sitting in the carriage with Ivor, waiting to reach Elbas city.


The academy token was in his hands and he looked at it with indecision clearly present in his eyes.


'He will be in touch he said, the Royal inheritance seems to really bother him.'


As he was about to leave his token to the management building, Thaddeus had shown up and urged him to keep it.


"We have other ways to contact you but the academy token remains the best method. Keep it so that we will know when you are ready to work for us again."


That was what he had said.


'Does this token keep tracks of my movements?'


No matter how he inspected it, he couldn't find anything wrong with the item, so he decided to ask Ivor for advice.


"It might be possible to track you down through that token, it is linked to the network of the academy after all. Though, if you keep it inside your space-ring, it almost impossible for them to pinpoint your position. Space-rings are a sort of separate dimension themselves, creating an item that can ignore that hurdle would require much more than an inscription on this level."


Ivor judged, handing back the toke to Noah.


'I guess I should just keep it then.'


Their trip was peaceful and, in two days, they arrived at the gates of the Royal city.


"What's our move?"


Ivor asked, staring at the tall defensive wall that encircled the city.


"We first reach the Hunters' guild. After I know more about my duties, we will look for a place where to stay."


Noah said, looking in the distance to find where the wall ended.


Nevertheless, the walls were too big, being right under them made impossible for Noah to even see a part of it.


'I wonder if the King of the valley could take down this city.'



The strongest being that he had ever seen was his meter of comparison regarding sheer power.


He imagined the huge white snake crashing on the wall and destroying it but then he refused that vision.


'It's the Royal city that I'm considering here. Balvan mansion had an inscribed defensive wall, how could Elbas city not have it too?'


Ivor and Noah neared the gate and put themselves in line with the other people that wanted to enter the city.


The inspections of the soldiers went smoothly and, in a few minutes, they were inside the city.


Noah was exempted from paying for his identification token since the one from the Hunters' guild was considered as a formal invitation but he still had to give fifty Credits to the soldiers in order to allow Ivor's entry.


"How can you not have an identification token?"


The reason why Ivor didn't have it was simple.


"I lost it."


Noah cursed in his mind but still paid the required sum and two golden tokens were delivered to them.


They were quite simple in their design, with only the names "Vance" and "Ivor" on them.


Right after the gate, there were many structures used for renting carriages led by magical beasts with loud people publicizing them.


"East gate's fastest transports right here!"


"Our business has the lowest transportation cost in the whole city, come to us!"


"For a small sum, we offer the best services and comforts!"


There were more than five businesses dealing with transportations inside the city, from that, one could see how populated the capital was.


"East gate?"


Noah asked Ivor in confusion.


"There are three gates on the city walls: East, West, and South. The northern side faces the other countries so they didn't build a gate in order to maximize the defenses of the city."


Noah nodded in understanding.


He moved toward the man that publicized the low prices.


"How much to reach the Hunters' guild for two persons?"


The man happily turned toward Noah and joined his hands in a friendly gesture.


"A trip for two people would be two hundred Credits. We can ensure that you will reach your destination in less than one day!"


'The fuck? One hundred Credits for a one-day trip?'


Noah looked toward Ivor that sensed his amazement and nodded.


'So, these are really the normal prices here. The Royal city sure is expensive.'


"Fine, but I want you to point out where I can find a map of the city."
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                        A carriage led by a rank 1 Four-horned bull moved at a high speed through the streets of Elbas city.


Inside, Noah was attentively studying a map while Ivor was snoring loudly.


After quite some time, Noah raised his head from the drawing and put it back in his space-ring.


'Twenty Credits just for this simple map, to live in the Royal city you would require a profitable profession.'


If he didn't consider the Credits that he had obtained due to the two inheritance grounds, his gains would be limited to the two Credits at which he had sold the body of the Three-eyes bat in Toottac town.


'I wonder if I really can live here without spending all my resources. As for hunting down rank 4 magical beasts, I don't think I'm quite there yet.'


Based on his recent improvements, he was confident that if he met again the starved Cloud eagle, he could make it bleed.


'Killing it though is another matter, and I don't even know what would be the situation with a rank 4 beast at its peak form.'


Unless his power advanced, he had to limit himself to hunt packs of rank 3 beasts.


'I'm overthinking, I don't even know how things will work in the guild.'


He had learnt the importance that rest had in his growth so he had decided to not cultivate on his first day in the city.


Yet, he didn't imagine that reaching the guild would have taken so much.


'It has already been half a day, don't tell me that it will really take another half to arrive there!'


The Royal city was enormous, more than one hundred kilometers wide.


For a country filled with small villages and sparse mansions, a city that big was an unusual sight.


However, the capital wasn't only the place where the strongest cultivators of the country gathered, it was also the first line of defense if an enemy invasion was to happen.


Most of the business in the city covered battle related topics, from inscribed weapons and armors to training grounds for soldiers.


There were even research facilities that, coupled with the academy, represented the apex of what the Utra nation could offer in the cultivation field.


Also, many quarters belonged to the different families tied with the Royal dynasty and to their different occupations.


Thaddeus and Lisa's family mainly provided soldiers to the ranks of the capital, with Thaddeus being an exception since he was talented in inscriptions.


These were information commonly known by the people in the Royal city and were also the best that Noah could learn from his short interaction with the attendant in the building renting carriages.


'This carriage mustn't be a normal one. I almost feel no movements from inside it.'


Noah thought, placing his attention on the transport.


'Maybe it's an inscribed item with rank 1 low tier power, no wonder they just rent them.'


Noah was feeling nothing but amazement for every aspect regarding the Royal city.


From its width to the facilities present inside it, everything seemed to belong to an entirely different world!


'That's the result of gathering most of the wealth of a nation in one big area.'


Noah concluded before deciding to imitate Ivor in his sleep.


As Noah predicted, it had to pass eleven more hours before they arrived at their destination.


It wasn't due to the bull's speed though but rather to the many stops that it had to make along the way.


Yet, a few hours after midday, Noah and Ivor jumped off their carriage, successfully arrived at their destination.


"The Hunters' guild entrance is right after turning that corner, I hope that you would advise our services to your friends!"


The coachman said with a wide smile on his face before going away.


Noah found himself in an ample road with three-story buildings at its sides.


They had gaudy colors and some of them had big banners in front of their entrances.


'Three thousand Credits to rent for one month, are they crazy?'



Noah looked at the prices listed on the banners and his eyes widened in surprise.


"Is everything in this city so pricy?"


He asked Ivor.


"This is actually an average cost. The closer you get to the Royal Mansion, the more the prices will increase."


'Average he says.'


"Do you know the usual income of a hunter?"


Ivor shook his head.


"No idea but with your forgings, you should be able to make quite a wealthy life."


He still had the seven Moon needles to sell added to his one hundred thousand Credits that remained from the rewards of the Royal inheritance, money wasn't an immediate problem for him.


They began to walk toward the direction pointed by the coachman and Noah asked more questions.


"Why is the density of Breath still quite high? This should be a normal area."


"Since the capital is so pricy, it must have its benefits. There are Breath blessings in every quarter of the city and there are even special houses that have other features. As you near the central area of the city, the things that are offered surpass even my imagination."


'For the academy to create flying devices, there should be even stranger things produced.'


"What about guilds? What can you tell me about them?"


"They generally detain control over certain businesses. The Hunters' guild satisfies the need for magical beasts both alive and dead for example."


"How do you know about that?"


"I am an inscription master. The guild for that profession has a strict connection with the Hunters' one due to its need for materials. You should pass there at some point to be acknowledged as an apprentice in that field."


'So, I also need some kind of certification. It makes sense, no one would buy the products of a no one like me.'


They turned the corner and they found themselves in front of a big wooden door with a crest depicting a lion-type magical beast with its head severed.


Noah took out the token with that same design and the door opened by itself.


A wide room unfolded in front of his eyes, with many cultivators holding jugs full of wine.


The smell of booze filled the room and the atmosphere seemed lively and happy.


Yet, as they noticed the entrance door opening, all the cultivators turned and focused on the figure that was becoming visible.


Noah felt more than thirty wary gazes on him as he crossed the ingress.


'This really suits my tastes.'


He thought, suppressing a smile from appearing on his face.
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                        The life as a student of the academy was peaceful but also extremely plain.


Rules can help the weak but can also restrain the strong.


A life in a cage was something that Noah had tried to avoid in both his lives.


As the cultivators in the Hunters' guild looked at him, he knew that they weren't naïve brats.


'They surely had their share of battles.'


That was his first thought when they began to inspect him.


Noah didn't hesitate and walked steadily toward the end of the room, his eyes never lingered on any of the men staring him.


As he was halfway through the chamber though, a tall burly man stood up and blocked his way.


Noah stared at the man and he did the same, they were probing each other.


'He is stronger than me.'


Noah concluded in his mind but his eyes never moved from him, enduring the pressure that the man applied to his mental sphere.


'But he is only a rank 2 mage.'


Seeing that he could not make the youth lower his head, the man retracted his pressure and crossed his arms.


"Who are you and why are you here? This is not a playground."


He spoke in a deep voice.


Noah raised the token still in his hands.


"I'm Vance, from the academy. I believe that His Majesty Thaddeus Elbas had warned the guild of my arrival."


He explained calmly.


The man stared at the token for a moment before moving his gaze back on the young man.


"Just because a Royal gave you that token, it doesn't mean that you could join the guild for free."


"And how I do that?"



Some of the other cultivators on the tables nodded in approval, they liked Noah's direct attitude.


The man snorted before pointing toward Noah.


"You students of the academy are all spoiled nobles who know nothing about real-life struggles. We can't accept a useless kid as a hunter."


As soon as he said those words, Noah understood his intentions and acted.


His upper clothes tore and Echo threw itself toward the tall man.


Yet, he only waved his hand and destroyed the body of the bat!


Before Echo reformed though, Shadow appeared behind the man and pounced him.


The cultivator strongly raised his elbow that clashed with the panther and destroyed its body in one hit!


Noah didn't stay still and attacked without hesitation, his two blood companions gave him the time needed to wield his sabers.


Shadow steps activated and Noah passed the cultivator dealing two fast strikes on his torso.


CLANG!


As his two sabers hit the man's ribs, a metallic sound resounded in the room.


Noah was on guard on the opposite side of the room, looking at the back of the burly man.


'Rank 4 body!'


His attack didn't manage to pierce the natural defenses of the body of the cultivator.


'I wasn't being serious but I still charged using a rank 0 spell! So, a rank 4 body can be this strong.'


His eyes shined as he became excited thinking about his next advancements.


According to his calculations, it wouldn't take long for him to obtain a rank 4 body too.


The man slowly turned himself, staring at the two cuts on his clothes before looking toward Noah.


He was slightly surprised by the scene.


The young man stood calmly on guard with his sabers crossed in front of him.


A black bat and a black panther were on his sides with their empty eyes fixed on him.


Four additional arms were faintly materializing on the student's torso and an aura of coldness enveloped his figure.


He was ready to fight.


'He has seen that his attacks can't pierce my skin, yet he didn't give up. It seems that the academy produced a battle genius.'


The man thought.


"Kurt, stop messing with the kid, he is clearly up for the job."


A rough voice sounded from one of the tables at the end of the room.


"Vance, come here."


Noah turned toward the voice only to see an old man with his arm stretched waving at him.


Kurt shrugged his shoulders and returned to his seat, resuming his drinking and laughing with the others in his table.


Noah moved toward the old cultivator and made a slight bow as he reached him.


"Come, come. Have a drink with us while you tell me about yourself."


Noah sat in one of the free seats near him and calmly waited for the man to talk.


"You know, there aren't many nobles from the academy willing to join our guild. They prefer to become a Royal guard and lazy around all day instead of spending their lives in beasts' lairs."


He spoke while signaling to one of the servants waiting at the sides of the room to bring a jug for Noah.


"I'm no noble."


Noah said briefly.


The other cultivators on the table were a bit surprised by his affirmation but then they nodded in approval.


Even if their status was high outside Elbas city, in the capital they were simple hunters.


They were either talented soldiers from noble families residing in the city or of noble birth without any special connection to the Royal family.


In the capital, where a big part of the population was composed of nobles and wealthy cultivators, their status was only average.


Knowing that Noah's status was similar to theirs made their attitudes more friendly toward him.


He had been a student of the academy after all!


If he wanted, there would be many families willing to hire him as a guard or attempting to rope him in with political marriages.


The fact that he had entered the academy confirmed that his talent was extremely high, at the peak of his generation!


Getting their hands of someone with such potential was a wise investment for the future power of their family.


"And how did someone without a noble status enter the academy?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders.


"Luck."


The elder scoffed and shook his head.


"Not the talkative type, I see. Don't worry though, here in the Hunters' guild we all have our secrets. Oh right, I am Ron Slassiw, I manage the new arrivals."
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                        A jug full of wine was laid in front of Noah and he took a sip from it after doing a quick inspection with his mental energy.


It had become a habit by then to use his mental energy to look at everything before his eyes did.


The wine was strong and dry, far from the quality of Ivor's one.


"I need to teach you some procedures before you can start hunting, I'd say to start with the activities of our guild."


Noah raised his attention at Ron's words.


"We can hunt freely, there is a detailed map of the areas near the capital with the descriptions of the various faunas of each zone. Also, each magical beast had a different value, as it has each of their body parts. You can look at their values on the first floor of the guild, they generally vary due to their need in the Royal city."


Noah nodded internally.


'That's pretty standard, the value of something is given by its demand in the market.'


"We also sign the area where we are going to hunt so that other hunters can decide if the competition for a certain beast is too high and switch to another target, we always try to avoid internal fights and the rules are quite strict regarding the ownership of a certain beast's body."


Ron then pointed toward the table where Kurt was drinking.


"That guy, Kurt, has been a hunter for more than ten years. He usually hunts rank 4 beasts with the cultivators that are seating with him. We trust him a lot so don't be mad at his behavior from earlier, he just wanted to be sure that you were worthy of the guild."


'Hunts rank 4 beasts in a group? So not even he can kill one alone?'


Noah thought and could not help but ask more about that.


"Are rank 4 beasts that strong?"


Ron drank from his jug before answering.


"Well, yes. They are entirely in the heroic ranks while humans need all three centers of power in the fourth rank to be considered at that level. Kurt has a rank 4 body but his other two centers of power are still in the human ranks. He has managed to kill a few rank 4 beasts alone though, it's just way safer if it's done in a group."


'So, it's doable,'


Noah lowered his head on the wine to hide the excitement that he felt.


"You can join or form a group, or even go alone, it's up to you. All this can be done on the first floor."


"The deposit is on the second floor. You can sell or buy beasts' corpses and body parts there, you have discounts based on your hunts' quota. There isn't a maximum of the discounts that you can get but you must meet a minimum quota. It's about fifteen intact rank 3 beast's corpses per month, that number varies on the type of magical beast that you deliver. Don't worry though, you will be paid for those beasts, the guild just does that to force its hunters to work and don't take advantage of our favorable prices."


'That is pretty laxe. Fifteen rank 3 bodies are really easy to collect each month.'


"Can you deliver thirty of them at the same time and then be free for two months?"


He was worried that his forging sessions could be interrupted.


Ron laughed and nodded happily.


"Of course! Otherwise, everyone would just let their prey rot in their space-rings in order to deliver them in the next month. Trust me, there was that issue once the higher-ups tried the strict monthly method."


'No wonder, it takes a day just to get out of the city. By the time you reach the hunting area, kill the beasts, and come back here, at least half a month would have passed.'


Noah shook his head internally.


'I should just get the quota for a few months done in my first mission and then focus on forging.'


He didn't forget his purpose.


He needed to find a place suitable for cultivation and for his experiments.


Since he finally had a rank 2 dantian, he could begin the tests to forge a real weapon, useful for his current battle prowess.


"Oh, remember that you can also bring here alive beasts, we keep them in the underground rooms. Their value is way higher than the dead ones of course."


Noah's eyes lit up.


"Do those rooms have rank 4 beasts?"


Ron stood speechless for a moment before exploding in a sonorous laugh.


The cultivators sitting near him that overheard Noah's question did the same and laughed to no end.


'Did I say something wrong?'


Noah was confused by their reaction and waited for them to explain.


Ron forced himself to calm down and gulped a mouthful of wine before answering.


"Tell me, do you know of someone capable of dragging a rank 4 beast alive here? Do you also know of a cage capable of holding them? And, at last, if you really do know him, why would he lower himself on being a hunter?"


"…"


Noah realized how stupid his question was.


Capturing a rank 4 beast alive was extremely more difficult than killing one.


As for restraining it, that meant that its cage had to be an inscribed item with a rank surpassing the second one.


Why would a cultivator with such capabilities choose to be a hunter?


Someone with that strength could become the patriarch of a noble family or funding its own noble house, there was no reason to limit himself to work for a guild.


"I didn't think about it."


His excitement had clouded his mind.


If he could obtain the blood and the core of a rank 4 magical beast, he could attempt on creating a blood companion as his sea of consciousness became stronger.


His two blood companions had the strength of a peak rank 3 magical beast, they could be only used as shields against cultivators on Noah's level.



They were still useful in dealing with other magical beasts but Noah was starting to rely less on them.


'I guess that, in my Demonic form, they can cause some trouble to other cultivators. Yet, having a rank 4 beast as a blood companion would really boost my battle prowess once I reach the heroic ranks.'
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                        "That's about it. Go on the first floor, sign for a hunting area, and fill your monthly quota. The discounts on the second floor will be available to you after that."


Ron spoke, ending his explanation.


'I need to complete a mission first then.'



"What about accommodations? Does senior have any advice about the houses in the capital?"


Noah asked and Ron showed a bitter smile.


"The prices are high almost everywhere in the city. I advise you to learn the layout of the city so that you can avoid using the transports. Also, unless you are rich, you shouldn't rent places for a long time. Since we spend most of our time hunting, a fixed residence is only a monetary burden. Most nobles prefer to be enrolled in the Royal army so to obtain free lodgings, us hunters live by the day."


Noah lowered his head and fell deep in thought.


'Money is not an immediate problem but it will become one once I start experimenting with rank 4 materials. That scrounger is becoming a problem.'


He didn't mind not having a fixed residence but he had to take care of Ivor.


'I still need him to clear my doubts on some aspects of the forging. I can also use him to run errands for me or to sell my creations, his certification as an inscription master should suffice and I will also avoid the trouble of going through their examination. I don't think I can hide my aptitude from them.'


His choice of joining the Hunters' guild didn't solely come from his need for materials.


There, he could continue to hide while still increasing his power.


If he was to show his creations personally, it would be impossible to hide his element, after all, all his creations were made using his own Breath!


'I need more time and more money.'


"Thank you for your explanation, I will start to work immediately."


Noah said as he stood up and bowed.


There was no need for him to undergo examinations or enrollments as Thaddeus had taken care of them after Noah had chosen his position.


Noah went directly for the first floor and a spacious room unfolded itself as he climbed the stairs.


'This is quite messy.'


There were more than ten men and women, all looking at various boards on the walls.


At the center of the room, a big table was placed.


Over it, a detailed map depicted a large area near the Royal city.


Noah neared the table and inspected the map carefully.


'It reaches even the places on the other side of the border.'


The drawn area was huge, it covered at least five hundred thousand square kilometers of surface, it even reached hunting zones in nearby continents!


'It should work with mental energy, right?'


Noah found the picture of Arolyac forest on the map and used his mental energy to inspect it.


As soon as his mind focused in that area, a long list of names and information appeared in his sea of consciousness.


'Whoa, that basically covers every possible beast of the forest.'


The list contained the names of every type of magical beast that could be found in the forest.


There were also descriptions of the beasts, notes about their behavior, and the value of their body parts.


Noah randomly moved his attention toward another area of the map.


The list in his mind changed and a different fauna was shown to him.


'Amazing.'


Noah was honestly surprised.


Not only the map was an inscribed item capable of storing an incredible amount of information but he really admired how much work was put into it.


'To gather all this knowledge, one lifetime is not enough.'


There were hundreds of environments described with thousands of magical beasts listed, Noah knew that behind the creation of that map there was more than a century of researches.


He raised his gaze from the map and looked at the various boards on the walls.


There were the names of the various hunting zones with cultivators either inspecting them or leaving a sign through their token.


Noah randomly inspected one of the zones with many signs with his mental energy and its information appeared in his mental sphere.


'Drainston Crag, danger zone. High number of Toxic hyenas discovered recently. Hunters in the area: Orville, Lucian Aildwi, …'


'Ohh, even these boards are pretty detailed.'


Noah nodded in satisfaction seeing the organization of the guild, the disorder of the room didn't reflect at all the orderly arrangements of the various tools.


He then turned toward the end of the room.


The stairs for the second floor were there with the largest board of the room on their side.


That one was the only panel that no hunter was inspecting.


His curiosity was piqued and he neared it.


As his mental energy scanned it, the information was shown in his mental sphere.


'Special missions of the Royal family!'


There were several hunts ordered by the Royal dynasty with special rewards attached to them.


However, their difficulty was far higher than anything Noah had ever seen.


'Thirty rank 4 Mountain trolls have occupied Green Hill Mountain, rewards …'


'Hordes of Golden dragons flying in the skies over Crumbled Plains, ten rank 4 specimens confirmed, rewards…'


'Rank 5 Albino snake found in Twilboia Cliff, near the domain of the Shosti family. Rewards…'


Noah stopped reading at that phrase and remembered the huge beast that resembled a small mountain when it slept.


"I wouldn't even look at that board, most of the hunters that attempt in the missions of the Royals end up dead."


Ron appeared behind Noah.


"I forgot to warn you about that. There is the hidden rule of avoiding that board, I think that you can understand why is that."


Noah nodded and looked again at the areas written there.


"If even the Royal dynasty doesn't want to involve itself in these hunts, why would we even attempt in those?"


Ron nodded at his words and patted Noah's shoulder.


"Just stick to the other panels and to the areas at their bottom. The boards at the entrance of the floor have the names of the safer hunting zones on them while toward the end of the room there are only danger zones. This one with Royal missions is put here because of the incredible danger present in those areas."
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                        Noah came out of the Hunters' guild and found Ivor quietly waiting for him.


He didn't enter the second floor.


Since he still had to deliver his first monthly quote, he had no discounts on the materials so he decided to complete a hunt before entering there.


"So?"


Ivor asked seeing him come out.


"I've registered for a hunt, let's find an accommodation now."


He had signed for a danger zone mainly populated by Swamp lizards and, as their name suggested, their location was inside a wide swamp in Mellow forest.


It was about fifty kilometers away from the Royal city, not too far away, and there was only another hunter signed for that same area.


Rank 3 Swamp lizards' bodies were valued thirty-five Credits if they were intact, quite a good price for a rank 3 beast, yet most of the hunters were scared by the presence of rank 4 specimens in the swamp to go there.


If an area had rank 4 magical beasts in its environment, it would be branded as a danger zone so to warn those that wanted to cross it.


However, Noah wasn't scared of their presence.


'Even if I'm not able to kill them, that doesn't mean that I have to fear them!'


Those were his thoughts when he signed for the hunting area.


The reason was simple: none of the dangerous beasts in that environment could fly.


Also, his power had greatly increased since the last time he faced a rank 4 beast, if there was the chance, he would gladly test the limits of his new strength.


"Where to?"


"Somewhere near the West gate, the rents should be more affordable there."


Since the gates were the farthest places from the center of the capital, the concentration of Breath was on a normal level.


Nevertheless, Noah had to simply drop Ivor there while he did his mission, there was no reason to spend more for something that he didn't use.


They requested for a carriage in one of the gathering spots and traveled for one day to reach the West gate area.


The situation was the same as the other gate, with transport businesses crowding the main street.


They found a plain-looking building, renting rooms for five hundred Credits per month.


The room was simple, twenty square meters wide with only a bed in it but it was more than enough for Ivor.


"Here, I want you to sell these while I'm away."


Noah handed the casket containing the seven Moon needles together with two thousand Credits to Ivor.


"Why don't you simply take the test and become accepted as a beginner inscription master?"


Noah shook his head.


"My element must remain hidden, if you don't want me to disappear, take care of this."


Ivor saw the stern expression of his student and nodded, taking the casket and the Credits in his hands.


"Try to gain something from that, I don't want to come back and find out that you spent everything in wine."


He reminded him before stepping out of the room and exiting the city.


'Finally alone.'


As he exited through the West gate and the vast prairie appeared in his line of sight, he felt like an enormous burden had been lifted off his shoulders.


Most of the time, Ivor was a weight and, in the area of the academy, he always felt like he was under strict observation.


Now that he was off for a long mission, he felt like he regained some of the freedom that he had obtained when he escaped from Eccentric Thunder's dimension.


'She must have decided to go there by now, I don't believe she can resist the temptation of a complete inheritance with her character.'


He smiled a little thinking about Eccentric Thunder and June.


He knew that if it wasn't for that fortuitous encounter, most of his current achievements would have been impossible.


'I can't slack off either. I wonder if I'll meet Doris once I reach the swamp.'


Doris was the other hunter signed for Mellow forest.


'I hope she won't cause trouble for me. Well, I'm not in the academy anymore.'


As he thought of that, his eyes focused on a spot in the distance and his aura intensified, some of the magical beasts nearby cried due to the fear that Noah's coldness caused them.


Then he jumped ahead, shooting at high speed in the distance.


Fifty kilometers weren't a big distance for a cultivator with a rank 3 body but Noah still took eight days to cross them.


He followed the general directions of the map on the first floor and, in the end, he reached Mellow forest.


It could have taken less but he still decided to take many breaks to continue to train.


Even if the concentration of Breath was nowhere near the one of the academy, he still didn't want to completely stop his improvements.


Also, the training with the third Kesier rune didn't depend on the density of Breath, so the enlargement of his mental sphere continued at a normal pace.


'Now, the swamp should be in the northern area of the forest.'


Noah didn't waste time and wielded his sabers as he entered the wood.


The daylight illuminated the uncovered spots below the trees and the environment was wet, that area seemed subject to frequent rains.


A black figure jumped from branch to branch toward the more humid part of the forest.


Noah had resumed his habit to move using the branches of the trees and he used his mental energy to scan his surroundings.


From time to time, a sound inaudible by humans was released from his back, Echo scanned the area around him looking for magical beasts.



Yet, with the exception of a few rank 1 creatures, Noah didn't find anything valuable.


'So much for a danger zone, even a kid could survive here.'


He didn't meet any danger in his few hours of exploration and the swamp area was getting closer.


'Maybe the other beasts were eaten for the birth of rank 4 specimens.'


Noah ran for half a day before finding the first rank 3 creature.


It was a Poisonous toad, one meter tall and with yellow eyes.


However, it was deeply injured with cuts all over its body and missing a leg.


It was frantically trying to run away from the direction where Noah was going to but its pitiful state made its movements extremely slow and clumsy.


Noah jumped on it and directly severed its head before inspecting its body.
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                        The Poisonous toads generally lived in swamps like the Swamp lizards, it was reasonable to address its injuries to a conflict with the other species of magical beasts.


'These cuts are so small, they aren't caused by rank 4 creatures.'


The toad was only one meter tall while the Swamp lizard had an average height of two and a half meters for their rank 3 version.


'Was it overwhelmed by rank 2 lizards? If that's the case, how many specimens are ahead?'


Noah stared in the direction where the toad came from with a bit of uncertainty.


'For a pack to be this big, it usually means one thing: they are expanding!'


Magical beasts were a mutation of normal creatures due to the Breath in the environment.


As time passed, each type of magical beast became a different species, giving birth to many peculiar creatures.


At least, that was the most accepted theory about the birth of magical beasts.


The Breath could turn humans into cultivators and animals into magical beasts, such mystical energy was indeed amazing.


'With the exception of mating, new magical beasts can be generated through the influence of high-level beings on the environment. A rank 4 Swamp lizard could have turned an unimaginable number of normal lizards in magical specimens of its pack.'


Noah reviewed those pieces of information in his mind.


His knowledge in the field of magical beasts was vast, the academy had given him the best instruction in the entire country after all.


'How many creatures are there below rank 3? How many above it?'


He knew that killing a rank 3 creature using weaker beasts was a hard task which meant that the pack ahead had to contain at least a few thousand beasts.


Noah resolved himself and put the body of the toad in his space-ring before continuing in his march.


He had chosen that hunt because he was confident in his ability to escape if things became ugly, there was no reason to retreat before confirming the entity of the danger.


As he continued in his advance, more bodies of Poisonous toads appeared on the ground.


'These died because of their injuries. If they had remained in the range of the pack, they would have been eaten already.'


A large pack required a big quantity of food.


The best food for magical beasts was, of course, other magical beasts, there was no way that they would have let go of rank 3 specimens like that.


The quantity of Breath remaining in their bodies was too alluring for them!


Noah crossed another kilometer before reaching the borders of the swamp, there were no more corpses near it.


'This is wrong.'


According to the information about Mellow forest, the swamp area had to be at a few kilometers north from his position, yet it had appeared already.


'The environment is mutating due to their presence, there is more than a single rank 4 lizard.'


Noah concluded.


Magical beasts, like cultivators, emitted a strong aura and the higher their level was, the more they could influence their surroundings.


In Twilboia Cliff, that phenomenon hadn't happened because the rank 5 Albino snake spent most of its time sleeping and it prevented any rank 4 snake to live for long.


In Mellow forest instead, the swamp was advancing, which meant that there were strong beasts radiating their aura on the environment.


However, to Noah, that meant only one thing.


'More bodies to collect!'


As far as he was concerned, he would just fly away as soon as a dangerous situation presented itself.


Noah uncovered his torso and two pairs of wings came out of his back.


He shot in the air and flew over the muddy waters of the swamp.


Soon enough, he found the first lizards calmly swimming in the quagmire below him.


'Rank 1 and rank 2, they have no value to me.'


There were tens of lizards in his field of view, Noah thought for a bit before wielding one of his sabers.


He launched two fuming wind slashes toward the crowded areas which collided with the terrain and dispersed toxic smoke.


Two black clouds twenty meters wide were created in the swamp, devouring every living being that touched the smoke.


Since he became a rank 2 mage, his Demonic form increased in strength, just with a casual attack more than fifty magical beasts were killed.


As for his expenditure of mental energy, it was negligible.


'It's better if I avoid being ganged up by them, I don't think they can do much to me but it's better to be safe when dealing with rank 4 creatures.'


He wanted to avoid being encircled by hundreds of beasts, that's why he killed those weak creatures with no hesitation.


The lizards that survived his attack dispersed and retreated toward a deeper area of the swamp.


Noah continued to fly in that direction, launching attacks as soon as the number of beasts in one area increased.


His advance was slow but that allowed him to preserve most of his strength and be sure that there would be no attacks from his back.


He was basically securing an escape route.


'Finally.'


When he had flown for another kilometer, the first rank 3 lizards appeared.


They were lazily standing over ten or so rank 2 lizards and some of them emitted peculiar cries as they moved over them.


'They are indeed mating.'


Noah thought.


'If even their rank 3 versions are allowed to do that, that means that it's an order from their leaders. They are forcibly increasing the population of the pack to expand the swamp.'


The chain of command was quite strict in magical beasts' packs, for weaker beasts to have their chance to reproduce indicated that the stronger ones in that pack allowed it.


'Only three of them sadly. Better than nothing.'


Noah flew toward them, revealing his presence.



The beasts roared seeing an invader but they had no time to react as the more powerful in their group were stabbed by black claws that drained every drop of their blood.


Noah used the Blood drain spell to deal with the rank 3 beasts in order to preserve their bodies and then flew back into the air to clear the weaker specimens with fuming wind slashes.


In less than ten minutes, that area was emptied of Swamp lizards.
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                        Noah had flown for about half a day over the swamp.


He had met with five more groups of Swamp lizards containing rank 3 creatures and he had easily cleared them, storing the corpses of the rank 3 beasts in his space-ring.


'Twenty-five lizards and one Poisonous toad, I'm nearing the required quota for two months.'


He didn't pick up the other bodies of the Poisonous toads because their value was lower than the Swamp lizard ones, the space of his storage devices was limited after all.


He could already go back to Elbas city and obtain the discounts on the materials but, since he was already in a hunting area, he decided to gather more bodies so to not be forced to hunt frequently.


His experiments with the Elemental forging method required a long time so he would rather focus completely on them instead of being interrupted due to his duties as a hunter.


'I should rest now, I'm starting to feel some fatigue.'


He had used Echo's wings, the Shadow steps spell, the Blood drain spell, and the partial Demonic form for the whole time.


Even if he still had a lot of mental energy remaining, he chose to take a break in order to return to his peak form.


The swamp occupied a vast area and there were many small pieces of terrain not covered by the muddy waters.


Noah randomly chose one of those spots and landed on the branch of a tree.


'The situation doesn't seem too out of control. Just with the damage that I've caused today, the advancement of the swamp should have been greatly slowed.'


Noah thought as he ate some of his stash of food.


'I should buy another space-ring, eighty cubic meters are too few for my current needs.'


Noah trained shortly his centers of power before going to sleep.


He woke up as the first light of the day shined over the environment.


Yet, gray clouds immediately covered the sky, it seemed like it was going to rain soon.


'The rain should force more lizards out, today I should be able to find enough of them to return to the city.'


Noah flew again in the air and resumed his search for magical beasts.


It began to rain soon and the number of groups containing rank 3 beasts increased.


Noah vanquished each one of those groups with no hesitation, the number of corpses in his space-ring rapidly increased to thirty-three.


'I'm almost reaching the maximum capacity of what I can carry. I don't think that I can fit much more of them.'


However, at that point, Noah met the first hindrance in his hunt.


It was a green lizard, three and a half meters tall, with a scaled body and a long tail.


Its head was triangular and its four legs were thick and brawny, it seemed a small boulder placed in the middle of the swamp.


'Here is the rank 4.'


The giant lizard had its black forked tongue immersed in the water of the swamp and its dark eyes moved continuously, inspecting everything in the area around it.


'Is it looking for me?'


Noah had unleashed quite a slaughter in the previous day, uncaringly killing a few hundred lizards in the perimetric parts of the swamp.


Those magical beasts used their tongues as an investigative method, capable of extending the surface perceived if they used the water as a channel.


'They must have sensed their numbers decreasing and they sent out this creature to explore, they are quite wary of external dangers.'


He knew that his actions couldn't go unnoticed, the whole swamp could be considered the lair of those beasts after all.


'Should I stop?'


Noah thought.


The lizard hadn't found him and, if he remained outside the water, it would be difficult to be discovered.


'I will just go around it.'


Noah changed the direction he was flying to and went looking for other rank 3 beasts, instead of moving toward the center of the swamp, he was exploring its external area.


He found more rank 3 beasts and the number of corpses stored became forty.


Nevertheless, he was forced to stop his hunt due to an unexpected encounter.


On one of the trees in an area not covered by water, a middle-aged woman stood staring in the distance.


Following her line of sight, Noah saw two rank 4 Swamp lizards in the distance.


'That makes three already.'


Noah thought, moving his gaze back on the woman.


The woman sensed something and turned in his way, she and Noah stared at each other for a while.


Noah then took out the token from the Hunters' guild, making her relaxe.


She showed a token identical to Noah's one and pointed toward another area away from the rank 4 beasts.


'Does she want to talk?'


Noah nodded and flew where she indicated.


The hunter followed him closely, making big leaps to jump on the sparse trees present in the swamp.


'She doesn't seem to be using spells but that doesn't seem like a rank 4 body.'


Noah analyzed her strength as he flew, he wouldn't trust somebody just because they belonged to the same organization.


"Doris, right?"


He asked to the nearing figure as he landed on the muddy ground.


The woman jumped off a tree and landed right in front of him.


"Yes, you must be new."


She spoke in a friendly manner to Noah.


"Vance."


Noah said, moving his gaze on the big creatures in the distance.


"How many rank 4 lizards did you meet?"



He asked in a plain voice.


"These are the first that I've met in a week that I explore the swamp."


"I've met another one, there has to be more of them."


Doris nodded.


"They were in the center of the pack till now, something must have happened in order to have rank 4 beasts patrolling. Wait, was that your fault?"


She realized that the only thing that changed since she had been there was Noah's presence so there had to be a connection between his arrival and the new behavior of the beasts.


Noah shrugged his shoulders before answering in a plain voice.


"If by fault you mean hunting them, then yes. I thought that the whole point of being a hunter was about collecting beasts' corpses."
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                        "We are not supposed to spoil other hunters' work! You just disrupted my pace of killing!"


Doris angrily shouted at Noah.


Water continued to pour from the sky, Noah watched coldly as the middle-aged woman rebuked him.


"So what?"


Noah answered, he wouldn't really care if his actions endangered other people.


From his point of view, if you weren't strong enough to face situations with rank 4 beasts than you shouldn't have come there in the first place.


"You have to compensate me for my losses! I'd say that one monthly quota is enough to pacify the situation."


She smiled saying those words.


'Does she want me to pay her? I thought that only nobles could be so naïve.'


His appearance was one of a young man but he clearly exuded the aura of a strong cultivator, asking for compensation in that way suggested that he was clearly being underestimated.


"Have fun with your remaining time here, I'm going in that direction."


Noah didn't deign her of an answer and unfolded his wings again to continue in his hunt.


"Wait, the rules describe this situation perfectly! If a hunter is to spoil the hunting zone of other cultivators of the guild, he has to recompense them with his own wealth!"


Noah stopped, he didn't really read the rules of the guild, he didn't believe that they were so strict so he didn't bother inspecting them.


After a few seconds deep in thought, he raised his head to face the woman.


"I don't care."


The rain poured nonstop and created large puddles on the terrain where they were standing.


One of those puddles linked itself to the water of the swamp and Doris stepped her foot in it to chase behind Noah that had turned to leave again.


"You newbie! You must follow the rules otherwise-"


CREEEEEEEE!


A loud cry interrupted her words and they both turned where the sound came from.


The two rank 4 Swamp lizards in the distance were viciously staring at them with their tongues still immersed in the swamp.


'Fuck!'


Noah knew that they had been discovered and shot in the air in order to leave the area.


"Hey, wait for me!"


Doris chose to retreat too and followed Noah in his escape.


She stopped using the branches of the trees to move and directly ran through the water, uncaring of the muddy terrain.


Mud could not hinder a rank 3 body.


CREEEEEEEEEEEE!


Another cry resounded from their side, the other rank 4 lizard that Noah had passed previously was attracted by the earlier roar and hastily ran for their position.


Swamp lizards weren't extremely fast in their movements but they could swim skillfully if the situation needed it.


The other two lizards chased them, immersing half of their bodies in the swamp to pick up speed, they were clearly faster than the two hunters.


However, Noah was at ease.



He was in the sky flying freely, those magical beasts had no long-distance attacks so he could run away whenever he wanted.


Doris, on the other hand, began to panic.


She had approached the pack of beasts carefully, being extra cautious not to be discovered.


Since she had no way to escape the stronger creatures, she had to take things slowly or it would have meant her demise.


That was one of the reasons why she was so angry at Noah's behavior, she had planned things meticulously only to be ruined by his appearance.


"Wait, help me!"


She yelled at the youth over her.


Yet, no response came from Noah as he continued to fly, distancing himself from her.


Doris knew that she was being abandoned.


Her eyes became resolute and she gathered strength in her lower body.


She then jumped, leaving a long trail of mud and murky water in the air as she rose to a height of ten meters with her action.


One of her arms stretched and reached for the right foot of the hunter that spoiled her preparations.


'The fuck?'


Noah turned to see Doris hanging from his leg with a smug smile on her face.


He couldn't fly carrying another person with him and his altitude diminished rapidly as both of them began to fall in the swamp.


Noah's expression became dark and two sabers appeared in his hands.


"Wait, we can escape togeth-"


Doris felt the incoming danger and tried to pacify the situation.


However, Noah had already decided.


The first form of the Ashura was executed, coupled with his partial Demonic form that covered with toxic smoke all his material and ethereal attacks.


Twelve fuming sabers clashed on her, leaving deep marks on her body and consuming her flesh.


Her arms were severed, her waist pierced, her throat cut, she stared with wide eyes as the distance with Noah increased due to her fall in the swamp.


Noah hastily grabbed the two arms that were about to fall and stood in the air, coldly watching the scene progress.


Doris fell on the water and the rank 4 lizards immediately reached for her body, biting and eating every piece of flesh that they managed to tear.


Of Doris' figure, only a red spot remained that was quickly carried away by the waters of the swamp.


She was dead!


The lizards then raised their heads to look at the human in the air.


Noah felt three pairs of eyes applying pressure on his mental sphere but incapable of doing any damage to it.


'Not yet.'


Noah thought, replying to the stare of the beasts with one of his own.


'I still can't face you.'


Rank 4 creatures generally had a higher intelligence compared to their weaker versions.


Once they saw that Noah could fly, they decided not to waste time in his pursuit and simply looked at him.


Noah felt that they were threatening him not to come again in their lair.


He continued to stare at the creatures for quite some time, enjoying the sensation of looking down on stronger beings.


'Is this what Thomas felt when he exchanged gazes with that dragon?'.


He shook his head and put that thought in the back of his mind as he turned to exit the swamp.


Two arms were in his hands, unceasingly dripping blood in the waters below.
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                        Noah flew for half a day before reaching the end of the swamp.


He was back outside the lair of the magical beasts, on one of the trees of Mellow forest.


Rain continued to pour from the sky, it didn't seem like it was going to end soon.


Yet, Noah didn't care about it and simply inspected the two severed arms in front of him.


There was a space-ring on each of them and he took them both before enveloping Doris' remains with black smoke.


Of the hunter, only her storage devices remained.


'She had a slow pace of killing but she had stayed for one week inside the swamp, her gains couldn't have been small.'


Noah didn't want to go back in the lizards' lair but he didn't even want to go back to the Royal city with only forty beasts' corpses.


The rank 4 beasts were alerted by then which meant that he couldn't hunt as freely as before.


Yet, two months spent on forging were way too short for what he was planning to do, he needed more corpses to fill more quotas.


Noah inspected the first space-ring, using his mental energy to wipe Doris' remaining one.


The process was smooth, there were no added protections to the device and, since the previous owner was dead, Doris' imprint was faint and frail.


'That's not bad, she was actually quite prepared.'


The space-ring was fifty cubic meters wide, it was at the same level as Noah's largest one.


Inside, there were many situational potions and pills, they covered most of the possible dangerous situations in which a hunter could end up.


'Oh, this one can be used against poison, this one is very useful for burns, this can even immediately stop the bleeding. Good, good, Doris was indeed a prepared hunter.'


Noah wasn't an expert regarding potions and similar but he had received a general education about them.


The academy couldn't neglect the teaching of such important resources only because a student wasn't talented in alchemy.


Together with those items and ten thousand Credits, there were also items useful for her cultivation.


Noah found another Earth pill and something that made his eyes widen in surprise.


'Beast's quintessence! Doris probably wanted to reach the peak of the third rank of the body with this!'


The Beast's quintessence was the more powerful version of the Beast's essence, a liquid drug that he had obtained a long time ago.


'It makes sense, since this also derives from magical beasts, she must have bought it for a discounted price. Yet, its value is not low, she has probably saved for quite some time in order to buy it.'


Doris had a rank 3 body, like Noah.


However, her situation didn't seem that good.


She was still in that rank after having lived for at least fifty years, her growth was far below the average of other cultivators, especially considering the rich environment of the Royal city.


It couldn't be helped though, spells and techniques were controlled by the noble families, you could only obtain them by paying an overpriced sum or by submitting to the families.


The academy was an exception since it sold those precious resources at a low price, allowing its students to improve steadily.


It was no wonder that it was considered the best place where to train even for those with a noble status, the accessibility to cultivation methods had an enormous value.


Yet, she was in the hunter guild, slowly accumulating the sum needed to improve her centers of power.


As for enrolling in the guards of some noble family, there were hundreds of cultivators on her level in the capital, the competition was harsh.


'Pity she didn't keep her techniques, she must have sold them as soon as she learned them.'


There were no cultivation methods or spells in her space-ring.


It was understandable though.


Diagrams and similar were almost unique in their kind, copying them was hard and required the help of an expert.


Most cultivators would just buy them to learn the described skill and then sell them at a lower price.


Only people that had no immediate need for money would keep them as an insurance for unexpected situations, or to simply hide their powers.


Noah, for example, would never sell the Warp spell, he would rather avoid for another cultivator of the darkness element to appear in the future and be able to use it.



'And I have another weapon that I can't immediately sell, wonderful.'


Doris' knife was in the space-ring.


It was and inscribed weapon so its value wasn't low, yet, Noah could not sell it or it would expose the fact that he had killed her.


'The other one should be the one containing the magical beasts' corpses.'


Noah moved his focus on the other ring.


As he had expected, the device contained twenty or so rank 3 lizards' bodies and was fifty cubic meters wide too.


'With these, I will fill my quota for four months but I can't keep the bodies in this state.'


The lizards had clear knife cuts on their flesh, an expert would recognize the difference between the two hunting methods.


Noah spent an entire day altering the signs left by Doris.


He first used the Blood drain spell to remove the remaining blood for their corpses and then he made additional cuts on their skin, sometimes directly severing the limbs when the trace of the knife was too evident.


Their value lowered like that, yet, when he had finished with each corpse, there was no evident difference between Noah's hunting method and Doris' one.


'This should be enough, now how should I sort things out?'


He liked to keep his space-rings orderly arranged in order to be more reactive in dangerous situations.


In the end, he decided to keep all his personal stuff in one of his new storage devices, putting all his potions, techniques, spells, inscribed weapons, and cultivation resources in it.


Since those items didn't occupy much space in the first place, there were still many cubic meters left for future usage.


The other three rings were assigned for the momentary items like the corpses of magical beasts.


When he finished his ordering, he had two rings on each hand, with a total space of one hundred and eighty cubic meters!
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                        'I guess my first hunt is over.'


Noah thought that and a bottle containing a dark red liquid appeared in his hands.


It was the Beast's quintessence and its usage was similar to the Beast's essence that he had used in the past.


'I'm not in a hurry to go back, I should just use this and improve while no one is around me.'


Noah was still shirtless so he only needed to apply the quintessence.


He carefully opened the small bottle and smeared its contents on the spots where his seven acupoints were.


The liquid was dense and had a bad odor but its effects were immediate.


The acupoints reacted on their own and began to absorb Breath at a fast pace.


Noah immediately put away the bottle and focused on the Yin body, he couldn't randomly absorb Breath, he had to redirect it through the proper channels in order to obtain improvements rather than harm.



Seven vortexes were created on his back, their rotation speed was incredible, they absorbed Breath at a fast pace.


The Beast's quintessence was a potion that momentarily allowed a cultivator to imitate the magical beasts' ability to absorb Breath, increasing the quantity of nourishment that their bodies received for a short amount of time.


The Breath entered his body and accumulated on his back, it was cold like he was used to, he knew that the medicine was working correctly.


He then directed it to his dantian in order to refine it before it could nourish his bones.


Since the Breath absorbed that way was in such a higher quantity compared to its normal one, Noah could not cultivate in the Dark vortex technique at the same time or the stress on his dantian would be too much to withstand.


Noah continued to cultivate like that for one week before emptying the bottle of quintessence.


"Fuuu."


He exhaled loudly as soon as the effects of the potion expired and he interrupted his cultivation.


His skin had become even paler and his cold aura intensified.


However, he felt that his strength had increased again.


'I'm still a bit away from the peak of the third rank but I've indeed made some progress.'


Noah concluded after inspecting his body.


He wasn't really sure of how much it would take for his dantian to reach the peak of the gaseous stage and his mental sphere was very far away from the third rank but he was sure that his body was nearing the breakthrough.


'Two years at most and I will face the Pain Tribulation.'


Since in the next rank his body would enter the Heroic ranks, he would face the first tribulation.


'I should go back now.'


It took Noah two days to reach the West gate of the capital.


He had learnt the route by then, which shortened the time needed to return to the Royal city.


When he returned to the room he had rented, he found Ivor sleeping in one corner surrounded by empty jars.


"So, how was your stay?"


Ivor opened his eyes after hearing Noah's words and, as always, it took a while for him to gain clarity.


He didn't answer and simply handed Noah three thousand Credits.


Noah was surprised, he had left him only two thousand Credits and the Moon needles.


"What was the value of my creations?"


Ivor snorted softly and cleaned his nose with his sleeve.


"Those old geezers, they wanted to lower the price because they believed that the items were stolen. Yet, they shut up once they saw the element that the needles had."


Noah waited for him to continue.


"One thousand and five hundred Credits. Sadly, they were two-use weapons or their value would have skyrocketed. You should be proud of yourself, not many inscribed items can silence those arrogant inscription masters. You might climb to a higher social status if you invest more time in the forging."


Noah ignored his words and took out his sabers to inspect them carefully.


He still didn't repair them after his last usage of the Demonic form and their shapes showed some slight cracks.


'My power has increased too much, my current weapons can barely withstand it.'


Every time he used the partial Demonic form, his sabers would undergo a corrosion.


The toxic smoke was too powerful and wild, it was impossible to completely control it even for its user.


'Luckily, the creator of the spell managed to consider my clothes as a part of my body or I would end up naked every time I use it. Sadly, that's the best he could do, this feature can't be exploited in any way.'


Noah injected his Breath in the sabers and the inscriptions lit up, fixing the broken spots and sharpening the blades again.


"Those are nice weapons, they might be worth a few thousand Credits."


Ivor judged, looking at the silver blades.


"Did they ask about me?"


Noah could not sell his sabers since they were his only weapons so he changed the topic of their conversation.


"Yes, but I've only given vague answers. It won't be much before they find who you are though, your element is too rare to go unnoticed."


Noah nodded, he expected that much too.


After his sabers were fixed, he put them back in his space-ring and stood up, signaling Ivor to follow him.


"Let's go back to the guild and find a new habitation."


"What? But we still have more than half a month of paid rent left!"


Ivor complained but Noah just shook his head.


"You said that yourself, I won't be anonymous much longer. I need to start forging and I'm afraid that this whole building might explode due to my failures in my new creation."


Ivor's eyes widened and a big smile appeared on his face.


"Will you stop testing and attempt in something serious?"


Noah nodded and smiled too, he had to admit that he was quite excited by his idea.


"I can now have discounts on rank 4 materials, there is no reason to wait further."


As he said that, he exited the room, followed by an excited scrounger.
						




                    


                
				
                    185. Focus

					
					

                    
                        Noah was in a wide room, staring at a few items in front of him.


He was deep in thought, sorting the events of the last day.


'Selling the magical beasts' corpses earned me a bit more than two thousand Credits, their value was a bit higher than the Moon needles.'


As soon as he had left his previous accommodation with Ivor, he had directly taken a carriage for the Hunters' guild in order to sell the bodies in his space-ring.


He had sixty rank 3 magical beasts, that amount filled four monthly quotas and awarded him with a ten percent discount on the items deriving from magical beasts.


No one asked him anything about Doris, hunters would ofter disappear for a long time after all.


The items in front of him were exactly what he had bought on the second floor of the guild, yet, with just that discount, their prices were still high.


'Bones of a rank 4 Undead chameleon and two Beast's quintessence for a total of twenty thousand Credits. If I'm not able to join hunts for rank 4 creatures, I will go broke soon.'


There were about twenty gray bones eighty centimeters long and two bottles with a dark red liquid in front of him.


The Undead chameleon was a magical beast of the darkness element with peculiar qualities.


It could enter a state of apparent death when the environment lacked enough nourishment, only to revive as soon as a prey arrived or the density of Breath increased.


Its skeleton and internal organs were highly suitable for stressful procedures due to that quality and were easy to manipulate, which made them the perfect material for Noah's current level.


They were body parts of a rank 4 creature after all, weaker cultivators couldn't process them so easily.


Just the price for those bones amounted to ten thousand Credits which meant that the value of a complete rank 4 beast would be much higher!


As for the two bottles, their price was about five thousand Credits each, Noah had decided to buy them after testing the effects of the quintessence in Mellow forest.


'This place is expensive too. Well, the density of Breath is high at least.'


The chamber where he was at that moment was one of the two rooms of his new habitation.


It was near the Hunters' guild and featured an area reinforced with inscriptions that met Noah's needs.


The concentration of Breath was also higher compared to the one on the streets of the capital.


However, the price was four thousand Credits per month.


'Sixteen thousand Credits for four months of rent, added to twenty thousand for these items and deducting my gains, I have more than seventy thousand Credits left.'


They were still a lot of money but Noah was worried anyway.


Twenty bones were enough only for twenty experiments after all, Noah wasn't so delusional to think that he could succeed just with that.


'I'll think about it later, now I should focus, it's finally time to become serious.'


He closed his eyes and a small strand of the gaseous Breath in his dantian rose from his waist and moved toward his head.


Noah's ethereal figure appeared on the walls of his mental sphere and hastily took the strand of Breath, using its body to connect the outside world with the interiors of Noah's sea of consciousness.


As soon as the Breath entered the sphere, it began to quiver madly, threatening to detonate right at the bottom of the sea of mental energy.


Nevertheless, Noah expected that much and acted promptly.


Mental energy was continuously expended as Noah forced away the will of Heaven and Earth from that minute amount of Breath.


The process took one hour and exhausted almost all of Noah's mental energy but, in the end, the Breath was rendered harmless.


'This will take a while.'


Noah thought as he laid on the floor to sleep.


The Breath in his dantian was in the second rank, the difficulty in refining it had increased by a lot.


Noah could only absorb a small piece of it before he was forced to rest.


Yet, just that quantity wasn't his limit.


His sea of consciousness had improved at a faster pace than his dantian and was also the first to break through between the two, it could withstand the gaseous Breath of a rank 2 cultivator.


Noah rested and repeated that procedure as soon as he woke up before being forced to rest again.


When the third absorption ended, Noah felt that his headache had reached the point where it could hinder Noah's concentration during the forging, so he decided to stop accumulating Breath.


After another day of rest, it was time to inject his will.


The black gas in his sea of consciousness was immersed in the sea and Noah stood for three days imagining a saber cleaving the sky in two.


He had become better at imbuing his will on the Breath, when the process was over, a small black blade stood in his mental sphere emitting a strong sharpness.


'It's time.'


He waited for his form to return to its peak and laid the bone of the Undead chameleon in front of him.


'This will be the body of my creation. It will give it a sturdy composition and it will easily allow for the main material to fuse with it.'


The bone of the magical beast was not the main ingredient in Noah's design.



There was one material that he knew was far stronger and destructive than anything he had seen in his life.


A substance that made possible his escape from the Balvan family.


Mental energy was expended, as well as the Breath that he had just refined.


On his two Kesier runes, the black roots lit up and black smoke was emitted in Noah's hand.


Noah focused like never before, trying to control the smoke of the Demonic form spell to stay still in his palm.


He knew that the toxic gas was wild, almost impossible to restrain.


However, if he used his own personal Breath to produce it and then use the reinforced connection to manipulate it, will that be enough to make it his main material?


Noah's eyes shone as his concentration reached its peak.


The smoke on his palm stopped its expansion and gathered in the form of a small black sphere.
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                        Noah stared at the ball of smoke in his palm with an excited expression.


'It's doable! I can use my Demonic form as a material!'


He wasn't sure that he could use the toxic smoke as part of the forging process until he managed to restrain it.


'The easy part is done, now I need to fuse the smoke with the bone of the chameleon and shape it.'


Noah took the grey bone with his free hand and created an incubating membrane around the two materials.



He focused, manipulating the black gas to enter the beast's body part.


Since he had used his refined Breath to activate the partial Demonic form, the toxic gas could be used as if it was the Breath itself in the Elemental forging method.


Of course, the difficulty in shaping the item would increase vastly that way.


That method was described in Ivor's "Sword Creation method", it consisted of defining one material as the core and using it to shape the other items.


The notes about the Elemental forging also explained how that was the most effective way to forge when using more than one material, shaping two different ingredients at the same time would increase the difficulty of the inscription by many times.


The smoke covered the bone and tried to enter it in order to fuse with its substance.


However, it was a piece of a rank 4 magical beast, it was hard to shape and resisted the modifications that Noah wanted to apply.


Noah stood still for a long time, his gaze never moved from the black membrane that encircled his hands.


Two hours had to pass for the bone to lose its defenses and allow the smoke inside its matter.


The two ingredients began to combine and faint pressure was emitted as the item condensed according to Noah's will.


'I knew it, the Undead chameleon is the perfect material to use for the first prototype.'


The bone morphed almost without resistance once it allowed the fusion with the toxic smoke, it didn't reject the new substance at all!


Of course, what Noah was doing at that moment was just the initial phase of the experimentation for his masterpiece.


Just two materials weren't enough to create something durable and powerful, there had to be a more intricate mixture in order for the inscribed item to reach a pleasing level in both those qualities.


That difficulty was ignored by the other inscription methods as they only had to perform an inscription on an item to apply a powerful effect.


Yet, the Elemental forging method was renowned for the power held by its creations, the higher difficulty in creating a good product was balanced by the strength of every finished item.


Just by looking at Noah's Moon needles, one could understand the advantages of such a method.


They had the power of the solid stage of a rank 1 cultivator and that with only a rank 3 material!


They were indeed strong but lacked durability, something that items created with other inscription methods had by default as no one would choose to inscribe an item of poor quality.


However, a problem appeared during the fusion of the two materials.


There wasn't any mistake on Noah's side, he had maintained a perfect control over the process for the whole time.


The issue was about the nature of the toxic smoke.


As it originated from a spell that emphasized destruction, it was intrinsic in its nature to destroy everything that was not his user.


The smoke began to corrode the bone.


If even Noah's saber couldn't avoid being corroded, it was no wonder that the same happened with other materials.


Noah tried his best to prevent the corrosion from happening but all he could do was staring helplessly as the black gas reduced the bone to nothingness.


The bone was devoured and the incubating membrane dispersed, the toxic smoke spread in the room before being blocked by the flickering inscriptions on the walls.


'It was a rank 4 material, coming from one of the most adaptive magical beasts in this world and with a matching element. Not even this could contain my spell.'


He sighed, laying on the floor under him.


'Well, at least I know that my Demonic form can injure dead rank 4 beasts. When I obtain a rank 4 body, I should be able to deal with that starved Cloud eagle. As for the forging…'


He sighed again.


It's not that he didn't foresee that circumstance, he knew the proprieties of his spell better than anyone else.


He had already found another way to use the smoke as a material without letting it consume the other ingredients.


Noah stood up and two items appeared in front of him.


One of them was his saber that he wielded with his left hand.


The other one was a bucket, like the ones he used to collect the blood of the magical beasts when he had to prepare for the Body-inscription spell.


'If the Demonic form hurts everything except me, then I have to use me as a material.'


The saber slashed his right wrist and Noah stretched his arm to make the blood drip in the bucket.


His eyes were cold as he looked at his own blood coming out of his wrist, he was quite used to that scene by then.


'First the Horned snake, second the Three-eyed bat, and the Night panther as the third one. Who would have thought that I would be the fourth.'


He laughed internally at that thought, he realized that he wasn't treating his body any differently from a beast's corpse.


'If this gets me what I need, I don't mind throwing away hundreds of liters of my blood.'


His body was alive though and had also excellent healing abilities.


The wound on his wrist closed after a few seconds and Noah was forced to open it again.


Little by little, the bucket began to fill.


He had a rank 3 body, spilling about three liters of blood made him dizzy and pale but didn't endanger his life.


That was also due to the fact that his bones began to emit a cold halo that increased its production.


In about twenty minutes, the bucket was full.


Noah took out another chameleon's bone and immersed it in his blood before going to rest.
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                        Noah filled more buckets with his own blood in the following days and proceeded to sink the remaining eighteen chameleon bones in them.


After sealing them carefully, he stored the buckets in his space-ring.


According to Noah's calculations, those containers had to be sealed at least for a month in order for the bones to change their nature.


The Undead chameleon was a rare creature, its adaptability was widely known between the experts in the magical beasts' field, that was partly the reason behind its high price.


'I guess, I'm eighteen now.'


Noah thought, looking at the light coming from a window in his habitation.


Since he had to wait for the treatment of the materials to be over, he had returned to focus on his training, especially his Yin body.


One bottle of Beast's quintessence was already used and the other one was almost empty, he had enough liquid for only one more night of training.


Noah wielded his sabers and practiced in his martial art, the ethereal additional arms became more real every time his power increased or his mastery of the art neared perfection.


Once he became able to use the Third form of the Ashura, his martial art would lose most of its ties with the Nails of the Kamaitachi and transform in something different.


It was already at the level of the fourth rank after all, his fighting style was mostly set, the time when he would have to create higher tier arts by himself was approaching.


'Generally speaking, martial arts are a weaker version of spells, cultivators perform diagrams with their movements and manipulate the Breath accordingly to obtain a similar effect. I wonder if it's too early to think about it, I still have to master my current art.'


His knowledge of the cultivation topic was vast.


Most noble families would just rely on their accumulated techniques and spells to nurture their descendants, they had no clue on the theories behind their creation.


Noah didn't realize it but his foundation was really solid, if one didn't consider the specialized fields like alchemy and similar, there were really a few aspects of cultivation where he had doubts about.


That was one of the advantages of being instructed in the academy, each of its students would have a smooth cultivation journey and avoid harmful practices.



Night arrived again and Noah emptied the contents of his potion to hasten the improvements of his body.


However, halfway through the night, the effects of the quintessence vanished.


Noah focused on his back and noticed that some remains of the substance were still there but his body seemed to be immune to it.


'I've developed a tolerance, I can't use it anymore.'


Drugs couldn't be used endlessly otherwise there would be cultivators in the divine ranks everywhere.


The bodies of the cultivators were already particularly strong, it was no wonder that as their power rose, they would become used to a treatment faster.


The solution to that was to either undergo a stronger treatment or to stop altogether.


In time, the body would purify itself and allow weaker drugs to affect it.


Noah had already used the Beast's essence in his youth but his body had greatly improved in the time that had passed, that's why he could almost use three full bottles before becoming tolerant.


Since his dantian wouldn't be stressed anymore, Noah spent the rest of the night cultivating both the Yin body and the Dark vortex technique.


When the daylight shone and he was about to wield his sabers, a loud knock resounded from the entrance door.


Noah was quite surprised and focused to be ready for every situation.


He didn't know many people after all, and those that knew where he lived were even less.


When he opened the door, he was met by a familiar smiling face full of golden hair.


"Professor, how come I'm not surprised that you know where I'm staying?"


Thaddeus laughed lightly before pointing toward the interiors of the accommodation.


"Can I come in?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders and turned, moving toward one of the couches of the room and picking one of Ivor's jars along the way.


As he sat, he poured two glasses of wine and drank a bit before speaking in a sarcastic tone.


"So, in which other shady business can I be of help?"


Noah was quite relaxed in Thaddeus' presence.


He knew about the Royal inheritance and he also knew that Thaddeus wanted to use him before some complication appeared.


Since Noah didn't believe that he had come there for the inheritance ground, he supposed that it was about another activity in which the Royal family could not interfere personally.


"Oh, I guess we left a bad impression on you after the last time. That was my bad, I apologize."


He was referring to the match against Manuel.


"Why didn't you use the token?"


Noah didn't care much about that matter, it's not like he would have trusted the Royal family anyway.


"This matter is a bit personal, I wanted to speak in a safe environment."


Thaddeus said while slowly sipping the wine in his glass.


Noah became slightly interested in the matter.


"There is a problem with one of the students. You know, the strong point of the academy is the number of techniques and spells available at a low price, this is what attracts most of the youths and gives us the time to recruit them in our ranks. However, we also know that we can't keep all of them, some students will still decide to return to their families and aim for the position of the patriarch."


'That's obvious, you can't expect heirs from large-size noble families to just join the rulers of the country. They know that they will never be trusted in the ranks of the Royals.'


"Most of the techniques that we sell are copies made by the inscription masters in the Royal Mansion but there are few exceptions like yours and Daniel's one. Yet, the value of these copies depends on how many replicas are around, if all those scrolls were to end in the hands of the noble families, our appeal over the new generations would fade."


"So?"


Noah said, he understood what he was saying but he couldn't see the problem about it.


Thaddeus' expression became complex and he spoke with a soft voice.


"So, one student spent ten million Credits and bought more than one hundred techniques and spells."
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                        'Ten million Credits!?'


Noah was speechless, he really couldn't imagine a sum that huge in the hands of a single person.


"How is it possible that a single student is in possession of such wealth?"


He asked the Professor.


"That's part of the problem. We believe that some large-size noble families are planning to build an organization similar to the academy. Yet, their foundation is not as solid as ours, so they are investing that sum to accumulate enough appealing resources. Even if the academy would still be the best school in the country, we can't allow for a competitor to appear."


Thaddeus explained in a serious tone, he was taking this matter quite seriously.


However, Noah really didn't care about such political struggles.


"What do you want from me?"


Noah asked his most pressing question.


"Stop the delivery of the items to the noble families."


"Why don't you do that?"


Thaddeus smiled bitterly at those words.


"We must maintain the social environment peaceful and calm. If large-size families were to be suppressed openly, a conflict would be inevitable. Oh, don't get the wrong idea, the Royal family is fully prepared for an internal conflict, we would just prefer to avoid it."


Silence occupied the room, Noah was considering the offer.


"And what should I do once I intercept the student?"


"You take care of him. It will be an undercover mission with other cultivators of a suitable profile. All the information will be delivered to you as soon as you accept."


Thaddeus answered, the meaning behind his words was quite clear.


'They want criminals to do the job so that they can blame them if something goes wrong. Fucking Royals, they are so pitiful.'


Noah internally shook his head.


The mighty rulers of the Utra nation, undisputed for two thousand years, asking for help from disposable individuals.


'What's the point of having all that power if you can't use it? Rules are bindings even in the cultivator world. Noble families are so powerful and yet so frail.'


He was honestly disappointed by such vision, he felt like a dragon had turned into a scared sheep as soon as one of its wings was pierced.


He didn't underestimate the actual power held by the Royals, he knew that if he made a mistake they wouldn't waste one instant before taking care of him.


However, he felt disappointed seeing such a grand organization unwilling to deal personally with their problems.


In a world under the constant threat of magical beasts, weakness was a sin, even if only a circumstantial one.


"I believe that the rewards would match the enmity with large-size noble families."


Noah broke the silence.


"Name your price."


Thaddeus smiled again, he knew that his proposal had interested the young man.


"Rank 4 cultivation technique of the darkness element."


There was no hesitation in Noah's answer, he knew exactly what he wanted.


However, Thaddeus' eyes widened in surprise and he stood up from his seat.


"Are you crazy? Do you know the value of something like that!? You are overestimating your value! Do you think that we don't know about those inscribed items that you ruined master has sold? This fake identity of yours is reaching its limits! If it wasn't for us Royals always suppressing the rumors of a darkness element cultivator, how much do you think your family will take to find you? Show some damned gratitude and remember that your life depends on our goodwill!"


Thaddeus was mad, such a request had clearly enraged him.


Noah stared with cold eyes as his overreaction unfolded and he knew that what the Professor said was true.


He was a pawn and pawns must obey the orders of the kings.


'This matter must be quite pressing for him to react like that.'


"Rank 3 cultivation technique of the darkness element."


Noah took a step back and lowered his price.


Thaddeus sighed and sat back on the couch behind him before answering.


"That is doable but you must join some Royal organization first and to do that you will have to make an agreement. Since you are involved in the Royal inheritance, we still can't do that. It means that it will take some time for it to be delivered to you."


'That won't do either.'


Noah wanted to remain free from bindings, he wouldn't join a noble family just to obtain some immediate benefits.


'Giving myself away can't be done. If I join the Royals, I'll always be an outsider and be suppressed. I don't want to go through the same experiences of the inner circle of the Balvan family.'


He had been restrained for a year and a half in the inner circle of the mansion, spending most of his days being a testing dummy for the heirs and having almost no time left for his training.


'They will probably give me more freedom but a cage is always a cage, no matter how big it is.'


"I want an immediate payment, I might not come back after all."


Thaddeus shook his head.


"Then you have to choose something else, rank 3 cultivation techniques can't be given away like that."



Silence again, Noah was deep in thought, trying to find what he needed the most at that moment.


'That would solve most of my problems.'


Noah found something that fitted his needs and stared for a long time in Thaddeus' eyes before opening his mouth to speak.


"I want a Breath blessing, one big enough to be useful through all the second rank of the dantian."


Thaddeus' expression became stiff, the meaning behind Noah's words was clear.


One of the problems in the higher level of cultivation was the amount of time needed to accumulate enough Breath for the breakthrough.


Places like the academy or the capital were coveted due to the higher density of Breath which facilitated the cultivation process, the improvements of two centers of power depended on that after all.


Yet, if one had a piece of Breath blessing big enough, he could cultivate everywhere, without having to bear the expenses linked to better accommodations.


'If I have that mineral, I can just live in normal rooms and still cultivate at a higher speed. Not only that, I can even use it when I'm outside hunting, eliminating the problem of a slower pace of training.'
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                        Thaddeus stared Noah for a while.


Giving away a piece of Breath blessing wasn't a problem, their accumulation was vast, they had large reserves of that mineral.


The only problem was what giving it to him meant.


'If he obtains it, he won't need the privileges of the Royal city anymore.'


Those were Thaddeus' thoughts.


Cultivators would need better resources as their level increased.


In the Utra country, the resources and the techniques were all monopolized by the noble families, with the biggest shareholder being the Royal family.


It was almost impossible to embark on the cultivation journey without having relationships with them.


That need was amplified by the level of the cultivator.


Taking Noah as an example, his improvements had been minimal since he stopped being a student, even with his hardworking personality.


He had to use precious potions to boost his absorption speed but that method had its limits as his body would become tolerant to the drugs.


The best method was to simply cultivate in an environment rich of Breath.


Yet, those kinds of environments were mostly danger zones or artificially created.


Noah could not survive in the former and had to reach compromises to use the latter.


However, the value of that mineral was still inferior to techniques and spells, that's why he was quite confident that Thaddeus would accept his price.


'He has to decide between me, a lone cultivator that won't be a threat in the imminent future, or a sudden increase in power of the large-size noble families. It's just about what he fears the most.'


Noah wouldn't be a threat for their dominion for some more decades at least, they had plenty of time to rope him in.


The noble families, on the other side, were already established and powerful.


If they really managed to create a structure similar to the academy, the accumulation of power would shift in their favor.


Also, they would be doing that by using the Royal academy as the foundation for their new school, the Royals would lose too much face if they let that happen.


"Deal."


As Noah predicted, Thaddeus agreed.


"I want the mineral before I have to move"


Noah reminded him.


Thaddeus nodded and stood up, that conversation had left him with a bitter taste in his mouth.


"The stone will be given to you in less than a week, together with the specifics about the mission. I just want you to remember one thing."


Noah waited calmly for the Professor to continue to speak.


"We are not your enemies."


As soon as he said that, he left the room and exited the accommodation.


"Speaking about hidden threats, that Thaddeus must really care about this situation."


Ivor said, appearing from the other room.


"I understand them to be honest. You don't rule a nation for two thousand years without being paranoid about everything that can endanger your position."


Noah answered, laying on the couch and analyzing what had just happened.


"Why are they so into you? Is it because of your element?"


Noah nodded and answered Ivor in a plain voice.


"All they want is control over their subjects. With Daniel being on the side of the nobles, they need someone of equal rarity and talent or their figure would lose importance in the eyes of all the other families. Well, I'm also useful for their dirty work"


"So, will you join the Royals once danger knocks on your door?"


Noah shook his head.


"They must have realized by now that I don't like to be controlled. Once my usefulness is over, they will give me an ultimatum."


He was speaking about these matters with ease as if they didn't concern him in the slightest.


"And what will you do at that point?"


Ivor asked in a concerned tone.


He didn't want to see his student being used by Royals but he also didn't like the idea of losing the last heir of the Elemental forging method.


He wasn't sure he would survive until he found someone else as talented as Noah.


Noah shrugged his shoulders and turned to one side to sleep, saying one last phrase to Ivor.


"I will be long gone before things reach that point."


What Thaddeus had promised didn't take much to arrive.


In just four days, a soldier in golden armor knocked at Noah's door and handed him a space-ring.


The space inside the ring was small, not even three cubic meters, but contained a pile of sheets and a big blue stone.


Noah's eyes widened seeing the Breath blessing and he immediately took it out to place it in the reinforced room.


As for the ring, he simply gave it to Ivor to sell it while he was gone.


The Breath blessing was cubic and its proportions were quite precise, it seemed that it had been cut from a bigger piece.


It was one and a half meters tall and almost the same in its other dimensions.


When it came outside of the separate space in the ring, the density of Breath increased by a lot and surpassed the one in the best habitation of the academy!


'Well, it's coupled with the already high density of this room. Just this alone can probably only reach a level lower than the one in the academy.'


Nevertheless, Noah was satisfied.


'With this, my training won't be slowed anymore even when I'm outside hunting! I can also use it to lure out beasts!'


Magical beasts would instinctively be attracted by such precious items, Noah could already imagine the number of traps he could set up in his hunts with that mineral.


'To think that I finally managed to get my hands on something like this.'


That was the third time in which he came across a Breath blessing.


Due to his personality, he had always desired to obtain one of them, yet they weren't easy to find and no one would ever sell it.



Noah moved his gaze to the sheets and began to inspect them.


His brows furrowed a bit before relaxing in a surprised expression.


'That's quite the coincidence.'


Written on the sheets, there was the various information about the mission from the Royal family, as well as the name of the student that made that absurd purchase.


'Samuel Muwlos.'


Noah's eyes shone with a cold light remembering his previous encounters with him.
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                        Noah had never forgotten how the soldiers from the Muwlos family had tried to prevent his arrival at the entrance test of the academy.


'I wonder if that wind mage will be there to protect him. That one should be an interesting fight.'


The sheets described how Samuel was about to leave the academy after his purchase in the inventory but was instead held back by various means.


'That was probably a plot from the Royals, they needed time to put together a group for the mission.'


As for the objective of the mission, it was clearly stated on the sheets.


'Retrieve the copies of the techniques and kill the student that dared to join a scheme against the Royal dynasty.'


'They must be really mad about this. I almost feel pity for Samuel, I bet he doesn't really know in what mess he ended up.'


Noah shook his head thinking about the idiocy of that young man, he couldn't really understand how most nobles were so stupid.


'One month from now, town of Vonduhr, Three-jugs tavern. That's the gathering point for my team.'


There was a detailed map pointing out the best route to reach the appointed town.


'One month… It might be enough to forge something.'


The bones of the Undead chameleon were being refined in his own blood.


Before he had to leave to reach Vonduhr, he had about two weeks in which he could continue to experiment.


However, that time could be used to increase his power as much as he could.


'Betting on the Elemental forging is quite risky, at least for my current ability in that method. I should just leave the bones to refine and focus on my training, that can only benefit me.'


Of course, the more the bones were left in his own blood, the more they would mimic its proprieties.


Noah needed for them to be recognized as part of his own body by the Demonic form spell otherwise the black smoke would just consume them.


Instead of risking a rank 4 material, he would gladly leave it to refine for some more time to focus on a more reliable power.


After all, even if the materials were refined correctly, he wasn't sure he could forge something stable in just two weeks.


Having made his decision, Noah didn't waste time and gave Ivor a list of items to buy together with the Credits needed.


He needed to refill his stash of potions and food, he had to buy new sets of clothes, he couldn't be left shirtless in an undercover mission.


After he set everything, he took out the Kesier rune and began to train, every little improvement could be essential for his survival.


***

A few weeks later, in a small village near Vonduhr.


Samuel sat in a poor wooden house with his two hands clenched on a cup of tea.


He was trembling and drops of cold sweat ran down his forehead.


"Young Master, it was the decision of the family. You must bear the responsibilities of the Cause."


Abel stood right in front of him, trying to reinvigorate his spirit.


Samuel shook his head and threw the cup on the wall, spilling all its contents on the old wood.


"And what do you even know? I saw the monsters in the academy and I saw the power of the Royal dynasty! They have flying ships dammit! They could wipe out an entire large-size noble family overnight if they wanted and my family wisely agreed to make me the scapegoat for this fucking Cause! Did my father know about all of this? Did he know that his sole heir would be the target of the Royals' hatred?"


Abel lowered his head at the man's complains.


He had been a guard of the Muwlos family for his entire life, he had seen Samuel grow and knew how attached his father was to him.


However, the Cause was too important and the benefits related to it were incredible.


He spoke in an apologetic tone with his head still lowered.


"Young Master, the benefits that our family will receive if this mission succeeds would be enormous. We would forever have a privileged position in the noble academy and we were exempted from paying our share to reach ten million Credits. Your father emphasized your worth greatly for you to be assigned to this role."


Abel's words didn't manage to calm Samuel down who continued in his protests.



"What worth!? I'm basically stealing from the Royal academy! If they catch me, not only me but the entire family will pay the price for the insubordination!"


Abel raised his head and put a hand on the young man's shoulder.


"You've never stolen anything, that's one of our advantages. Since you have rightly purchased those techniques and spells, the Royal family can't personally intervene in the matter, they can just send cultivators unrelated to them. However, all the strongest cultivators are under their rule or loyal to the Cause, even the other large-size families that are neutral have confirmed that they won't interfere with this matter. With me here, the odds are on our side."


Samuel was slightly reassured by his words and heaved a long sigh.


"What is our actual battle prowess?"


Abel sat next to him and took out a map from his sleeve, unfolding it on the table in front of them.


"We have sixty soldiers, thirty-five of them are rank 1 cultivators in the solid stage while the other twenty-five are in the second rank. I know that you are still in the first rank but don't worry, I will personally guard you."


Samuel nodded seeing such manpower and then turned to look at Abel.


"You have a rank 4 body, right?"


Abel made a wide smile and patted his chest in confidence.


"Yes, I am a rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage, rank 2 mage, and have a rank 4 body. I know that my body-nourishment method is among the weakest rank 4 methods but its power must not be underestimated! Also, it sacrifices most of the physical strengthening to focus on healing abilities! I can be your meat-shield for the whole journey back in the mansion."


Samuel finally became completely calm and gestured toward the map.


"What's our route?"


"We move to Vonduhr in a few weeks and then we take the mountain path to return in the Muwlos domain."
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                        Vonduhr was a small city situated at the beginning of a mountain path.


It was mostly inhabited by non-cultivators, the people there lived off simple professions like hunting or farming.


However, in the last month, many peculiar people were seen crossing its streets to enter the Three-jugs tavern.


What was also peculiar was that the tavern, which was one of the few recreative businesses in the city, had closed its entrance to the normal citizen.



The common people of that world knew that when something unexpected or strange happened, it was likely related to the world of cultivation.


Therefore, they began to avoid the tavern and continue with their own business, if those peculiar people were really cultivators, they would rather stay away from them.


Noah arrived in Vonduhr exactly one month after he had received the Breath blessing.


He was wearing tight black clothes as usual but his head was covered with a large hood and half of his face was hidden behind a tight scarf.


Only his cold eyes were uncovered and they carefully examined the streets of the city.


'Should be that way.'


Noah moved toward a small building with a banner featuring three jugs.


He had trained for the whole month, steadily improving his strength and making the best use of his new cultivation resource.


Sadly, he didn't manage to have any breakthrough of the sort, he simply had not enough time for that.


'I wonder what type of cultivators did the Royal family gathered.'


Noah arrived in front of the tavern and knocked three times before opening his mouth to speak through the scarf.


"The golden eagle eats the red mouse."


The door released a metallic sound after those words were spoken and Noah pushed it to enter the building.


He was immediately assaulted by a tense atmosphere as twenty or so cultivators turned to look at him.


They were mostly dressed like him, with their faces covered and wary gazes, yet there were a few exceptions.


"My, my, another valiant warrior. Would you like a cup of wine?"


A female voice sounded as soon as the door closed.


Noah turned to see a figure walking toward him holding a jug that exuded an intoxicating smell.


The figure belonged clearly to a female cultivator and that wasn't only obvious from her voice.


She was almost naked, with only a few strands of clothes wrapped around her bosom and buttocks.


Her face was almost completely covered by yellow bandages, revealing only her shiny green eyes.


Her sensual forms coupled with her gaze would test the self-restraint of any man.


Noah felt that the odor coming from the jug was attempting to affect his mental sphere so he immediately reacted.


A saber appeared in his hand and he swung it toward the wine.


The woman dodged the attack but a few drops of the liquid contained in the jug fell on the ground and began to consume the wood of the floor.


In a few seconds, a small fuming hole was created in the tavern.


"…"


An awkward silence was created in the room as all the cultivators stared at the hole.


"Oh my! I must have switched the liquid, I'm sorry! Take this refreshing beverage as a sign of excuse."


The woman took out another cup and tried to hand it to Noah.


"Jean, stop it. We all know of your title 'Enchanting poison', do you really think that the Royals would recruit someone that stupid to fall for your traps?"


A fat man spoke to her from the back of the room.


"Shut up, fatty! Let me have some fun. Those fucking Elbas have kept me in a cage till now!"


The man snorted at her rebuke.


"Didn't you expect that much after you killed almost everyone in your mansion?"


"Hmph! They were just blind idiots, they didn't recognize my talent so they had to die."


Jean said, sitting in a corner of the room with her legs spread wide, revealing the covered parts of her lower body.


The gazes of the male cultivators turned to stare at her with eager eyes and many gulps could be heard in the room.


'Why must I always be surrounded by idiots?'


Noah internally shook his head and turned to sit near a wall of the tavern.


"Hey, new one, what's your story?"


The fat cultivator asked Noah.


"I don't have a story."


Noah casually answered and closed his eyes, he had understood by then that the people in there were just like him: criminals.


"But you must have one, I'd even bet an interesting one for you to be here. I'm fatty Joe, I did some stuff on the western side of the country and now I'm a dog of the Royal dynasty."


Jean snorted and looked at Noah.


"Don't listen to him, he is a fatty addicted to human flesh. I advise you to never turn your back on him if you don't want to be bitten."


"Come on, don't be that mean, my cultivation technique works like that. I believe that everyone in this room has done its fair share of crimes to cultivate in this world ruled by nobles."


"He is right, Jean. We are the demons that the Royals use when they don't want to get their hands dirty."


Another man spoke, joining the conversation.


Jean snorted and spoke in an angry voice.


"Those fucking nobles think that they can set rules that only benefit them and label as a 'Demon' everyone that manages to break them. I could have been the genius of my generation in the alchemy field, instead I was relegated to be the maidservant of spoiled brats for half my life. No wonder the Elbas family ruled for such a long time, they don't care much about your origins and just accept everyone that has talent."


"Haha, that's true. But it's also true that they only use us as disposable slaves."


"Well, we don't have much choice. If we want to continue to cultivate, we need their support."


Many other people joined the conversation and Noah listened attentively to their words.


In the end, realization dawned upon him.


'They are just like me, talented people that had to break the rules to embark on the cultivation journey. I guess it's true that the Royal family has gathered enough dangerous individuals through their rule, I'm just the last one to join their hidden forces.'
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                        Heaven and Earth were fair, they gave the ability to cultivate to every living being.


Yet, the world was ruled by humans who monopolized the means to embark on the cultivation journey.


Those that had accumulated more techniques and spell produced stronger cultivators over the years which allowed them to gather even more resources.


Those cultivators were the nobles of the Utra country.


However, for each noble, there would be hundreds of common people.


Few of them would inevitably have wild ambitions and wouldn't be restrained by the rules of the world.


As soon as they had the chance, they would strive for power, uncaring of the danger that they would have to face.


Humans were ambitious and greedy, they couldn't just sit back watching the minority of them strive for power.


If the rules didn't allow the commoners to cultivate, they would just break them.


Nevertheless, only a small part of those that rebelled managed to survive.


Also, once they survived, they had to face even more restrictions due to the higher powers in the nation.


Mortals could not obtain true freedom in a land populated by gods, that's why they would become monsters.


The Royals called them demons, individuals willing to do anything to pursue strength, and did their best to put a leash on them.


Their determination made them the perfect disposable soldiers to use in their sensible issues.


More cultivators entered the tavern and some of them joined the conversation that was being held.


In their past, they all had a low status.


There were guards, maidservants, cooks, concubines, and even bastards, each one of them unwilling to accept their status as commoners and be ruled by people that were simply born lucky.


From the conversation, Noah could understand some of their backgrounds.


'Jean was a maidservant appointed to clean the inventory of her family. She learnt how to read by herself and discovered her talent in alchemy, secretly cultivating in her free time. Yet, she was discovered and was about to be punished by being appointed as a whore for the guards of her family. She then created a poison that killed almost everyone in her mansion, scorching her face in the process, and escaping.'


'Joe was the son of the cook in his mansion. He luckily came across a forgotten cultivation technique that allowed him to cultivate by ingesting objects filled with Breath. When his father discovered that he was stealing the best nutrients from the kitchen, he wanted to report it to the nobles of his house but Joe killed him and escaped. After that, he ate magical beasts and weak cultivators that he found on his way.'


Those were the stories of the most talkative of the group.


They had to wait for the representative from the Royal family to arrive before they could move, the sheets that Noah received simply ordered him to wait in the tavern.


"Hey, why don't you show me that face of yours? If I like you, we might have some fun."


Jean neared Noah, stretching her arm toward his scarf.


Noah grabbed her hand and stared at her with his usual cold eyes.



"Oh my, I like strong men."


"I'm not a man."


"…"


Noah's answer rendered Jean speechless and made some of the other in the room explode in a sonorous laugh.


"Leave it be Jean, I can appreciate you if you want."


"You found a tough one Enchanting poison, haha!"


"Hmph!"


Jean pulled back her hand and returned to her corner, staring fixedly at Noah.


Her green eyes emitted some kind of alluring feeling, as if they forced those around her to look at them.


'What is wrong with her, we are about to engage in a fierce battle and she wants to hook up with a hooded person. But, most importantly, why me?'


Noah sighed internally at the events in the tavern and could not help but wait with eagerness for the envoy to arrive.


As if answering his desire, a covered figure stood up and removed his clothes.


A golden armor was shown to the presents and silence invaded the room.


'How cunning, he was here all along.'


"The thirty of us are all the cultivators recruited for this mission. Listen to me, I was just informed about the strength of our enemy."


Everyone's attention was picked and they observed silently as the man covered again his armor and sat back on the floor.


"They have around sixty soldiers, about half of them are rank 1 cultivators while the others are rank 2."


Complains began to escape the mouths of the presents, their man-power was clearly inferior to theirs.


"Calm down and let me finish! We have the territorial advantage and, with Miss Jean here, their rank 1 soldiers are just meat shields."


The representative turned toward Jean and pointed at her.


She stood up and made a bow before taking out a large barrel that exuded a dangerous aura.


"This is a similar version of the venom that I used back in my mansion. It doesn't have its same power since I didn't have access to precious materials but it can kill rank 1 cultivators in an instant. As for rank 2 ones, they would be at least injured."


The people in the room instinctively took a step back after hearing her words.


'If what she said is true, then there won't be any problem in dealing with the difference in numbers. Only one problem remains."


"What about cultivators in the heroic ranks?"


Noah asked.


He wasn't afraid of other rank 2 cultivators but he would rather restrain himself from showing all his strength in case a powerful cultivator appeared.


'I don't believe that the Royal family would completely rely on us for this mission, they must have other soldiers lying in wait in case we fail.'


"My body is in the heroic ranks, does that suffice as an answer?"


The representative replied to him in a cold voice, it was clear that he felt above the others in the room.


Noah shrugged his shoulders and supported himself on the wall behind him.


If the envoy was to take care of the real dangers in the mission, then he could simply use his martial art and preserve his strength in case something unexpected happened.
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                        After explaining the final dispositions, the representative from the Royal family ordered everyone to move.


Thirty hooded figures exited the tavern together and ran toward the mountain path, outside of Vonduhr.


Meanwhile, right outside the city, on the opposite side from where the group from the Royal family went.


Sixty men wearing the emblem of the Muwlos family marched at a steady pace inside the town.


Samuel was in the center of the group, he was wearing an anxious expression and his eyes darted every time he heard a loud sound.


"Young master, please calm down. The Royals would never attack inside the borders of a city. The danger will come on the mountain path."


Abel was right at his side, whispering with a soft voice to his ear.


The soldiers around them were simple guards, unaware of the political struggles that the Muwlos family was creating.


If they knew that they were against the schemes of the Royal dynasty, their determination might crumble and they might even refuse to continue in their mission.


"I know but I can't help it. It's the first time that I'm in such a dangerous situation."


Samuel whispered.


As the heir of a large-size noble family, he had never faced a deadly danger.


Jumping from his lofty position to being an enemy of the overlords of the nation was a heavy blow on his mind.


"Don't worry. With me here, there are a few things that can hurt you."


However, Samuel wasn't satisfied with that same answer when the danger was about to crash on them.


"What makes you so sure that they won't send someone on your same level or stronger?"


Abel heard Samuel's complaint and organized his thoughts to give him his best answer.


Yet, when he opened his mouth to speak, what came out was a question.


"Why do you think the Royals didn't stop you from buying those techniques?"


Samuel thought for a bit before answering.


"Because I followed the rules."


"Exactly. To create the current peaceful situation between the nobles and the Royals, the Elbas family had to always stick to their own rules. You must understand that if all the noble families were to fight together against the Royals, they would ultimately win."


"What are you implying?"


"I'm saying that the moment they break their own rules, the other noble families will feel authorized to act. Two thousand years ago there was no one that could match the Elbas family but now our nation is flourishing and every noble family has increased their power by a lot. They indeed have many large-size families as allies but the situation will change if they personally interfere with matters that happened according to their rules. Tell me, would you trust an ally that doesn't respect his own agreements?"


"Of course not!"


Samuel's answer was immediate, he was beginning to understand Abel's reasoning.


"This is exactly what is happening. If they were to kill you directly, their allies will lose their trust toward the Royals and shift their support to the Cause. That's why they will probably use cultivators unrelated to them to make it look like an accident. I bet they have emptied their cells for this mission."


Abel concluded, releasing a small laugh to relax his young master.


"So, you are sure that you will be enough?"


"Obviously, my body is specialized in protracted fights. Even if someone on my level appeared, I will just hold him back to give you enough time to escape. Also, these soldiers are the best that the family could give you, each of them has a rank 3 martial art!"


Samuel nodded and finally showed a smile.


For simple guards of a noble family, having a rank 3 martial art meant that they had performed many valuable services, which also meant that they weren't inexperienced.


"Then we should hurry up. Let's refill our stashes of food in the city and move toward the Muwlos domain."


***

Noah and the others in his group reached for the mountain path and waited for further instructions.


The representative stood with his eyes closed inspecting a rune in his hand.



That rune was the inscribed item through which the spies of the Royal family sent information to him.


The other hooded figures were around him, waiting in silence.


After a few minutes, he opened his eyes and pointed toward an area.


"They will cross that area. Hurry, prepare the trap with Jean's poison."


The cultivators hastily dug the terrain where the representative indicated and Jean carefully lowered her barrel inside it.


Then, the hole was covered and they went on their respective positions in hidden parts of the mountain over that point.


A group of ten cultivators stood in a newly created cave, hidden with roots and branches.


Noah was among them, they had to attack as soon as the effects of the poison vanished, they were basically the vanguard of the mission.


"Do you want to make a quick warm-up?"


Jean's almost-naked figure was behind him, speaking with a tempting voice.


Noah still didn't know how she could exude such a peculiar aura.


"Why do you bother me? There are others that would gladly take my place."


He answered her, keeping his focus on the road below.


She tried to lean on him but was stopped by the appearance of a saber pointing at her chest, Noah had wielded it as soon as she became too close.


"See, that's why."


She said, pointing at the blade.


"Because you are the only one that refuses me."


"I'm just focused on the mission."


Jean chuckled and shook her head.


"I believe that you are saying the truth but I also believe that you simply don't care about my body."


Noah turned and looked at her figure from head to toe.


"You have a nice body, so what? Should I drool over you?"


If that was a normal situation, he would just ignore her.


However, since it was during a mission where he wasn't clear about the strength of the enemies, he would prefer to end the conversation as soon as he could.


"No, I just thought that since you don't care about my body, you might not mind my face."
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                        Noah was quite surprised.


He wasn't sure if Jean was being serious or if she was just playing with him but he understood that there was a deeper meaning to her words.


'Does she want acceptance?'


He could understand that need but he really wasn't the right person where to look for it.


Luckily for him, some movements in the mountain path claimed the attention of the cultivators in the cave.


Sixty or so soldiers marched at a slow pace on the road, warily inspecting the area around them.


They knew that if an ambush was to happen, it would have been in that area.


The atmosphere inside the cave became tense as the cultivators focused on the mission, they had to wait for the trap to set off before they could assault the soldiers.


'Here is Samuel.'


Noah spotted the noble in the middle of the group.


'The scrolls must be with him, I don't believe that his family would give them to a simple guard. Though, that man doesn't seem simple.'


His focus shifted on the middle-aged man that was next to him.


He exuded a calm aura, he was definitely an experienced warrior.


'I feel that he is strong but not extremely so, there is something off about him.'


Noah couldn't know it but that middle-aged man was Abel, the wind mage that had chased him back in Evergreen forest.


"You are about to witness a good show."


Jean whispered next to him, it was clear from the light in her eyes that she was excited.


The group from the Muwlos family moved along the road, they felt that something was off but they could not find out why.


At some point, an arrow made of fire shot in their direction from the side of the mountain.


Its power was low but its speed was great, the soldier only managed to react at the last moment and dodged it.


However, right when the arrow hit the ground, an explosion occurred.


The fire had ignited the barrel that was hidden in the previously dug hole and created a reaction with the poison inside it.


Abel was the first to understand that the spell had never aimed at them but at the terrain!


He hastily grabbed Samuel and ran away from the center of the explosion while using his mental energy to inspect the events unfolding behind him.


The explosion was not strong, it only managed to push back the soldiers without hurting them, yet the poison burned quickly and released a green cloud.


The cloud expanded, covering the soldiers in the area and suffused cries could be immediately heard from inside it.


Abel watched it with wide eyes and decided to act before all his men were enveloped by the poison.


As he focused, wind began to blow from behind him.


From inside the cave, Noah stared at the spell and could not help but feel some familiarity with it.


'Don't tell me that he is actually here.'


He became a bit excited.


If it wasn't for the fact that he had been underestimated back in Evergreen forest, that wind mage would have caught up with him, preventing him from participating in the entrance test of the academy.


However, he had managed to escape and entered the academy, raising his battle prowess by a lot.


All his centers of power had improved and his assortment of spells and techniques had increased by a lot.



'You chased me back then to improve Samuel's chances in the entrance test and now I'm ambushing you to kill him. Life can reserve surprises at times.'


His grievances with the Muwlos family were finally about to be solved.


Abel's spell dispersed the toxic cloud, revealing the poor state of the soldiers that had been hit by it.


They were covered in green bruises with the weaker of them laying on the ground covered in their own blood.


The bruises pulsated, they seemed to synchronize with the heartbeat of the cultivators and began to enlarge as more blood flowed through them.


As seconds passed, the bruises became large pulsating pimples before they reached their limit and exploded.


Cries sounded again as most of the soldiers fell on the ground, incapable of dealing with the huge loss of blood.


Also, the wounds created in that way seemed to stop the empowered healing abilities of their bodies, leaving the soldiers that managed to survive the initial blood loss to bleed continuously.


'That was really effective.'


Noah praised in his mind.


Only the weaker soldiers died, the stronger ones managed to expel the toxins in their bodies by circulating the Breath of their dantian on the bruises.


Yet, their complexion paled, it seemed that a vast amount of Breath was needed for that process.


"Haha! That was amazing. The Breath of rank 1 cultivators can't deal with my poison at all! However, the effects on rank 2 ones are quite disappointing."


Jean judged, carefully analyzing the effects of her poison.


"If I only had more rank 4 materials, I could have dealt with them too."


She shook her head, sighing loudly.


"Is it safe to go down there now?"


Noah asked her.


"Well, you should avoid those corpses if you can but it is safe now."


He then turned toward the others hiding with him.


"Should we go?"


The leader of the group was the representative of the Royal family who was in another area. 


He would lead the second wave of attacks in order to catch the soldiers of the Muwlos family by surprise.


"You go first."


Someone in his group answered him.


The others nodded in approval and even Jean seemed to like that idea.


No one would like to be the first to engage their targets as most of the attacks would be focused on him.


'Can't say I blame them.'


Noah understood that he had to take the initiative or the mission would be endangered.


He wielded his sabers and directly launched twenty wind slashes on the soldiers below him.


His attacks tore through the branches used to cover the cave, exposing their position to the group from the Muwlos family, and crashed on them in a few seconds.


Noah aimed for the soldiers that had already been wounded by Jean's poison so to better exploit the surprise effect.


Two of them were caught off guard and had their heads severed but the others managed to either block or dodge the slashes.


"Attack!"


He purposely yelled to gather the attention on him.


He wouldn't be so stupid to charge alone on them, waiting for his group to arrive, so he just moved the focus of the soldiers on his position.
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                        What Noah did wasn't for the benefit of the mission.


He had revealed their position, killing only two injured soldiers, the surprise effect could be considered wasted.


Yet, he would rather do that then charge alone on the enemies, hoping for the group behind him to follow.


'If they think like me, they will use me to identify their abilities and then charge. I won't risk my life for them.'


He had already obtained the reward for the mission, he couldn't care less if it was to fail because he was unwilling to risk his life.


'Also, if the Royals really cared about this matter, they would have acted personally.'


Noah didn't believe that his group was the only force deployed for that task.


He knew that the Royals had spies set up after all so there was a high chance that there could be hidden troops too.


The soldiers from the Muwlos family reacted quickly and set up a battle formation around Samuel with their bodies turned toward the now exposed cave.


They wouldn't attack since their task was to protect the heir of their family so they prepared themselves for the incoming charge of the assailants.


Since they had been exposed, the other cultivators in Noah's group showed themselves to the crowd below them.


There were a few hundred meters of distance between them as ten hooded figures stared at the more than forty soldiers on guard.


Jean poison had managed to kill most of the weaker soldiers and injure some of the stronger ones but they still had the advantage in numbers.


"Let's have fun!"


Jean happily shouted and threw herself at them, launching bottles containing poisonous substances in the group below her.


The others followed behind her and stared at the bottles crashing on the soldiers.


Those poisons were less powerful than the one she had previously used but they still managed to do some damage.


Some soldiers directly threw up when they came in contact with those substances, others lost their balance, a few more had cold sweat running down their forehead as they struggled to restrict the harmful effects on them.


'She sure is talented in attacking crowded areas.'


Noah praised in his mind.


He didn't let that chance go and joined Jean in her long-distance attacks, swinging his sabers to launch wind slashes.


However, the soldiers were ready by then, Noah's attacks had no success.


'Most of us will die.'


Noah thought.


Even if the cultivators recruited by the Royal family were all strong individuals, they were fewer of them.


'Maybe, the Royals also want to use this mission to get rid of most of us.'


Noah couldn't help but think of that possibility.


The soldiers didn't stay quietly to endure the attacks of the aggressors.


Those of them that had spells or long-range techniques began to attack the descending group.


Fireballs, water bullets, wind slashes, arrows, and more ran through the air and crashed on Noah's group.


Noah dodged the attacks and moved toward the area where the trap was set off.


Now that the real battle had begun, he chose to separate from the group to act undisturbed among the soldiers.


The others used their personal methods to deal with the incoming spells, using spells or protective items to endure the first wave of attacks.


The Shadow steps spell was activated continuously, increasing Noah's speed and allowing him to dodge at ease.



An arrow made of water crashed next to him, leaving a deep hole on the terrain.


A spear moved at high speed through the air, aiming for his waist, Noah casually jumped, surpassing it.


While he was still in the air, another water arrow flew and pointed at his chest, Noah kicked the air to propel himself back on the terrain and dodge the attack.


Even without using his wings, he was quite elusive!


The others in his group were doing their best to endure the attacks too and some of them were inevitably injured, yet they still hadn't suffered any real loss.


When the distance between the two groups was shortened to fifty meters, the representative of the Royal family came out of the other hiding spot and assaulted the rear side of the soldiers, followed by the remaining twenty cultivators hired by the Royals.


The soldiers were caught by surprise and immediately suffered casualties as the two groups attacked them from two different sides.


Noah swung his sabers madly, engaging in short battles with the already injured soldiers.


He had still to test his improvements in an actual battle.


Even though he was holding himself back, the execution of his martial art was flawless and he managed to attack and retreat wisely in order to avoid being encircled.


His constant sparring sessions with June and the instruction in battle-formation of the academy made it possible for him to always be in a safe position while inflicting a fair amount of damage.


A soldier raised his sword to hit him but Noah blocked his blow and used his other weapon to wound his waist.


A spear aimed for his shoulder but he used the Shadow step spell to jump over the soldier in front of him and reposition himself on the battlefield.


He continued to move freely on the perimeter of the soldier's group, doing his best to wound or kill as many enemies as he could, using only his basic martial art and his rank 0 spell to fight.


Meanwhile, at the center of the group, a harsh battle was about to begin.


The representative of the Royal family charged undisputed toward the center of the enemy troops.


His rank 4 body was unmatched in that environment and he swung his greatsword freely, making a way toward the heir of the Muwlos family.


Samuel panicked a bit seeing the hooded cultivator getting close but Abel promptly moved in front of him.


"I will handle him, don't worry young master."


He spoke, fixing his gaze on the incoming warrior.


The representative didn't waste time, he swung vertically his big sword toward Abel.


However, what happened next surprised him.


Abel didn't dodge the attack and let the blade cut his body.


At the same time, he took out a small knife and attacked the arm that wielded the greatsword.
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                        The greatsword cut Abel's torso diagonally, leaving a deep wound on his body, but he also managed to hit his attacker, stabbing his arm right above the wrist.


The two cultivators separated briefly and stared at each other in the middle of the battlefield.


The representative of the Royal family looked at the bloody wound on Abel's chest.


Blood flowed from it but, in a few seconds, signs of healing manifested.


In about a minute, that large cut that almost divided Abel's body in two disappeared and only a faint white mark remained.


"Impressive."


The representative judged.


The wound that he had suffered was small but deep, even if it was still bleeding it couldn't hinder his battle capabilities.


"It seems that you have a rank 4 body too, the Royals didn't spare resources to kill a rank 1 cultivator."


Abel said, pointing his knife at him.


That weapon was an inscribed item, with its sharp edges shining in a pale light.


Also, an invisible air current enveloped it, it seemed that Abel was boosting its power with a rank 0 spell of some sort.


The representative's eyes sharpened hearing his remark and opened his mouth to speak from behind the clothes that covered his face.


"That is a rank 4 body? But its power seems only to reach the peak of the third rank."


Abel nodded and showed a smug smile.


"You are indeed right. My body-nourishment method sacrifices the physical empowerment to obtain the best regenerative abilities among rank 4 bodies. Sadly, it can only give me as much, my other qualities are similar to a rank 3 body."


"So, it's quite weak."


The representative spoke.


He didn't mind spending time speaking with him.


The others in his group were generally stronger than the soldiers of a noble family and the surprise attack had tilted the scales in their favor.


They were gradually gaining the advantage, suffering fewer losses that their enemies and pushing the battle toward the center of the group.


Instead of engaging in a dangerous battle immediately, he would rather wait for his allies to arrive.


"Yes, it's weak but that's the best that my family could give me. I'm just a soldier after all. However, it doesn't seem that yours is that strong either, I can't see the so-called advantage in joining the Elbas family from you."


Abel could not move either, his priority was to protect the noble heir right behind him so he had to stay still and believe in his men.


Even though guards of noble families were generally suppressed and could only obtain second-rate techniques, the men appointed for that escort mission were among the best cultivators in the mansion of the Muwlos family.


They all had a rank 3 martial art and some spells, they had lost the initiative due to the initial ambush but they were slowly managing to recover their positions.


The biggest advantage that they had was their ability to fight as a group while their assailants were lone fighters.


Even if they continued to be pushed back, some traces of a counterattack began to appear on the battlefield.


In conclusion, the two groups had actually a similar strength.


The representative believed that his allies could maintain the advantage initially created while Abel trusted that his men would recover their positions and win through their cooperation.


The leaders of the two groups knew that the battle would be decided once one of them defeated the other so they took their time to inspect their opponent.


Abel was right in his judgment.


The representative of the Royal family only had a common body-nourishing method.


It brought his body in the fourth rank but it gave him no special qualities whatsoever.


It didn't have a transformation like Kevin's one nor was it specialized in defense like Kurt's one, it was a simple empowerment of its basic capabilities.


Humans already had a far weaker body compared to magical beasts, when it was coupled with an average nourishing method with no special abilities, the result was quite disappointing.


It couldn't be helped though, they had three centers of power after all and not everyone could have access to stronger techniques.


Also, choosing to wait for a more powerful nourishing method would halt their improvements in the other fields.


Reaching the third rank of the dantian was impossible if you only had a rank 3 body, that's why most common soldiers chose to train in weaker but accessible techniques.


A cultivator in the heroic ranks was still a valuable resource, even large-size families didn't have too many of them.


Especially considering those without a noble lineage, there weren't many of them that could be granted access to powerful techniques.


Only the Royal family was laxer in their control over precious techniques since they had the power to handle unexpected situations.


The wound on the arm of the representative finally stopped bleeding so he decided to resume in his assault.


His greatsword was swung many times, managing to wound Abel every time.


However, the leader of the group from the Muwlos family only dodged the attacks that aimed for his vital points and counterattacked promptly every time the greatsword was busy cutting his flesh.


It was a reckless fighting style, possible only thanks to the insane regenerative abilities of his body.


After more than ten exchanges, Abel's body was covered in bloody cuts while the representative had only a few stab wounds on his arms.


It became clear to the latter that Abel was purposely relying on the ability of his body to slowly wear out his opponent.


Nevertheless, there wasn't much that the representative could do.


No matter how many times he hit him, his body would keep on regenerating and the knife would find his way on his flesh.


What was worse was that the regeneration didn't seem to slow down even after all those wounds, the representative felt that he was fighting some kind of undead creature.


'However, he seems wary of his vital organs.'


Those were his thoughts when he resumed in his assault.


The greatsword slashed the soldier's body many times obtaining no apparent results while the inscribed knife continuously found breaches in the representative's guard and stabbed his arms.


At some point though, the representative released the grip of one of his hands from the weapon and grabbed Abel's arm as soon as the knife stabbed him.


He was using the same tactic of his opponent!



Being momentarily immobilized, Abel could not dodge the incoming attack and the greatsword pierced his chest, dividing his heart in two.
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                        The group from the Muwlos family immediately lost its morale seeing that scene.


Their leader had been stabbed in the chest by the greatsword of the enemy.


They knew that they would be the next to face that weapon.


Samuel was right next to Abel, as soon as the greatsword pierced him a torrent of blood fell on his face, making him panic.


The cultivators hired by the Royal family didn't waste that precious moment of confusion and delivered precise attacks on the momentarily stunned soldiers, either killing or injuring them as they moved toward Samuel.


Even the representative of the Royal family relaxed and took out his weapon from Abel's chest, turning his gaze to the noble heir in front of him.


However, right when the greatsword left his chest and his body was about to fall on the ground, Abel's hand darted and drove the knife that it was wielding directly in the representative's throat!


Abel was alive!


Everyone on the battlefield stopped moving to stare at the scene at the center of it.


Abel's figure was covered in blood and wounds, there was no strength left in his legs as they were laid casually on the terrain.


Yet, the grip on his knife was strong, it kept him straight, hanging from the pierced throat of the representative.


The representative, on the other hand, had his eyes wide open in surprise.


He looked first at the knife and then at the body hanging from it, realizing his mistake.


No matter how weak a nourishing method was, a rank 4 body was still in a completely different realm of existence from its rank 3 version.


His own body had a strength that vastly surpassed the limits of the cultivators in the human ranks.


Abel had the strength of a rank 3 body while he was in the fourth rank, which meant that his regenerative abilities had to be inhumane!


Even with his heart pierced, he was still able to move and to deliver a deadly blow to his opponent!


The light in the representative's eyes diminished as blood flowed endlessly from his throat.


The wound was too deep and the weight applied on it only worsened its condition.


All he could do was internally praise his opponent's determination as life abandoned his body.


In a few seconds, his body fell over Abel's one, the representative from the Royal family was dead!


The silence in the battlefield continued, everyone was waiting to see if there was some kind of reaction from the bodies of the two leaders.


Samuel reacted and moved away the representative's corpse from Abel.


The stares of the cultivators gathered on the body covered in blood.


"Cough, cough!"


Abel coughed, spitting mouthfuls of blood from his mouth.


Inside the silent battlefield, his whispered words could be clearly heard.


"Give me two incenses of time and I'll stand up."


Noah was at some distance away when he heard those words and he cursed internally.


"Protect Lord Abel!"


One of the soldiers shouted and the others followed his orders.


They encircled Samuel and Abel, forming a defensive perimeter around them.


There were only twenty soldiers remaining and some of them were injured while the assaulters' number amounted to twenty-five.


Between the surprise attack and the slaughter unleashed when Abel's chest was pierced, many of them had died, further lowering their numbers.


However, their leader was still alive!


If they managed to hold their ground till he could fight again then the battle would be in their hands!


Even Samuel understood that point and began to use his personal stash of potions to accelerate Abel's recovery, they were all betting their lives on the leader of the expedition.


The cultivators hired by the Royal family knew that if they wanted to win that battle, they had to act quickly.


Every one of them had their personal reasons to follow through that mission, yet some hesitation still appeared in their eyes.



If they ran away now, they were sure that they could escape.


However, they would then face the consequences of disobeying the orders of the Royal family.


That hesitation was vanquished by Jean directly throwing another poisonous bottle in the enemy group.


When an area was crowded, her methods were among the best in Noah's group.


Nevertheless, the soldiers were ready by then to that attack pattern and three of them created shields made of water to fend off the poison.


Also, a spear made of wind shot from their group toward her.


The speed of the spell was too fast and directly pierced the woman's waist, making her fall on her knees.


'Fuck!'


Noah cursed and decided to act.


He didn't really care about whether the mission succeeded or not but he wasn't sure how his relationship with the Royal family would evolve once they learnt that he held himself back.


What if they decided to remove his freedom like they had done with Jean?


What if they decided that his character was too wild to be controlled?


Also, he really didn't want the noble families to create an organization similar to the academy.


He knew that it would take a long time for him to be strong enough to storm Balvan mansion and allowing the nobles to raise their power could only hinder his vengeance.


In the end, there was also the fact that he had some grudges against the Muwlos family.


The First form of the Ashura was performed.


More than fifteen sabers materialized in the air around him and attacked the formation of the soldiers.


He revealed his rank 4 martial art!


The cultivators in his group were surprised by his sudden increase of power but, when they realized that he was single-handedly forcing four soldiers back, they joined him in his charge toward the center of the formation.


Time was crucial!


They had about ten minutes to reach Samuel and finish off Abel so they resorted to their most powerful methods to break the line of defense of their enemies.


However, even the soldiers were doing their best and used their teamwork at their advantage, synchronizing spells and techniques to take care of the most troublesome individuals.


Only Noah remained untouched.


His martial art was suited for fighting large numbers of enemies and since both his sea of consciousness and dantian reached the second rank, the power of the First form had increased greatly.


The power behind every slash was incredible and even his control of the area around him improved, even though he didn't manage to kill any soldier they were continuously pushed back!
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                        Even though each cultivator recruited by the Royal family was singularly stronger than each soldier, they were unable to break the blockage.


The soldiers were trained and had good teamwork while their opponents were disorganized.


Each of their attacks was strong but always failed to inflict a severe injury on the soldiers.


Their number started to diminish.


The soldiers would alternate between a steady defense with water shields and wind walls to water bullets, fireballs, and spears made of air.


Only Noah was somewhat able to keep pressuring the blockage.


They had initially ganged up on him four against one but, as cultivators from the Royal family died, they could shift more of their attention on him.



He was the only one using a rank 4 martial art after all, he was definitely the most dangerous of their enemies.


Due to his relentless offensive, Noah prevented them from preparing spells, yet his expression became serious after each exchange.


The clock was ticking, minutes passed as if they were seconds and Samuel's potions accelerated the rate of recovery of Abel's body.


The anxiety of the cultivators sent by the Royal family was increasing.


Noah decided to attack with more fury.


The number of ethereal sabers around him increased, from fifteen they became twenty.


The soldiers had their focus to their peak, more enemies attacked Noah to block his unceasingly assault.


However, once they moved their attention to Noah, the other cultivators in his group faced less resistance and began to inflict serious wounds on the soldiers.


Little by little, the soldiers were being pushed back.


Casualties happened from time to time.


A soldier successfully blocked the thrust from a hooded figure and his companion behind him stabbed his sword in the figure's chest.


Yet, Joe arrived on their side and strongly bit the soldier's throat, creating a big hole in his neck.


That action though left him open and a soldier managed to shoot a fireball at him, turning his entire figure into ashes.


As more deaths happened, the blockage was broken, creating small battles all around Abel's body.


'It's taking too much!'


Noah thought.


Abel's body was now visible and his complexion had greatly recovered due to Samuel's potions, he knew that it wouldn't take much for him to stand up.


'Should I use the Demonic form?'


Noah was reluctant in using it not only because it would expose his element.


The black smoke was uncontrollable, it didn't distinguish enemies from allies, he would avoid using it in that situation if possible.


The number of soldiers in front of him was reduced to three, the others went to take care of the other enemies.


Those three were specialized in defense, they used all their techniques and spells to slow Noah's momentum.


Yet, wounds continuously appeared on their bodies, they couldn't hold for much longer.


Then, a yell ran through the battlefield.


Noah momentarily moved his attention to where the sound came from and his expression became dark.


Of the cultivators in his group, he was the only one remaining.


A heavily wounded soldier stood proudly over the corpse of a hooded figure.


After he made a sign of victory toward the remaining three soldiers, he collapsed on the ground, devoid of any strength.


'Did they all die?'


Noah had focused completely on the area in front of him, he couldn't pay attention to the whole battlefield when he executed the First form of his martial art.


"It seems that you bandits had really underestimated the power of the Muwlos family."


One of the remaining soldiers said proudly.


They didn't know that their enemies had been sent by the rulers of the nation so he supposed that they were a simple bandit group.


'So, my guess was right.'


Noah ignored him and inspected the area with his mental energy.


He couldn't find anything strange or peculiar which made him sigh helplessly.


'I don't believe that the Royals have misjudged the strength of these soldiers which means that they wanted for many of us to die. Maybe they didn't predict the death of their representative, that's why we are in this situation.'


"Vance, don't think that you can run away. You will pay for your sins against my family."


Samuel spoke to him in an angered tone.


They were in the same class in the academy, he had seen his martial art being executed that's why he managed to recognize him.


"Men, seize him."


The soldiers followed the order of their young master and encircled Noah.


Noah continued to ignore them and looked at the sky.


'I bet that they are watching everything in front of a cup of wine.'


"Put down your weapons and-"


The phrase of the soldier was interrupted by a swing from Noah's saber.


The soldier expected some resistance and promptly created a water shield to block the attack.


However, the saber began to release black smoke that consumed the shield in a few instants, allowing the blade to slash on the soldier's neck.


Surprise ran through his eyes as the saber directly severed his head, his spell couldn't match the Demonic form at all!


It couldn't be helped though, the water shield was a common spell of the water element while the Demonic form was a top tier spell of the darkness one, the difference between their strength was enormous.


The remaining two soldiers retreated and deployed their defenses.


A wall made of wind appeared and a defensive martial art was unleashed.


Noah didn't waste time and executed the First form of the Ashura together with the partial Demonic form.


Ten fuming sabers relentlessly crashed on the two soldiers.


Their defenses were already strained by the rank 4 martial art, when a spell of such destructivity was added to those attacks, it became impossible for them to hold on for long.


It took only a few exchanges for the soldiers to suffer a deadly injury and being consumed by the accumulated toxic smoke.


Only Noah, Samuel, and Abel remained on the battlefield.


"W-which aptitude do you have?"


Samuel had his eyes wide open due to Noah's power.


Those soldiers were rank 2 cultivators after all!


He could accept that Noah was able to kill one of them but three at the same time was a great shock!


"Young master, step aside. He is a genius of the darkness element, I never thought that he could develop so fast."


Abel opened his eyes and supported himself to Samuel in order to stand up.


The leader of the soldiers could fight again!
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                        "Did you realize it back then?"


Noah asked Abel, once his element was exposed, he could finally stop pretending.


"I had my doubts. The darkness element has no specific traits and could be easily mistaken for a martial art. However, after seeing it again, I became sure tha-"


His phrase was interrupted since Noah began to attack!


Abel's complexion had regained some color and he was able to stand up but that didn't mean that he had completely recovered.


Noah wouldn't let him return to his peak form, his words were just an initial probing, he wanted to be sure that no one in the Muwlos family had any suspects about his aptitude.


After that was confirmed, he immediately attacked.


Ten fuming sabers slashed at Abel, carrying with them the full power of Noah's cultivation level and mental energy.


However, Abel was a rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage with a rank 4 martial art.


The power of his art couldn't be shown accurately in his fight against the representative of the Royal family because the difference between their bodies was too vast.


Yet, against a body with his same strength, he could use it fully.


His knife pierced the air and clashed with each ethereal saber, his weapon released sharp lights that successfully blocked every attack and a few of them managed to overcome Noah's assault, ultimately ending on his body.


Noah took a few steps back and inspected his arms.


There were three deep cuts on his skin and he could not help but become extremely wary of his opponent.


'His martial art is as powerful as mine. Yet, his cultivation level is higher and even his body is stronger, my only advantage is the power of my spell.'


To counterattack Noah's blows, Abel had to come in contact with the toxic smoke.


The leader of the noble group stared with wide eyes as the black smoke continuously corroded his hands and fought with his regenerative abilities.


After some time, the smoke lost power and the regeneration surpassed the rate of destruction, vanquishing the spell completely.


"Impressive."


Abel praised loudly.


"If you were a rank 3 mage, I would have no chances to suppress such destructiveness. To think that three years ago you were only able to leave scratches on me, the academy surely is a gathering of geniuses."


Noah listened to his words but his mind was focused on other thoughts.


'I can probably match his blows if I enter the complete Demonic form, yet I can't fight for a long time in that state and my expenditure of mental energy would only increase if I use Shadow and Echo with it.'


His thoughts flashed rapidly in his mind as he analyzed the situation.


'I can surely run away but then I will be forced to either completely rely on the Royal family for protection or leave the country. I don't believe that the Muwlos family will keep the information about my aptitude for themselves.'


'Or, I can fight him and see if my strongest spell can match an exhausted cultivator with a rank 4 body.'


Only a few instants had passed since Abel stopped speaking with the two warriors staring at each other for the whole silent moment.


Then, Noah's determination surged and black smoke began to envelop him.


'For how long will I have to hide like a rat?'


Since his escape, Noah had to always be careful of everyone around him.


The Royals wanted to exploit him, his family was searching for him, and each new individual that knew about his aptitude could lead to irreparable consequences.


Noah did his best, focusing only on his training and joining every mission that could increase his power.


Yet, no matter how much he improved, he could never shake away those restrictions that he had since the moment he was reborn in that world.


'I'm tired of running away every time something in the heroic ranks appears. He is wounded and I can make it bleed, which means that I can kill him! Running away would mean that all my hard work can't match a cultivator in such a pitiful state.'



He transformed into his fiendish form.


The demonic form had changed slightly since he became a rank two mage.


There were the faint shapes of horns growing from his head and there seemed to be a tail growing at the bottom of his spine.


The power of the spell was linked to his rank as a mage after all, it was obvious that it would undergo improvements as his sea of consciousness enlarged.


Abel stared with a stern expression at the transformation of his opponent and turned his head to the astonished Samuel behind him.


"Young master, back off, I can't protect you from that."


Samuel gulped and retreated for a few meters.


Twenty fuming slashes shot toward him as he did that but Abel promptly stood in their trajectory and swung his knife to block the attacks.


Abel watched with wary eyes how the black smoke almost completely enveloped him and began to consume his flesh.


'The quantity of this gas increased!'


He judged in his mind, yet his line of thought was interrupted by a black figure jumping at him.


Noah used the First form of the Asura, creating more than ten ethereal sabers that jointly attacked Abel.


His physical qualities were empowered due to his spell, his body was now on even ground with Abel's one.


Abel fought valiantly, answering to each of Noah's attacks with one of his own.


Sometimes, he would let specific attacks wound him in order to exploit an opening in the guard of his opponent.


His weapon darted over the fuming figure, piercing the black armor and continuously wounding the cultivator under it.


Abel's attacks could pierce the Demonic form!


Yet, as the battle continued, more and more smoke accumulated in that area, creating a black cloud all around the two warriors.


Abel was naked, his skin was long since gone and his flesh struggled to reform.


Nevertheless, the assault of Noah's spell was unceasing.


Abel had to fight in that position or Samuel would be exposed while Noah could only gain advantages as that part of the mountain path became his personal area of destruction.


'Just die already!'


Noah watched as Abel's body slowly lost its regenerative proprieties and pressed on in his assault.


Seeing that he could not keep up anymore, Abel decided to do one last reckless attack.


He stopped defending from Noah's blows and focused in one last lounge.


Twelve fuming sabers stabbed his body at the same time and began to corrode his interiors but he held on and released a piercing attack on Noah's chest.
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                        Abel's knife shined with blinding light and released a piercing blow aimed for Noah's chest.


'Shadow! Echo!'


Before that attack could hit him, Noah called for his two blood companions.


Two fuming beasts tore Noah's clothes and stood in the trajectory of the incoming attack.


The knife cut through their bodies almost unhindered, those blood companions came from rank 3 beasts after all, they were not a match for Abel's attack.


However, the smoke that they released managed to slightly deviate the trajectory of the knife, making it land on Noah's stomach.


The knife dug in his body, stopping only after it came out of his back.


Noah found himself with a hole at the center of his torso.


However, pain wasn't enough to stop him.


Even with such a wound, he continued to focus on his opponent.


His sabers were stabbed in Abel's body, continuously pouring black smoke in his body, yet he was still alive!


He was defenseless though since his weapon was stuck in Noah's body.


'Give me a bit of that vitality of yours!'


Noah thought and released the grip on his sabers as he activated the Blood drain spell.


His hands morphed into demonic claws from under the fuming armor which he stabbed right into his enemy's chest.


Warmth invaded his body as Abel's blood was absorbed by the spell.


Abel's uncovered flesh began to lose its rosy color as the blood left those tissues.


The spell redirected the blood toward Noah's injuries, expending it to heal the wounds that he suffered during the battle.


Abel, on the other hand, felt his already faint strength being sucked away.


He tried to take out his knife to get away from that dangerous situation but, as soon as he tried to pull with his arms, his hands detached from his limbs by themselves and vanished in the black cloud.



Not even his body could withstand the joint damage of the Demonic form and the Blood drain, his healing abilities had finally lost to Noah's spells.


Looking at how his body was slowly being consumed, he understood that his end was near.


'In the end, I failed.'


He thought, before raising his head to look at the fiendish figure that had its claws stabbed deep in his chest.


"If I didn't waste most of my energies to recover from the wound that your leader inflicted on me, I would have won."


He said proudly, using his last energies to mock the young man.


"If you hadn't been wounded, I would have already run away."


A low and rough voice answered him.


In the end, Noah watched as Abel's body was completely consumed by the black cloud and his claws could not absorb blood anymore.


Noah stood inside the cloud, panting heavily as his spells dispersed and taking out the knife from his body.


The hole in his stomach was slowly healed by part of the remains of Abel's blood.


It must be said that his blood had incredible healing proprieties, once it was absorbed by Noah, it filled his body with vitality.


It took only a few minutes for every wound to be completely mended while the remaining absorbed blood accumulated below the acupoints on his back.


'It's finally over.'


Noah thought.


His body was back in top condition but he didn't have much mental energy left.


The Demonic form's main weakness was that its consumption of mental energy was too high, it couldn't be used for prolonged battles.


That's why Noah mainly used the partial transformation, it was easier to control and could be sustained for longer times.


However, he had to go all out in that battle, even resorting to the Blood drain spell to increase the constant damage that he could inflict to Abel in order to overcome his regenerative abilities.


In the minutes that he used to heal his body, the black cloud slowly dispersed, showing the area of death under it.


Samuel stared at it with an eager expression which turned in a scared one when he recognized Noah's figure.


"No! How is that possible!? Why are you alive?"


Noah had the clothes on his chest completely torn, hanging on his body from their connection with the hood on his head.


His pale and toned body was shown to Samuel.


It had a large red stain on his waist created by the blood that came out due to Abel's last attack, while a faint scar was visible on the center of his torso.


Except for that, there was no apparent injury on him which increased Samuel's astonishment.


Noah inspected his surroundings to search for some remains of his previous battle.


His sabers and Abel's knife were on the ground but they were full of cracks, even the inscriptions on them had been broken.


'I need new weapons, these are now useless.'


He put the three weapons away and then picked a space-ring from the ground.


He inspected its interiors just to put it in his clothes when he saw that the scrolls were not there.


Then, he raised his head to look at Samuel at a few meters from him.


With just a thought, two black sabers appeared in his hands.


Those were the weapons that William had given him after his mission with the Ironclad spiders, Noah had kept them because he believed that they could be clues to his identity.


Also, their value was low, selling them or keeping them made no difference in his mind.


"No!"


Samuel shouted as soon as Noah took the first step toward him.


"Stay away."


He shouted again.


The one in front of him had defeated the strongest cultivator in his group, he felt nothing but fear looking at Noah's hooded figure.


"Here, take this! You want the scrolls that I've bought, right? I swear, I knew nothing about the Cause, my father forced me to do the purchase. Please, spare me, the Elbas family will understand."


Samuel pleaded, showing a space-ring to Noah.


Noah arrived in front of him and took out the ring from his hands.


After a quick inspection, he found more than one hundred scrolls and books inside it.


'So many.'


He couldn't help but be surprised, all those items were spells or techniques with the total value of ten million Credits, he couldn't wait to take a look at them.


"Will you spar-"


Samuel began to speak again but Noah directly severed his head with a casual move of his saber.


The heir of the Muwlos family was dead, the mission had succeeded.
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                        'It's over.'


Noah heaved a sigh and looked around him.


The signs of the battle were clearly shown on the terrain.


Large red puddles covered the ground and corpses filled the environment.


The mountain path had been ruined, holes and marks were everywhere on the terrain, normal carriages could not cross that road anymore.


'I should first gather all the valuable things and then rest. Even with a rank 2 dantian, I'm almost out of Breath.'


Noah went to every corpse on the ground and searched for storage devices or valuable items.


The soldiers of the Muwlos family had no space-rings and their weapons could only be sold for pieces of gold so he simply ignored them.


By selling one Obsidian Credit, one could obtain a large amount of gold, that currency had completely lost any value in Noah's eyes.


The only exceptions in that group were Abel and Samuel from whom Noah obtained three space-rings.


As for the cultivators recruited by the Royal family, their situations were poor.


Most of them had been detained till they were needed for that mission while the others lived a simple life, spending every Credit they managed to gain as soon as it entered their pockets.


After all, their situation was different from Noah's.


He was enrolled in the academy and his strength was needed in the Royal inheritance, most of his wealth came from those two factors.


"Hey, could you see my face before I die?"


A voice sounded from an area on the battlefield.


Noah turned in its direction only to see Jean with a large bloody hole on her waist.


The bandages on her face had turned from yellow to red due to the blood that came out of her mouth.


Yet, she was still able to speak.


Noah neared her and inspected her body.


The wound was too deep, she was still losing blood from it and the internal injury seemed impossible to repair.


"Show me."


He said.


One of the reasons why he could fight against Abel while maintaining most of his strength was due to her poison, he wouldn't mind wasting a few seconds to fulfill her last wish.


Also, if she had seen his battle, he had to make sure that she died.


Jean slowly raised her hands and removed the bandages from her face.


Little by little, the scorched flesh behind them was revealed.


She had almost no flesh left on her face, her facial muscles were clearly visible but they were green and they constantly released some yellow pus.


That image was the complete opposite of her sensual body.


"Do you like it?"


She asked, trying to perform a smile with her ruined mouth.


"It's just a face."


Noah answered calmly, inspecting her heartbeat with his mental energy.


"I see."


She said closing her eyes and exhaling her last breath.


Noah sighed, that encounter left a bitter taste in his mouth.


'I could have ended in the same situation if things were just a bit different.' 


In the end, Noah managed to retrieve a total of thirty thousand Credits from all the corpses, even though most of that sum came from the space-ring of the representative of the Royal family.


Also, some of them had inscribed weapons that he could sell which Noah gladly took with him.


Only Abel and Samuel's devices had still to be completely sorted out.


Noah sat in on the ground and began to inspect them.


Abel's ring only had a few thousand Credits in it and some potions of good quality which Noah took without hesitation.



The interiors of Samuel's personal storage device, instead, were quite surprising.


Not only its width was of one hundred cubic meters, but it was also filled with all sorts of potions and cultivation resources.


Most importantly though, it contained fifty thousand Credits!


'Most of these items are useless to me, my cultivation level is too high. It seems that I will have a lot of things to sell once I go back to the Royal city.'


He had way more situational potions that he needed and a majority of them were of poor quality.


He would rather gain some extra Credit to purchase rank 4 materials rather that keeping items that he would never use.


In the end, he sorted everything out except for the ring containing spells and techniques.


'Eighty-three thousand Credits, nineteen inscribed weapons in the first rank, and more than one hundred situational potions. There is also this reagent to sell with all the storage devices that I found.'


He had taken Samuel's ring for himself but decided to sell his smaller one.


'Two hundred and fifty cubic meters of space is more than enough for my needs, I should just transform the other rings in Credits.'


According to his calculations, his total gains from that mission would surpass one hundred thousand Credits!


'Another inscribed weapon that I can't sell, I feel like I'm keeping trophies of my crimes.'


Noah thought, putting Samuel's weapon together with those of the heirs of the Balvan family.


'Now, it's time for the last ring.'


His eyes shone in excitement as he held the device containing the techniques and spells of the academy.


"Young man, I believe that one belongs to me."


A voice interrupted his line of thought and Noah raised his head to look in the direction where it came from.


A middle-aged man stood in the air with his hands behind his back.


He had short golden hair and wore a loose golden robe.


Even if Noah was staring right at him, he couldn't sense his presence with his mental energy.


'How strong is he?'


Noah guessed that the man came from the Royal family, who could arrive as soon as the battle was over after all?


He immediately put a shameful smile on his face and stood up, performing a deep bow to the cultivator hoovering in the air.


"My lord, do you mind if I take a look at the scrolls inside this ring? You know, the battle has been extremely hard and most of my resources have been expended…"


The man snorted and opened his mouth to speak.


"Why do you think I've let you plunder the battlefield? Also, my son had already given you quite a sum for your services. If that big boulder of Breath blessing hadn't been personally retrieved by you, I would have have never allowed for it to be divided."
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                        'My son? Is he Thaddeus' father?'


Realization dawned upon Noah after he heard those words.


He hastily performed another bow in excuse.


"I'm sorry Your Majesty for not recognizing you!"


Thaddeus' father just waved his hand and scoffed softly.


The space-ring in Noah's hands moved by itself and floated toward the cultivator in the air.


Noah stared at it with wide eyes, he had never seen a mental energy so powerful!


'His sea of consciousness must be in the heroic ranks!'


The man inspected the ring and nodded before turning to leave.


"Your Majesty, please wait. I wonder if you could solve some of my doubts about this mission."


The cultivator stopped his tracks and turned to stare at the young man on the wasted mountain path.


"I guess you deserve some clarification to improve our future cooperation. Go ahead, ask me what you want."


Noah had a lot of doubts in his mind, everything about that mission didn't feel right.


"Why the force of the Muwlos family was so weak? As a large-size noble family, they should have rank 3 cultivators to use. And why was our force so weak? I bet that there are stronger criminals in your prisons."


Noah couldn't help but think that this mission was way less important than what Thaddeus made it seem.


'Sure, there were cultivators a with rank 4 bodies, yet those should still be simple pawns if I consider the powers where they came from.'


The cultivator in the air thought for a bit after hearing Noah's words and then answered in a calm tone.


"You can think of this mission as a probe."


 Noah listened attentively.


"Since the creation of our dynasty, the noble families have always tried to gain more power. Well, it's in the human nature to strive for greatness, if the chance presented itself, everyone would aim for the position of King."


"However, the conditions for our rule were fair and the nation developed under our domain. That's why there have never been that many revolts in the last two thousand years. There weren't many willing to risk their positions for the Cause."


"Yet, a cultivator of the light element appeared and many nobles loyal to the Cause felt that their time to rise had come. You might not know it but a rebellion is likely to happen in the next decades."


'So, it's still about Daniel. The nobles are betting on him for dethroning the Elbas family. He still has to explain everything though.'


"As for your questions, you are right, both us and the Muwlos family have stronger soldiers. Yet, a cultivator in the third rank is extremely valuable, only one step away from becoming an entity in the heroic ranks, powerful families are unwilling to use them as disposable soldiers. Also, our system is quite strict so to obtain a rank 3 cultivation technique you must have shown loyalty toward your organization. Sending them in battle would raise the importance of the mission."


Noah lowered his head.






He understood that rank 3 cultivators were at the peak of the human ranks.


'Thaddeus told me that I had to join them if I wanted a rank 3 cultivation technique too, I guess they really value those soldiers.


Nevertheless, that still didn't completely explain the situation.


"Your Majesty, are you saying that an heir of a large-size noble family is less valuable than a soldier with a rank 3 dantian?"


Thaddeus' father sighed and shook his head.


"Young man, you must understand that the bigger one organization is, the more there will be internal fights. The Muwlos family didn't completely trust the Cause so their patriarch had limited resources. The same goes for my branch of the Royal family. There is a tacit agreement between the powerful forces not to use strong cultivators for these missions because, the moment rank 3 cultivators fight, even those in the heroic ranks would be dragged in the battle. The last thing we want is a war through all the country."


"So, the Muwlos family sent their heir as a representative for the nobles while our family's branch was appointed to handle the situation. I and my son work at close contact with peculiar individuals and want to create a hidden army with them, yet we can't hire every single criminal."


There was silence for an instant.


"We need to test them. We need to skim them. We need to be sure that, once that army is created, they won't turn against us."


Noah finally understood the meaning of his words.


"Your Majesty, are you saying that the noble families were just probing your reaction while you were just testing your new force?"


The man nodded and replied calmly.


"Exactly. The Muwlos family attempted to gain some advantage out of their Cause and failed. The Royal family was testing its new army and obtained some results. In any case, the nobles can still create a new academy, even without our techniques, they were just unsure of our reaction."


'Basically, it was just a casual matter in his eyes.'


"Do we have that little value in your eyes?"


Noah couldn't help but ask.


He felt like his actions didn't matter at all, as if he had fought for a small political game between the Royals and the nobles.


"Well, there is a genius in every generation. Your situation is peculiar because of your element but, until you reach the heroic ranks, you will always be just one human."


The cultivator in the air turned to leave but then stopped as if remembering something.


"Oh, you might be happy to know that we are willing to make you the captain of our new force. Keep working for us like you did till now and your future will be ensured."


Noah showed a bright smile and bowed, excitedly thanking him for his words.


Yet, Noah's eyes under the hood were dark and cold, the position of the captain didn't appeal to him in the slightest.


He raised his head and saw that the man had disappeared, leaving him alone on the battlefield.


Anger filled him as he went back to the cave on the side of the mountain.
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                        On one side, there were the nobles that wanted more power and wanted to dethrone the Elbas family.


They tried to probe a reaction from the Royals to understand their line of rule and sent one of the heirs of a large-size noble family for the mission.


One the other one, there were the Royals that wanted to maintain control over their subjects.


They could not personally attack Samuel's group because doing that would lead to a public uproar but they also wanted to limit the growth of the other noble families.


That's why they used the criminals that they were gathering for the creation of a hidden army.


In a world were birthright decided most of your future, there was an overabundance of individuals that broke the rules in order to become stronger.


Those individuals were under the control of Thaddeus' branch of the Royal family.


Noah clearly understood why the Royals needed to create such an army.


'There are too many noble families. No matter how strong they are or for how long they have accumulated resources, one family can't match hundreds of them. Yet, if the Royal dynasty manages to create soldiers out of criminals, they would obtain the perfect expendable army and would fix the issue of the numerical disadvantage.'


He thought after going back to the cave to rest.


Noah didn't want to stay in that place for long but he needed at least a few hours to recover from the battle.


His sea of consciousness and dantian were almost empty, he needed time to refill them.


Luckily, he had enough potions to use which largely quickened his rate of recovery.


'I was used as a pawn in their political games. The Royals wanted to test the strength of their new force while the nobles wanted to see what kind of reaction the Elbas would have. Even the heir of a large-size family is nothing in the eyes of cultivators in the heroic ranks.'


He clearly remembered the cultivator's words.



'"You are just one human". I hate to admit it but he is right, with my little strength I can't avoid being involved in these matters. Refusing them would just aggravate our relationship and my anonymity depends on their goodwill. If I want to keep my freedom, I have to leave.'


Inevitably, Noah began to think about abandoning the Utra nation and escaping where the Elbas family and the Balvan family could not reach him.


'I have still things to do here though, especially the matter about the forging.'


He still couldn't leave.


He needed a safe environment where to experiment with his creations and he also needed the resources of the capital, the Royal city offered too many opportunities.


'No wonder cultivators don't want to leave it and ultimately accept being on the Royals paybook. Sacrificing freedom for a smooth cultivation journey seems the smartest thing to do.'


If Noah didn't have his wild ambitions, he would also think of joining the ranks of the Royal family.


'However, for how long will they support me? Will they allow me to become a rank 4 cultivator? Will they allow me to attempt in the breakthroughs for the divine ranks? I don't think so.'


A ruler, in order to govern, had to be stronger than its subjects, it couldn't allow for individuals to surpass its level.


Noah was sure that if he joined some organizations, he would soon be suppressed like it had happened in the inner circle of Balvan mansion.


He sighed thinking about that.


His energies had still to recover so he had time to sort his thoughts.


'Is this world all about birthright?'


Noah ultimately had that doubt.


'Birth defines your social status, the number of techniques that you can obtain, the spells, and so on. Sadly, I'm not an exception as most of my battle prowess derives from my element.'


Noah wasn't underestimating himself.


He knew that, even if he considered only his martial art, he was one of the best warriors of his generation.


He had trained nonstop since the age of eight after all, his determination and diligence were unmatched.


However, most of his overwhelming strength came from the Demonic form which expressed the full power of the darkness element.


'Does my value strictly depend on my element? If I had a common aptitude, would I still be this powerful?'


Noah lingered on those questions for a while before determination filled his eyes.


'I obtained the Demonic form spell because I was the best of my generation. I surpassed nobles and nurtured soldiers to obtain it. Everything I have, I took it with my own hands.'


There was no reason to overthink issues over which he had no control.


'I might have been lucky to be born with this aptitude but I've also had to risk my life for each of my improvements. I would have been a great cultivator even if I was of the fire element.'


He stood up as soon as he resolved his doubts, moving toward the exit of the cave.


Noah didn't want to stay too much in that place.


Even if the Muwlos family had a tacit agreement to not use powerful cultivators, that wouldn't prevent Samuel's father from arriving on the battlefield and kill the criminal that took his son's life.


'To prove it, I will create with my own hands something that surpasses every birthright.'


His resolve was steeled, he knew exactly what he had to do.


'I need to buy new weapons, preferably inscribed items in the second rank. I need to sell all the items that I don't need and stash rank 4 materials to be always ready to escape. I need to forge using the Demonic form as a material. I need to bring my body in the heroic ranks. In the end, I need to create my own techniques.'


Noah still had some of Abel's blood to absorb but his priority was returning to the Royal city at that moment.


'Time to go back!'
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                        Weeks passed after the battle near Vonduhr.


The official report was that the soldiers from the Muwlos family had been assaulted by bandits and the young heir, Samuel, lost his life in the process.


However, among the large-size families, the truth was clearly known.


The families loyal to the Cause thought that by using a noble heir that was also a former student in the academy, the reaction of the Royals wouldn't have been so harsh.


Yet, their expectations weren't met and they suffered quite a loss.


The soldiers in their mansion were more valuable than the criminals that they faced.


The Royals could refill those numbers at ease while the nobles had to slowly nurture worthy guards, it was clear who had been the winner in that event.


That's why their plans were delayed and an apparent peace returned since there hadn't been consequences after that battle.


Noah vaguely guessed much but he simply didn't care.


He had been busy selling all his useless items and buying new weapons and materials.


He also absorbed Abel's remaining blood, slightly boosting the strength of his body.


Ultimately, he gained the piece of Breath blessing, one hundred and ten thousand Credits, two new inscribed sabers, new rank 4 materials, and a large number of potions from the mission.


Even though he was still angry about how he had been used by the Royals, he had to admit that his gains when he worked with them were always extremely satisfactory.


BOOOM!


An explosion rang out from the reinforced room of his accommodation that made the whole building tremble.


Noah had resumed his experiments in the Elemental forging method but he still couldn't obtain some good results.


The bones of the Undead chameleon had successfully mimicked the proprieties of his blood but the toxic smoke would always corrode the material, even if at a slower pace than before.



Yet, at that pace, Noah was somewhat able to mix the two materials.


Though, as the corrosion began, the equilibrium between the two substances would break, creating a chain reaction that ultimately led to an explosion.


"Do you want to destroy the whole house?"


Ivor shouted, appearing from the other room of the habitation.


"Why is it so hard! And why do they always explode!"


Noah's curse resounded from the center of the reinforced room.


The inscriptions on the wall were starting to lose their light, it seemed that they had been through a lot in order to reach that state.


"It's already the tenth time and the power of the explosions has gradually grown! Usually, that means that you are getting closer to forge something stable but I'm worried that the building won't hold till that point."


Ivor commented, adding something else.


"Maybe it's an issue with the material."


"Of course, it's the materials!"


Noah answered loudly before laying on the floor.


'Since my body is still on the third rank, its blood can't completely affect the chameleon bones, it simply doesn't have the power to do so. Should I wait for the breakthrough?'


It wasn't even half a year since he became eighteen, even if Abel's blood had boosted his strength quite a bit, the peak of the third rank was still at some distance away from his grasp.


'No, that would take too much. I should just hope that the other nine bones will benefit from the prolonged refinement.'


He still had nine sealed buckets containing the magical beast's material immersed in his blood.


Apparently, due to his blood being too weak, one month of refinement was far from enough.


Noah sighed and stood up, two white sabers appeared in his hands as he did that.


Those weapons were the new inscribed items that he had bought.


The inscription on them vastly increased their durability, allowing Noah to feel at ease in case he was forced to use the Demonic form again.


He found out that the inscribed items that could fix themselves were rare and extremely valuable, that's why he had to settle for the increased durability.


'At least they are in the second rank even if only in the low tier. They should be able to keep up for a few battles.'


As his mental sphere enlarged, his Demonic form would become stronger, hastening the consumption of his weapons.


'I really need to forge a weapon with the smoke of my spell otherwise I would have to stockpile inscribed weapons forever.'


He had returned to his usual training routine.


Yin body and Dark vortex during the night while Kesier rune, Elemental forging, and martial art during the day.


However, the improvements of his body and dantian were not as slow as before due to the big piece of Breath blessing placed on the ground.


He had still more than one month of paid rent so he simply focused on his cultivation.


Like that, days passed.


Explosions would ring out every day, threatening the integrity of the reinforced room.


Ivor began to exit the habitation as soon as he felt that his student's creations were about to explode in order to avoid an increase in his headache.


However, one day, there were no explosions.


Noah was overseeing the forging of his eighteenth bone.


The black smoke slowly seeped into the reddish piece of magical beast.


After more than two months of refinement, its color had changed and even its internal composition was heavily modified.


The two substances mixed and their shapes changed according to Noah's control.


Its circumference diminished, increasing the density and the sturdiness of the item.


Its edges became sharper and a pointy tip began to form on one of its sides.


Then, the corrosion began.


Noah was prepared, he had seen that same reaction happen seventeen times already!


He hastily removed the incubating membrane, letting the leftovers of the process disperse in the room.


Smoke and broken dark-red shards fell everywhere as the item between Noah's hands diminished in size.


From eighty centimeters to fifty.


From fifty centimeters to twenty.


Noah was cutting off every part that was nearing the explosion point, controlling the chain reaction that would lead to a complete waste of the rank 4 material!
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                        Eliminating the unstable parts would reduce the effective power of the item but it made possible for the forging to continue.


Noah's attention was completely on the internal composition of his creation.


Every time he saw signs of instability, he would manipulate that specific part to separate from the core.


Little by little, the item in his hands reached the length of a Moon needle.


Yet, the forging was not complete.


The toxic smoke continued to corrode the bone, forcing Noah to cut even more pieces from it.


From the size of a needle to the one of a small shard.


From a shard to a fingernail.


From a fingernail to nothing.


The item completely turned into dust, the forging had failed.


However, Noah was excited.


'Finally, it didn't explode! This is the right method to forge with my current materials, I just have to accept that I can't create a complete weapon while I have a rank 3 body.'


What he was aiming for with those processes was to gather experience toward what would eventually be his main weapon.


Yet, his body needed to match the rank of the other material and only the chameleon's bone was not enough to create something sturdy.


The Elemental forging method required patience and incessant experimentation, one could not obtain results in just a few months, especially once the materials' level rose.


'I have one last refined bone, I need to at least have some slight success with that one. As for the other materials, I should just wait for my body to reach the heroic ranks.'


With the wealth obtained in his last mission, Noah had bought more rank 4 materials, mainly Undead chameleon's bones.


"No explosions today?"


Ivor appeared on the edge of the door, warily watching the reinforced room.


"I've tried Annette's stabilization method and it had some results."


Noah answered.


The idea of cutting off the unstable parts was not his, it came from the accumulated knowledge in the inscription method that Ivor had passed him.


It would be stupid for Noah not to use the previous experiences of the inscription masters of the Elemental forging method, he had access to all their notes after all.


"Oh, that one. It surely works nicely but it inevitably lowers the power of the finished product. Yet, it's the first step toward a complete creation."


Noah's interest was picked.


"What do you mean by that?"


He asked, those moments were the only occasions where Ivor could actually help him so he didn't hold back any of his questions.


"Well, even if you waste most of the materials, the remaining stable part would still be an inscribed item, a complete product. Annette worked with dangerous and wild substances, her solution was to create many small complete products and then forging them again in a bigger item. There are many problems involved with that method though, she could only attempt in it because she was quite wealthy and she had no problems refilling the wasted materials."


Ivor explained, making Noah nod in understanding.


'Even if I don't consider the enormous number of materials needed to successfully apply that method, there is the problem of doing another round of forging on an already inscribed item. Also, there is more expenditure of absorbed Breath and if the second forging is to fail, one would lose everything. It does manage to maintain the initial power though and maybe even increase it.'


Seeing that Noah was sorting his options, Ivor left the room and returned to his jars.


He knew that in order to be successful in the Elemental forging method, a lot of solitary experimentation was required.


Ivor sighed, taking out his knife and softly caressing it.


'For such a young man to have the will to forge, it means that he had gone through many hardships already. Is it wrong to feel blessed for having found such a cursed student?'


Meanwhile, Noah went to rest.


His mind was fixed on not wasting his last refined bone, he wanted to make sure that his attempt was perfect!


That day he didn't train, all he did was reviewing the process in every little detail.


At dawn, he opened the last sealed bucket and took out the dark-red material.


His sea of consciousness was used by then in storing gaseous Breath in the second rank, the amount that remained in his mental sphere wasn't enough to create the usual headache.


The Breath was consumed, the small saber over his mental energy diminished in size until only a tiny amount of it remained to hoover there.


A small sphere made of toxic smoke appeared in his left hand while his right one held steadily the beast's bone.


'Begin!'


The incubating membrane enveloped the two materials and the smoke gathered around the bone.


He had been through that process nineteen times already, his manipulation was smooth and rapid.


Yet, as the two materials fused, the usual traces of instability appeared.


Noah didn't waste time and directly cut away every unstable part.


The incubating membrane was mainly used to keep the inscription masters safe from dangers relative to the forging.


However, Noah immediately removed it, laying the item on the floor and stretching one of his hands over it to better control the toxic smoke.


The instabilities accumulated and Noah was forced to remove more and more pieces of the item.



Dark-red pebbles shot out in every part of the room and black smoke came out from the severed areas, making the inscriptions in the room flicker.


Since there was less material to forge, Noah chose to diminish the quantity of toxic smoke in the forced fusion!


Smoke continued to come out of the bone and small solid parts shot out everywhere, sometimes even scratching Noah's skin in the process.


Yet, the item on the floor became darker and darker, the two substances were successfully mixing!


'Just a little bit more!'


Noah shouted in his mind as he removed even more unstable pieces.


In the end, the forging ended and a small black shard remained on the ground.


It was only the size of a pinkie and extremely thin, it seemed frail beyond reason but it was solid!


Noah picked it up and inspected it, a sense of danger was exuded from that little shard.


'Second rank, middle tier. To think that with just one rank 4 material it can already reach such power, the Demonic form spell is incredible! Pity, it's only a one-use item.'


His creation was too thin, it couldn't withstand the power that it could unleash.


'Nevertheless, this is only an initial prototype and I can now confirm that my spell can become the core of my weapons! Let's see, I should call it Demonic Saber.'


At that moment though he remembered his conversation with Ivor when he had passed down his legacy.


A slight smile appeared on Noah's face as he decided in his mind.


'I guess I'll call it Demonic Sword, that scrounger needs some recognition after all.'
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                        'It's a pity that I can't really test it, it would be such a waste.'


Noah thought, placing the shard on the floor.



As soon as he did that though, the inscriptions on the wall of the room began to flicker in a similar way to when the explosion occurred.


'What?'


Noah was confused and inspected his creation.


A faint corrosion was happening on the wooden floor where the shard was placed, it seemed that just by being in contact with the inscribed item the effects of the toxic smoke would activate.


Yet, the shard was losing its black color and some gray tones began to appear.


Noah hastily took the shard back in his hands and heaved a sigh of relief seeing that the room returned to its normal state.


'That's a bit more powerful than I expected.'


Noah thought, noticing the faint mark on the floor.


'I guess I can't completely judge the amount of danger it exudes since the spell from which it was created is harmless to me. I believe this is my strongest attack now.'


In his Demonic form, he could match the attacks of a rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage.


However, that was quite common.


Spells were stronger than martial arts, it was no wonder that he could fight on even ground with Abel.


Yet, the shard had the power of the liquid stage without being powered by Breath, Noah was rather optimistic about its strength.


'If I manage to make two sabers with the same process and use my martial art while wielding them, my normal attacks will hold the same power of a spell! Right, I should test that thing first.'


His mental energy was expended and the hand holding the shard began to emit black smoke.


The inscriptions in the room flickered again to withstand the partial Demonic form but there was no reaction coming from the shard, it stood among the smoke without undergoing the slight corrosion.


'I knew it! If I create my weapons in this way, I would solve the issue with the Demonic form! I would have normal attacks that match spells in power and that can be further empowered with the spells themselves, I'm getting excited just by thinking about that.'


His current sabers were inscribed items in the second rank but they were focused on durability.


However, the Demonic sword was completely offensive, just a little shard could create a reaction in the reinforced room, Noah found it impossible to imagine the full power of the complete weapon.


Like Manuel could cast way more spells that he was capable of due to his weapon, Noah would eventually wield weapons able to mimic his strongest spell in power!


'Wait, can I keep it in the space-ring? I'm technically wearing it so the corrosion should not apply.'


Noah put the shard in his first ring and carefully inspected its interiors.


The shard laid in the separate space without causing any reaction from it.


Noah looked at it for a while before heaving another sigh of relief.


'If I was to create a sword that could not be kept in a space-ring, then I would have to create a sheath capable of holding it.'


Noah didn't even want to think about that, just having some initial success in creating something with his toxic smoke had proven itself quite a challenge.


If he had to further forge something where to put it, he couldn't imagine the amount of experimentation that he had to go through.


'I guess that all I can do now is hasten the breakthrough of my body as much as I can, yet there aren't many methods available for that.'


He had become tolerant to the Beast's quintessence and the other drugs in that same field were either weaker or of a similar principle, simply cultivating would profit him more.


'Maybe if I was to use the Blood drain spell with the Breath blessing in my possession, I might be able to reduce the time needed to reach the peak of the third rank.'


The Forging of the Seven Hells had left him with seven acupoints capable of absorbing Breath, his fast improvements were mostly due to that.


Yet, even with such training speed, reaching the limits of the human ranks was not easy.


The body required a lot of time to accumulate the Breath needed for the breakthrough and, since Noah's nourishment method had special abilities attached to it, it required even more time.


'Cultivation requires time, there's nothing I can do about that. I'll just use my remaining time in this habitation to cultivate and then resort to the Blood drain to further speed my improvements.'


He set his schedule and immediately acted.


Noah had still more than one month of paid rent which he exploited as much as he could.


His growth in that place was stable due to the increased density of Breath and the Breath blessing.


However, that came at the price of four thousand Credits per month, he didn't have enough money to stay for two years in that place.


Also, he had understood by then that purely relying on the high density of Breath was not the smartest choice.


The centers of power of the humans needed time to adapt to their new strength and stressing them too much would ultimately lead to injuries.


That's why he didn't focus only on the Yin body but diligently trained all his centers of power.


In the end, his four months of rent expired and he was forced to leave the habitation.


Of his centers of power, his sea of consciousness was the one that had improved the most.


It couldn't be helped though, he didn't have limits linked to his age and his many vicissitudes had only reinforced his mental sphere.


Also, he had two blood companions that constantly pressured the expansion of the sphere as well as the Breath that he had refilled since his last forging.


His dantian had also enlarged but it was clear that a lot of time was needed for it to reach the liquid stage.


His body was the same: its power had increased but there was still a long time before it could not be nourished anymore.


Nevertheless, Noah still left the habitation and went toward the Hunter's guild.
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                        Noah's biggest issue in using the Blood drain spell to boost his body's strength was that he could only use rank 3 magical beasts in the process.


Rank 4 creatures gave more nourishment but he simply didn't have the power to fight them.


What happened with Abel was a fluke, his physical strength was in the third rank and he was also injured, making him the perfect target for Noah's spells.


However, magical beasts had a far stronger body than cultivators, Noah didn't have the confidence to beat the latter let alone the beasts.


'I guess, I'll be forced to strive for quantity over quality.'


Noah thought.


He was inspecting the various boards listing the hunting zones in the Hunter's guild.


'They are quite crowded, as expected.'


He sighed internally as he inspected the low-danger areas featuring large numbers of rank 3 beasts.


'Basically, all the hunters that can't join parties hunting rank 4 creatures are here.'


There were a lot of names next to those zones, Noah guessed that all the cultivators having only a rank 3 body were there.


There were only a few willing to enter areas inhabited by rank 4 creatures, life had way more value than money after all.


'Should I go again in a danger zone? I don't see anything with the same favorable conditions though.'



What he meant for favorable conditions was that he could escape from the powerful beasts living there.


'I need a rank 4 body as soon as possible, I feel like most of the best resources are hidden behind that hurdle.'


A powerful body wasn't only needed to match the powerful beasts' might.


Entering in the fourth rank meant that a cultivator could increase the level of its dantian more freely.


Noah knew that his body was slightly holding back the improvements of his dantian.


After all, his battle prowess was that of a rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage due to the power of his Demonic form.


Noah was sure that his full strength was enough to wound at least the weaker rank 4 beings.


Yet, the liquid stage was generally the limit of a cultivator with a rank 3 body, therefore it was obvious to think that the body itself would slow down the improvements of the dantian.


'William had to obtain a rank 4 body-nourishing method before being able to advance to the third rank of the dantian and he was way older than me. I'm incredibly strong for my age but I need to be even stronger if I want to stop being a puppet.'


Balvan family, Thaddeus, and Thaddeus' father could all use him as they wished.


The reason was that he was too weak compared to such powers.


'Running away now can't even benefit me that much. What if I escape in the wilderness and a rank 4 creature from which I can't escape appears? I need to be able to protect myself, my next escape won't be as safe as my previous one after all.'


When he had escaped from Eccentric Thunder's inheritance ground, he was traveling toward the academy.


If he was to leave the Utra nation though, he could meet unforeseen dangers.


His wild dreams could end with just one unlucky encounter and Noah had already resolved himself to never bet on his luck again.


'Quantity it is. I just hope that the other hunters won't get in my way like Doris did, there is a limit to how much I can kill without being discovered.'


He thought, signing his name under many different boards.


If hunters began to disappear everywhere he went, that would undoubtedly raise some suspect.


As for the strength of those weaker hunters, he was quite confident that he could beat any of them one versus one.


Those hunters had at best a rank 3 body after all, which meant that their level had to be below the solid stage of the second rank of the dantian.


Not only was Noah's battle prowess in the liquid stage, but he was also quite confident in escaping due to Echo's wings and the Warp spell.


'I should also drop the scrounger somewhere cheap.'


He thought, turning to exit the guild.


Time passed quickly.


Noah would return to the capital rarely since he was busy with his training.


He would travel to many hunting zones, killing as many rank 3 magical beasts as he could with the Blood drain spell and storing the most valuables corpses in his space-rings.


Since he had two hundred and fifty cubic meters of space, the number of corpses that he could carry increased, which allowed him to visit many hunting zones before he was forced to return to the Royal city.


His days were spent in solitude in each low-danger area, training every night next to the piece of Breath blessing and using the Blood drain spell when hunting beasts.


His body improved quickly and his finances did the same, yet rumors inevitably began to spread in the Hunter's guild.


That couldn't be helped.


In each hunting zone Noah's name appeared, the number of magical beasts would drastically decrease.


The weaker hunters in the guild were rank 2 cultivators as well but they couldn't keep up with Noah's hunting pace.


His knowledge about the magical beasts was too deep, only experienced hunters could match it, and that allowed him to always be the first to find the most populated lairs in each area.


Also, he could move freely in each environment thanks to Echo's wings which quickened his search for the creatures.


"I saw Vance's name next to the Solitary Mountain, the price of the Winged mouse will diminish soon."


"Don't even tell me that. Two weeks ago, I was in Red Lake in the East of the country to hunt Singing ducks. When I arrived there, I didn't find a single feather left. Only when I came back, I noticed Vance's name in that area."


"That kid from the academy is too daring! I had to sleep outside of the capital for an entire month because I didn't manage to hunt a single rank 3 beast! I say we should coalize and force him to slow down his killing."


The hunters in the main hall of the guild complained to each other in front of a jug of wine.


Their job became less remunerative since Noah focused on hunting.


"He is doing everything by the rules, we can't really do anything to him."


An old hunter said to those seated next to him.


"He killed five hundred rank 3 magical beasts in five months! I don't even have the strength to travel in each of those hunting zones in that period of time! He must be restricted to rank 4 creatures!"
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                        "But you can join the hunts for rank 4 creatures only after you obtain a rank 4 body. Otherwise, you will just die to one of their casual strikes."


Another hunter argued.


A rank 4 body was the minimum requirement to face a rank 4 creature.


It couldn't be helped, humans had far weaker bodies compared to magical beasts, trying to hunt them with a rank 3 body would mean seeking death.


"I'm not saying that he has to hunt them but that he must join the hunting group for them! He can just be appointed to gathering intel while the others will fight the beasts."


The cultivators on that table fell in thought after those words.


What the hunter said made sense, Noah would just be accompanying the hunting group while getting the increased pay without the need to fight.


No one would refuse free Credits, especially if they came from rank 4 beasts since their value was far higher than any rank 3 creature.


The hunters didn't know that Noah was killing that much because he wanted to exploit the strengthening of the Blood drain spell as much as he could.


Then, one of the hunters broke the silence and spoke in a soft voice.


"This can be done, but we must ask for Kurt's permission first."


Meanwhile, Noah was cultivating in a cave on Silent Mountain.


It was still day so he couldn't train in the Yin body, yet the energy accumulated by his spell was still slightly boosting his strength.


After a few minutes, he opened his eyes and exhaled a disappointed sigh.


'Even with all my killing, my improvements are not so noticeable, rank 3 beasts are simply too weak.'


In those five months, he had tried to speed the advancements of his body as much as he could but he only managed to gain a few weeks of training.


'At this pace, I will reach the peak of the third rank in a bit less than a year and a half, that's too slow.'


If normal cultivators were to hear his thought, they would feel the urge to slap him.


He was only eighteen and a half but his centers of power were at an unbelievable level!


His sea of consciousness was in the second rank and was enlarging at a way faster pace than normal cultivators.


With the Kesier rune, the Breath inside it, and his two blood companions, the training speed of that center of power was incredible!


His dantian was enlarging but still remained in the gaseous stage of the second rank, as it improved, the restriction that his body imposed became more obvious.


His body was in the third rank in the upper tier but it still needed some time to reach the peak of the rank.


Normal cultivators could barely match the rank of his body at that age while the rank of his dantian was an incredible feat reserved for geniuses.



As for his sea of consciousness, no one in the history of that world had ever achieved the second rank in such a short time.


Noah knew that his mental sphere was his biggest advantage compared to the other cultivators of that world, even if just for what concerned cultivators in the human rank.


As his rank increased, he would face more cultivators in the heroic rank that had had all the time they needed to train the sea of consciousness.


After all, balance was needed for a smooth increase in power.


The lifespan of cultivators depended on their bodies and dantian.


Once the body reached the fourth rank, living for a couple of centuries was not a problem.


Of course, reaching the fourth rank of the dantian gave much more vitality and power, yet that was an extremely hard feat.


Not only was its training slower, but the cultivators also had to overcome the Heaven Tribulation which was considered the hardest of the three.


However, that was still far in the future so Noah didn't worry about it.


All his thoughts were focused on increasing the strength of his body as fast as he could so to finally take a peek at the power in the heroic ranks.


'Sadly, there isn't much more that I can do. I should just go back to the guild and empty my space-rings. At least my Credits are increasing with all these hunts.'


He had killed more than five hundred rank 3 magical beasts in those five months.


Since the average price of each of those creatures was around thirty Credits, he had accumulated more than fifteen thousand Credits!


Also, he wasn't spending much in rents since he was most of the time outside the capital.


'At least the rules concerning low-danger areas are laxer, I can do whatever I want and no one can complain.'


He thought, standing up to return to the Royal city, after Doris' matter, he had carefully memorized the rules.


Nevertheless, as he returned to the guild a few days later, he discovered that he was quite wrong.


Noah went through the main door of the guild uncaringly, he had become used to the stares in his direction in the last months.


Yet, that time, Kurt stood up from one of the tables and blocked his path.


'Does he want to test me again?'


Noah though with a bit of uncertainty.


"We need to talk."


Kurt said, indicating a free seat on a table crowded with hunters.


'What did I do this time?'


"Can I sell the corpses of the magical beasts first? I don't want their value to diminish, some of them are already rotting."


Noah said in an honest tone.


The weaker hunters on the table next to him gnashed with their teeth after hearing those words, some of them directly gulped their entire jugs to suppress the irritation that they felt.


It was impossible for Noah to not notice those reactions and he looked with a confused gaze toward Kurt as if asking for some explanation.


Kurt sighed and massaged his temples before answering to that gaze.


"Go and sell the beasts but come here right after. There is something that we need to discuss."


"Did I do something wrong?"


Noah asked.


Kurt scratched the back of his head before giving a short answer.


"No, you simply hunt too much."
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                        In the main hall of the Hunter's guild, a dozen cultivators were sitting around Noah.


Some of them were shouting and pointing at him, others were angrily drinking from their jugs, it didn't seem that the conversation was peaceful.


"No, I won't stop. No, I don't care if you can't gain Credits due to my behavior. If you can't match my hunting speed, you should just consider changing your profession. Is this clear enough for you?"


Noah said calmly.


He had sold the magical beasts' corpses and then joined the other hunters on their table.


Yet, as soon as the conversation started, he was asked to slow his killing of rank 3 magical beasts.


It was obvious that there had been a lot of complaints after his initial refusal for the conversation to reach that point.


"Impudent! We have families here in the capital! We have maintained ourselves for decades hunting magical beasts! I won't accept that a new hunter, that gained his entry with the help of the Royals, will ruin my job!"


Many hunters nodded in approval at the words of one of the oldest cultivators among them.


However, Noah just shrugged his shoulders and continued to speak calmly.


"The rules are with me, you can't do anything to force me to stop. Also, if a newly arrived cultivator can do better than a hunter with years of experience, then you should really consider trying out another job."


His words were sharp and inevitably increased the anger of the other hunters.


"Don't you dare speak to me like that, I'm your senior! If you don't want to do it with the nice ways, that I will just have to s-"


The cultivator's phrase was interrupted, or to say it better, he couldn't force the words out of his mouth.


As soon as the trace of a threat appeared in his words, Noah released his cold pressure and fixed his gaze on the hunter that had just spoken.


Fear was the only thing that the hunter could feel at that moment.


Noah's blue eyes were fixed on him and a cold atmosphere was created around him.


"You will what? Why do you think that I hunt faster than you all? Don't tell me that you are so stupid to actually think that you can beat me."


Gulps resounded from the throats of the weaker hunters, they had to admit that they were quite scared of the young man in front of them.


"Let's all calm down. Avery, remember that you are asking a favor not ordering someone around. Vance, please avoid threatening your fellow hunters, they are only trying to do their job after all."


Kurt spoke, joining the conversation.


He had been silent for the whole time, hoping that things could be solved between the weaker hunters but he realized that the argument would only escalate if it was left as it was.


"Vance, why don't you leave some hunting areas to your colleagues? If you continue like this, only danger zones will have rank 3 magical beasts left."


Noah shrugged his shoulders again and replied to him.


"So? That's not my problem. As a member of the guild, I can hunt in low-danger zones freely. These are the rules, if you want me to change my methods, you must first change the rules."


A wave of irritation went through Kurt after he heard those words.


Noah knew that he was in the right so he would just use the word "rules" every time he could.


He knew that he was being unreasonable but he couldn't care less.


"What if the hunters were to give you a share of their gains? That way you wouldn't suffer a loss and would have to spend less time hunting."


Kurt said, suppressing his anger to speak in a kind way to Noah.


"No, I need the beasts, I have my use for them."


Another refusal came out of Noah's mouth.


He didn't care about Credits, his behavior was only aimed to speed up the improvements of his body.


Kurt was smiling but his expression froze after hearing those words.


He thought that everything could be solved by paying him but when he understood that Noah's targets were actually the beasts, he lost any hope in convincing him to drop his behavior.


"Vance, what do you think of joining the hunts for rank 4 creatures?"


The hunters were silenced by that question.



If Noah was to join the group of the stronger cultivators, all their problems would be solved!


"No, I like to be alive."


However, Noah refused again.


There were no reasons for him to go into such dangerous missions.


Also, he needed to use the Blood drain spell on the beasts when they were still alive and possibly without anyone noticing it.


"What if you were to take care only of the gathering intelligence part? Your knowledge about magical beasts should be among the best in the guild since you have been instructed in the academy."


Noah still shook his head.


"I need the bodies and they must be alive. Also, I need to be alone when I do my stuff."


Kurt felt that a headache was coming.


The biggest problem was that Noah had not broken any rule.


His was one of the rare situations when a cultivator was too strong for rank 3 magical beasts but still not powerful enough for rank 4 ones.


When such individuals appeared, the guild would just pay their rent for a period of time and wait for them to join the hunts for rank 4 magical beasts.


Yet, Noah's situation was different.


'He is purposely searching for magical beasts, the reason should be linked to his cultivation technique.'


Kurt thought.


There were many cultivation techniques in that world, some quite straightforward while others quite peculiar.


It wasn't difficult to understand that Noah's behavior was linked to his training, after all, that was the only possible reason if they excluded money.


Kurt seated silently for a long time.


He was the one leading the hunts for rank 4 magical beasts, that's why he was considered some sort of leader by his fellow hunters.


After a few minutes of stares in his direction, he opened his mouth to ask a simple question.


"Are dying beasts good for you?"
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                        In a grassland near Elbas city called Mammoth Plain, seven cultivators walked at a slow pace, warily inspecting their surroundings.


Those plains were a danger zone named after the type of magical beasts that mainly inhabited it.


They were, of course, elephant-type creatures.


"Kurt, remind me why we are bringing this kid with us"


One of the cultivators asked Kurt who was walking in the vanguard position.


"Newton, stop complaining. We need to show him that we can safely kill a rank 4 beast or he won't stop hunting rank 3 creatures. I know that you don't care about the weaker hunters' situation but they have harassed me to no end because of Vance."


Newton snorted and gave a scolding gaze to the young man at the end of the group.


That man was, of course, Noah.


After the discussion in the guild, he had reached an agreement with Kurt.


Noah would join the group hunting rank 4 creatures and gather information about the beasts without the need to join their fight.


Yet, he will receive the same share of profits from the corpses of the beasts and will also inflict the finishing blow once the fight was over, also, he added two more conditions.


The first one was that no one was allowed to watch him as he killed the creature, the Blood drain spell would expose his aptitude after all.


The other one was that he had to first see with his own eyes how the hunting group worked to be sure that he could be safe even in that environment.


He would never entrust his life to someone that he didn't know so he wanted to be sure of their capabilities first.


Kurt didn't mind the conditions and accepted, ultimately leading to the situation where they were.


The Mammoth Plain was a danger zone fairly close to the capital, which meant that it had undergone many cleaning operations.



The magical beasts in the fourth rank were few and scarce, making that area one of the safest danger zones.


Also, elephant-types magical beasts usually had poor reproductive abilities which strongly limited the number of beasts in each pack.


That's why, even if they had been walking in the yellow grassland for more than a day, they didn't meet any creature with rank superior to the first.


'They all have a rank 4 body and a dantian at least in the liquid stage of the second rank.'


Noah judged.


The cultivators in front of him were among the strongest hunters in the guild.


Nevertheless, with the exception of Kurt, all of them had a second profession.


Some of them were city soldiers or enrolled in the Royal army, others were personal guards of wealthy nobles, they all had another job that fully valued their strength.


After all, at their level, they could become captain of the guards of some noble family, yet they chose to remain in the Royal city due to the illimited opportunities that it offered.


Their bodies were the proof that the restrictions over the techniques in the Royal city were far laxer than in any other noble mansion where someone had to accumulate years of loyal services just to obtain a rank 4 nourishing method.


As for their dantian, the liquid stage of the second rank was generally considered the minimum strength required to hurt rank 4 creatures which, coupled with their number, allowed them to successfully hunt rank 4 magical beasts.


'Kurt should be the strongest since his body is incredibly tough. Newton and the two sisters, Ada and Ella, have a common rank 4 body but their dantian should be in the solid stage of the second rank. As for Hazel and Vic, they too have a common rank 4 body but their dantian is weaker, probably in the liquid stage.'


Noah summarized in his mind.


Judging the strength of those around him had become a habit by then.


'I can fight Hazel or Vic if I use the Demonic form but I don't have the slightest confidence in winning. Maybe, if I catch them by surprise and use the Demonic sword, I might be able to severely injure them.'


He was comparing himself to the weakest of that group.


His Demonic form could increase his battle prowess by one stage.


If he was to use that form with the shard that he had created, he could unleash one attack having the power of the solid stage!


'That's too naïve though. I don't know the actual power of the shard, I'm just sure that it's in the middle tier of the second rank. Also, all of them should have some spells so their actual battle prowess is hard to predict.'


Martial arts were weaker than spells, they were generally considered as an imitation of spells after all.


That's why it wasn't rare for a cultivator to have a battle prowess superior to the level of their dantian, one simply needed a strong offensive spell to achieve that feat.


"So, you were a student at the academy, right? Let's see if listening to the explanations of some professors can beat actual experience. What have you discovered about our target from the traces on the terrain?"


Ada spoke to Noah.


She was originally the one appointed to gather clues about the beasts but, since Noah had joined their group, she felt like her position was challenged.


Noah was forced to interrupt the mental evaluation of his companions and began to sort his thoughts to answer Ada.


"We are following the tracks of a pack of Shrinking elephants with around fifteen beasts of rank varying between the second and the third. There is only one rank 4 specimen with them which also explains why Kurt chose this area to show me your strength."


The hunters stopped their tracks and stared at Noah with wide eyes.


They were quite surprised about how detailed his explanation was and could not help but look at him in a new light.


"How can you be sure of it?"


Ada continued.


She knew that there was only one magical beast in the fourth rank but that information came from a report of one of the scouts in the capital of which Noah wasn't aware!


Noah pointed to a small hole on the terrain below the yellow grass.


"Rank 4 Shrinking elephants have the habit of reducing their size as much as they can when they travel with their pack. However, they can't reduce their weight. A smaller surface with the same weight will create deeper traces on the ground."
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                        Recognizing the danger before it was too late was one of the key aspects of survival.


Hunters generally relied on reports and on their senses to understand if an area was too dangerous or if a pack had rank 4 magical beasts among them.


That's why many of them just ignored the study of traces or weren't adept in that field, the senses of a cultivator were generally enough to recognize beings of such might.


Yet, having more information could only be considered an advantage, no matter how small it was.


"This is indeed surprising, I had to hunt in this area for a month before becoming able to recognize the rank of those beasts by their footprints. The academy is worthy of its fame."


Ada praised before continuing with her questions.


"And, what do you think will it be the best approach against them?"


Noah's answer came immediately.


"In their reduced size, they are too dangerous because they can maintain the same strength behind each attack while removing the weakness of their huge frame. The only way to make them return to their normal shape is to kill each weaker beast in their pack. They will then instinctively feel the need to attract other similar magical beasts and would return to their original form to do it. Yet, that means that someone has to deal with the rank 4 elephant at full strength while the others vanquish the rest of the pack."


The other hunters nodded at his explanation, that was precisely the method that they intended to use.


Kurt stepped on and proudly patted his chest.


"You have the necessary knowledge to be of use. Now, let's find the pack so that we can reassure you of our strength."


The hunters resumed their march in the grassland.


There were no trees, only short bushes, so their field of view was particularly clear.


Ada became more friendly with Noah once she understood that he could give a second opinion to her guesses and they often exchanged thoughts on the magical beasts' topic as they followed the tracks left by the pack.


Then, in about half a day of walk, they finally met their target.


At a few hundred meters in the distance, fourteen gray elephants calmly walked over the plain.


The biggest of them was about two meters tall while some of them were so short that the grass almost hid them.


"The big one is the weakest of the pack, the rank 4 should be hidden in the grass thanks to its small size."


Ada nodded at Noah's words and softly patted his shoulder.


"You stay here, we will take care of them."


Noah nodded and could not help but feel a bit of excitement growing inside of him.


He was about to see cultivators actively fight a rank 4 creature!


Until then, he had always been forced to run away when he met one of them and the only time he had seen one of them die was inside Twilboia Cliff.


Also, if they managed to win, he could use the Blood drain spell to inflict the finishing blow!






'I bet that the nourishment from a rank 4 beasts will help me a lot in shortening the time required for my breakthrough! The wind mage's blood had been enough to heal all my injuries and still increase my strength and he was only a human!'


The bodies of the magical beasts were far stronger than the human's ones, the nourishment that they could give had to be undoubtedly higher.


That was the main reason why Noah accepted Kurt's offer.


After all, his killing spree of rank 3 creatures was caused by his need for nourishment.


If he could obtain it from rank 4 creatures without being endangered, then he would gladly stop hunting the weaker beasts.


"Let's go."


Kurt gave the order and six figures shot out at high speed toward the pack.


There were fourteen visible beasts to kill in order to make the rank 4 beast return to its normal size.


Time was key.


In just a few seconds, the hunters arrived on the pack and launched attacks that had a wide area of destruction.


Kurt wielded a big hammer that slammed on the terrain and created a shockwave that made three elephants directly explode!


Ada and Ella created two fire snakes that reduced to ashes five elephants in a few instants.


Newton rotated his two meters long metal stick that slammed precisely on the heads of three other elephants, making them explode due to the impact.


Hazel threw eight black needles that accelerated mid-air and pierced two beasts in the middle of their eyes, killing them on the spot.


Vic swung his sword and severed the head of the last visible beast, the pack was vanquished in just one move of the hunters.


However, Noah wasn't surprised in the slightest.


He could accomplish something similar alone with his rank 3 body, how could six cultivators with rank 4 bodies be any weaker?


'The real battle starts now.'


The last elephant was less than thirty centimeters tall and was hidden under the yellow grass of the plain.


Its feet were partially inside the terrain, it seemed that the surface of the ground wasn't able to sustain its weight.


As the last member of its pack was killed, it felt the urge to create a new one.


Yet, its size didn't allow for it to be noticed so it instinctively chose to return to its normal size.


It raised its trunk to the sky and trumpeted angrily!


The sound was too strong and created a shockwave that sent back the hunters around it.


Meanwhile, the body of the beast enlarged.


From thirty centimeters to one meter.


From one meter to two meters.


It stopped only when it reached a height of six meters!


Its true form was revealed and it stood like a small boulder in the middle of the plain.


'Rank 4 Shrinking elephant! Its tusks are almost indestructible for cultivators in the human ranks and it can release sound attacks with its trunk! It is slow but its charges are almost unstoppable due to the size of its body and its skin is hard, giving it one of the best defenses among magical beasts. Can they really kill it?'


Noah thought, reviewing the information about that creature in his mind.


Kurt and the others had by then recovered from the shockwave and encircled the beast.


The battle was about to begin!
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                        Six cultivators encircled the huge beast.


The sound attack that the elephant had unleashed was only able to push them back and could not cause any injury.


From his position at a few hundreds of meters away from the battle, Noah could guess the might of that attack.


'My eardrums would have exploded if I was there and the specialty of the Shrinking elephants is their strong body, the sound attacks are just a casual move. A rank 4 body is the minimum requirement to walk on this world.'



After that realization, his eagerness to increase his strength was even more powerful.


'I wonder how will they deal with it. Exhaustion?'


Since the hunters were only rank 2 cultivators, they didn't have attacks powerful enough to kill the beast in a few blows, a prolonged fight was obvious.


Once he had those thoughts though, the battle began.


Kurt jumped at the elephant and slammed his hammer on the head of the beast.


He was fast and the frame of the creature didn't allow it to avoid the blow, the hammer landed on its head and created a loud shockwave that resounded through the plain.


The elephant seemed to slightly suffer from the attack since it lowered its head due to the force of the impact, yet its eyes never closed, they remained fixed on the burly man that dared to challenge it in a physical fight.


It trumpeted again and forcefully swung its trunk toward Kurt.


The trunk was fast and heavy, the skin over it was as hard as steel, that body part was one of the best materials to create inscribed whips!


Kurt could not avoid the attack from his mid-air position and was hit on his ribs.


The power behind the blow was immense, it flung Kurt at tens of meters of distance, slamming him on the ground where he created a pit with the impact.


Kurt's attack could only make the beast bulge a little while the elephant could thrash away the cultivator with just one strike!


The difference in strength was incredible!


As soon as Kurt was sent flying, attacks rained on the elephant, the other hunters weren't there just for show.


Two fire snakes coiled around the front legs of the beast, scorching the skin on them and hindering its movements.


Newton took Kurt's position and dealt with the head of the beast, repeatedly slamming his stick on it to prevent it from attacking.


Hazel and Vic managed the rear side, furiously attacking the junctures of the elephant with piercing blows that cut its skin and made it bleed.


Under the full offensive of five cultivators, the rank 4 creature was forced to stay still and deal with the attackers.


It swung its head madly, using its tusks and trunk to pressure Newton.


However, Newton was experienced and showed an incredible dexterity when he swung his weapon.


His stick seemed to release explosions every time it clashed with the beast's body, slowing the elephant in its struggles to escape the encirclement.


Yet, he alone wasn't enough to hold the beast still, he was slowly being pushed back after each clash.


At that moment, Kurt rose from the pit that he had created.


There was a big bruise on his torso and traces of blood were present on the sides of his mouth, yet his eyes shone with the fire of passion, he seemed really excited to fight such a strong beast.


'Don't tell me that he is also a maniac?'


That detail couldn't escape Noah's observation, he was carefully inspecting everything that was happening in front of him after all.


Kurt shot toward the creature, forty meters were crossed in an instant and he jumped again when he was close enough with the elephant.


His hammer found again the head of the beast but there was no retaliation from its side at that time.


Under the joint assault of all six of them, the rank 4 beast could no longer attack and was forced in a passive state, continuously suffering injuries over time.


It couldn't be helped, the hunters were using their stronger methods and a good teamwork to deal with each side of the elephant.


Kurt and Newton managed the front side, unleashing strong blows empowered with their respective spells.


The two sisters, Ada and Ella, were restricting its movements, using their spells to continuously burn the legs of the beast.


Hazel and Vic were weaker than the others, but Hazel could easily pierce its skin with her weapons and her spells allowed her attacks to stab deeply in the beast's flesh.


Vic struggled to inflict some serious damage but he never slowed his offensive, even if he could not be as incisive as his companions, he did his best to hinder the beast's retreat.


Little by little, wounds accumulated on the body of the elephant, it seemed that it wouldn't take long for the battle to end.


Nevertheless, all living beings had an innate survival instinct.


The Shrinking elephant knew that if it remained in that situation, it would ultimately die.


It decided that it had to escape.


"It's going to charge!"


Ada shouted seeing that the elephant was gathering its strength on its legs.


An even stronger cry sounded in the plain, signaling the will to survive of the beast.


The ground trembled and the hunters had to momentarily stop their offensive to endure the sound attack.


In that moment of silence, the elephant charged ahead, its heavy steps shook the terrain and created deep holes in the ground.


Yet, Newton and Kurt were still in front of it, they had to be removed if the beast wanted to escape.


Newton and Kurt were in that position not only because their abilities were suited for close combat but also because they were the strongest of the six!


Newton slammed on the terrain as the beast became closer


The ground morphed and small golems rose from the ground to slow down the charge of the elephant.


As the elephant destroyed them in its advance, the golems exploded and released a torrent of sharp rocks on the beast, further injuring its flesh.


Kurt jumped again and his hammer shone as it slammed for the third time on the beast's head.


That last strike finally stopped the charge, the beast could not withstand that blow and crashed on the ground, kneeling in front of the hunters!
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                        Another wave of attacks crashed on the Shrinking elephant once it was on the ground, when dealing with a rank 4 creature, it was better not to take any chance.


The magical beast was laying on the ground, its skin was torn everywhere and its gray flesh sprouted blood on the terrain.


Newton and Kurt hit repeatedly its head for a while before they stopped seeing that life was abandoning it.


"Vance, it's safe now!"


Kurt shouted seeing that the elephant was about to die.


Noah didn't hesitate and ran at full speed toward the battlefield.


He had come prepared: he was wearing a black robe that featured long and large sleeves that completely hid his hands.


That allowed him to perform the Blood drain spell as he ran without being noticed by the others in his group.



"Turn."


Noah ordered once he arrived next to Kurt.


Snorts could be heard coming from some of the hunters, yet, under Kurt's admonishing gaze, they all turned and left Noah alone with the beast.


Only when he was sure that each of them went to gather the bodies of the other beasts did Noah stabbed his already morphed claws into the beast's flesh.


One hand went for the uncovered flesh while the other tried to pierce the remaining skin of the beast.


However, the second hand didn't succeed in overcoming the natural defense of the beast and Noah was forced to stab it in another uncovered spot.


'The Blood drain spell heavily depends on the strength of my body. It seems that my physical strength is still not enough to hurt rank 4 beasts.'


He thought before being amazed by the immense quantity of vitality that entered his body.


'What the…'


The demonic claws began to absorb the blood of the beast as soon as they came in contact with its flesh.


Noah was prepared for that, yet he couldn't help but be surprised when he realized the amount of power contained in just a single beast.


He had used his spell on a cultivator with a rank 4 body after all!


Even if Abel's blood could almost instantly heal his injuries and still have power left to empower his body, it was still far away from what he was feeling now.


'This is incredible!'


His claws absorbed blood nonstop, accumulating the energy that it contained on Noah's back, right below his acupoints.


He had by then become used to the spell, he had killed more than five hundred rank 3 magical beasts with it after all!


'Just this surpasses the Breath given by fifty rank 3 magical beasts and it's still going!'


Life slowly abandoned the Shrinking elephant so Noah focused more on the spell to accelerate the absorption process.


Yet, in less than a minute, the beast exhaled its last breath and died.


At that point, the blood lost all its vitality and began devoid of nourishment, forcing an unwilling Noah to stop his spell.


A rank 4 magical beast had died right in front of him but his mind couldn't be bothered with that thought.


He was still internally calculating the amount of nourishment that he had obtained using rank 3 beasts as a unit of measure.


'Two hundred rank 3 magical beasts in just one hunt… In a few days, I have obtained the same results of two months of slaughter.'


The Breath that he had just absorbed had to be refined through his body-nourishing method to be used but just its sheer quantity was enough to make Noah gasp in surprise!


Magical beasts could absorb the Breath of any element to increase their strength while cultivators had to use the one required by their nourishing method or they would harm themselves.


'This is way faster than what I did in the past months, obtaining a rank 4 body before I turn twenty has never been more feasible.'


The problem with hunting in low-danger zones was that the number of rank 3 magical beasts was low.


Noah had to travel a lot to reach different hunting zone to accumulate all his killings, which was quite inefficient.


Sadly, those zones had only a few dozen magical beasts, leading to even less rank 3 specimens, only danger zones had hundreds rank 3 creatures in them.


"Hey, kid, are you done?"


Newton asked from his position at some distance away, making Noah come back to reality.


"Yes, you can take the body now."


The hunters turned and were a bit surprised by the state of the corpse.


Noah didn't manage to absorb all its blood before it died but it was still in a dried state.


"You know, a few centuries ago these demonic techniques were banished. Yet, the Royals discovered that it was easier to control their practitioners if they didn't hunt down each of them."


Hazel commented, linking the state of the corpse to an unorthodox cultivation technique.


Unorthodox techniques were also called demonic techniques.


Differently from the orthodox ones that used the natural Breath of the world to function and emphasized stability, the demonic ones worked through extreme exercises.


Noah had practiced in one of them in his youth, namely the Forging of Seven Hells.


They usually involved sacrifices and dangerous treatments but they also gave fast results.


Seeing that Noah had absorbed part of the blood of the creature, Hazel could not help but guess that Noah cultivated in one of those techniques.


"Your martial art should be the same, right? Those needles of yours seem more the art of an assassin rather than a hunter. Don't worry though, my technique doesn't function with human's blood, that's why the academy accepted me even after discovering it."


Noah blatantly lied to cover his aptitude.


An unorthodox technique would explain his fast improvements and also his relentless hunts, he didn't mind giving some random information about it.


As long as he obtained a rank 4 body while keeping his aptitude a secret, he would gladly create the fake story of a cultivation technique requiring beasts' blood.


"That's right, you sure have good eyes for these things. I have to refine my weapons in quite a peculiar way to use my martial art. It's a bother sometimes but the effects are good."


Noah nodded at her words but his eyes fell again on the corpse of the elephant, he felt some eagerness toward his next hunt.


"So, will you stop going into low-danger zones and join our hunting group?"


Kurt asked, arriving next to him and putting the rank 4 magical beast in his space-ring.


"As long as my conditions are respected, I don't see why not."
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                        Rank 4 magical beasts' bodies were valued thousands of Credits.


Each of their body parts was a rank 4 material and the market of the Royal city could never have enough of them.


The main reason was that those materials were rare: there weren't many cultivators able to fight those beasts and, those that could, weren't willing to spend their lives as hunters.


Most of the supplies of rank 4 materials came from the cleaning operations of the Royal army but those missions were linked to the personal benefits of the Royals, they weren't aimed to gather the materials needed for the various professions in the capital.


Only the Hunter's guild would accept to hunt specific magical beasts if the right price was added to the value of their targets.


The Shrinking elephant, or more precisely its tusks and trunk, were needed by the guild of the inscription masters.


They were the best materials for the creation of strong inscribed weapons that suited their characteristics, like spears and whips.


Its bones were also sturdy and its skin tough, many inscribed items in the second or even third rank could be created with them.


Noah later learned that the hunt for the pack of elephants had been given priority because the guild of the inscription masters had paid twenty thousand Credits in advance.


Adding that sum to thirty-five thousand Credits, which was the value of the rank 4 specimen, that single expedition had been worth fifty-five thousand Credits!


However, Noah didn't care about his gains in the slightest, what he was interested in was when he could use the Blood drain spell again on a rank 4 beast.


"First, we need to return to the capital and rest. Kurt needs time to heal and we have to carefully plan our next mission. With just the six of us, we can only handle two rank 4 magical beasts at the same time. Now that we have to make you inflict the finishing blow though, that number is halved."


Ada answered Noah who questioned her about their next target.


"Oh right, why did he charge alone at the beginning of the fight? Wasn't it better to just fight the beast altogether from the start?"


Ada made an embarrassed smile after listening to Noah's words and thought for a bit before giving an answer.


"Well, we have an unspoken rule in our group: if Kurt can endure it, we can kill it. I know that it seems stupid and reckless but Kurt's body is really hard to pierce. If a magical beast can heavily injure him with just one attack then we don't have any chance of defeating it."


Noah's eyes widened after hearing the reason behind that reckless action.


'How did they managed to survive till now?'


He couldn't help but have that doubt.


"I heard that Kurt's body-nourishing technique allows him to become stronger as he takes damage, that's why he always takes one hit from the beasts."


Vic joined the conversation and spoke in a soft voice.


'Increase in power based on the damage taken? With that requirement, the effects should be particularly good.'


Noah had somewhat tested Kurt's natural defenses and had to admit that it definitely wasn't a common body-nourishing technique.


Yet, if it had that other ability too, the technique would be considered among the best ones that weren't restricted to an element.


"How did he obtain something like that? Is there a place where one can buy techniques on that level?"


Noah asked, if there was some specific place in the Royal city where he could inspect new techniques, he would gladly visit it.


"This guy…"


Newton began to speak while patting Kurt's shoulder.


"Is an illegitimate Royal child. His dad gives him cultivation resources and even wants to marry him to some noble lady but he only cares about fighting magical beasts. He doesn't even take us to drink with all the money that he has."


Kurt shook his head and sighed loudly.


"I told you that this matter had to be a secret. You've only managed to learn about it because I was drunk at that time and you had already told it to the whole group. Will you put a banner in front of the guild next time?"


Newton laughed and spoke in a happy voice.


"Come on, we have to take care of the kid until he becomes useful in hunting rank 4 creatures, right? That's a lot of time, it's better to just be open about everything."


Ella joined the conversation and pointed at Newton while showing a sly smile to Noah.


"You know, when Newton is hunting, he becomes very irritable but he relaxes as soon as he is returning to the capital. Oh, be careful in the guild when you sit with him, he can turn any good man into a drunkard."


"Hey, don't tell these lies just because I got Kurt drunk once! It took all my talent on that occasion."


"See, you're not even denying it!"


The two hunters started bickering and a smile appeared on the others in their group.


'Are all cultivators like this?'


Noah again asked that question to himself.


'Wait, am I like that too?'


After a bit, he simply put that thought in the back of his mind and joined his group in their return to the capital.


The hunt had succeeded, he had to take his share of money and had to absorb the Breath of the magical beast.


'Though, a body able to become stronger as it takes damage seems nice. In theory, my Yin body should have a similar strength if not higher. It has both the restriction to one element and a special ability after all.'


He thought as they marched, he was quite eager to understand the feeling of having a center of power in the heroic ranks.


They reached the capital after a few days and Noah was forced to join a celebratory toast in the main hall of the guild.



Apparently, that was a tradition of Kurt's hunting group after each successful hunt, Newton would personally use part of his share to buy strong wine fit for their powerful bodies.


Needless to say, Noah could only take one sip from it before feeling some dizziness assaulting him.


In the end, they separated after deciding to meet one week from then to discuss their next mission.
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                        Noah's life became quite engaging.


He would still maintain his usual training routine most of the time but, at specific intervals, his presence was requested in Kurt's hunting group to organize and plan their next mission.


They would usually hunt twice a month and only in danger zones where they were sure that the number of rank 4 magical beasts was not too high.


Noah was a burden for them after all, they couldn't risk being ganged up by several strong creatures.


That's why their focus was on the lone packs in specific areas, they had to be sure that nothing unexpected could happen.


It had to be said though that Noah wasn't completely useless.


The group of hunters soon discovered that, during the planning phase, his insights on the behavior of the magical beasts were extremely valuable, so much that Ada would often ask for his opinion.


There was a time when they had to face two packs of Hellish hounds both led by a rank 4 magical beast.


Noah suggested for the two sisters with the fire aptitude to create a pyre and let the magical beasts fight themselves for it.


Hellish hounds were innately attracted by fire since it was their nourishment and the one created by spells was a delicacy in their eyes.


Noah knew that, even in the presence of humans, the hounds would have prioritized the fire and fought the opposing pack for it.


That had allowed the hunting group to kill two rank 4 magical beasts instead of retreating and abandoning the hunt.


Another time, they had difficulties tracking a rank 4 Furred worm that was nearing a low-danger area, endangering that environment.


Noah suggested creating a bait with a pack of ant-type magical beasts which was the favorite meal of that creature.


Pointless to say that the bait worked perfectly and the Furred worm couldn't resist the temptation of that meal, exposing itself to the hunters that ably vanquished it.


The quantity of information that he had learned in the magical beasts' course of the academy was incredible and he also was really interested in that topic.


Noah didn't know why he liked studying so much about magical beasts, maybe the dragon in his childhood had left a deep impression on him or maybe the fact that his first kill was a magical beast influenced his psyche.


Anyway, his value was acknowledged and his group began to rely more on him.


Noah didn't mind helping them out.


On one hand, a smooth hunt would ensure his safety and prevent any mishap from happening.


On the other one, he needed those rank 4 magical beasts to speed up the growth of his body.


Every time he used the Blood drain spell on a dying beast of that rank, he would gain days worth of training!


Also, with each successful hunt, his Credits would increase and he would gain access to better discounts over items deriving from magical beasts.


The speed at which his body improved increased, his money increased, and his stash of rank 4 materials did the same.


Everything about the situation was completely beneficial to him, Noah had to just give some pointers when they planned their hunts and he would gain part of the profits.


It must be said though that his situation was quite peculiar.


The Hunters' guild had to choose between letting Noah roam free in low-danger zones and harm the work of all the weaker hunters or forcefully bring him in dangerous missions where his life was on the line.


In order to maintain a peaceful environment inside the guild, they had to give some free rewards to Noah or else he would have continued to hunt rank 3 magical beasts.


Like that, time passed, and the number of rank 4 creatures on which Noah used his spell increased, with their joint work, Kurt's group managed to complete two hunts per month.


It was impossible to hide Noah's improvements during that period of time.


His skin became whiter and his aura colder, it seemed that he was going to transform into a piece of ice.


Only Noah knew that the cold aura exuded from his body was caused by the type of Breath of the darkness element that he was absorbing.


"Vance, today the wine it's on you! That damned pig broke my stick!"


Newton exclaimed.



Kurt's hunting group was in a forest near the border of the Utra country.


They had just vanquished a pack of Iron-tusks boars and the rank 4 specimen had destroyed Newton's weapon in the process, thus being named "pig" by him.


One year had passed since the events with the Shrinking elephant and the hunting group had successfully killed twenty-seven rank 4 creatures in that period of time.


Of course, Noah had used the Blood drain spell on each of them.


Noah's gaze was lost, he was deep in thought and didn't hear Newton's words.


He was carefully inspecting his body with his mental energy, quantifying the Breath that he had just absorbed and calculating how much nourishment it could give.


"Vance, are you alright?"


The others in his group noticed his unusual behavior and Kurt gave voice to their worries.


Noah came back to reality and saw that the other six hunters were staring at him with confused gazes.


"I think I will have to skip the next mission. It seems that I need to stabilize my gains for a while before I can use again my cultivation technique. Don't worry though, it's nothing too serious. I should be fine in one month."


The hunters nodded at his words.


Unorthodox techniques were dangerous, they needed to be trained carefully and the cultivator had to stop at the first sign of instability or he could irremediably hurt himself.


"Sure, take your time. We will just go hunt slightly bigger packs in the meantime, my body was getting rusty with all this safety first after all."


Kurt said with a laugh and patted Noah's head before turning on the path back to the Royal city.


Noah didn't even notice that gesture since his focus had gone back on his body.


'This Breath and a couple of nights of training should bring me to the peak of the third rank! Finally, after one year and a half of time spent hunting, I can attempt on the breakthrough to the heroic ranks!'


He masked his excitement with his usual cold expression and then went after the others in his group, it was finally time for his body to reach the fourth rank.
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                        Noah returned to his habitation inside the Royal city.


That new house was closer to the Royal Mansion compared to the one that he had rented previously when he had to experiment in the Elemental forging method.


Since he didn't need a reinforced room, Noah could afford a house with a higher concentration of Breath at a lower price than the previous one.


It was wrong to call it a house though, it was only a large room that he and Ivor shared quietly at the price of two thousand Credits per month.


His weekly income had increased since he joined Kurt's hunting group so Noah didn't mind spending a bit more to have that density of Breath.


That allowed him to make up for the time wasted traveling with his normal training schedule.


Inside, there was Ivor waiting for him.


Lately, he had begun to sleep more, Noah guessed that the damage on his sea of consciousness was slowly increasing its effects on his daily life.


"Ivor."


Noah called and patiently waited for the ruined cultivator to wake up.



"What is it?"


Ivor asked after a bit as he stretched his hand toward one of the jars around him.


"How was your Pain Tribulation?"


Noah knew that Ivor had a rank 3 dantian so it was obvious that his body had been through the Pain Tribulation.


"Mhh…"


Ivor seemed to make a lot of effort to remember that moment of his life and he would lift his jar from time to time as the reviewed his memories.


"Painful."


"…"


Ivor's answer left Noah speechless.


'I guess he is only useful when my doubts concern the Elemental forging method.'


Noah thought, taking out a few thousand Credits from his space-ring.


"I need some time alone, these should suffice for the rent of a cheap habitation and your wine for about a month."


Ivor took the Credits and moved toward the exit door.


As he was about to unlock it though, he turned and said something with a warm smile on his face.


"I remember my Master's words back then when I was about to go through it. He said "Be sure that your entire body is filled with Breath before you attempt the breakthrough". Apart from those words, I remember only the pain of the process."


Noah nodded to him and watched as he left the room.


'If it's just about pain, I believe that it will go quite smoothly.'


Noah thought, taking out the Breath blessing from his space-ring and placing it on the floor.


The density of Breath in the room instantly surpassed that of the best house in the academy.


'First, I need to reach the peak.'


The information about the breakthrough to the fourth rank of the body was already deeply impressed in his memory.


Generally speaking, the process was the same for each cultivator with some slight differences due to the different body-nourishing methods.


A cultivator needed to reach the peak of the third rank, then he had to fill the entirety of his body with Breath.


Once those two requirements were met, he had to activate his nourishing method to start the reconstruction.


'Many cultivators lose themselves in the pain, some of them die in the process. Yet, the Pain Tribulation is still considered the easiest to pass. After all, its requirements are easy to meet and it's quite common for a cultivator on that level to have a strong will, capable of enduring that terrible pain. It's quite funny that most of those that die in that Tribulation are nobles or wealthy cultivators.'


To withstand pain, one must have a strong will.


Nobles rarely found themselves in dangerous situations and their lofty lifestyle didn't allow them to build a strong personality.


That's why, through history, nobles had the highest mortality rate in the Pain Tribulation.


Noah sat on the floor of the room and focused on his back.


It was still day so he could not cultivate in the Yin body, yet he still had to absorb the Breath of the rank 4 Iron-tusks boar that his hunting group had killed.


The energy on his back circulated through his body and reached his dantian where a selection process happened.


The Breath of the darkness element was separated and redirected inside his skeletal system which emitted a cold aura that slowly nourished the body.


The rest of the Breath was simply dispersed in the air.


"Fuuuuu"


Noah exhaled loudly after the process was complete.


By then, he had become used to using the Blood drain spell to speed up his improvements, yet the quantity of nourishment that came from rank 4 magical beasts always surprised him.


'If I was a magical beast, I could just eat anything that contains Breath to strengthen my body, without the need for specific techniques. I have to admit that I quite envy them. Well, at least the potential that humans have due to their three centers of power is far higher.'


From Noah's point of view, the cultivation process of the magical beasts was simply too easy if it was compared to that of the humans.


Nevertheless, when a human had all three centers of power in the heroic ranks, the power that he held was enormous.


'Not yet, I still need a couple of days before I reach the peak.'


Noah calmly waited for the night to come before starting to cultivate in the Yin body.


He wasn't going to cultivate both his dantian and body at the same time, in that important moment, he wanted to be sure that all his focus was on the breakthrough.


The first night passed uneventfully with seven vortexes constantly absorbing Breath from the environment and accumulating it below the acupoints.


That cold Breath was then rendered harmless with one refinement of his dantian and redirected to his bones.


Noah rested for the whole day, waking up immediately upon the sunset.


Just a few hours after his second night of cultivation, he felt that his bones could not receive any more Breath and each time Noah tried to pour more in them, they would just redirect it to other parts of his body.


"Finally, the peak of the third rank."
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                        Peak of the third rank of the body at the age of nineteen and a half!



That was an incredible feat!


Most of it though was due to the Forging of the Seven Hells in which Noah had trained in his childhood.


Unorthodox techniques had a faster pace of training but required for the cultivator to undergo risky procedures.


The Forging of the Seven Hells had endangered Noah's life many times, it was no wonder that he could reach the peak of the third rank at such a young age.


'Now, I need to store Breath through my whole body.'


A lot of energy was required for the reconstruction of the body and, of course, the best source of energy of that world was the marvelous Breath.


Noah resumed his cultivation, he had to be sure that his body was filled with Breath before he attempted in the reconstruction.


One week passed uneventfully, with Noah focusing each night concentrating on the Yin body and using the rest of the day to sleep.


Rest was necessary during that process, the body needed time to mix with the Breath and the latter had to uniformly nourish each of its components.


It was only when the seventh night ended that Noah could not store any more Breath.


'It is time.'


Noah undressed and sat naked on the wooden floor.


The reconstruction process was long and painful, it was similar to the hibernation of the magical beasts when they increased their rank, with the only difference being that humans didn't need to create an incubating membrane during it.


'The first step toward the heroic ranks, the first step toward complete freedom!'


Noah's will rose and he wasted no more time, activating the next step of his nourishing method.


The bones in his body had accumulated so much Breath that they autonomously radiated a cold halo, they were the part focused by the Yin body after all.


Yet, as Noah willed, they broke and released waves of energy through his whole body.


CRACK!


"GHHHHH!"


Noah suppressed a loud cry as the pain invaded him.


The process had started, stopping it at that moment would endanger the cultivator's life or inflict incurable injuries.


Nevertheless, the idea of stopping the process had never crossed Noah's mind.


The Breath contained in his bones ran free through his body, breaking everything that it met.


The first to be affected were his organs which were pierced and cut in many places as the waves of energy crossed them.


Then, it was time for his circulatory system to be affected.


His blood vessels exploded, forming large bruises under his white shin.


Noah was already laying on the ground, convulsing like crazy.


Once his bones had shattered, he could not sustain his sitting position anymore.


After that, it was time for his flesh.


The waves of energy ravaged the flesh and ripped off the muscles, anything that stood in their way was destroyed!


It wasn't a casual process though.


The Breath would only destroy the body parts unfit for the new form that Noah was assuming.


Like the dantian boiled away most of its impure Breath to reach a higher purity when it increased in rank, so did the body.


Flesh was a mortal material, Breath was the true source of energy.


All those impure body parts had to be expelled to form a purer body, able to successfully store Breath of a higher quality.


The dantian needed those impurities to improve its composition but the body didn't.


It had to be said though that the impurities of the dantian were still Breath while the ones of the body were the body parts, devoid of any value.


Of course, that process was extremely painful.


Noah felt that his body was being punctured and cut everywhere.


His internal composition was being shaken by an unrestrainable power, he felt like each organ under his flesh was being mixed together to form a disgusting human soup!


Then, it was time to expel the useless parts.


The skin of the living beings was the body part that had the most contact with the external world, which meant that it was almost completely filled with impurities.


Noah's figure laid on the floor directly exploded!


The entirety of his skin was ripped off, leaving only a bloody human figure in the room.


The deadly part had begun!


Noah's consciousness was still focused, the pain that he had felt until that moment didn't make him faint or lose concentration.


The Yin body activated and a huge black vortex enveloped his sorry figure.


The Breath that he had accumulated was still inside him, searching for other useless body parts to eject.


Yet, after a few rounds of inspections, it couldn't find any of them and began to solidify.


Noah was at the center of the black vortex, he was filled with Breath and more of it was gathered by the suction force of his nourishing method.


The Breath began to solidify, mixing with the remaining body parts and reconstructing the missing ones.


The skeletal system formed, it was gray with dark shades all over it.


Then it was the time for the organs and the circulatory system.


The organs seemed to shine under the daylight and the blood vessels had a thicker form while being half-transparent.


His flesh and muscles recomposed, they were sturdier and denser, it didn't seem that they were made of simple flesh.


His skinless figure solidified and started the healing phase.


Noah's skin grew, it was white and smooth, devoid of any follicle, not even a simple imperfection was present on it.


Two black tattoos appeared on his chest, a bat with two pairs of wings and a panther, and they roamed freely on the newly formed body.


At last, a black membrane was created around Noah's heart.


As the vortex continued to absorb Breath, a black liquid began to fill that membrane, immersing Noah's heart in that cold substance.


The vortex rotated for a few more minutes, fixing the absorbed Breath on each part of Noah's body and securing its sturdiness.


Then the vortex dispersed, leaving a naked Noah on the floor, surrounded by the filth that had been expelled in that process.


Noah felt a huge amount of energy filling him but his mental sphere was too tired from all the pain that he had to endure while maintaining control on his body-nourishing technique.


He could only have one last thought before falling asleep on the spot.


'Rank 4 body!'
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                        It took Noah three days to wake up.


Not only his mind had been heavily stressed during the breakthrough but his body also needed time to stabilize.


It was a completely new body after all, it wasn't just one with fewer impurities.


'That was gory.'


Noah thought, looking at the remains of his old body all around him.


'I even have some pieces of skin in my hair, I should take a bath before inspecting my new body.'


As he stood up though, he began to notice some of the new aspects of his center of power.


'Wow, I feel so light! And what's all this energy that runs through me?'


His body was made of flesh and Breath.


The latter was almost immaterial, it was no wonder that the weight of his body had diminished.


'Everything in my body has mixed with the Breath, which is a form of energy. It's obvious that I would feel so energetic.'


Then, his hand instinctively went toward his chest.


His heartbeat was muffled due to the membrane that enveloped that organ but he couldn't find any problem with its functioning.


'The liquid around my heart should be liquid Breath of the darkness element. It seems that, in order to activate the ability of my new body, I have to inject that Breath in my circulatory system.'


When a body reached the fourth rank, the Breath inside it would reach the liquid stage and give far more power to the user.


'I'm quite eager to test it but I should first clean everything and let my center of power stabilize.'


Noah took a long bath to remove all the remains of his old body from himself.


Then, he gathered all the filth on the floor in one big bucket and used the black smoke to erase every trace of it.


Only the smell of blood remained in the room but, given enough time, even that would disappear.


'I feel so free.'


Noah judged, inspecting his body.


He was still naked, carefully observing every part of his skin.


There were no apparent changes in his external aspect, his skin was slightly purer and his muscles were more defined but, apart from those, he looked as when he was still in the third rank.


'The real changes are in the insides.'


Noah took out an inscribed weapon from his space-ring.


It was Fabian's white sword, its power was in the lower tier of the first rank.


Noah put strength on his grip and the sword directly broke in half!


'I can definitely survive the attack of a rank 4 beast now. Oh, it has been more than a week since I've last eaten and yet I don't feel any hunger. It seems like I'm really distancing myself from the mortal world.'


The breakthrough had lasted approximately three days, most of that time was expended in the reconstruction of the body.


A rank 3 body could survive starvation for a long time but that didn't prevent it from feeling hunger.


Yet, with his new body, Noah didn't feel anything similar to hunger or thirst, he felt like he had just woken up after a satisfying meal.


'Heroic ranks are so different and this isn't even the full power of my body!'


Not only was Noah's body still in the lower tier, but he also had an ability that empowered it!


The problem with the tier though was not solvable.


After the breakthrough, the body would slowly reach the peak of the lower tier as his dantian improved, yet, to reach higher tiers or ranks, he would need a rank 5 body-nourishing technique.


'Rank 5 is simply too far away, I should just focus on my other two centers of power that are still in the second rank. Right, the restrictions on my dantian should be gone.'


It was still day but the Dark vortex cultivation technique had not the same restriction of the Yin body, cultivating during the day would just be slower.


Noah sat on the now clean floor and created a vortex between his hands that were joint on his waist.


The vortex absorbed Breath of the darkness element and poured it freely inside the dantian that, to Noah surprise, showed some signs of expansion after just a few hours!


'Amazing! The restrictions are completely gone and it actually seems that the process is smoother! I shouldn't feel any hindrance till the solid stage of the third rank now.'


Noah happily shouted in his mind as he interrupted his cultivation.


His body had just formed, he would rather let it stabilize for a few days before resuming a complete training schedule.


'Now, I should be able to completely refine the Undead chameleon bones.'


Noah took out more than thirty bones accompanied by the same number of empty buckets.


During the last year, the Credits in his possession had increased so much that he could freely buy rank 4 materials without suffering any losses.


Also, since he was hunting rank 4 magical beasts, the discounts on those items had risen, allowing him to purchase even more materials.


He didn't do that only to always have available materials at hand but also to be prepared for his big escape.


A market rich of such a variety of materials was rare in that world, in the whole Utra nation, only the Royal city had it!


Noah didn't want to find himself in a situation where he lacked so many materials that he had to personally hunt each of the magical beasts from which they came from.


Noah put one of the buckets below his stretched arm and casually slashed with his white saber that had just appeared in his hand.


CLANG!



The saber hit his wrist but only a metallic sound resounded, there was no wound on it.


"…"


'I forgot that I can't hurt myself so casually anymore.'


Noah thought after being speechless for an instant.


He pressed the blade of the saber on his wrist and strongly pulled.


He used the real strength of his body at that moment, so it was obvious that a quite deep cut appeared on his skin.


However, after only a single drop of blood fell on the bucket, the cut healed, leaving no trace of the previous wound.


"…"
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                        'Just stay open!'


Noah shouted in his mind, giving another strong thrust with his saber.


A drop of blood fell on the bucket below his stretched arm.


The blood had filled only half of the bucket but Noah had to cut his wrist for the whole day to achieve that result.


As usual, the wound healed right after that drop fell.


'Dammit!'


Noah lost his patience and directly made a long vertical cut starting from his shoulder and ending on his palm.


The wound was deep and many lines of blood flowed out of it.


However, after the bucket was filled by only another eighth of its volume, the cut healed and the blood stopped flowing.


'This will take a while.'


Noah realized as he sighed in helplessness.


If he made those large cuts, the filling speed was somewhat acceptable.


Noah spent the whole night to fill thirty-two buckets with his own blood and then proceeded to immerse in each of them one chameleon bone before finally sealing them and putting them back in his space-ring.


'This is over, now I should just quietly rest and let my body stabilize.'


Days passed, which Noah spent slowly resuming his normal pace of training.


He soon discovered that he didn't really have to worry that much about the stability of his body.


Even if just created, a rank 4 body was still a center of power in the heroic ranks!


Noah almost didn't feel any need for food or water in that period and even spending entire nights cultivating in the Dark vortex technique produced basically no stress at all on his dantian.


There was also the fact that he didn't cultivate anymore in the Yin body.


His body had reached the fourth rank, the technique was complete, the Breath that he stored in the membrane around his heart would naturally be refilled once expended.


Ivor came back precisely after one month.


"What happened to you!?"


He exclaimed as soon as he passed through the entrance door and stared at the young man sitting on the floor.


"What do you mean?"


Noah asked, he really couldn't find any difference with his usual appearance.


"Contain your damned aura already! You know that my sea of consciousness can't sustain much pressure!"


"…"


'Don't tell me, the cold halo released from my body has increased even more?'


Noah pondered, applying a layer of mental energy around his body to hide his presence.


"Better?"


"Yes, thanks! You can't be alone for one month that you already forget that you have an ill roommate! By the way, did you just have another breakthrough?"


"Not yet, I was just too focused and I've influenced my surroundings."


Noah lied while shaking his head.


He had finally obtained his rank 4 body, his big escape was nearing, he couldn't let people know that his power had risen again.


'Right now, the powers I have that the Royals aren't aware of are the shard of Demonic sword and my body in the heroic ranks. There is also the Warp spell that I've purposely avoided using so they shouldn't be aware of my proficiency with it. The last two should be enough to take them by surprise and allow me to escape, now I just need the right moment and a better knowledge of the world outside the Utra country.'


Noah had a vague understanding of the various countries that composed the continent he was in, yet that was far from enough to secure a smooth escape.


He was completely unaware of the political situations in the other nations, which was what made him doubtful about his destination.


'I think it's time to go back on scamming soldiers.'


He decided in his mind as a cold smile appeared on his face.


Noah resumed the hunts with Kurt's group.


He was eager to test his new strength but, in the end, he decided to lay low and pretend that he had still a rank 3 body.


He didn't do that only to hide his actual battle prowess and to continue in his accumulation of material, he did that to appear the weakest of the group.


Most people would talk in a more unrestrained manner to those that considered inferior to them, Noah knew that fairly well.


He used that fact as a way to gather precious information.


Kurt's group had the tradition to gather in the main hall of the guild to drink after each successful hunt and that moment was precisely what Noah was aiming for.


He began to drink more in those situations, that wine was made precisely for cultivators, that meant that it could make them drunk.


Since Noah was pretending to have a rank 3 body, he could act as if he had gotten drunk after a few jugs and "innocently" ask for sensitive information to the others in his group.


Only Kurt was only a hunter after all, the other five hunters had all other jobs outside the guild, many of them in the Royal army.


As soldiers, it was impossible for them not to know about the political situation of their opponents on the borders of the country.


"But, I mean *hic*, this noble system is so restrictive. It is impossible for all the other nations to have the same."


A "drunk" Noah exclaimed loudly, waving his empty jug toward the servants waiting near the walls of the hall.


"Haha! Vance is drunk again! I told you that I can turn everyone in a drunkard!"


"Newton, don't feel proud about that, he is not even twenty and is already trying to match your amount of wine. You really have a bad influence on people."


"Hmph, and what does age even matter! We might all die in our next hunt because of some unexpected beast appearing out of nowhere. The way I see it, be extra careful when there is the possibility to die and be extra drunk when there isn't!"


Newton and Ella bickered as usual on the table while wine continued to be poured on their jugs.


"There are different political systems throughout our continent. I know that there is a nation where the power is divided through many independent organizations called "sects". They are like a bigger version of the academy but without any restrictions on the bloodline."


Ada answered Noah's question.


Newton's eyes lit up hearing her words and joined that conversation.



"I heard about that too. What was its name, right! Papral nation! I heard that the cultivators there live in caves where they isolate themselves for entire years!"
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                        "In my opinion, they are just a bunch of savages. What's the point of using a cave when you can have a house!"


Vic joined the conversation, expressing his complaints.


"Those "savages" belong to one of the three most powerful nations in our continent. It wouldn't be wise to underestimate them."


Hazel said to him.


"*hic* is there a ranking for the nations?"


Noah asked, feigning some hiccups.


"Yes, you can say that our continent is ruled by three large nations. Our Utra nation is ranked second or third and it occupies the southern side of the landmass, that's why the capital is situated to the north, there is only sea over the southern borders. On the opposite side of the continent, there is the Papral nation which is ranked second or third as well. Their strength matches that of our country but they are too far away from us so there has never been any war."


'So, Utra nation on the south and Papral nation on the north.'


"What about the central area? *hic*."


Noah had almost forgotten that he was pretending to be drunk and hiccupped only when his question was voiced.


That time, it was Ada that gave the answer.


"At the center of the continent, there is the Shandal Empire, the strongest nation on our landmass. They are a military nation built on strength, where even a farmer can have access to rank 3 body nourishing techniques. If it wasn't for the joint resistance of the Utra and Papral nation, they would have already conquered the whole continent."


"What *hic* about the other *hic* countries?"


"They are either underlings of these three nations or weak allies. The Shandal Empire usually uses the people of the countries that it conquers as slaves, it has an economy heavily reliant on war. Oh, there are some uninhabited zones where the magical beasts have wiped out the humans, but they are scarcer than the inhabited ones."


Their conversation continued for the whole night before they decided to go back to their respective habitations.


Noah pretended to stagger a bit as he returned to his place only to resume his normal expression when he entered his room.


'This is quite troublesome.'


He thought, dispersing the Breath accumulated by his last usage of the Blood drain spell in the air.


His Yin body was complete, he could not annex external energy anymore, he could only wait for his dantian to slowly propel the body toward the peak of the lower tier.


As for the alcohol in his blood, the basic regenerative abilities of his new body were enough to dispel it as soon as Noah drank it.


The main quality of his body-nourishing method was regeneration after all, how could booze affect him in the long term?


"Is that good wine that I smell?"


Ivor woke up due to the smell that lingered around Noah.


"What do you know of this continent except for the three big nations?"


Noah ignored him and drew a simple figure on the floor of the room with the tip of his saber.


It was just a big oval with three marks on it: two at its vertexes and one at its center.


"I'm pretty sure that our continent is not that linear."


"Come on, old man. Tell me something useful."


"Mh, let's see."


Ivor took out his knife and drew a second figure around the oval.


"This should approximately be the actual coastline of our continent, I remember it from when I studied in my mansion."


Noah fixed that image in his head and nodded.


"It is quite big, the three big nations occupy only half of its territory. The other half is divided between weaker countries, wastelands, and big danger zones. What do you want to know precisely?"


Ivor asked, lifting his head to look at his student and drinking from one of his jars.


"Anything that you can remember regarding geography and political situations of each area."


Noah didn't raise his head and continued to inspect the map.


'Going into big danger zones would surely be the best solution. The problem is that the magical beasts in there managed to kill all the humans for a reason, I won't be surprised if rank 5 creatures occupied it.'


Due to his studies of magical beasts, Noah vaguely knew about the layout of the continent.


Part of that topic was about the location of such beasts, it wasn't strange that he had learnt about some specific environments.


Yet, he really didn't have enough strength to establish himself there, the danger was too high.


As for the other two big nations, they were to be avoided too.


He wouldn't be surprised if both of them tried to exploit him like the Royals were doing.



'I need somewhere messy, where there isn't a fixed government and its hard to gather information.'


Ivor began to describe the fragmented information that he could remember.


What he said mostly concerned peculiar places where rare magical beasts were discovered and he marked them on the simple map.


Little by little, the number of marks increased.


However, that was just circumstantial knowledge in Noah's mind, he still couldn't find a safe place where to develop.


Then, Ivor finally said something that interested him.


"All around the three big nations, there are destroyed countries. The Nerere country is one of them but its destruction was caused by something that I'm unaware of. Especially in the territories between the Papral nation and the Shandal Empire, there are a lot of areas where cultivators can build their own little tribes and strive for survival. As you can imagine though, the strength of those tribes is not that high otherwise they would be annexed in the nations near them."


Noah fell deep in thought after those words.


'Territories without any fixed ruler, that seem perfect. However, how far are those? How do I reach them? How can I cross the Shandal Empire unnoticed?'


Noah shook his head, punching the map on the floor to erase any trace of it.


'I don't even know my actual battle prowess yet. I should think of a way to test it.'
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                        Noah was inside the Hunters' guild, carefully inspecting the boards describing the various hunting areas.


'I can go almost anywhere now but I should still find something that doesn't attract too much attention.'


What he was looking for was a danger zone with a low number of rank 4 magical beasts.


He wanted to fight a rank 4 creature alone in order to find out his actual strength!


'I need to choose one that I can justify easily. My name has become too known inside the guild, the fact that I'm entering a danger zone alone won't go unnoticed.'


His mental energy swept through the various boards until he found something that could meet his requirements.


'Excavating worms activity discovered in the Bare Dungeon, only one rank 4 specimen confirmed with more than a hundred rank 3 beasts in the lower areas. This might work.'



The Bare Dungeon was the prison of the previous Royal family.


After the Elbas family took the throne, that structure was abandoned and the magical beasts had slowly turned it into their lair.


However, the concentration of Breath there was quite low so it took more than two thousand years for a rank 4 creature to be born from the dominant type of magical beasts in there.


As for why Noah considered that area, it was due to the magical beasts that lived there.


Excavating worms had a long and sturdy body, with three circular rows of sharp teeth as their mouths.


They weren't among the strongest magical beasts, actually, their battle prowess was low due to their simple attack patterns, they could only rely on their bodies and they had no peculiar ability.


Also, the value of their bodies was particularly low.


Only their teeth were somewhat valuable but, other than for those, they basically provided no useful material.


Yet, they had one quality that could be used as an excuse by Noah: their bodies had the highest amount of blood among the magical beasts.


'Kurt and the others will just think that I want to occupy the time between the hunts with them in unpopular hunting zones to maximize my growth. Rank 3 Excavating worms are only worth fifteen Credits each, no hunter would be willing to go there with the possibility of meeting a rank 4 creature.'


Even if the worms were relatively weak, the Bare Dungeon remained a danger zone due to the rank 4 specimen in there.


If hunters wanted to go in danger zones to gather a higher number of rank 3 corpses, they would choose an area where the beasts had a higher value like Noah did with Mellow Forest.


Indeed, there were no hunters signed for that area.


'Excavating worms is it!'


Noah decided, placing his mark next to the name "Bare Dungeon".


Meanwhile, inside the alchemy division of the academy.


Daniel was controlling the temperature of the cauldron in front of him with his eyes closed.


The flame under it was created by a special technique that used the Breath of the cultivator as fuel in order to give more control to the alchemic process.


Daniel had always been talented in that technique due to his element but he had to work hard to reach that kind of proficiency.


In the eyes of his followers, he had always been the perfect cultivator.


His family was wealthy and among the most powerful in the country, capable of providing to him any kind of cultivation resource or technique, nurturing a cultivator of the light element required an exorbitant sum after all.


His manners were polite and sophisticated, he was loved in any noble circle, and many young heirs had already sworn their loyalty to him during his time in the academy.


His talent was also exceptional.


Not only did he have one of the rarest aptitudes, but his centers of power were also at an amazing level for his age.


He was only twenty-three but his dantian was reaching the peak of the gaseous stage of the second rank!


His sea of consciousness had recently broken through the second rank, making him one of the youngest rank 2 mages in the Utra nation.


Also, he had a rank 4 body!


Since his future strength was ensured, the Udye family was heavily investing in him, providing him the best resources to increase his training speed.


His aptitude also made him one of the most promising alchemists of the nation, further increasing his fame.


However, his family was quite against his studies in the alchemy faculty of the academy.


The first reason was that cultivators ultimately relied on strength, spending time in a profession that was not battle-related was against the policy of most noble families, especially if the one to do it was the main heir.


The second one was that the faculty was inside the academy, which was a structure of the Royal family.


Since the Cause was using Daniel as the main reason to kindle the fire of rebellion in the country, the Udye family was against his usage of structures so linked to the Royal family.


Yet, every youth was a man of his own.


Even with all the pressure that his family was putting on him, Daniel still went to train his alchemic skills in the academy.


Daniel controlled the flame silently, lowering or increasing the temperature of the cauldron as he followed the procedure that the seniors in the faculty had taught him.


In about one hour, he stopped providing Breath and the flame was extinguished.


Daniel sighed and excitedly opened the cauldron, lifting the lid with one hand.


A huge amount of white smoke came out of the cauldron, yet, when it dispersed, there was nothing inside it, it seemed that the refinement had failed.


'It seems that I still can't concoct rank 2 pills in the high tier, I have a long way to go.'


Pills and potions were ranked in the same way as inscribed items, the rank of the dantian was the most detailed expression of power after all.


As he stared disappointedly at the empty cauldron though, a young attendant appeared behind him.


"Lord Daniel, a mission has been assigned to you."


One of Daniel's eyebrows arched and he turned, asking in a surprised tone.


"What's that about?"


The attendant bowed and replied to him.


"I'm sorry my Lord, I could only understand that you will be sent to the Bare Dungeon."
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                        Daniel stood with his hands behind his back in front of three elderly cultivators.


They were in a dark room, with the three elders inspecting a big cauldron that stood between them and Daniel.


"Elders, did you request for me?"


Daniel asked in his usual polite tone, his head was slightly bowed as he spoke.


"Yes. We need you to go to the Bare Dungeon and collect as many Excavating worms as you can. We will reward you and anyone you want to bring along of course."


One of the elders spoke without moving his gaze from the cauldron.


"If I may ask, can't we just give this mission to the Hunters' guild? It seems inappropriate for an alchemist to hunt magical beasts."


Daniel asked, making a bow to emphasize his respect for the three cultivators.


"Daniel, what is the main ingredient for the majority of the alchemic products?"


Another elder questioned him.


Daniel's answer came immediately.


"Magical beasts' blood! However, we should have plenty of that stashed."


"That is correct. Magical beasts' blood is the base on which most of our products are created and yes, we do have enough for of it stashed for our normal activities. Yet, we are attempting in something quite far from the ordinary."


The elder tapped the cauldron in front of him and showed an excited smile to the young man.


The inscriptions on the cauldron flickered and released some of their power, making Daniel take a few steps back to withstand the wave of energy radiated from the item.


That cauldron wasn't a common inscribed item!


"What are you going to concoct with it?"


Daniel asked in astonishment.


Such powerful items were usually used to create pills that had a rank above the third!


For a pill or a potion to be in the fourth rank, it meant that it could affect cultivators in that same rank!


Products that could accelerate the cultivation were extremely valuable, especially if they were effective in the heroic ranks.


"Hehe, interested? We managed to find the recipe for a rank 5 potion and, of course, we are eager to try it out."


Rank 5 potion!


A medicine that was effective on rank 5 cultivators!


Even cultivation techniques were rare at that level, Daniel couldn't even imagine the value of a rank 5 medicine.


"Now that you know what we are dealing with, you must understand the number of resources involved in the process. We can't just stop all the activities of the alchemy division for our experiments so we need to gather more resources. Sadly, the value of the Excavating worms is low in the market of the capital so no hunter would accept this mission unless we pay a hefty sum. Yet, in order to gather all the materials described in the recipe we have already spent a lot of Credits, we can't afford the services of that guild. The only option is to send one of us there."


One elder explained their situation.


Daniel slowly recovered from the shock and put a pensive expression.


"I don't need Credits."


He said after a while.


"Hehe, we know. We also know that your position is quite difficult due to the recent events between the Royal dynasty and the noble families. That's why your reward will be the possibility to watch us concoct the rank 5 potion."


Daniel's eyes widened and an internal struggle was born inside him.


On one side, there was his ambition in the alchemy field: having the possibility to watch experienced alchemists work will greatly increase his understanding of certain procedures.


Also, what they were going to concoct was a rank 5 item!


How many times could someone experience such a sight?


On the other one, there was his loyalty toward his family.


Daniel knew that the alchemy division of the academy was a structure of the Royal family, if the elders were to succeed in the procedure, the item would go to the Royals.


'That is still fine since I can't really stop them. Yet, if I was to personally help them gather the needed materials, what will my family think?'


Daniel thought.


'Maybe this is also a test from the Royals, they want to show me their goodwill in case I was to work for them and they also want to assess my loyalty toward the Cause.'


He was struggling to make a choice.


'Dammit, it's a rank 5 item! How many decades will pass till I will be able to watch a similar event?'


The truth was that Daniel really liked being an alchemist.


The idea of taking various ingredients, mixing them together, and creating something miraculous had always intrigued him.


That's why he disobeyed his family's orders and joined the alchemy division to learn that mystical art, he couldn't just play the good heir in front of something that he liked so much.


After a few seconds spent in doubt, he opened his mouth to ask a simple question.


"Can I bring whoever I want with me?"


***

A week passed.


A man dressed in a black robe arrived at the bottom of a solitary mountain where a small passage could be seen.


'This should be the place. It's so strange, even from here the density of Breath is already below the average.'


That man was, of course, Noah that had just reached his destination.


'I guess the previous Royal family wanted to keep their criminals in a place where they could not cultivate. I don't understand why the Elbas family would let go of such a peculiar place though.'


Noah inspected his surroundings but he couldn't find anything unusual.


'It should be something in this mountain or even at the bottom of the dungeon, maybe it's due to some strange mineral like the Breath blessing.'


He judged before putting those thoughts in the back of his mind.


He had come there for one reason, he wanted to test the limits of his newly obtained body!



'I can't express my full potential if I don't know what I'm capable of! Also, with my Breath blessing, I don't have to fear exhaustion due to the absence of Breath.'


Thinking that, Noah entered the cavity at the base of the mountain.
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                        Ancient was the perfect adjective to describe the state in which the dungeon was.


As soon as Noah entered the cavity at the base of the mountain, he was met with a dusty and decrepit sight.


'It doesn't seem that the magical beasts have reached the surface yet. They should be on the lower layers.'


Noah thought, inspecting the ground floor of the Bare Dungeon.


It was a large cave with only a few rusty cells still resisting the passage of time.


The wooden furniture had long dissipated in the past two thousand years, leaving only some random items made of iron or similar in the wide room.


Noah didn't find anything valuable there so he decided to continue his trip toward the lower levels.


The place was dark and any type of artificial light had stopped working a long time ago, yet, for mages like Noah, darkness wasn't a hindrance at all.


At the end of the room, Noah found a passage leading downward which he crossed without hesitation.


'The Breath is diminishing.'


He noted in his mind as he descended in the first layer.


Another big room unfolded itself in front of Noah, however, that one had many more cells than the one on the surface.


'Here should be where they kept low-level criminals. It's strange though, the walls seem stable even after so many years which means that the previous Royal family had done a really impressive work when they created this place. Why abandon it?'


He didn't think that the Elbas family would abandon such a good structure without a valid reason.


'Maybe they wanted to converge the power on the capital, they want to create an army with criminals after all. Yet, it does still seem quite a waste.'


Doubs assaulted his mind but he could only repress them.


Many important matters were handled by cultivators in the heroic ranks, common human cultivators could not even imagine the number of secrets kept by them.


Noah had learnt some of them due to his peculiar situation but they were only the tip of the iceberg, who knew how many secret matters had happened in two thousand years of rule.


There were three almost identical rooms in that layer, with each of them having a passage that went deeper in the ground.


'Since I'm looking for magical beasts, I should follow the higher density of Breath.'


Noah had come there to test his new strength, he couldn't bother with the secrets of that place.


Also, if even the current Royal family had abandoned it, that meant that any kind of useful item had already been plundered.


Noah descended for some time.


He had passed more than four layers already but he still had to find any magical beast.


'How deep is this place exactly? There is barely any Breath left in the air, this is definitely not a place were magical beasts would choose to live.'


Magical beasts fed on Breath, of course they would set their lairs in an environment with a high density of it.


'Excavating worms live underground, creating tunnels and underground lairs. Even if they are weak compared to other creatures, they still need an incredible amount of Breath to reach the fourth rank. I thought that with two thousand years of accumulation, that could be possible but the concentration of Breath is far lower than what I expected. How exactly did they manage to survive?'


After reviewing all the information that he knew about that type of creature, Noah neared one of the walls of the room and strongly punched it.


The rock was hard but a few shards still broke under the power behind Noah's attack.


'The only nourishment that they could have was the same terrain that composes this dungeon.'


Noah thought, picking up one of the small pebbles that fell from the wall and inspecting it carefully.


The rock was brown and didn't seem to have anything special with it.


Noah then used a small part of the Breath in his dantian and passed it over the rock.


The Breath didn't damage the rock and harmlessly dispersed in the air, yet the quantity in the air didn't match the one used by Noah.


Part of the Breath had disappeared without leaving any trace.


'Don't tell me, this is a mine of Obsidian Credits!'


The Credits were the currency used by cultivators, they had value in their eyes because they contained Breath.


Yet, they came in two forms.


The first one was in their rocky state when they were still absorbing Breath into their core.


The second one was in their crystal state, in which they transformed after enough Breath was absorbed and that was then used by the cultivators as a currency.


'I understand, they are letting this mineral develop in order to mine it when it reaches the crystal form. The worms ate the terrain to create the lair and developed thanks to the Breath in it. Though, there should be more than a single rank 4 specimen then.'


Noah looked at the rock in his hand for a few more seconds before throwing it back on the floor while shaking his head.


'Abandoned my ass! I bet that the Royals come here every few decades to clean the area and disperse the Breath of the magical beasts back into the environment to accelerate the creation of Credits. Well, at least now I'm reassured: as long as I'm careful, there shouldn't be hidden dangers.'


The Breath that he had just used and dispersed in the air reached the walls of the underground room.


At that moment, some slight tremors began to run through the dungeon as if something was crawling under it.


'Ohh? They are quite sensitive.'


Noah wasn't surprised by that reaction and prepared himself for the imminent assault.


'Three, four…. Not even ten of them, I'm still far from the lair.'


Noah counted in his mind as he analyzed the vibrations in the soil and used his mental energy to cover the entire room.



Then, the terrain broke and a four meters long and one meter thick worm came out of it.


The worm was in the third rank, it had red-brown skin and three circular rows of teeth as its mouth.


It didn't seem to have eyes but it still jumped precisely at the standing Noah.


'Finally.'


However, he didn't budge nor did he take out his sabers.


As the worm arrived at his position, Noah's hand shot and sealed itself around the worm's mouth, strongly squeezing it.


A rank 3 beast was blocked by a single hand!
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                        The rank 3 Excavating worm struggled to escape Noah's grip but to no avail.


The hand was sturdy, its fingers strong, the flesh of the beast could not withstand the pressure that they applied on it.


The worm screeched as blood began to flow from its oral cavity but there was nothing it could do, it was against a rank 4 body after all!


Noah silently watched as his hands closed into a fist, turning the beast's head in meat paste.


A rank 3 beast was killed by a single move without the use of spells or techniques!


'This…'


A cold smile appeared on Noah's face as he evaluated the power that his body held.


However, his thoughts were interrupted since two more worms came out of the terrain and jumped at him.


Noah activated the Shadow steps spell and dashed toward one of the beasts.


A small black circle appeared under his sole but it was shattered by the raw power behind Noah's movement, it didn't give any further acceleration.



A rank 0 spell could not increase his speed now that he had a rank 4 body!


Yet, Noah had never sprinted faster in his life!


He reached the worm while it was still mid-air and directly threw a punch to its mouth.


Noah's fist clashed with the rows of teeth of the beast, shattering them and piercing its body from the inside, the teeth were only able to lightly cut his skin.


Then, the other beast reached him but Noah simply gave it a strong blow with the elbow of his free arm.


The elbow smashed on the worm's head and tore everything in its path, teeth and blood flew out in every direction as the beast was sent flying toward one end of the underground room.


Noah then turned toward the beast stuck on his arm and punched it, smashing its head and killing it with that blow.


Three rank 3 magical beasts killed in four moves using only the sheer power of his body!


'This is what I worked so hard for.'


He thought, looking at the corpse on the ground.


The remaining five worms came out of the ground and warily encircled Noah.


Their intelligence was low but they still understood when an opponent was too strong for them.


Sadly, their hunger was unbearable.


They had to feed on the terrain to sustain themselves, the only other living beings that they could eat were the specimens in their same pack, a human being was an irreplaceable prey in their sights.


However, Noah wouldn't just wait for them to attack.


He directly jumped toward one of them, his speed was incredible, he arrived in front of one of the worms in an instant and delivered a strong kick in the middle of its body.


The worm screeched as his skin was pierced, yet it survived.


It had to be said though that Noah did that on purpose.


He knew that the weak point of those types of magical beasts was their head, where their mouths were, yet he wanted to test the amount of damage he could inflict if he focused a non-vital part.


The outcome made him quite satisfied: he couldn't instantly kill the beast but its body had been almost severed in half by a casual kick.


The other worms took his assault as a signal to begin their attack, they jumped at Noah from four different directions with their mouths drooling saliva that traced transparent lines in the air.


Noah stomped with his foot over the head of the beast under him and moved.


His fists shot toward two beasts while his knee crashed with another one, as for the last worm, he had better plans for it so he dodged its attack.


Four more rank 3 magical beasts had died in just a few instants.


'Finally, I have some power.'


He couldn't stop smiling seeing the dead beasts on the ground.


Those were rank 3 magical beast!


'I went from killing my first one thanks to the element of surprise created by the Kesier rune, to being able to kill them without any technique. This power is what I've desired for so long, the power of the heroic ranks.'


Noah turned toward the remaining beast.


The worm was scared stiff and tried to dig an escape route on the terrain but Noah focused his mental energy on it.


The beast could not move anymore, Noah's pressure was too heavy for it to resist.


'I've still some use for you, I should probably try that. A few drops of Breath should be enough to give me an idea of its power.'


The membrane around his heart tightened and a few drops of the Breath contained in it were inserted in his circulatory system.


Noah immediately felt a violent energy surging from within himself and watched as his blood vessels turned black, becoming visible from under his skin.


Noah seemed to have pulsing black worms all over his skin as his circulatory system was shown to the beast.


The few scratches that he had just received from his clashes with the worms' teeth healed immediately but Noah hadn't used the ability of the Yin body to mend his wounds.


Noah charged at the immobilized beast and delivered his strongest fist to its body, making the whole creature explode due to the might of the impact.


Blood flew in every part of the room, leaving only Noah and his excited smile in it.


Eight magical beasts in the third rank had been physically overwhelmed by a human, that left him particularly happy about his recent breakthrough.


'I guess they are just ants in my eyes now.'


Noah concluded in his mind as he watched his veins return to their normal state.


'Those drops of Breath were a bit overkill, one would have been enough. At least, it seems that the ability of my body is not that hard to control, I just need to use the energy before my blood vessels explode.'


Noah had seen a rank 4 body when he fought on Twilboia Cliff.


Yet, Kevin's transformation seemed harder to control and needed a casting time while Noah's empowerment was almost immediate and the only danger was the buildup of internal pressure his body.


'If I had met the wind mage with my current strength, maybe I wouldn't have needed for the representative of the Royal family to inflict such a heavy injury to defeat him. I guess I'm quite strong now.'
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                        Noah gathered all the corpses in his space-ring.


He had used only his body to fight them so he was in his peak form, only a few drops of Breath in the membrane around his heart were lost.


'The liquid Breath in my body should be refilled autonomously by my dantian over time, there is no need to stop just yet.'


He resumed his exploration toward the lower layers with his head full of thoughts about his recent fight.


'The Shadow steps spell is useless in battle now that my body is in the heroic ranks, it can help me only during my flight. Also, my running speed is now higher than my flying one, my blood companions are falling behind my improvements.'


Echo and Shadow were created from rank 3 magical beasts, their power was fixed, they could not overcome the limits of the human ranks no matter how much Noah's centers of power increased in power.


'Should I attempt creating a companion from a rank 4 creature? Can I even do that?'


Noah evaluated that idea but then he shook his head.


'I'm not even sure if I can kill one of them, let alone subduing it in my sea of consciousness. I should wait for my mental sphere to reach the third rank to be safe, one mistake in the taming process and I might end up like Ivor. If things really become too dangerous, Echo and Shadow should still provide some help while I'm in the Demonic form.'


When he reached the end of the passage that he was crossing, he found twenty Excavating worms waiting for him at the entrance of the layer.


'I guess I should see how much power of my martial art I can express now.'


Noah though, smiling coldly as two white sabers appeared in his hands and jumping straight in the center of the group of beasts.


Meanwhile, a luxurious carriage stopped right in front of the entrance of the Bare Dungeon.


It had a rank 2 Mountain bull tied to its reins and a series of inscriptions on all its sides.


The door of the carriage opened and four young men and a young woman calmly exited it and inspected the environment around them.


"This should be the place, it's quite hard to be mistaken with such a low density of Breath in the air."


One of the men spoke and then turned toward the man at the back of their group.


He was wearing a white robe adorned with golden inscriptions that seemed to have defensive proprieties.


He had short silver hair and a slight but warm smile on his face.


"Yes, Milo, this is definitely the place."


That man was Daniel who had just arrived at the Bare Dungeon with his party.



Milo lowered his head in sign of respect and hid a smile behind that gesture.


Daniel then continued to speak.


"I want to use this moment before we enter the mountain to thank you all again for joining my mission. I know that you are busy with your lives and that the task from the alchemy division was quite sudden so I want to be sure that you understand how much I appreciate your company. Thank you, friends."


Daniel's words were warm and well-spoken, it was clear that he was used to conversing with other nobles.


"We aren't worthy, my Lord. I chose to follow you the moment my eyes first saw your figure. I don't care if my family is against the Cause, once I become patriarch, I will offer you the full support of my family."


The woman spoke in a stern tone but she could not hide some traces of blushing from appearing on her face.


"I and the Udye family will never forget your vow, Phoebe."


Daniel answered her words and lightly caressed her face, making her blush even more.


"Phoebe is right, we are all with you. My Orgoo family and your Udye family has been allies for centuries, the Royals can't divide such long-lasting friendship."


If Noah was there, he would recognize the man that had just spoken.


He was Troy Orgoo, one of the youths that had passed the entrance test in Ebonrest city with him.


"Mh. Our force is not weak, three of us have a rank 4 body and we are all equipped with inscribed robes in the second rank. Even if we met with the rank 4 specimen, I have full confidence that we can escape. Who knows, we might even attempt to kill it!"


Daniel cheered everyone's morale with his words and moved toward the entrance of the dungeon, followed by the other four cultivators.


"Lord Daniel, ehm, what do you know about this place? Why is the Breath so scarce here?"


The man that had been silent till that moment was Manuel, the student that Noah had defeated to obtain his last accommodation in the academy.


"I requested some reports from my family. Apparently, this whole mountain will become a mine of Obsidian Credits one day so the Elbas family has emptied its contents to accelerate the creation of the mine. They come here every few decades to prevent the creation of a threatening pack of magical beasts though, so it's not completely abandoned."


Daniel explained in a plain tone but the other in his group shot dissatisfied gazes to Manuel.


They all knew what had happened in the academy.


He lost in a fight against someone without a noble background, making the nobles lose face in front of the other students and also injuring himself.


The injury slowed his cultivation speed and left a trauma on his personality, ultimately leading him to still have a rank 3 body.


It was obvious that his name was usually mocked among the circle of nobles due to that event.


"And, when was the last time that the Royals cleaned up this place?"


Manuel was unmoved by those stares and continued to ask questions.


"It should have been almost fifteen years ago, there should be a large number of rank 3 worms in there."
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                        Of Daniel's group, only three of them had a rank 4 body.


One was, of course, Daniel, while the other two were Milo and Phoebe.


However, with the exception of Daniel, all of them had their mental sphere still in the first rank, even though some of them were extremely close to the breakthrough.


It couldn't be helped, the sea of consciousness was the hardest center of power to train: not only it required a long amount of time and a painful training, but it also needed for the mental sphere of the cultivator to be thick and sturdy.


Such requirements could not be met by such young cultivators, especially if their social status was lofty and comfortable.


Sufferings and hardships were required to harden the mental sphere, things that nobles of wealthy families rarely encountered.


They had access to a large number of pills and potions that targeted that center of power but their effects could not match real-life adversities.


Only Daniel, who lived under the constant pressure of being the focal point of the Cause, could achieve a rank 2 sea of consciousness by the age of twenty-three.


Being made of rank 1 mages though didn't mean that the party was weak.


They were still rank 2 cultivators equipped with protective items in the second rank.


They all had a rank 4 martial art and inscribed weapons that suited their combat style, underestimating them would be a mistake.


The five nobles crossed the entrance of the dungeon and immediately noticed something.


"Someone is here!"


Milo exclaimed, giving voice to the thoughts of his companions.


There were clear signs of Noah's passage on the dusty floor, it hadn't even passed half a day since his arrival after all.


"Someone from the Royal family?"


Phoebe asked but Daniel shook his head.


"Unlikely. The footprints belong to a single person and the Royal army always sends at least five men on each mission. It can only be a hunter or some lone cultivator looking for hiding."


Milo snorted when he heard those words.


"Lone cultivators… This name is too nice to describe what they really are: criminals!"


In a political system like that of the Utra nation, a lone cultivator was almost always a criminal or a fugitive.


Techniques and spells were held by the nobles after all, it was impossible to accomplish something in the cultivation journey without having any relationship with them.


"So, what do we do about this?"


Troy asked timidly, turning his gaze to Daniel.


"If he is a lone cultivator, we will question him and decide if he needs to be apprehended. If he is a hunter, we will try to buy the corpses of the worms that he has killed."


Daniel answered casually, as if what he was saying was the most obvious thing in the world.


The others in the party nodded at Daniel's upright decision.


In their situation, anyone could have easily decided to take advantage of the unlucky fellow and make some gains out of him.


They outnumbered him and that location was quite remote, no one would find clues of a battle if they were thorough in covering them.


Yet, Daniel didn't even consider that possibility, improving even more his image in front of his party.


Such behavior was the complete opposite of the cultivator that was in the lower layers, smilingly killing magical beasts.


Noah waved his sabers with impeccable dexterity, in only a few minutes, the last beast was killed, leaving more than thirty corpses laid on the ground.


'I'm getting closer but I still have to see any rank 1 or 2 worms. Are they in the center of the pack being fed to stronger beings?'


Noah thought about the possible options while he gathered the corpses.


'It should be like with the Albino snake, just for a different reason. The environment doesn't have enough Breath so they resort to cannibalism, the terrain can't match a living being after all.'


He moved toward a deeper area, raising his attention to the peak.


'I've killed more than fifty rank 3 beasts, if this is still far from the pack, then the report must have been quite old.'


He was certain by then that the Royal family was periodically cleaning the dungeon.


Magical beasts weren't as smart as humans but they weren't completely idiotic either: if the situation didn't force them, they would have already changed the location of their lair, especially with a rank 4 specimen leading them.


The fact that the pack still occupied that area was the confirmation that the beasts were purposely being kept there.


'All these efforts just to create a source of money, being the head of a country seems really annoying.'


Noah sighed internally thinking about how much time the Elbas family had invested in that place.


When he arrived in the lower layer though, the sight changed drastically.


It was still a detention room, with cells scattered randomly on the ground.


Yet, the walls were full of holes, signing the passage of a high number of magical beasts.


Also, the cells had biting signs on them and were vividly consumed, it seemed that something had sucked off the metal from each bar.


'Were these cells inscribed items?'


Noah guessed, nearing one of the cells to inspect it more carefully.


'Mh, they have eaten the inscriptions on them, I wonder how populous the pack is. Excavating worms are known for their high reproduction rate, I wouldn't be surprised if the Elbas family had purposely planted those beasts here for this reason.'


More magical beasts meant more Breath dispersed in the environment when the cleaning operations happened.


That method sacrificed the final amount of Credits obtained but accelerated their creation.


'I don't really know how much does it take for a Credit to form but two thousand years had passed already, the fact that I didn't find a single crystal means that I'm still at some distance from the core.'


Then, a sound forced him to stop his thoughts.


Each hole in the walls began to emit a crawling noise that echoed through the entire underground room.



'I can't really guess how many there will be like this, I hope they don't destroy the place.'


Noah wielded his sabers and prepared himself for the imminent assault.


At that moment, more than fifty worm's heads came out from the cavities around him.
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                        Fifty or so Excavating worms came out of the tunnels in the walls.


Noah waved his sabers without hesitation, sending tens of wind slashes flying in every direction.


Blood and heads fell down from the holes before the worms could even exit them completely.


In just one attack, more than fifteen worms had been killed!


Having a rank 4 body not only improved all his attacks but also removed the limit that he had on his martial art.


The Three forms of the Ashura was a rank 4 martial art, logically speaking, it had to match the might of a rank 4 magical beast!


However, Noah's centers of power were too weak, they could not allow him to express the true power of those forms.


Yet, now that he had a rank 4 body, some of that power could be unleashed.


Noah seemed to have six arms that relentlessly slashed the air, four of them though were still ethereal and could only express part of their true strength.


'My martial art is almost mastered!'


Noah thought as he jumped left and right to finish off the beasts that had encircled him.



Rank 3 creatures had never been a problem for Noah, yet that was thanks to the incredible power of his Demonic form.


With a rank 4 body though, he could kill as many as he wished without tiring himself too much.


Endurance had always been one of Noah's weaknesses since his battle prowess came from the Demonic form spell which expended a huge amount of mental energy, yet, with his body in the heroic ranks, he could show the results of his constant training.


Martial arts were weaker than spells after all, they did not have the same destructive power but they consumed far less energy.


Also, they depended on the ability of the cultivator.


Noah, that had fought for more than ten years with a saber in his hands, could finally show the difference in his ability!


Fifty rank 3 bests weren't a threat for him, in ten minutes, they were easily killed.


'Once my mind and dantian reach the third rank, I can aim for the complete mastery of my art.'


He concluded in his mind, forcefully slashing with his weapons to remove the blood on them.


'This makes about one hundred worms in the third rank, they know my position by now.'


Noah neared one of the tunnels but he could not see its end.


After inspecting a few more tunnels and gathering the corpses, he became certain of one thing.


'Here is where the lair begins.'


It was at that moment though that something unexpected happened.


The floor of the underground room began to tremble and a loud crawling noise resounded in the area.


'Is this an ambush?'


Noah was surprised but still calm.


He came in the dungeon to test his strength against a rank 4 magical beast, defeating waves of rank 3 creatures wasn't a big issue.


However, no worm arrived.


The floor continued to tremble until deep cracks appeared on the terrain before it finally broke completely.


The ground crumbled, showing tens of worms that were eating the terrain below, creating tunnels that disrupted the stability of the entire structure.


'The fuck is that?'


Noah's concerns weren't aimed at the broken floor nor at the astute trap of the magical beasts but rather at the environment that became visible below him.


Hundreds of tunnels went in every direction in the terrain, it resembled the structure of a hive with many bigger tunnels that divided every section.


Also, in its deeper part, a pale halo shone, illuminating the intricate underground structure in which the beasts transformed the lower layers of the Bare Dungeon.


Echo's wings tore Noah's clothes and began to flap at his will and small black circles appeared under his soles from time to time, keeping him in the air while he inspected the situation.


'This isn't the usual layout of a worm's lair. The magical beasts have precisely dug passages over the years and created this. Did they inspire themselves to the previous structure of the dungeon? But that would require a higher intelligence than what they are capable of, unless…'


Noah remained at the same altitude over the huge numbers of tunnels and caves at a hundred meters below him.


All he could see were some random worm appearing and continuing in its excavation, it seemed that the beasts had given up on him when they saw that he could fly.


'Bloodline inheritance!'


That assumption echoed in his mind, creating waves of shock that assaulted Noah.


'This is incredible! It makes sense though, this is the perfect environment for the birth of a rank 4 creature with that quality.'


A bit of greed was exuded from Noah's eyes as he stared at the illuminated bottom of the lair.


'I have to kill it, I can't let go of this chance.'


A beast with a bloodline inheritance was a magical beast that had developed its sea of consciousness.


The sea of consciousness was, after all, the representation of the thoughts of a living being.


Beasts acted on instinct, they had not proper thoughts, leading them to have a vague imitation of the humans' mental sphere that could not be trained, they were even unaware of having it.


However, nature always found a way.


They were beings that relied on their bodies for everything, their blood contained their will even if it was so weak that it could be disregarded.


Yet, in the proper situation, that will could be empowered and passed down to their descendants or to those that ate them.


Little by little, that blood would accumulate and create a proper center of power, giving to a specimen a higher intelligence.


'Two thousand years of periodic extermination, forced to eat their own kind to survive, hating the humans that always left some of them alive. That hate has grown and accumulated over the years, carried by the blood of each beast in the pack until a rank 4 creature was born with a sea of consciousness that contained the hate of tens of thousands beasts. That hate is the inheritance passed down by the previous generations of these creatures, which ultimately gave birth to an intelligent magical beast, a miracle.'


Noah's expression broke into a smile.


'A miracle that I can eat.'
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                        The Excavating worms had been moved from their previous lair and planted in that barren environment.


Then, their numbers had been periodically reduced to prevent them from escaping from the dungeon, forcing them to resort to cannibalism or to eat terrain.


The blood of the beasts from two thousand years ago might have been lost, diluted during that huge amount of time, but the will that it carried remained.


It was enough for one beast to start to hate, tainting its body with a firm but weak emotion, for a chain reaction to be generated.


That beast died but its blood was shared among the beast that ate it, awakening a similar will on them.


The same happened to those beasts that continued to spread that contaminated blood.


Then, the cleaning operation would arrive, reducing their numbers and concentrating once again that emotion in fewer specimens, while being slightly increased in might.


Like that, years passed and that cycle repeated itself.


An entire pack that shared the same emotion continued to thrive and be destroyed, increasing the power held by its will.


Until, one day, the miracle happened.


A peculiar rank 4 creature was born, carrying an unusual concentration of contaminated blood.


That blood had the accumulated hatred of tens of thousands beasts, it became so powerful that the normal body of the magical beast could not contain it, leading to the awakening and developing of its sea of consciousness.


Because of that, it was called bloodline inheritance.


'At least, I know for a fact that the Royals aren't aware of this.'


Noah thought, standing mid-air with his eyes fixed on the deepest part of the lair.


As for why he was convinced of that, it was because the sea of consciousness of a magical beast that obtained a bloodline inheritance was considered among the best nutrients for the mental sphere of a cultivator.


A beast's mental sphere was still inferior to a human's one, which allowed a cultivator to freely absorb it!


'Is this considered luck or bad luck?'


Noah couldn't help but have second thoughts.


On one hand, a beast with a bloodline inheritance was an extremely rare event, impossible to predict.


A pack of magical beasts had to be contained for thousands of years, hoping that one of their specimens would give birth to a strong will and pass it down.


Also, there were no available methods to test if such will was created, which ultimately led the cultivators to abandon every experiment on that field.


It was completely casual after all, it was impossible to create an environment that had a high chance of success in giving birth to such a beast.


If one added the amount of time needed too, it was easy to consider any experiment in that field not worth the effort.


On the other hand, such a beast was smart.


It could learn from the environment, it could plan ambushes, it could define the layout of its lair to better suit its needs.


Also, it could use its pack to perform complex formations, overall it was a powerful foe.


'This mission has suddenly become far more dangerous than I expected.'


Noah was conflicted.


'If I let go of this chance, I will surely lose the bloodline inheritance, I don't believe that the Royals will miss it once they see the layout of the lair.'


The sea of consciousness of the creature would give a huge boost to his mental sphere and also increase his understanding of the magical beasts.


'Yet, I wasn't sure that I could kill it before I discovered its quality, now my chances have reduced even more.'


Minutes passed, with Noah calmly considering his possibilities.


'Fuck it, the Excavating worm has one of the lowest battle capabilities among the magical beasts and my spells are suited to fight large numbers of enemies. I have tons of potions and a Breath blessing, I'm more than prepared for this fight. Even if I can't defeat it and the pack tries to cut my escape route, I can just use the Demonic sword to create a way for me.'


Once he decided, he slowly descended toward the nearest cave, rousing the worms in the tunnels that gathered in front of him.


'Let's see if your will is stronger than mine.'


Meanwhile, in the upper layers of the dungeon.


Daniel and his group were warily inspecting their surroundings.


The tremors that made one of the lower floors crumble had surprised them and it had momentarily stopped their descent.


"Milo, what do you think?"


Daniel broke the silence.


Milo raised his gaze and shook his head.


"Something was destroyed in the lower layers but I can't deduce anything else. The Breath in the terrain hinders even the investigative technique of the scouts of the Elbas family. What should we do?"


Daniel looked at the ground below him for a while before nodding to the others with him.


"It's either the lone cultivator fighting or the beasts creating a mess. Either way, we should proceed downward to find the Excavating worms."


The other four nodded and waited for him to point to a direction.


Daniel had a large and detailed map in his hands, it was the complete blueprint of the Bare Dungeon.


After a quick inspection, he pointed toward one of the passages.


"Even if on that one the concentration of Breath is higher, this passage leads to the lower layers faster. With our strength, fighting a few hundred rank 3 magical beasts is not a problem so we should descend quickly."


The cultivators didn't have any objection and went directly for the passage pointed by their leader.


Milo was in the front, he had specific techniques to investigate the environment, he could even surpass the perception of a rank 2 mage when he used them.


The group moved fast, they easily crossed a few empty rooms, getting closer and closer to the lair.


Then, they were met with the same scene that Noah had encountered.



It was a room with more than a hundred holes in the walls, with a constant crawling noise coming from them.
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                        "They are coming!"


Milo shouted and prepared for the assault of the magical beasts.


The others in his group did the same and set themselves up in a circular formation that covered every angle.


Daniel wielded a silver sword, Milo had two daggers, Phoebe held a spear with both her hands, and Troy and Manuel were ready with their swords pointed toward the walls.


"They should be only rank 3 beasts, no need to waste mental energy on them."


Daniel loudly ordered and the others nodded in approval, their strength was way superior to that of those weak creatures.


Three of them had a rank 4 body after all, using spells would be overkill.


The worms slowly came out of the tunnels and inspected the situation.


In the eyes of those simple beasts, the five humans in a circle in front of them were simply too scary.


They exuded a strong battle intent and they were working together, they would rather go after the solitary human in the deeper parts of their lair.


However, their leader had given specific orders so they jumped at them after a short moment of hesitation.


The result of that fight was quite predictable.


Sixty or so magical beasts in the third rank tried to encircle the cultivators but were vanquished in a few minutes due to the immense difference in power.


Daniel gracefully waved his sword which emitted sharp shining lights that cut the creatures as soon as they came in contact with them.


Milo inflicted precise wounds on every worm that came too close to the formation, killing each of them in one blow.


Phoebe used wide attacks, fully expressing the power of her long weapon, and preventing most of the creatures from coming close to them.


Troy and Manuel were slightly less impactful but still killed a few worms.


It wasn't that they were weak but rather that their three companions were much stronger than them.


When everything was over, Daniel moved to collect the corpses with a satisfied gaze.


His space-rings were already equipped with items that gathered the blood of the worms so the collection part was fast and smooth.


'I should collect three to four hundred of these to be sure. These ambushes are quite useful.'


He thought before being brought back to reality by a strong earthquake.


The room began to tremble just like it had happened to Noah.


"Milo?"


Daniel shot an inquisitive look to Milo but he could only shrug his shoulders in answer, he was confused about that situation too.


Then, cracks began to fill the floor of the room and big pieces of the terrain fell in the empty space downward, creating dark pits in the ground.


In the end, the ground broke and revealed the hive-like structure of the lower layers.


The five nobles didn't have any method to fly or to slow their descent.


When they lost their footholds, they fell straight into the nest, separating themselves during the fall when they managed to reach for a cave.


Meanwhile, Noah was running at high speed, killing as many worms as he could.


His tactic was simple: kill all the weaker beasts and have a one versus one against the rank 4 creature.


'Intelligence is useless if you don't have the necessary strength to use it!'


Those were his thoughts.


The fact that the rank 4 Excavating worm had a Bloodline inheritance and had awakened its sea of consciousness didn't directly increase its battle prowess.



Intelligence required means to be scary, it was almost useless if it didn't have ways to be applied.


That's why, Noah decided to vanquish its army before facing it, without the possibility of setting encirclements and formations, the threat of its intelligence would be greatly reduced.


However, the exploration of the lair revealed itself quite challenging.


Most of the tunnels were vertical and required the usage of his wings to effectively explore them.


Also, the worms could freely dig their way away from the battle, escaping Noah's chase and reorganizing in another area.


'This is annoying, I've only managed to kill around thirty worms since I entered the lair, they always escape when I kill too many of them. The way in which they escape is suspicious too, it seems that they are trying to lure me somewhere.'


Noah was chasing every trace of life that he found as he had planned, yet, when dealing with a beast with a Bloodline inheritance, he could not act in the same way he did with normal magical beasts.


He had to be wary of the plots and traps of his opponent, he couldn't just jump at every worm he saw.


'If I end up in a closed space with hundreds of magical beasts in the third rank and the leader, I might be in trouble.'


Then, a tremor ran through the underground area which made Noah stop his advance and jump in the air, warily inspecting the terrain as his wings kept him flying.


'Mh? Did it come from above?'


A sound shifted his attention toward the upper parts of the lair.


As he watched, two figures fell from one of the passages, doing their best to slow down their speed.


One of them was a woman wielding a spear that continuously tried to stab on the walls to create a handhold.


However, her efforts were vain since she could not exert much strength as she fell and her weapon always failed to stick in the wall.


The other one was a man with a sword that Noah found familiar.


He was panicking, looking at how the floor was nearing him.


Then, the woman gave up on stopping her fall and used the spear to launch herself toward the man.


Once she reached him, she grabbed him and prepared herself for the landing.


THUD!


A loud thud resounded in the area as the two cultivators hit the ground and created a cloud of smoke.


Noah was surprised and calmly went back on the terrain without moving his gaze from those two cultivators.


When the smoke vanished, he was able to see that the woman was squatting with a pained expression as she held the man safely in her arms.
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                        A rank 4 body was extremely strong, inhuman even.


However, falling for a few hundred meters and landing while holding a person was too much even for those that had it.


Phoebe felt as if her legs were going to break.


Yet, they held on and she also managed to save Manuel who was still in her arms.


"Get off, I need to sit."


Phoebe said, waiting for Manuel to realize that he had been saved.


"Thank you so much! You saved my life, please take this."


Manuel took out a potion from his space-ring and handed it to Phoebe who accepted it without saying a word.


She then sat on the ground stretched her legs to speed up their recovery.


The injury wasn't bad but it still required a few days of rest to completely heal.


'What are they doing here? I thought that this danger zone wouldn't attract anyone. Wait, isn't that Manuel?'


Noah thought, looking at them.


He had retracted his wings out of habit, in case the two cultivators were hostile and tried to attack him.


After all, his ability to fly was extremely useful, he would rather hide it when he met with strangers.


His presence though couldn't be hidden and the two nobles soon noticed that someone was staring at them.


Phoebe raised her gaze and looked toward him with a surprised expression.


What she saw was a young man with long combed dark hair and a pair of piercing blue eyes.


His clothes were tight and black and a cold aura was spread all around him.


'He is wary of us.'


She concluded and began to speak.


"I am Phoebe, from the Ramgett family. I've come here with-"


However, her words were interrupted by a loud yell shouted by his companion.


"VANCE!!!"


Manuel had turned and had recognized Noah.


At that moment, all the accumulated anger that he had felt after their match exploded and he jumped straight at Noah.


Sparks accumulated on his sword as he ran at full speed toward the man in front of him, uncaring of the fact that his specialty was the long-range combat.


His anger had taken control of his body and all he could think of was to kill the man that ruined his cultivation journey.


However, Noah wasn't the same man that he had fought in the academy.


As soon as he saw traces of hostility, Noah attacked.


His speed was way higher than Manuel's one, allowing him to reach his position when Manuel was still mid-air.


That burst of speed surprised Manuel but there was nothing that he could do about it.


He could only watch as Noah's saber slashed his waist and used his other hand to grab his throat.


THUD!


Noah roughly slammed Manuel on the ground an pointed a saber to his head, his foot pressed on his throat to hold him still.


Then, another saber appeared in his free hand which he pointed toward Phoebe.


"Why are you here?"


Manuel's robe denied all the damage of his weapon.


Also, he had decided to hold back.


After he recognized Manuel and Phoebe gave some explanation, he was sure that there were more people in their group.


Their status had to be quite high too since those two cultivators were noble.


So, he decided to not instantly kill Manuel and probe them.


"Are you Vance from the academy?"


Phoebe asked in a surprised voice but Noah only pressed harder on Manuel's throat as an answer.


Phoebe understood the meaning behind his actions and hurriedly resumed her explanation.


"Wait! I am an heir of the Ramgett family and he is the heir of the Gousho family. We joined Lord Daniel in his mission to collect Excavating worms but we fell here after the floor of the Bare Dungeon crumbed."



Noah remained impassible but his thoughts raced like crazy.


'Daniel? What need does he have for the worms? Also, why did he bring these nobles with him? Couldn't he just use the guards of his family?'


Doubts assaulted his mind but then he focused back on the situation in front of him.


"How many are with him?"


Phoebe listened to his words and became slightly irritated.


"Can you stop threatening us? We are nobles! You need to give us some respect!"


She had never been treated so rudely in her entire life!


She was aware of some rumors that concerned Vance but she had never been too interested in them.


She was older than him after all, she wouldn't care about a nameless genius when she had the true genius of her generation on her side.


However, Noah didn't care for status and simply stabbed Manuel on the shoulder with the weapon aimed at his head.


The robe could not stop the strength applied by Noah and easily pierced the inscribed item.


Manuel's shout was suppressed by the foot on his throat but a few rough words could still be discerned.


"You…ruined…my…life."


Manuel struggled those words out of him but Noah simply stabbed his other shoulder without moving his gaze from Phoebe.


"We are five, we split up during the fall."


Phoebe said after seeing the cruel reaction that her words had caused.


"Why do you need the worms?"


Noah continued with his questions.


"I don't know, it was a mission of the alchemy division of the academy."


'Do they need some material? Why though, the worms are only useful for their blood.'


Noah was confused but he stopped trying to guess the intention of the alchemy division, he wasn't an alchemist after all.


'What should I do with these two?'


His pressing concerns were the two cultivators with him.


Noah lifted his gaze toward the upper parts of the lair and focused all his mental energy to inspect the area.


Echo helped too, scanning a large area around him.


Yet, its ability was heavily restricted in that environment, Noah didn't discover anything useful.


"Tell me, if you were me, what would you do now?"


Noah spoke casually.


Phoebe was a bit surprised and timidly gave an honest answer.


"Let Manuel go and help us escape the dungeon. Manuel has attacked you first but you used him to threaten me so you will have to answer for that."


"Wrong."


Noah said, crushing Manuel's neck with his foot.
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                        Phoebe saw blood coming out of Manuel's mouth.


She saw how the anger in his eyes slowly turned into astonishment before vanishing altogether.


The light in his eyes disappeared as life left the noble, Manuel died right in front of her eyes.


"WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!?"


Phoebe screamed.


She could have never imagined that a student from the academy would kill the heir of a noble family!


Noble families were the most powerful organizations after the Royal family after all, who would want to antagonize himself with them?


However, Noah wasn't a common cultivator.


When Manuel attacked, he had already decided to kill both of them.


First, he had come there to test himself, there was no better opponent than an injured cultivator with a rank 4 body.


Second, those two were isolated from the rest of their group.


Once Noah saw that nobody else was coming, he decided that it was better to take care of that unexpected threat.


Third, he knew that his rank 4 body had been exposed, the woman in front of him simply didn't realize it just yet.


Lastly, he needed a bait for the Excavating worms.


If large quantities of Breath were to be expended in that room, many magical beasts would be attracted, preventing Noah from walking into a trap.


"I killed him."


Noah plainly answered, inspecting Manuel's body to gather all his belongings.


"Do you understand what have you done? The Gousho family will never let you off the hook, they will make you pay and no amount of protection can save you!"


Noah picked a space-ring and Manuel's weapon and turned toward the woman still sitting on the ground.


"You really don't understand the kind of situation you are in, do you?"


Noah shook his head after he said those words and slowly neared her.


After that phrase, something clicked inside Phoebe's head and her eyes widened in understanding.


She remembered that Vance was younger than Manuel and yet he managed to defeat him just by using his brute force.


'That shouldn't be possible, unless…'


Her thoughts raced until she finally reached a conclusion that surprised her even more.


"You have a rank 4 body. But how? You are too young."


Noah nodded but never stopped nearing her.


"See, when you are blessed with wealth and power, you usually forget that you aren't so special. You can even be a Royal but, in this place, rules can't protect you."


Then, Noah began to run at full speed toward her.


Phoebe was surprised and forced herself to stand up, wielding her spear to block the incoming attack.


However, her injury was heavily hindering her movements, she was far from her peak strength.


'I can win this, he is the strongest student of his generation but I've cultivated for three years more than him, he can't be that powerful.'


Yet, her beliefs were shattered after their first clash.


Noah immediately used the first form of the Ashura, creating twenty ethereal sabers that attacked Phoebe from every direction.


She was surprised once again and hurriedly rotated her spear to block the incoming attacks.


The spear vibrated at an unusual rhythm, slowing Noah's attacks when they became too close to it and reducing their might.


Most of Noah's attacks were blocked by that defensive from but some of them managed to slip through her defense.


The sabers slashed her robe, which blocked many of them, allowing only two cuts to appear on it.


Yet, when the attacks surpassed the defense of the robe, they were unable to injure Phoebe.


Noah felt as if he had hit a hard rocky wall and he was unable to break it.


'This is annoying, her defense is tight and I can't waste much time.'


Noah saw that his attacks were ineffective and decided to use the ability of his body.


The membrane around his heart tightened and poured in his circulatory system the liquid Breath that it contained.


Phoebe had used her best defensive methods to block the attacks and was amazed to discover that the man in front of her still managed to touch her skin.


'I have the best defense of my generation but he can break it!'


Then, she saw how Noah's veins turned black and began to pulse at an even rhythm.


More attacks came in her direction after that and she had no time to think about that sudden change.


Her spear rotated again, emitting the same vibrations as before.


Yet, that time her technique wasn't able to completely block the attacks and she was slowly pushed back by the relentless assault.


It had to be said that she was injured, she could not exert her full strength since her legs were wounded.


Also, Noah had stopped trying to find weak points in her techniques and began to focus on her weapon while using the full power of his body.


Phoebe was continuously pushed back.


Her legs hurt and her hands slowly became sore and numb, she could not last much longer if she limited herself to defend.


'What should I do? I can't properly attack in my current state and this Vance isn't showing any signs of getting tired. I should stall as much as I can and wait for Lord Daniel to arrive.'


She decided in her mind and focused all her energy on defending as much as she could.


The vibrations created with her martial art increased and began to affect a larger area in front of her.


Even Noah's movements started to be affected by those vibrations, yet he had already reached another conclusion in his mind.


His attacks began to emit a black smoke that accumulated all around Phoebe.


'A spell? But I'm using a rank 4 martial art with a rank 4 body and a defensive inscribed item in the second rank! Is he getting anxious?'



A trace of hope appeared in her eyes which was immediately shattered when she saw the effects that the spell had on the battle.


The smoke destroyed the vibrations that she was creating, allowing Noah's attack to freely clash on the spear and pierce her defense.
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                        'What is that!? A rank 1 spell can't break my defenses so quickly!'


Phoebe was terrified.


Noah's attacks were directly clashing with her spear, transmitting the entirety of their power to her.


She took large steps back, enduring the pain that her movements caused.


Yet, the black smoke began to affect her robe, slowly consuming it and reducing its power.


Also, Noah never stopped pressing her, no matter how much she retreated, he was always in front of her.


Then, her back hit the wall of the underground room, preventing her from retreating.


Noah's assault became even more violent at that moment.


Phoebe struggled to block the attacks but, without the effect of her martial art, she could not defend as well as before.


Many cuts appeared on her robe and wounds began to accumulate on her body, Noah had finally managed to make her bleed!


Also, the black smoke accumulated around her figure, continuously consuming her robe and skin.


'Will I die here?'


She couldn't see any way out of that situation and ultimately began to consider that option.


'What can I do? What can I do?'


She began to panic, committing some mistakes in the execution of her forms which were promptly exploited by Noah.


Two of his attacks stabbed her on the waist, putting an end to her struggles for survival.


"Why? I didn't deserve this."


Phoebe's soft voice resounded in the room as she lost her strength and let go of her weapon.


Noah's eyes became dark after hearing her words but he didn't stop his offensive and stabbed her chest to inflict a fatal wound.


Her skin was hard and rough, it resembled a rock, yet it couldn't stop Noah's blows when he used his full strength.


Life left Phoebe right in front of Noah's eyes.


Another noble had died because of him.


Noah didn't waste time and gathered her belongings, hurriedly taking her body to where he had left Manuel's one.


Then, he covered the area with the black smoke and waited for every trace of them to disappear.



'Next, the battlefield.'


Noah used the toxic smoke to erase every trace of the battle from the underground room, destroying the bloodied terrain and covering the traces of cuts from the walls.


'This should do.'


Noah thought after another inspection of the room.


He took out a couple of potions and directly drank them.


The battle had revealed itself quite challenging and Noah wanted to return at his peak form as fast as he could before the wave of worms arrived.


'She was strong, without my spell, it would have taken a lot to defeat her.'


Noah judged in his mind as he sat on the ground to rest.


Then, her last words resounded in his head and made him fall deep in thought.


'How many of those that die really deserve it?'


Noah remembered all the experiences of both his lives.


'In my previous world, poor people were exploited till they died of hunger. Wars were everywhere and the powerful men were only concerned about their personal gains, the weaklings were always discarded.'


'Here is the same with the exception that a single man can become a powerful entity, so powerful that rules and ethics have to bow to him. That's why the means for power are controlled so strictly and the nobles manage to always accumulate more power over time. Good and evil are human's ideas after all, they are not absolute in their meaning.'


That was a conclusion that he had already reached in his previous life.


However, in his previous world, humans could not escape those rules.


They were bound to the meaning that the few powerful men decided, they were forced to work to buy their freedom, they were puppets in the scary monster that society was.


Noah had lost any attachment to life there, he only wanted to spend the rest of his life in solitude, doing the few things that he liked at his own terms.


In that new world though, humans could rise in the sky and destroy mountains, they could become gods and reach for the stars with just their thoughts.


Noah had finally found something that surpassed any rule or ethic, something above the vague meaning of good and evil, something that made him want to live again.


Yet, humans acted always in the same way.


His cultivation journey was obstructed by his status and by those that wanted to control him, in the eyes of the nobles, he was just a pawn that had to be restricted and used.


'Tell me, my disciple, what can you do against a faster, stronger opponent that you can't outsmart?'


William's words from his first training session resounded in his mind.


Noah had understood the meaning behind that teaching long ago.


The world was unfair.


Giving up on your ambition was the key to survival if you didn't have a lofty status.


'Is that even life? A life of compromises can only lead to a life of regrets. Death does not scare me, what I'm afraid of is living another pitiful life and abandoning the very reason that keeps me alive. I simply can't do that.'


Noah had already reached that conclusion long ago but Phoebe's words had reminded him of those old doubts.


A crawling sound sounded in the room, it seemed that the magical beasts had arrived just as Noah had predicted.


Noah sighed and stood up, he knew that he could not rest anymore.


'There is another answer to his question.'


He smiled a little thinking about his Master back in Balvan mansion.


'If my opponent is faster than me, I will lay a trap and prevent him from escaping; if my opponent is stronger than me, I will escape his grasp until he is exhausted; if my opponent is smarter than me, I will sever his limbs and render him unable to take any action; if he is all three of them...'


A hundred or so magical beasts came out of the tunnels of the room.


That time, there weren't only rank 3 magical beasts but even their weaker versions.


'If he is all three of them, I will become a monster and do all it takes to defeat him.'
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                        In the underground room, puddles of blood were everywhere on the ground.


Noah was sitting among them, quietly cultivating to aid his recovery.


He had just vanquished the assault of the Excavating worms and had used again some of his potions to refill his centers of powers.


'There were rank 1 and 2 specimens this time. I'm getting closer to the leader.'


He thought.


The last ambush featured weaker beasts, which meant that the number of rank 3 specimens had been drastically reduced.


'Maybe this is another trap though, I don't really know how cautions I have to be against something with a Bloodline inheritance.'


The knowledge about that rare case was limited, something like that had happened only a few times for it to be successfully studied.


'I should dump part of the corpses somewhere, I don't really have any use for them. Also, I have four space-rings to inspect. I should probably go deeper in the lair before doing that.'


He had fought twice in that underground room, the traces of battle had become too evident.


He wasn't afraid of the other cultivators in Daniel's group, if he met them, he would simply kill them or lie.


Yet, he was sure that the pack of worms was planning another assault.


'I don't know if the rank 4 creature thinks as a beast or as a human. It's obviously trying to probe me but I don't know if its plan is to exhaust me or something else. I should probably spend a day or two hidden in a small cave to recover with my potions, using the Breath blessing now would be too dangerous.'


He had initially thought that the Breath blessing was his biggest advantage in that environment but he had to reconsider that idea.


He didn't expect for other cultivators to arrive, using that mineral would expose his position to them and facilitate their regroup.


'The worms aren't a problem but I don't think I can win against two cultivators as strong as that woman, especially if Daniel is one of them.'


The battle against Phoebe made him realize that his real advantage was still his Demonic form.


His technique was slightly superior to hers but he couldn't achieve a fast victory with just his martial art.


He was dealing with nobles older than him after all, they were powerful and well equipped.


'I need to save my mental energy and the liquid Breath in my body for the fight against the rank 4 beast. I've already spent too much of the latter.'


The mental energy recovered while the cultivator rested, it wasn't affected by the external environment.


However, the liquid Breath in his body depended on his dantian which was struggling to refill itself in the dungeon.


Luckily for Noah, he had a large accumulation of potion and pills which could help in any situation.


'Let's find that cave and rest.'


He thought, enveloping his figure with mental energy and moving toward a deeper part of the lair.


Meanwhile, a young man was running at high speed in one of the tunnels.


He was in a pitiful state: his robe was torn and broken, he was sweating profusely, and some open wound still dripped blood on the ground as he ran.


About forty rank 3 worms were behind him, they were faster than the cultivator, the dungeon was their territory after all.


'Fuck! If only Lord Daniel or Milo were here! Damned beasts, why are they so accurate in their ambushes?!?'


That man was Troy who had been separated from the rest of his group.


He had been lucky, he had managed to enter one of the tunnels as soon as the floor broke, suffering only some minor injury.


Yet, all his stronger companions had fallen deeper in the lair, leaving him alone in the upper parts of the dungeon.


Initially, he had thought about finding a way out and call for help, yet the magical beasts never allowed him to do so.


They began to assault him, never allowing him to rest or recover, forcing him to dive deeper into the lair to escape their attacks.


After almost half a day of continuous fights, Troy was exhausted.


His protective robe had been destroyed, his centers of power were almost empty, and his body alone wasn't enough to deal with those beasts.


Ten or so worms appeared right in front of him, blocking his path.


'Dammit!'


He cursed in his mind and stretched his hand toward the beasts.


A fox made of fire came out of his arm and jumped toward the worms, engulfing their figures in a raging fire that destroyed them immediately.


Troy jumped through the curtains of flames and continued his escape, yet his complexion had worsened even more.



'That was my last spell, I need to find somewhere safe to recover or I will die.'


Troy knew that without the aid of his spells, he would be overwhelmed by the high number of beasts in the pack.


Then, the wall on his side broke and tens of rank 3 worms fell right over his figure.


Troy didn't have time to dodge and was submerged by the tide of magical beasts.


'Is this the end?'


He thought as the worms began to bite his body and tear his flesh.


However, at that moment, wind slashes ran through the room and severed the heads of many worms, killing them on the spot.


Another cultivator appeared, jumping directly in the middle of the group of beasts and sending even more attacks on them.


He wielded two knives that he waved without hesitation, inflicting fatal wounds on each beast.


He walked unmatched among the worms, those rank 3 creatures couldn't even touch him.


"Milo!"


Troy smiled happily seeing that one of his companions had arrived in his help and struggled to defeat the worms that were still attempting to eat him.


Milo arrived in his position and killed the beasts on him before turning and sending tens of wind slashes on the remaining beasts.


In just a few minutes, those forty or so magical beasts had been killed and Troy had been saved.
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                        "Milo, thank you so much!"


Troy struggled to stand up and bowed to his companion as a sign of gratitude.


Milo smiled and shook his head while handing a pill to him.


"This will help to heal your wounds. Focus on recovering while I gather the bodies of these worms, we will move as soon as you are better."


Troy took the pill and sat back on the ground.


Milo had a rank 4 body and was older than him, he wouldn't object to anything he said.


A few hours passed in which the two nobles quietly cultivated to refill their centers of power.


"Time to go, I'm worried about the others."


Milo ordered and Troy followed without complaints.


"This place is strange, I never knew magical beasts could set so many traps in such a short amount of time."


Troy said, describing the events that led him to that situation.


"It is indeed strange. I was only attacked once and then I didn't find any trace of the magical beasts. They must have been focusing you the whole time since they understood that you are one of the weakest of our group. Luckily, I noticed your spell with my investigative technique, otherwise I would still be wandering aimlessly in one of the tunnels."


Troy lowered his head listening to those words, he couldn't help but feel useless.


Milo put a hand over his shoulder and smiled warmly to him.


"You did well. You are still young but your character is already this strong, I'm sure you'll become a powerful cultivator in the future. If Manuel was in your place, he wouldn't have lasted this much."


Troy nodded at that praise and lifted his head.


"What do we do now?"


Milo smiled again and pointed toward the deeper part of the lair.


"Lord Daniel has surely gone for the core of the lair. I believe that if we follow the movements of the beasts, we will find him."


"What about Phoebe and Manuel?"


"Phoebe is not a problem, she is strong, she can take care of any number of rank 3 beasts. As for Manuel…"


Milo's eyes became cold as he spoke.


"If he dies here, his uselessness will be finally shown to the world."


Troy's expression became complex after hearing those words.


"What is it?"


Milo noticed that change in his companion and asked that.


"Milo, I know that you don't really like him due to the events in the academy-"


"Damn right! He bragged so much about matching Daniel's cultivation speed and then he lost to a brat with common origins. He disgraced the whole noble society with his actions."



Milo snorted, interrupting Troy's phrase.


"I was there, Milo. I was in his class. That guy, Vance, he is a ruthless man. If the Professors didn't intervene during the fight, Manuel would have died there."


"What are you trying to say?"


"I saw him fight every week, Milo. He is honestly the strongest fighter I've ever seen, it was as if he was born with a saber in his hands."


Troy was in the Grayshade class with Noah and June and the real-battle course was one of the most attended ones.


The students there had seen Noah's ability with his weapons, that's why they had never suspected about him having cheated in the entrance test.


"Stronger than Daniel?"


Milo's eyebrows arched as he asked that question.


Yet, Troy immediately shook his head.


"No, no. He is even younger than me, he can't match Lord Daniel's centers of power. I'm just saying, you shouldn't be so hard on Manuel. In that battle, he did his best but Vance has been simply too strong. Also, I think he was even holding back."


"Holding back?"


At that moment, Milo was really surprised.


He despised Manuel for his defeat against a commoner but he had never imagined that the difference in power would have been so large.


"Yes. You probably don't know but it seems that no one is aware of his aptitude. He simply uses his martial art and his puppet every time. I don't believe that, in three years in the academy, he didn't buy a single spell for his element."


Milo fell deep in thought.


He knew some rumors about Noah but they were mostly linked to his battle with Manuel.


Also, Noah was from a younger generation, the heirs of the noble families wouldn't be so interested in someone that young.


"What kind of cultivator is he?"


Milo broke the silence to ask that question.


"Aloof, a true loner. He didn't speak much and he often isolated himself in his lodgings. He seemed to care only about his cultivation and he didn't seem to care about girls until he started to live together with his sparring partner. I have to say that they make a scary couple."


Milo ignored the last part of Troy's explanation and focused on one particular aspect.


"Do you think that it would be worth investing in him?"


Troy was slightly surprised by that question but then he understood what his companion meant.


"Yes, I don't see him becoming weak all of sudden and he would need someone that finances him. I believe we should try to rope him, he will be a huge asset in the Cause."


Milo nodded before turning his gaze toward on side of the tunnel.


"I will consult with Lord Daniel about this, now we should deal with the worms."


As soon as he finished his phrase, many holes appeared in the rocky wall and fifty or so worms came out of them.


There were few rank 3 beasts at that time, with the majority of them being in the second rank.


"It seems that we are getting close!"


Milo shouted.


Meanwhile, in another part of the lair.


Daniel walked calmly in one of the tunnels.


A white orb was on his shoulder which illuminated the area.


Daniel didn't need that light to see but the orb was useful to attract the worms and detect their movements from behind the walls.


'What is this?'


He thought, stopping when he arrived in a large area full of dark-red puddles.
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                        'Someone has fought here and then proceeded deeper into the lair.'


Daniel concluded in his mind after inspecting the underground room.


He did a quick inspection with his mental energy but he didn't find any trace of life.


'Was this the work of the lone cultivator? Or did one of my group clear this area as he continued in the exploration?'


He couldn't be sure of either possibility, the only method to find an answer was to explore the lair.


'I should gather this blood first, it will be useful after a few rounds of purification.'


Daniel went over each puddle and gathered the blood that made them into one big bowl.


After the puddles were emptied, he performed a technique and stretched his hands over the dark-red liquid inside the bowl.


His hands shone and emitted a specific radiation that heated all the impurities inside the blood of the magical beasts.


Gray smoke came out from the bowl and the blood slowly lost its dark shades, turning vivid red.


'Now this can be used.'


Daniel thought, stopping the technique and putting the bowl inside his space-ring.


The technique he had just used wasn't difficult but it required a long time to completely purify a material, a few hours had to pass for Daniel to complete the process.


His eyes then swept the various tunnels leading downward.


There were many of them, some bigger than others, yet they all had some sort of glowing halo at their ends.


'That light should come from the Obsidian Credits that have already formed, I can't estimate their actual value from here. Well, even if the Elbas family doesn't openly say it, they are their proprieties.'


Daniel not only had a wide knowledge about most of the cultivation topic, but he was also adept at politics and social behaviors.


The Udye family was a large-size noble family, Daniel had received the best teachings since he became able to speak.


Also, when his aptitude was discovered, his family didn't hesitate to invest most of its wealth to invite private teachers to further enhance his knowledge.


An heir born with one of the rarest aptitudes was a joyful event, any noble family wouldn't mind contracting heavy debts to nurture such a promising cultivator.


After all, how many humans could enter the cultivation world?


Only soldiers and nobles were given access to methods that enabled them to cultivate, the others could just dream about becoming cultivators.


However, the soldiers weren't trusted, a cultivator with a rare element but without noble blood was seen as a threat that had to be controlled.


When the coincidences piled up and a noble with a rare element was born, the family to whom he belonged would invest a large amount of wealth to ensure his future success.


That's why Daniel managed to link the pale halo to the fully formed Credits when Noah didn't.


Their life had simply been too different.


Daniel was blessed with wealth and a rare aptitude, his family had imposed its strict teaching on him, which had given him a great amount of knowledge on every aspect of the world.


Noah, on the opposite, had a low status and his rare aptitude had always been seen as a threat.


Also, his personality was quite extreme, which made him disregard even the common knowledge of that world to focus completely on the topics he was interested on.


Aside from fighting and cultivating, his studies only concerned the magical beasts, it was no wonder that he couldn't link that halo to the fully formed Credits.


'The larger tunnels won't restrict my movements and will allow me to detect any threat before it's too late. I should also take it slowly, this is a danger zone after all.'


Daniel decided in his mind and carefully walked toward the largest cave, not knowing that, inside one of the other narrow passages, Noah was silently doing his best to refill his centers of powers.


Noah's reasoning had been different in the selection of the tunnel.


'A larger area will just facilitate the ambushes of the worms. The leader of the pack has a Bloodline inheritance, it knows how the humans act, there is a high chance that the large passages are watched.'


Those had been his thoughts when he decided to hide in that narrow cavity.


And, because of that, Noah and Daniel didn't meet at that moment.



Time passed slowly.


Three of the cultivators in the Bare Dungeon did their best to reach the deepest part of the lair, yet they moved slowly, wary of the attacks of the worms.


Only Noah stood completely still in that period.


His potions were slowly showing their effects and he was steadily returning to his peak form.


It had to pass a day and a half for Noah to interrupt his cultivation and continue in his exploration.


'These walls are a hindrance, I can't understand if there have been new attacks on Daniel's group while I was recovering.'


Noah thought as he stood up and turned toward the pale halo in the distance.


'I don't even know if they have surpassed my position or if they are still behind me. There are three cultivators left and one of them is Daniel, the situation doesn't look good.'


Noah's plan was to slowly kill all the weaker beasts in the pack to have a one versus one against the rank 4 leader.


However, that strategy couldn't be applied anymore since he discovered the presence of Daniel's group.


Not only the magical beasts would be spread inside the lair because of them, but he also didn't know what their reactions would be once he was discovered.


'The best-case scenario is that I find the rank 4 creature, manage to kill it, and run away without being found out; the worst one is that I can't kill the leader, they find me, and they blame me for the deaths of their companions. We might end up cooperating if the situation requires it but I need to link Phoebe and Manuel to the beasts.'


Noah thought for a while before finding a plan that suited him.


'I need to find the leader first.'
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                        Killing a rank 4 magical beasts all by himself was a hard task.


Noah's dantian was still in the gaseous stage, it couldn't inflict heavy damages on creatures in the fourth rank and the Breath inside it wasn't enough to completely exhaust the beast.


Yet, Noah had the Demonic form spell which dealt damage over time and increased his physical capabilities.


That, added to the ability of his Yin body, gave him some sort of confidence in his battle prowess. Also, the fact that the Excavating worms were generally considered weak beasts further raised his hopes.


However, Daniel's group had changed the situation.


Noah couldn't use his large stash of potions or his Breath blessing to engage in a protracted battle with the leader, he would just attract the attention of the other cultivators in the lair.


That's why he decided that he had to be the first to meet the rank 4 worm.


'I need to accurately determine the strength of the leader and plant some evidence near it. Luckily, I have everything I need for that.'


If his strength wasn't enough to kill the worm, he needed to cooperate with the other three cultivators, Noah wouldn't just give up the Bloodline inheritance because the situation didn't favor him.


Noah began to run.


Echo's head came out from the back of his neck to better inspect the area behind him and it used its scanning ability continuously, sending vague images of the area to Noah.


Noah also raised his concentration to the peak, he couldn't allow being caught unprepared in that situation.


He was fast, he crossed tunnels in a few seconds and directly flew down the vertical ones that he found.


His advance was much faster than the other cultivators in the other parts of the lair.


'The halo is becoming clearer.'


His target was, of course, the pale light coming from the bottom of those caves.


The light became stronger until he could finally understand what caused it.


Noah was in a narrow tunnel when he noticed a shiny crystal emitting the same light that came from the deeper parts of the lair.


'That's an Obsidian Credit! Of course! The halo must be radiated by a large accumulation of fully formed Credits!'


Noah realized and didn't hesitate to dig out the crystal from the wall.


It wasn't circular like the currency used by the cultivators, its shape was uneven and sharp, yet it was still a Credit!


'This should be enough to create two hundred Credits, I believe that its value is a bit lower though since it has to be shaped correctly.'


Noah continued in his march and dug out each crystal that he found.


He knew that those minerals belonged to the Royal family but he simply couldn't care less.


'If they really wanted me to refrain from taking them, I'm sure that Thaddeus would have told me that.'


His relationship with the Royal family had always been complex and it was founded on benefits.


Noah believed that since no one prohibited him from taking the Credits, he could freely gather them.


As he went deeper, the tunnels began to lose their rocky composition and turned into proper passages made of shiny crystals.


'This is quite a sight.'


Noah thought as he stabbed his hands in the walls, digging out entire chunks of Credits.


He didn't have effective methods to gather all that wealth so he simply took handfuls of crystals whenever he had the chance.


He also didn't want to slow his advance, that's why he limited himself to those random chunks.


The tunnel led downward and Noah jumped over, smoothly landing in a large shiny area with the help of his wings.


'Is this the center of the lair?'


The room was almost transparent since it was entirely made of Credits, which allowed Noah to see the layout of the lair even from behind the walls.


'There aren't any more tunnels leading downward, it seems that I've reached the deepest area.'


CRUNCH CRUNCH


A low noise arrived at Noah's ears which made him turn abruptly toward one side of the room.


There, he saw a giant Excavating worm calmly eating the crystals of the room.


The Obsidian Credits were a hard mineral but they didn't seem to hider the worm's meal in the slightest.


'Found you.'


Noah smiled at that sight.


The worm finally noticed something and interrupted its meal to turn toward the unexpected presence.



When it realized that it was a human, it released a low screech and straightened its body, using its lower body to stand vertically in the room.


Only then Noah could make out its exact features.


'Six meters long and one and a half meters thick. Its skin is completely red, probably due to the large number of Credits eaten over the years, and it is strangely silent, which should be caused by its intelligence. This is definitely the rank 4 specimen.'


The leader of the pack stood still, quietly observing the cultivator in front of it.


'Is it studying me? I bet it's surprised that I managed to arrive here without being noticed by the pack.'


Noah had hidden his presence for more than a day, forcing the weaker beasts to focus the other three cultivators.


Then, he ran at full speed toward the bottom of the lair, the pack simply didn't have time to notice him.


'I should make my move now.'


Noah slowly waved his hand and took out hundreds of items from his space-rings.


The corpses of the worms that he had accumulated since he entered in the Bare Dungeon were casually laid on the transparent ground, tainting its brilliance with the remaining blood in them.


Also, Noah took out Phoebe's spear and Manuel's sword and threw them in two opposite sides of the room.


The weapons rolled casually on the ground, showing their dented shapes under the light of the terrain.


Of course, Noah had created some fake marks on those weapons in order to fool future investigations.


From those dents, it wasn't clear if the two cultivators had fought against a human or a magical beast.


The leader became enraged and released a loud cry that resounded through all the room and echoed in the various passages.


The battle had started.
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                        'Its cry is different from the other worms.'



Noah judged in his mind as he saw the rank 4 creature jumping on him.


Two sabers appeared in his hands as he prepared himself for the imminent collision.


'There seem to be some emotions behind it.'


After that last thought, Noah shut his mind and focused completely on the battle.


The Excavating worms didn't have any special attack or peculiar ability, they only relied on their bodies to fight.


Their strongest part was the mouth where the circular rows of teeth were, that's why they usually pounced directly on their prey.


The worm in front of Noah wasn't an exception, it performed a jump of over twenty meters before hitting the exact spot where Noah was.


Noah stood still, enduring the might of the beast without the usage of martial arts or spells.


THUD!


The power of the leader was too much for him to handle and he was flung away, slamming on the crystalline wall.


Noah felt pain in his arms and even his back seemed to have suffered some slight injury.


However, his expression was one of joy and excitement.


'I can fight it!'


Until that moment, he still had his doubts about the actual strength of his body.


No matter how many rank 3 beasts he had fought, he still wasn't completely confident in his abilities.


Yet, after successfully surviving the attack of a rank 4 creature and suffering only some minor injury, he was finally able to assess his strength.


He could finally battle a beast in the heroic ranks, that thought made him incredibly thrilled.


Noah landed on the ground and unfolded his wings.


The injury on his back had already begun to heal and it wasn't a hindrance to the battle, he was ready to fight back!


Noah shot toward the worm, executing the First form of the Ashura at full strength.


In the eyes of the beast, the human became immediately more dangerous!


More than twenty ethereal sabers were created around him which assaulted the worm without hesitation.


The sabers slashed the worm all over its body, leaving superficial wounds whenever they managed to hit it.


Yet, the worm didn't retreat nor did it instantly attack, it waited patiently, fixing its gaze on the human at the center of the storm of blades.


Then, it suddenly attacked!


The worm was using its superior body to endure Noah's attacks and kill him!


'Fuck!'


Noah cursed in his mind and redirected most of the ethereal sabers in front of him to slow the leader's offensive.


Wounds appeared everywhere near the worm's mouth who continued in its attack, hitting Noah's true blades.


THUD!


Noah was once again flung away by the impressive strength of the rank 4 creature.


'It didn't panic and waited for the right moment to exploit the weakness of the First form, impressive.'


Noah analyzed in his mind.


The First form of the Ashura was able to multiply his attacks even if in a slightly weaker version, yet they were useless if they couldn't manage to heavily hurt the enemy.


The opponent could simply jump straight in the middle of the blades and focus the cultivator that created them.


'I never thought that it could discover the weak point so quickly, a beast with a Bloodline inheritance sure is scary.'


The rank 4 creature waited for Noah to attack again, it stood still among the corpses of the beasts in its pack, warily inspecting him.


'It doesn't even have the usual recklessness of the other magical beasts, I bet that it's waiting for its remaining pack to arrive, the battle cry from before must have had that meaning.'


Noah was a bit hesitant.


The strength of the leader was fearsome but he had yet to reveal his strongest attacks.


However, if he exhausted his energy and didn't manage to kill it before the weaker beasts arrived, the situation would become dangerous.


'What a careful worm you are.'


Noah mocked the beast in his mind as he assaulted it again.


That time, the leader didn't wait for the sabers to multiply and stab its body, it retracted its upper body inside itself and then it shot at an incredible speed toward Noah.


'Has it imitated a metal spring!?'


Noah felt an intense sense of danger coming from the nearing beast which made him resolutely activate the ability of his body.


His veins bulged and turned black, momentarily empowering its physical abilities.


The leader was too fast, it clashed with Noah's sabers before he could even activate the First form of the Ashura, only his two pairs of ethereal arms aided his material weapons in defending from the beast's attacks.


THUUUD!


Noah felt an unstoppable strength crashing on his arms and throwing him away.


He crashed on the walls for the third time, digging into the crystalline surface until the power of the attack was dissipated.


Noah felt his bones cracking while part of the skin on his back had been torn, the leader had managed to inflict some serious damage at that time.


However, the liquid Breath in his veins was already aiding his recovery, fixing the small cracks on his bones and repairing the torn muscles.


'This thing has invented a technique!'


Inside Noah's mind, there were no traces of wavering due to the pain but only amazement due to what he had witnessed.


'This beast has actually managed to exploit the proprieties of its body to create an attack that surpasses its limits!'


The body of the Excavating worms was soft, it could be compressed and stretched easily, that's why it didn't have much value as a material for the creation of weapons.


Yet, the creature with the Bloodline inheritance had managed to use that quality to increase the power of its assaults.


Compressing itself before pouncing an enemy largely increased the power behind its attack, just like a metal spring.


'Such a weak type of beast can achieve something like this with a bit of intelligence. The bodies of the magical beasts are indeed on another level.'


Noah finally gave up on trying to fight the leader without using any spell and prepared himself to exit the cavity that his last impact with the wall had created.


However, at that moment, a voice sounded above him.


"Vance, is that you?"
						




                    


                
				
                    238. Together

					
					

                    
                        Turning back time a little.


Troy and Milo were nearing the crystalline part of the lair.


However, their journey wasn't nearly as peaceful as Noah's.


They had been ambushed many times by swarms of Excavating worms, yet the number of rank 3 specimens seemed to decrease every time.


"I believe that the pack is becoming short of strong magical beasts."


Milo said with a satisfied smile as he collected the corpses of the beasts around him.


"Which means that we are getting closer to the leader."


Troy added.


The Bare Dungeon was publicly a danger zone, everyone knew that a rank 4 creature was laying somewhere.


"Yes, we are. The fully formed Credits are taking the place of the non-formed ones, the central part of the lair starts now."


Milo spoke with a bit of hesitation in his voice.


The threat of a rank 4 magical beast was not to be underestimated.


Milo had a rank 4 body but his dantian was only in the gaseous stage while Troy had a rank 3 body, he was completely useless against a beast in the heroic ranks.


"Do we advance?"


Troy's question was on point.


They had to decide if it was worth exploring further, they wouldn't want to risk their lives for a mission of the alchemy department.


"The question is: will you follow me?"


A voice sounded from behind them which made them turn abruptly.


However, when they saw the golden hair of the young man and his warm smile, they smiled happily and cheered loudly.


"Daniel! You are safe!"


Milo exclaimed, hugging Daniel happily.


Troy was a bit taken aback by that affectionate gesture but he decided to limit himself to a bow and a greeting.


"Lord Daniel, I'm glad to see that you are fine."


Daniel chuckled and freed himself from Milo's embrace while stopping Troy's bow.


"No need for such formalities. You have risked your life for the sake of my mission, there is no need to add "Lord" to my name."


Troy raised his head before bowing again, he really couldn't muster the will to drop such basic formalities.


Milo laughed and patted his lowered head.


"Troy, you have always seen Daniel as a lofty character but, in reality, he is quite simple. He just likes to cultivate and hang out with friends, so you can just address him as Daniel when we are in private."


"You know that I will probably be the leader leading the Cause in the future?"


"That's why I need to make fun of you right now! I won't have the chance in the future."


Troy watched with wide eyes the playful exchange of words of the two nobles and the tension accumulated in the few days spent in the dungeon lessened a bit.


"Any sign of Phoebe and Manuel?"


However, they were still in a danger zone, they didn't have much time to waste.


Milo shook his head at Daniel's question and the mood of the three cultivators turned sour.


"I will go deeper to find some clues about them. You can just find a way back and call for help, I don't want to endanger you more than I've already done."


Milo shook his head again and laid his knives on his shoulders.


"I won't let you go alone against a rank 4 beast, if something has happened to Phoebe, we will make it pay."



Daniel nodded and turned toward Troy.


As he was about to open his mouth though, Troy spoke with a resolute voice.


"D-Daniel! I can take care of the remains of the pack while you deal with the leader! You are far stronger than me but you will still need help against a rank 4 beast."


Daniel saw the unshakable determination in his eyes and sighed before showing a warm smile to his two companions.


"Then it's set, let's save our friends."


They moved quickly, passing tunnels over tunnels until they arrived at the part of the lair completely made of crystalline Credits.


Then, a loud cry echoed in the passage, which made them stop abruptly in place.


"What was that?"


"Someone must be fighting the leader! We should hurry!"


Daniel answered Troy's question and took the vanguard position in his march toward the bottom of the lair.


Thuds and crashes echoed in the tunnel as they moved, telling the story of a battle happening right below them.


Then, they saw the deepest area.


It was a large underground room made of transparent crystals.


Tens of worm's corpses were laid on the ground and a massive red worm stood proudly at the center of the room, staring at a fixed point on a wall in front of it.


The three cultivators followed the worm's line of sight and saw that, in one of the cavities below them, a cultivator was kneeling with his guard raised.


The tunnels were all transparent in that area, it wasn't hard to discern the cultivator's features from behind a wall.


He had long black hair tied together in a casual manner, he was dressed in a tight black robe with its upper part torn in many spots and wielded firmly two white sabers that he pointed straight at the worm in front of him.


Troy couldn't help but link that figure to his fellow student and he instinctively spoke to him.


"Vance, is that you?"


Noah turned his head and looked at the three cultivators standing in a tunnel above him.


'They have finally arrived, I was about to go all out.'


He didn't speak but simply stared at them for a short moment before turning his attention back on the rank 4 creature.


He didn't want to suffer from a surprise attack of the worm after all.


"Daniel, look there."


However, Milo's attention was caught by something else.


He pointed toward a spear and a sword lying among the corpses of the magical beasts in order for Daniel to see them.


Daniel recognized those weapons and turned abruptly toward Noah.


"What happened here?"


His voice had a tinge of anger in it as he asked that question.


Noah simply shrugged his shoulders and replied in a plain voice.


"Don't know, everything was like this when I arrived."
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                        There were a few seconds of silence in the underground room.


The rank 4 worm was in the middle of the room, warily watching the four humans in front of it.


Noah had his eyes on the beast, he was doing his best to recover from the previous injuries, expending the liquid Breath in his body to do so.


Daniel, Milo, and Troy alternated their gazes between the worm and the weapons on the ground, they seemed to be struggling internally about what to do next.


"What are you doing here?"


Daniel broke the silence to ask Noah a question.


"I am a hunter, I hunt. What about you all?"


"I have a mission from the academy. Why is it not attacking?"


"It's probably waiting for the whole pack to converge here instead of fighting when outnumbered. This beast is quite smart."


Noah didn't mind revealing some partial pieces of information.


'The less they think about it, the more they will consider it as a smart beast rather than one with a Bloodline inheritance.'


Noah was being as careful as he could about that quality.


However, he was overthinking.


The appearance of a Bloodline inheritance was an event so unusual that most cultivators wouldn't even consider it, many didn't even know about the existence of something like that.


Also, Daniel's group was too focused on their dead companions to evaluate the intelligence of the beast.


Crawling sounds began to resound in the area which made the cultivators turn their heads to find the source of that noise.


Many Excavating worms in the human ranks could be seen nearing their position from every direction, the walls were transparent after all, it wasn't hard to notice hundreds of magical beasts coming to them.


'Will they run away or will they fight?'


Noah was waiting for their reaction to decide his next move.


He wasn't afraid of the swarm of magical beasts, they were weak after all, only a small part of them was in the third rank.


However, the rank 4 worm has revealed itself quite challenging, Noah didn't have the slightest confidence in killing it, and that without adding the hindrance of the weaker beasts.


Noah had chosen to fight it because of its supposedly weak battle prowess but the reality was different.


'I need their help to kill it, I just need to wait for the right opportunity in order to have some claims on its body.'


"Vance, can you fight?"


Daniel spoke again to Noah.


"Yes, but I need some time to recover."


Noah answered as his eyes shone with a cold light, everything seemed to work as he had planned.


Also, due to the situation, it seemed that Daniel's group still hadn't realized that he had clashed with a rank 4 creature and was still alive.


'I will probably be forced to reveal the power of my body though. I don't know Daniel's actual strength but it can't be that far from mine and Troy surely doesn't have a rank 4 body. I guess it will be up to the other noble to make up for the difference in power. Yet, I don't know if that will be enough.'



Noah had seen many rank 4 beasts die thanks to his hunting group.


They were fearsome creatures, having a seemingly endless endurance.


It took careful planning and the joint efforts of six cultivators with a rank 4 body to safely kill one, while they were short both in numbers and strength in that situation.


Daniel nodded to his companions and jumped in the area where the leader was, Milo and Troy followed behind.


"Milo and I will fight the leader. Troy, you take care of the pack until Vance can come in your aid. Our power is not much but the Excavating worms are weak, we might have a chance to avenge our friends if we fight together."


Daniel ordered and wielded his sword, Milo stood at his side and put himself in guard.


Troy gulped and turned himself to face the incoming pack of worms, his seniors needed to focus completely on their battle, he had to prevent any beast from interfering with them.


The leader stood still, its pack was arriving and the superficial wounds that Noah inflicted had healed by then, it was back at full power.


Also, all the intruders had gathered in one place, it was the perfect moment to use the full power of its pack.


Then, the battle began.


Milo slashed the air with his knives, creating fast and precise wind slashes that flew directly on the head of the leader.


'That's the rank 4 Nails of the Kamaitachi!'


Noah recognized the martial art from his safe position, he was staring attentively at the battle to decide if they had any chance of defeating the beast.


Daniel executed some complex forms with his sword which shone with a white light that created sharp lines in the air.


He then stopped and slashed one last time to launch those lines toward the leader.


Transparent wind slashes and white lines crashed on the body of the rank 4 worm, inflicting many superficial wounds through all its body.


The damage they were capable of matched Noah's one.


"I need to use my spells if we really want to kill it."


Daniel said.


Milo was still a rank 1 mage, his spells could only match the might of his martial art or being slightly weaker, it wasn't worth wasting mental energy for them.


Milo understood the meaning behind his words and went in the vanguard position, launching even more wind slashes toward the leader.


However, the rank 4 worm was done waiting.


Once it tested the power of its opponents, he compressed its body like a metal spring and shot toward them at an incredible speed.


Milo's eyes widened seeing his attacks being destroyed by the worm's assault as it jumped in his direction.


Yet, as the two were about to clash, a ball made of white light appeared between them.


The ball then exploded, releasing a shockwave that sent back the worm for a few meters and created many deep but small wounds all over its body.


Milo, on the contrary, was unharmed and turned himself to look at the cultivator behind him.


Daniel smiled at him as he ate a pill to hasten the production of his mental energy.
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                        The effects of the spell Daniel had just used were amazing.


Not only was it able to stop the leader's charge, but it was also able to inflict some real damage to it.


'Not as destructive as my Demonic form but it is able to distinguish allies from foes and it doesn't seem to consume nearly as much mental energy, really a spell worthy of the light element. Also, Daniel has become a rank 2 mage, he sure is the leader of his generation.'


Noah judged from his position inside the wall.


'Yet, not even ten of them are enough to take down the leader.'


The rank 4 worm recovered immediately from the impact and pounced again the two nobles.


That time though, it aimed for Daniel.


Daniel didn't hesitate and launched another white ball which stopped again the charge of the leader with its explosion.


"I'll refill my mental energy with my pills, let's attack it while it's busy recovering from the blasts!"


Daniel ordered, creating many white lines that crashed on the rank 4 worm.


Milo did the same, launching more wind slashes on the beast.


The leader of the Excavating worms suffered more injuries and tried again to charge toward the cultivators but another ball of light sent it back, unable to react to the other series of attacks that crashed on its body.


The morale of the two nobles rose as they continued to use that tactic, yet, after more than six spells were used, the weakness of that strategy was shown to them.


The leader was covered in injuries but they were mostly superficial and shallow, not one of those created with their martial arts had ever surpassed the layer of muscles under its skin.


Only Daniel's spell was somewhat able to leave some lasting wounds but even those were simply small cuts compared to the surface of the beast's body.


It was clear that they had to change strategy.


Daniel had traces of sweat on his forehead but he didn't hesitate to use a different spell after the eighth ball of light exploded.


He closed his eyes and a pale light enveloped his figure.


The light became denser, hiding his features and almost blinding everyone in the room.


Then, the light separated from his body, creating a shining silhouette that stood still in front of him.


"I can only use this one after accumulating the sunrays for an entire day. I'm afraid we might consider escaping if even this spell doesn't work."


"What should I do?"


Milo asked after launching another series of attack toward the leader.


"Stab your weapons in the light, it will empower your knives but you'll be forced to fight in close combat to see its effects. I'll handle the rest."



Milo nodded and immersed his knives in the silhouette of light before shooting toward the recovering worm.


The leader had understood that something had changed so it used that time to focus on healing.


It didn't need to personally deal with the two cultivators, it only had to use the superiority of its body to slowly exhaust them.


Also, its pack had arrived by then.


Hundreds of Excavating worms in the human ranks came out of the various tunnels of the room.


They directly pounced at every human they saw, their orders were clear.


Worms began to rain in the underground room, momentarily halting Milo and Daniel's assault.


Troy knew that it was his time to act.


He created two foxes made of fire that ran on the ceiling of the room, spreading their destructiveness on the exit of each tunnel.


Tens of worms died in one instant, the spells of a rank 1 mage were more than enough to handle those weak beasts.


However, more worms kept coming, and the fire-foxes were slowly consumed to handle them.


Troy had already a potion in his hands which he gulped before creating two more foxes.


'This spell is strong! The foxes can be moved at will and they will keep burning everything in their path until they exhaust the fire. I believe that's one of the strongest spells of the fire element!'


Noah's judgment wasn't that far off from the truth.


Troy's spell was powerful, his family had expended a large sum of money to purchase it from the academy.


The only problem was that Troy's sea of consciousness was still in the first rank: not only couldn't it handle a protracted usage of that spell but even the effects of the spell itself were limited to the human ranks.


However, Daniel and Milo were reassured seeing their companion taking care of the pack and resumed their assault on the leader.


The shallow injuries that they had previously inflicted on it had already healed in that short break, only the small ones caused by Daniel's spells were still visible on its body.


Milo jumped on the leader, his knives shone with a white light.


The rank 4 creature compressed itself and pounced Daniel, uncaring of the other human that was coming at him.


However, Milo's attack revealed itself quite more dangerous than it had expected.


Milo performed fast movements, his weapons almost disappeared as he slashed the body of the leader.


His martial art emphasized speed and precision after all, his attacks were extremely fast!


The knives stabbed the worm's skin and pierced its muscles, stopping only when they touched its bones.


Also, the light on the knives dispersed inside its body, burning everything in its path before being consumed.


The leader released a loud screech but it could not stop its momentum, clashing with the white silhouette that Daniel had promptly moved in front of him.


Daniel's spell held on, it blocked the worm's charge and burned the flesh that touched it, making the worm release another loud cry.


Then, Daniel slashed with his sword.


His weapon passed through the silhouette and covered itself in the light before inflicting a deep cut on the leader.


The rank 4 creature was forced to retreat, the power of Daniel's new spell had surpassed all its expectations and it needed to plan another approach.


It was at that moment that it noticed that the light inside the silhouette had dimmed greatly.
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                        The silhouette of light was an extremely powerful spell that required the accumulation of sunrays to be used.


It was very ductile, useful both in attack and defense.


However, the more its light was used, the faster it would be expended.


The spell had blocked one attack from the rank 4 creature and empowered two attacks of the nobles, a large quantity of light had already been expended.


'Not even that would be enough.'


Noah understood the endurance of a rank 4 magical beast better than anyone in the room.


'Those injuries would have at least hindered its movements if it was a beast with limbs. Yet, it's a worm-type creature, a few deep wounds aren't enough to take it down.'


The leader of the worms was hesitant.


It was trying to find the weak point of the strategy of the nobles to decide its next move but all it could think of was to slowly exhaust the cultivators until some of them committed a mistake.


It was at that moment though that a cry for help resounded in the room.


"They are too many, I can't stop all of them!"


Troy shouted, gasping for air as he swung his sword to kill the beasts that were surrounding him.


Seven of his foxes made of fire had been exhausted and his potions could not keep up with the expenditure of mental energy, all he could do was resort to his martial art to slow the advance of the pack.


The beasts around him were not strong, most of them were in the first or second rank, however, they amounted to more than one thousand, they were slowly overwhelming Troy with their sheer numbers.


That was exactly the situation that Noah was trying to avoid by hunting the weaker beasts before he discovered that Daniel's group was in the dungeon.


A thousand mosquitos could take down a bear, there was no reason why those worms couldn't do the same.


The rank 4 leader found the opportunity that it was waiting for and pounced toward Troy, forcing Daniel to interrupt its charge again with the silhouette of light.


BOOOM!


Another loud crash resounded but, that time, the leader was ready for the impact and held its terrain, continuing to push on the silhouette and enduring the pain caused by the burning light.


"It's trying to reach Troy! Milo, we must take it down!"


Daniel shouted but Milo was a bit hesitant.


He watched as the light of Daniel's spell dimmed every time the leader pushed with more strength, he knew that it wouldn't take much for the spell to fade.


"We should run."


Milo spoke in a soft voice but Daniel heard it clearly and stopped in place.


He gave another look at the battlefield, understanding Milo's point of view.


He had used his strongest spells and had cooperated with Milo but all they managed to obtain were a few deep cuts on the leader's body, they would need at least twenty of them to really hope killing it.


Yet, time was not on their side.


Troy was being overwhelmed by the weaker beasts and more worms kept on coming from the tunnels, the entire underground area would be filled with magical beasts soon.


'If we escape now, we can make a way through the weak worms and aim for the surface, hoping that our speed is faster than the leader. However, if we keep on fighting, our escape routes will be closed and Troy would be endangered. What should we do? I have a spell that I'm sure will allow us to win but it takes a lot to prepare…'


Many thoughts ran through his mind but he couldn't decide which one was the best solution.


'If I let this go, my status will be heavily impacted, two heirs have died because of me after all. What should we do? If only Milo could buy me some time...'


Then, realization dawned on him and he turned his head toward the cultivator that was quietly resting inside a cavity on the wall.


'There was only the rank 4 beast when we arrived, that would mean that his injuries were caused by a fight with it! He has a rank 4 body!'


Daniel stared at Noah in amazement.


'He has finally realized it.'


Noah smiled at that gaze but his thoughts were elsewhere.


'We can't kill it If that's the best they can do. I should better escape now.'


Daniel continued to stare at him and was even more surprised when he found out that he could not clearly feel his presence!


'Is his sea of consciousness on my same level? Is it stronger?'


Daniel couldn't believe what he was seeing but the situation forced him to take action.


"Vance, can you work with Milo and keep the leader occupied for one part of incense?"


The nobles were confused, they didn't understand why Daniel would ask Noah to face a rank 4 creature for one entire minute.


However, Daniel continued to speak.


"I have a spell that I'm sure will sever its body in half but I need sixty breaths of time to prepare it. Will you help me?"


Noah stared at Daniel with uncertainty.


'Is he serious? A spell in the second rank that can kill a beast in the heroic ranks?'


He didn't know if he could believe such a claim.


'It might be possible, one minute of preparation is a long time. Yet, it could be said the same about holding the leader back, I can't do it with just my martial art.'


The leader kept pressing the blockage made of light and Troy did his best to kill the worms around him but he was slowly losing his ground, the clock was ticking.


'How badly do I want the Bloodline inheritance?'


Noah had to decide between an immediate improvement of his mental sphere and revealing his strength.


'This might also be the best situation for that…I guess I've had enough of hiding.'


"I want the head of the rank 4."



Noah spoke, jumping off the cavity and landing on the crystalline ground.
						




                    


                
				
                    242. Fusion

					
					

                    
                        "What does he mean by that? What is happening?"


Milo was confused by the exchange of words between Daniel and Noah.


The weaker beasts had arrived in his position and he was swinging his knives to fend them off but he still had the time to ask that question.


"Deal."


Daniel didn't bother answering Milo but limited himself to give his approval to Noah.


Noah nodded and jumped toward Troy unleashing the full power of the First form of the Ashura.


A large part of his liquid Breath had been expended but his body had completely recovered thanks to that.


Twenty ethereal sabers swept the battlefield, sometimes launching wind slashes, sometimes directly beheading the worms.


In a few seconds, Troy's encirclement was broken, Noah had successfully cleared the area around him.


"Go back there and focus on protecting Daniel, I'll take it from here."


Troy and Milo were stupefied by the speed in which Noah killed all the beasts and Troy instinctively felt that he had to follow his orders.


Daniel nodded at Noah and followed Troy to the back of the underground area, only Noah and Milo remained on the battlefield.


"You go there too."


"What!?"


Milo, Daniel, and Troy asked at the same time.


"I can't really fight with other people but if you really want to stay, you do that at your own risk."


Noah plainly answered and took off his upper clothes, he was ready to go all out!


Echo and Shadow came out of his body and stared fiercely at the rank 4 worm that was still trying to break the blockage of light.


Then, Noah's veins bulged and became black which made them completely visible from over his white skin.


Lastly, black smoke came out of his figure and slowly covered his entire body, spreading itself to his two blood companions.


Milo's pupils constricted due to the sense of danger that he felt coming from Noah and he instinctively retreated where Troy and Daniel were staying.


The three nobles watched with an incredulous expression as Noah transformed into a fiend.


The Demonic form had been activated.


Daniel was the first to understand what was happening due to the repulsive emotions that he felt watching the execution of that spell.


"It can't be, his aptitude is darkness!"


He couldn't help but give voice to his thoughts.


Troy and Milo's eyes widened even more and finally realized the source of that dangerous feeling.


Vance, the strongest student of the academy of his generation, was a cultivator of the darkness element with centers of power that matched Daniel's ones!


"That, how? He is too young!"


Troy said with unwillingness.


He was one year older than Noah but he had been in his same class for more than two years.


He could accept that Noah was a battle genius and that his talent in the martial arts was unparalleled among his peers.


Yet, he really couldn't understand how he improved so fast!


The centers of power required time and resources, he had plenty of them as a noble!


However, all his efforts and status paled compared to the young man in front of him.


Noah turned toward the three nobles and spoke in the usual guttural voice that he had when he entered the complete Demonic form.


"Sixty breaths, not one more."


Milo and Troy gulped at that scene but Daniel resolutely nodded and sat on the ground, he was going to focus completely on the preparations of his final spell.


More worms rained from the ceiling and tried to attack the four cultivators.


Nevertheless, Milo and Troy were enough to block their assault,


As for those that aimed for Noah, they were consumed as soon as they came in contact with the black smoke.


A screech resounded in the underground area which made Noah focus on his opponent, the leader of the worms had finally destroyed Daniel's spell!


'It's not weakened by its recent injuries, this will be tough.'


Noah judged seeing the leader inspecting him.


'I really hope that Daniel's spell can kill it, I'd hate to have gone to such length only to lose the Bloodline inheritance. I'll have to rely on the shard in the worst-case scenario.'


His mind was set so he didn't hesitate to jump on the beast.


Twenty fuming ethereal sabers were created in the air around him as he charged and his two blood companions followed closely on his sides.


The leader of the worms recognized that technique and used the previous tactic to break it.


The beast shot like a bullet in the air and crashed on Noah's body, uncaring of the blades that landed on its body.


However, this time, Noah's attacks were empowered by his spell and the black smoke that they released was extremely corrosive.


The sabers pierced its skin and stabbed themselves deeply between its muscles where they released even more smoke from inside its body.


Noah was flung away due to the impact but the rank 4 creature was forced to stop its charge to fight back the smoke that was corroding its insides.


Meanwhile, Echo and Shadow assaulted it to prevent it from attacking and recovering.


Echo was unable to inflict any damage and could only increase the quantity of smoke around the leader but Shadow's fangs managed to pierce its skin!


'Fusing the Elemental forging method with the Body-inscription spell was indeed the right choice!'



Noah was satisfied by Shadow's battle prowess and he struggled to stand up.


The last clash had destroyed the protective membrane of his spell and even dislocated his shoulder, the sheer power of the leader was incredible.


CRACK!


Noah adjusted his shoulder and relied on the healing proprieties of his body to fix it, in a few seconds, he was back at full strength and the smoke reformed around the uncovered part.


'I can't endure this kind of damage for one entire minute.'


He thought, slowly approaching the leader that was continuously destroying his blood companions only to see them immediately reform.


Noah waved his sabers.


Those movements seemed slow, they created some slight distortions in the air where they passed.


Then, his weapons began to treble, increasing the distortions around them.


Noah felt an incredible pressure weighing on his arms and shoulders but his body was strong enough to endure it.


The leader was enraged, it turned its attention toward Noah and pounced at him again.


Noah's six arms combined together, joining the six sabers to form a single one.


As the worm was about to clash with him, Noah performed a downward vertical slash that precisely hit the head of the worm.


To the surprise of everyone in the room, Noah and the worm were both sent back by a few meters.


'Second form of the Ashura: Fusion.'
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                        If the First form of the Ashura multiplied Noah's attacks and allowed him to fight when outnumbered, the Second form condensed those ethereal sabers into his six arms, vastly increasing their power.


As for why Noah couldn't use it until that moment, it was because his body simply could not withstand that much power.


There were more than twenty ethereal sabers after all, a rank 3 body could not endure the pressure created when they were concentrated in six arms.


'It still hurts a bit but the liquid Breath in my body will keep me going.'


Noah was pushing his body to its limits in order to perform that technique and fight on the same level as the leader.


Also, the physical empowerment of the Demonic form allowed him to match the blows of a rank 4 beast, even if just those of a weak one.


'Even with my full power, I can only match it for a short amount of time. I can't resist that many clashes, my body won't last that much.'


The rank 4 Excavating worm had suffered many injuries by then but it didn't seem to be affected in the slightest.


On the contrary, Noah felt his mental energy and Breath depleting at high speed.


'It can't be helped, I'm still too weak.'


Yet, once he had that thought, he charged again at the leader.


Noah's fighting style had always been extremely aggressive, he would rely on defending only if the situation didn't permit any other approach and he would gladly suffer some wounds if that allowed him to hurt his opponent more.


That situation wasn't any different, actually, defending would only make him suffer more injuries.


'I need to force it on the defensive.'


Echo and Shadow never stopped attacking the worm, they bit and scratched to no end, trying to slow for even a second its movements.


Then, Noah arrived, slashing with six weapons that carried so much power that the air around them curved and distorted.


Six attacks landed on the worm, each one from a different angle.


Noah's sabers cut everything in their path, stopping only after they reached the internal organs of the beast.


The leader stood in place, enduring the impact and attacking with its head toward Noah.


'It can even use that technique with only half its body!'


Noah felt a hammer slamming on his head and throwing him back, chasing on a wall behind him.


'Dammit!'


Noah rose from the crystalline debris that fell from his crash on the wall, the protection of the Demonic form in his upper body had been broken, showing the blood that flowed from his mouth and nose.


His breathing was hindered and a whistling noise resounded in his ears but he could not buy time to heal his injuries, the leader of the worms had charged in his direction.


Noah hastily focused to reform the protection of the Demonic form and again used his six sabers to perform a single vertical slash.


He and the leader were again sent back two opposite directions.


'I can only fight like this, this form makes me too slow.'


The weakness of the Second form of the Ashura was the pressure imposed on the cultivator.



Having so much power concentrated on him made Noah's body stiff and clunky.


That weakness would be fixed once his body became stronger but, at that moment, he could only endure powerlessly the counterattacks of the beast.


Also, that form was the only attack that could restrain the worm, Noah really didn't have any other choice in that situation.


The two blood companions never left the beast's side and assaulted it to no end while Noah charged at it every time he was flung away, seemingly uncaring of the injuries that kept accumulating on his body.


From the perspective of the two nobles, Noah's fighting style was simply too reckless!


Milo and Troy watched as Noah jumped on the beast, dealt a few blows, and was sent back by its attack, only to stop the next charge of the worm with his stronger slash.


That course of actions repeated itself more than ten times right in front of their eyes, they couldn't even imagine the kind of pain he was enduring to stand up after every clash.


They were busy killing the endless wave of weak worms that were coming at them but they could still watch Noah's battle.


Milo had a rank 4 body and Troy was strong for his age, they had no problem handling a few hundred beasts in the first and second rank.


"Amazing."


Troy couldn't help but praise as he watched Noah standing up for the fifteenth time after the leader's attack.


"Focus!"


Milo ordered, they were protecting Daniel that was sitting behind them with his eyes closed, they couldn't allow his concentration to be broken.


Noah's battle prowess was amazing but he alone wasn't enough to kill a rank 4 creature, Daniel's spell was needed to get them out of that situation as winners.


'Five more seconds!'


Noah shouted in his mind as he charged again toward the worm.


His body was screaming in pain, his arms hurt, his ribs were cracked, and his nose had been broken at least twice, but he pressed on.


Even the leader of the worms had begun to suffer from the continuous clashes, its body was filled with deep cuts and vivid red blood flowed incessantly from them, its offensive had also slowed.


As it saw the fiend attacking, it pounced only to be stopped by a sharp slash.


Noah had finally managed to hold his ground against the leader!


His sabers slid against the rows of teeth, incapable of inflicting any damage.


However, the black smoke consumed the leader's skin, allowing his blood companions to stab their fangs on its uncovered flesh.


'Soon I'll be able to take you down all by myself.'


Noah said in his mind.


Then, the minute passed and Noah retreated by a few large steps.


It was at that moment that Daniel opened his eyes and pointed his hand toward the leader of the beasts.
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                        Daniel's hand shone with a blinding light, it created colorful wonders inside that crystalline area.


The light then converged in his forefinger, gathering its might in one single point.


Next, it shot out.


A beam of white light was launched, it was fast, so fast that the leader of the beasts couldn't even understand that Daniel was attacking it.


The beam pierced the rank 4 creature's body and came out from its backside, burning the wall at the end of the underground room.


The leader screeched, it tried to curl up to defend from that powerful spell but to no avail, Daniel's spell severed everything in its path.


Then, Daniel moved his hand, it manipulated the beam to slowly trace a line on the beast's body.


Noah was astonished as he watched the leader of the worms slowly being cut in two.


'This spell is way stronger than my Demonic form, no wonder it took a whole minute to cast it.'


The rank 4 Excavating worm was powerless, it couldn't avoid the spell nor protect itself, it cried to no end as his body was divided horizontally.


'Amazing.'


Noah was the nearest person to the beast, he praised in his mind as the effect of the spell unfolded.


A straight line was drawn on the body of the leader, its long form was cut in half, making it fall powerlessly on the ground.


The leader struggled to stand up but half of its body was gone, its efforts only made it lose more blood.


The weaker beasts cried, they stopped their assault on the nobles and returned to the tunnels, they wouldn't dare to fight humans that were able to kill their leader.


'Is it over?'


Noah neared the upper body of the worm, he wanted to inspect its head to look for the Bloodline inheritance.


However, at that moment, the worm jumped from its lying position, it bit on Noah's shoulder and rolled its remaining body around him to prevent his escape.


'This fucking bastard! Just die already!'


Noah was still in his Demonic form but his movements were hindered, he could not perform his martial art.


Also, the leader seemed set on eating him, it didn't care about the damage that it was suffering due to the black smoke.


Noah felt his blood being sucked by the beast's bite, he understood that the leader was using its remaining strength in a desperate attempt for survival.


'Dammit!'


Noah didn't hesitate, a black shard appeared in his free hand and he injected Breath in it.


Then, he launched the shard toward an opening of the worm's mouth.


That shard was his strongest attack, the inscribed item that he created after many attempts and tens of wasted materials, it was the first success in the creation of the Demonic sword.


The shard entered the beast's body and exploded, it wasn't used in the execution of a martial art so it didn't have the power to cut the beast's flesh.


Yet, the power that it held was incredible.


The explosion destroyed the leader's internal organs and created a cloud of black smoke right inside it.


That smoke was different from the one created with Noah's spell, it wasn't as wild and untamed, it focused all its destructiveness in a single spot, inflicting way more damage.


The leader tried to endure the internal pain but it had suffered too many injuries.


Its body was severed in two, its skin was consumed and scorched, and its internal organs were wounded due to the constant damage that they suffered.


It was with unwillingness that life abandoned its body, making it release its grip on Noah's shoulder and fall on the terrain.


The leader of the worms had finally died!


'Damned worm, you better have what I need.'


Noah dispersed his spell and cut the worm's head from the rest of its body.


Once the beast was dead, most of its defenses were lowered, allowing Noah to easily cut it.


Then, he inspected the head with his mental energy and stabbed his hand on the bleeding side to better analyze its insides.


It was only when he found a small solid crystal that he heaved a sigh of relief and put the head in his space-ring.


'It was indeed a Bloodline inheritance, I was not wrong.'


Until that moment, he still held some doubts about the existence of that miraculous item.


It couldn't be helped, the sea of consciousness of a magical beast was too rare and it was really hard to discover, Noah could only be certain of its existence after he saw it.


'Now, I should tell a good story.'


Noah turned toward the nobles.


Daniel seemed exhausted, his complexion was pale and large eyebags had appeared under his eyes, he seemed completely drained.


Troy was in a similar situation, he had fought magical beasts nonstop with his weak body, he had reached his limit long ago and was only supporting himself with the help of his pills.


Milo was far better compared to those two.


He had fought for a long time too but he had never suffered any injury and he had only used his martial art, his centers of power were relatively full.


Then, Noah inspected himself.



He was full of wounds and his insides needed some time to recover.


Also, his centers of power were almost empty.


The liquid Breath inside his body was depleted, his dantian was empty, and only a sliver of mental energy remained inside his sea of consciousness.


'I need to recover before going out of here.'


He was exhausted and beaten but the situation forced him to act.


Noah took an item from his space-rings.


It was his Breath blessing, it instantly increased the concentration of Breath inside the underground room and it surprised the three nobles.


"You are indeed full of surprises."


Daniel commented as he gulped some potions.


Noah sat right over the big mineral and drank a potion to aid his recovery before opening his mouth to speak.


"Let's talk."
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                        Inside the deeper part of the lair below the Bare Dungeon.


Three nobles sat on the crystalline ground, staring at a young man that was silently cultivating on top of a Breath blessing.


The room had been swept clean by the three nobles, the corpses of the worms had been gathered in Daniel's rings and the weapons of the other two nobles had been retrieved and carefully stored.


Then, the three of them sat in front of Noah, waiting for him to speak.


However, Noah didn't seem to really care, he was doing his best to refill his centers of power and heal his injuries, the nobles were losing their patience.


"How did you manage to grow up so fast? You don't have any noble background so you couldn't have that many resources."


Troy was the first to break the silence, he was the most unwilling of the three to accept Noah's strength.


It couldn't be helped though, Troy had been in his same class in the academy and, in just a few short years, the gap between them had enlarged by a lot.


Noah's centers of power were on Daniel's level after all, such a feat was unbelievable for a man that wasn't even twenty years old.


Noah opened his eyes and replied to him without interrupting his cultivation.


"The Royals have discovered my aptitude in the entrance test in Shelfan Mountain, I've been working with them since then."


He didn't hide his cooperation with the Elbas family but he didn't explain further, secrets like the Royal inheritance or Samuel's assassination had to remain hidden.


The black vortex between his hands constantly absorbed Breath, refilling his dantian which slowly nurtured his body and added liquid Breath in the membrane around his heart.


"Were you here because of the Royals' orders?"


Milo joined the conversation.


"No, I just wanted to test my strength. Yet, these beasts had laid many traps in their lair, I ended up falling for one which directly brought me here."


Noah continued to answer, creating a story that could satisfy the nobles.


"Why did you injure Manuel's sea of consciousness back then?"


At that time, Daniel asked his question.


"Manuel had already lost the battle when he resorted to a spell aimed to kill me. Thaddeus purposely waited on interrupting the match to test my real strength so I acted. He should consider himself lucky, if it wasn't for the rules of the academy, I would have killed him already."


Killing intent was radiated from Noah's figure as he spoke those words.


Those events had really angered him, they were one of the main reasons why he was hasting the preparations for his big escape.


"That's a lie! Manuel was strong and upright while you only used your puppet during that fight. I know that something strange had happened inside the thunderstorm!"


Troy replied to him.


He was a bit scared by the thick coldness that Noah was exuding but the presence of his companions gave him enough confidence to speak openly.


"My mental sphere was already in the second rank by that time, do you really think that I needed to cheat in order to win?"


Noah's statement made the three nobles gasp in surprise.


The battle had happened almost two years before, which meant that Noah had become a rank 2 mage by the age of eighteen!


A monster!


An unparalleled genius!


Their thoughts couldn't be calmed in a short amount of time, Noah was the youngest rank 2 mage that had ever existed in the cultivation history!


Noah didn't mind waiting for them to accept the situation, he was cultivating after all, his real intentions were to buy enough time for him to recover.


"You must have gained a lot from your cooperation with the Royals, their missions aren't always that ethical though."


Daniel spoke, seemingly hiding a different meaning behind his words.


"I did some bad stuff if that's what you're asking, I'm not really ashamed of my actions. I needed resources and they were willing to pay, that's it."


"So, would you sell yourself to them just to continue cultivating?"


Troy was still heated.


Noah's last revelation had surprised him even more, he had finally understood that he had never been Noah's equal.


"Yes."


Noah didn't explain further but his eyes seemed to be enveloped by a dark light.


The nobles watched as his aura became colder, he resembled a beast encircled by enemies.


'Does he see the entire world as his enemy?'


Daniel had that thought seeing Noah's reaction.


'Alone. He is completely alone in a world that wants to make use of him. He hid his element for so long and secretly worked with the Royal family through all this time only to reach my level. Admirable.'


Daniel praised in his mind.


He had realized long ago his privileged position.


Not only his family was one of the most powerful among the noble families, but he had also been nurtured as the main heir since his aptitude was discovered.


The reason why he had so many spells of the light element was that his family had spent an exorbitant sum of money to purchase them, sometimes they have had to deal with other countries to purchase them.


Yet, a man younger than him who had no support whatsoever managed to reach his level.


'I wonder to what length he had to push his moral compass to obtain such strength.'


Talent had only a small influence on the improvements of a cultivator.


Resources and hard work were the means by which someone could become strong.


"So, what do you want to talk about?"


Daniel had internally recognized him as his equal, it was time to hear his intentions.


Noah turned his gaze toward him before speaking.


"The Royals speak quite openly about some of their political struggles. I know about the Cause and how the noble families want to use you as a flag for their revolution."



"And?"


Daniel's eyebrow arched as Noah compared him to a flag.


"The Royals have been trying to tighten their leash on me for quite some time already and I don't have the strength to escape their control. Yet, there is a power that is planning to depose them and that could give me the freedom that I want. I want to join the Cause."
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                        "What!?"


Troy and Milo expressed their surprise at the same time but Daniel simply continued to stare a Noah in the eyes.


"Why would we even accept you? We know nothing about you and I'm sure that your record isn't clean either! Why would the noble families even accept you?"


Troy continued to express his enmity toward Noah.


"My aptitude and, well, I'm the most promising cultivator that has ever existed."


Noah answered plainly.


He was the only one that really knew his own strength and he knew that his achievements were unmatched.


"Such gall! The most promising cultivator is right in front of you an-"


Milo began to speak but Daniel raised his hand to interrupt him.


"Enough, he is right. His centers of power are on my same level even though he is way younger than me. Don't let your status blind your judgment."


Daniel had a broader point of view compared to his fellow nobles.


His family had pressed him to study the art of politics since his aptitude was discovered, he knew the value that a cultivator like Noah could have in the Cause.


Also, if he really managed to bring on his side such a promising man, his status would rise by a lot and more families would be willing to join the Cause.


'A cultivator of the light element and one of the darkness element fighting side by side against the domain of the Royal family. I bet that most of those undecided families will immediately join our ranks if this news was spread.'


He could see the bigger picture and project it in the years to come, Noah was a valuable asset that could convince the public opinion to side with him.


"I believe that you want something though, you clearly know your value."


Daniel's words surprised the other two nobles but they didn't dare to complain.


If Daniel wasn't against it, there was nothing that they could do about it.


"Resources, techniques, spells, and time."


Noah didn't hide his intentions and basically asked for everything he could think about.


"Spells are off the table. My family has already indebted itself to nurture me, it can't support another cultivator with a rare element. Resources are not a problem and techniques can be purchased with the joint support of the other nobles. What did you mean by time?"


Noah nodded and fell silent for a bit, pretending to be struggling to find an answer.


"The Royals control me, they would rather kill me that seeing me join their enemies. I need time to prepare and I want to set a meeting with the one leading the Cause. I believe that would be your patriarch, right?"


Daniel nodded and waited for Noah to continue speaking.


"I need two months of time in which my aptitude must remain hidden, the Royals will apprehend me as soon as I'm discovered. Also, I need a safe place where to meet your patriarch. The Royals have cultivators in the heroic ranks making plans for me, I need the protection of someone with a similar strength to effectively switch side."


Daniel put a hand under his chin and fell deep in thought.


Noah's requests were reasonable, he knew the spying network that the Royals had throughout the country, he was sure that they would act as soon as they heard rumors about treason.


'Yet, Dad will be hesitant in openly accept him, he will probably think of this as a trap that the Royals have set to catch him. I have my doubts too.'


"I… don't trust you."


Daniel hesitated a bit before saying those words.


His position forced him to be careful, his status couldn't be affected by his poor judgment.


Yet, two heirs had died in his mission, no matter how pained he was about that loss, he had to think of a way to make up in front of the other nobles.


Also, Noah was right, his cultivation speed was unmatched, bringing him on his side would be an incredible feat.


"You can set the time and place. Honestly, I don't really care who comes at the meeting as long as he has the strength to protect me. I just need those two months to handle some personal stuff."


Noah took a step back in the negotiation.


The truth was that he really couldn't care less about the meeting, he only needed two months of anonymity.


Daniel thought for a long time before nodding to him.


"Deal. Let's meet two months from now on the mountain path near Vonduhr. The nobles have claimed that place after a certain event so the Royals can't really control it."


Noah smiled and closed his eyes again to focus on his recovery.


The three nobles did the same, they were exhausted too and Noah's mineral allowed them to spare their precious potions.


It took an entire day for Noah to recover.


He hadn't moved from his position for the whole time and his veins would become black from time to time to aid the healing of his body.


"I will go first, I believe that you should be fine."


Daniel nodded.


He had completely exhausted his mental energy and was in need of sleep, he needed more time to heal.


"See you in two months."


Noah smiled at those words and took back the Breath blessing in his space-ring before climbing out of the room.


"Do you trust him?"


Milo asked as soon as Noah went away, he wanted to understand Daniel's true intentions.


"Not really but we know his secret, he has to keep our mouths shut in some ways. Anyway, we will decide what to do after the meeting."


Meanwhile, Noah was running as fast as he could toward the exit of the dungeon.


His wings were unfolded and helped him in the vertical tunnels and, in less than one hour, he managed to return to where the floor had crumbled.


'Two months of time! I need to use every second!'


Noah didn't stop and continued to climb until he reached the exit leading to the surface.


The light of the sun illuminated his features and he stopped in place as he crossed the exit.


His gaze turned south.


He knew that in that direction, after many forests, mountain ranges, and plains, there was a mansion in the middle of a grassland.


He clearly remembered its features, the defensive wall, the buildings of the outer circle, his old lodgings.


Then, a smug face appeared in his vision.



It had a blindfold on its left eye and looked at him with disgust and arrogance.


'My hatred will bring me back there eventually but I'm still too weak and the leash around my neck is becoming too tight.'


He sighed, suppressing his killing intent and turning his gaze north.


Then, black flames enveloped his figure, making him disappear in less than a second.
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                        Two months passed quietly in the Utra country.


The events in the Bare Dungeon weren't a rare sight in that world, cultivators would often test their luck or skills in danger zones only to die because of some unexpected situation.


Also, three nobles had witnessed the weapons of their companions laid among hundreds of magical beasts' corpses, their testimony was enough to prevent any investigation.


The lives of Manuel Gousho and Phoebe Ramgett had been lost in a fight against a rank 4 creature, their families could only blame their recklessness.


Yet, another piece of information had reached the ears of a few large-size noble families.


These families were among the wealthiest ones in the entire nation and were also the ones leading the movement called Cause.


It was due to their lofty position that they could think about opposing the rulers of the nation, planning a long-term revolution by using the bright star that was Daniel.



This piece of information was about another bright star, possibly even brighter than Daniel, but that was in the grasp of the Royal family.


"Young Master, are you sure that this Vance won't use you to improve his position with the Royals?"


A female cultivator with her face hidden by a veil asked Daniel that was right next to her.


They were near Vonduhr, on the mountain path where the battle between the Muwlos family and the criminals hired by the Royals had been.


"He is alone, Octavia, a lone cultivator forced to accept any kind of offer to obtain resources. The Royals might treat him well because of his aptitude but there is a limit to how much they can give without forcing him to join their ranks. Instead, father is willing to offer him a noble status once the revolution is over. He will be able to set his own family and be one of the closest allies to the next rulers of the country."


Daniel answered with confidence.


He had discussed the situation with his father, the patriarch of the Udye family, and they had reached that conclusion.


They would offer Noah resources and techniques as long as he fought with them and they would promise not to hinder his personal freedom.


The last part was a point that Daniel strongly insisted on.


He had understood some of Noah's character, he was a lone wolf, completely focused on his personal power.


People like him would just stab you in the back if you tried to control them, it was better to give them a generous offer and refrain from forcing his hand.


"What if he has no interest in being a noble?"


Octavia raised another doubt.


She was Daniel's personal guard for the meeting and also the cultivator in the heroic ranks that Noah had requested.


"Being a noble means having the resources to gather spells and techniques. That is exactly what he wants and becoming a noble is the option that will preserve his independence without becoming anyone's servant. He will accept."


Octavia became silent after those words and moved her gaze on his surroundings.


The mountain path had been reconstructed and a two-story tall pagoda had been built on its side.


The Muwlos family wanted to remember their fallen soldiers and their promising heir so they built that monument in their honor.


Also, some soldiers had been stationed there, it could be said the influence of the nobles on the city of Vorduhr had largely increased after that battle.


However, Octavia didn't see anything worthy of praise.


In her mind, those soldiers had died under the assault of criminals and lone cultivators, the same status of Daniel's guest, she really couldn't bring herself to trust such a character.


"You could have let us doing some investigations at least, I don't like not knowing my opponent."


She complained, interrupting her silence.


"He is not your opponent and you know that the network of the Royals is incredible, they would become suspicious if my family suddenly looked for records about a cultivator of the darkness element."


Octavia sighed, she knew Daniel's character, he was set on bringing Noah to his side.


"Young Master, you are a good person, you always try to see the best in people. Yet, you must understand that there are monsters out there, beings without any care for rules and ethics, beings that will never be subjected to any society. The world is big and our political system is just one of the many of this continent, you won't be able to see the bigger picture if our customs blind your eyes."


Daniel lowered his head before raising it wearing a determined expression.


"If he tries something funny, we'll just kill him. It is better to remove him than leave him to grow with the Royals, I'm honestly a bit scared of his potential."


Octavia nodded hearing that, she felt glad that Daniel was slowly abandoning his righteous character when it came to matters involving his family.


Hours passed and the morning became afternoon, yet there was still no trace of Noah.


"He's late."


Octavia was running out of patience but Daniel was still confident.


"We didn't set a specific hour, I'll wait till dawn if needed."


Yet, the afternoon became night and Noah had yet to appear.


"I don't think he will come."


"Then why would he set this meeting? Trust me, he will come."


Then, the night became morning, the appointed day had passed but Noah didn't deign them of his presence.


"Why? I was sure he was telling the truth about the Royals so why didn't he come to our side?"


Daniel had lost hope by then and was clueless about what to do next.


His position had been endangered due to the loss of two heirs in his recent mission but, if he managed to recruit Noah, those losses would be forgotten.


"Maybe he was discovered by the Royals and killed."


Octavia gave him another idea.


"That's unlikely, he doesn't seem the type of person that would just get caught. Well, I don't know what his intentions were but I know what our next move will be."


Daniel sighed as he continued to speak.


"Let's reveal his aptitude, I really want to know where the Royals found such a genius."
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                        A rumor began to spread in the nation.


Vance, the strongest student of the academy of his generation, was secretively a cultivator of the darkness element.


Also, he had kept his aptitude a secret thanks to the help of the Royal family with whom he worked to obtain resources and techniques.


The rumor spread in every direction, surprising everyone that had met him and the Udye family even provided a drawing of his facial features, they were basically aiming to destroy his anonymity.


As for why they did such a thing, there were many reasons.


The first one was to uncover his actual identity, the Utra nation was built using the noble families as its foundation, it was almost impossible to become a cultivator without the approval of a noble family.


That meant that there had to be some records about the birth of a cultivator of the darkness element somewhere, he couldn't have just appeared out of anywhere and have the strength to pass the entrance test of the academy.


Another reason was to uncover some of his businesses with the Royals, if they kept his aptitude as a secret, it meant that the missions in which he was involved had to be socially unacceptable.


The last one was to remove that pawn from the clutches of the Royals, a simple rumor could hinder the plans that they had for such a cultivator.


It didn't take much for this rumor to reach the ears of Evan Balvan, the second son of the patriarch of the Balvan family.


He was in charge of the economic aspect of the family, it was in his duties to be informed of the changes inside the nation that could affect his investments so he was the first to obtain that information.


Of course, he immediately suspected something and activated his network to gather more information.


The rumors piled up, as more people spoke about Noah, his stories would be distorted and modified, making him appear like an unfathomable character.


However, Evan couldn't care less about the rumors, his attention was completely focused on a large sheet with a male face drawn on it.


This man was young, he had long black hair and icy-blue eyes.


His facial features were delicate but they didn't exude any warmth, there was only coldness radiated from his expression.


'It's him!'


Evan was surprised beyond reason.


The investigation in the Shosti's inheritance ground had brought no results for almost five years, he was beginning to lose any hope in finding his daughter and son.


'Noah Balvan is alive! He must know what has happened there!'


Those were his first thoughts as he hurriedly stood up from his desk and ran toward the lodgings of his big brother.


"Adrian! Big brother! Look at this!"


Evan was quite fat but he ran faster than he had ever done in his life at that moment.


A door opened, revealing a burly cultivator with black hair and a stern expression.


"What is it?"


That man was Adrian Balvan, Thomas' firstborn, he was in charge of the personal army of the Balvan family and handled all the missions outside the mansion.


"Look at this!"


Evan couldn't mask his excitement as he handed Noah's picture to him.


"Who is this? A cultivator of the darkness element? Wait, do you think that the bastard survived the events in the separate dimension?"


Adrian had never seen Noah's face so he could only make that connection due to his element.


"I don't know but this man is definitely him! He will surely know what has happened there!"


Adrian fell deep in thought for a few seconds before speaking with a dark expression.


"We can't be sure. Let's confirm his identity with little brother first."


Evan's expression became dark too but he nodded immediately.


A few minutes later, they arrived in front of a luxurious room, the stench of booze could be sniffed even outside it.


"Rhys, we need to talk."


Adrian spoke but no answers came from the room.


"It's about Noah, your son. We believe that he is alive."


Evan added.


Some noise could immediately be heard from the other side of the room and, in a few seconds, the door opened to reveal a shabby middle-aged man with a patch on his left eye.


"What did you say?"


Adrian and Evan ignored the stench coming from the room and handed him Noah's picture.


Rhys watched incredulously at the sheet, even if Noah had grown since the last time that he saw it, his features were extremely similar to Lily, he recognized him immediately.


"It's him! He is alive! Where is he? What has happened to Fabian?"


Rhys seemed revitalized once some clues about his lost son appeared.


"We don't know. Apparently, he had been in the Royal academy all this time, he is considered one of the strongest youths of his generation."


Evan spoke but Rhys had already started moving toward his father's lodgings.


"I don't care! If that bastard has something to do with my son disappearance, I will personally tear his limbs one by one."


Adrian shook his head but Evan's eyes became cold at that though.


He still hadn't considered that possibility, thinking that his son and daughter might have died because of Noah made him even more determined in finding him.


The three arrived in the main hall of the inner circle and reached for a door at the end of that room.


"Father, Noah has reappeared, the Elbas family had him."


"Let me see."


Thomas materialized himself right next to Evan and took Noah's picture from his hands.


Evan seemed used to that behavior and wasn't surprised by Thomas' sudden appearance.


"It is indeed him. Tell me everything you know."


Evan didn't hesitate and began to report all the rumors that he heard about him.



Adrian's eyes widened as he listened to that while Rhys gritted his teeth with more strength every time another heroic deed was told.


Noah had broken the record of the entrance test of the academy, he had been the strongest student of his generation, he had secretly worked with the Royal family, and these stories were only the official ones.


"I understand, it seems that I have to make a trip to the Royal city."


Thomas spoke once Evan had ended his explanation.


"Wait, father, let me come!"


Rhys begged Thomas but the latter answered with a cold gaze.


"This genius could have been part of our family if you could have handled your lust! Go back in your quarters until I return. Adrian, you are in charge while I'm gone."


Adrian bowed and Thomas disappeared right in front of their eyes.
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                        A man shot through the sky of the Utra continent, dividing the clouds that he encountered.


That man was Thomas Balvan, Noah's grandfather, who was flying on top of a transparent circular platform made of air at high speed in the direction of the Capital.


That platform was a spell of the wind element, even though Thomas could naturally fly, he preferred to arrive at the Royal city as fast as he could.


The matter concerning the concealment of his grandson had great importance in his mind, it could be said that the future of his family depended on it.


After all, a noble family was founded on strong cultivators and resources and the Balvan family has lost both of them in the separate dimension.


They lost three heirs, twenty among the most promising soldiers of the new generation, and the resources that they carried.


Also, if they really were dead, all the resources invested in them would have been for naught, gravely endangering the future prospects of the family.


Yet, since Noah was alive, there was a chance that the other cultivators were alive too.


'That kid has the answers, I must find him!'


Those were Thomas' thoughts as he hurried toward the Capital.


He surpassed large forests and vast plains until he could finally see the shape of the huge defensive wall of the Capital.


That travel took him less than two weeks, crossing the country for a cultivator in the heroic ranks was not a big issue.



Thomas reached the top of the defensive walls and spoke in a soft voice, seemingly to no one.


"I am Thomas Balvan, patriarch of the Balvan family, I request an audience with the Royal dynasty."


His manners were polite and he even bowed as he spoke those words.


However, nothing happened no matter how much Thomas waited.


'Do they want to wait until the storm quiets down? Hmph!'


Thomas retreated slightly and focused his Breath on his vocal cords.


"Noah Balvan! I know that you are disguised as Vance of the academy! Come here and greet your patriarch!"


His voice reverberated from his position mid-air through all the Royal city.


The defensive walls trembled and a transparent membrane that enveloped the skies of the city did the same.


Apparently, the walls were only one of the defensive formations of the Capital, there was another one that covered the entire upper part of it.


However, Thomas' voice was not an attack, it wasn't blocked by the membrane, and his voice was able to spread throughout the city.


Gasps and surprised shouts could be heard among the citizen, many of them were cultivators after all, the news of a cultivator of the darkness element was known even there along with all the rumors that it carried.


"Vance is a noble? But I believed that he was a commoner!"


"Balvan family? I've never heard of it."


"It's a medium-size noble family. They were quite wealthy for their status until a tragedy hit them a few years ago. I don't know the specifics though."


"Wait! If Vance belongs to a noble family, does that mean that he escaped? The first cultivator of the darkness element to appear after such a long time is a criminal?"


Voices rang everywhere inside the streets of the city as the cultivators began to wonder how many secrets a twenty years old man could hold.


Another rumor was added to the pile: Vance, the student of the academy, was secretly Noah Balvan, a noble.


That realization inevitably led to a conclusion: The Royal family had helped his concealment!


It wasn't a secret that the Royals worked to bring promising heirs on their side but purposely hiding a possible criminal was a completely different matter!


Once the citizen understood that the Royals could use criminals for their means, their image of them was greatly affected.


As for the voice that spread through the city, they didn't bother thinking too much about it.


The patriarch of a medium-size noble family was generally a cultivator of the heroic ranks, they knew that his power had to be unfathomable.


Thomas waited with a complacent smile right over the defensive walls, he didn't dare to take a step inside the formation without the permission of the Elbas family.


Nevertheless, the transparent membrane soon opened, showing Thaddeus' father standing in the air behind it.


"Thomas, there was no need to create such a mess."


His expression was dark and his brows were furrowed, they stressed his displeasure toward Thomas' actions.


"Thomas Balvan greets His Majesty Cecil!"


Thomas performed a formal greeting and waited for a reaction from Cecil.


"You can't just come here and do whatever you want, your family has no special privileges, you must use the official ways to get in contact with us."


Cecil didn't give him permission to stand so Thomas remained in his bowing position.


"I beg to disagree Cecil. This matter involves the future of his family, you will surely forgive his lack of manners."


A voice sounded behind Thomas as a cultivator with long silver hair and a loose white robe appeared in the air.


The cultivator then slightly bowed, performing a simple greeting.


"Ian Udye greets His Majesty."


That man was Daniel's father, the patriarch of the Udye family, one of the wealthiest men in the entire country.


"What are you doing here Ian?"


Cecil was surprised by his presence, that event was too coincidental.


"He is looking for answers, Your Majesty. All of us are."


A female cultivator appeared right next to Ian, her facial features resembled Phoebe's ones, she was clearly her mother.


"I would like to know if my daughter met a criminal in her mission, a criminal that you disguised as a student."


"Meredith is right, I also would like to know if this so-called student had something to do with the events near Vonduhr."


A third cultivator appeared mid-hair, he had long golden hair and he very much resembled Samuel.


'Fred Muwlos is here too. I bet that these vultures have waited all this time nearby, they knew that someone like Thomas would appear.'


Cecil's eyes became cold at that thought but he still smiled on the surface, signaling to the four cultivators to follow him inside the city.


"My son is in the Capital, follow me if you want to hear what he has to say."
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                        Turning time back a little.


Thaddeus was in a dark underground room which had inscriptions that deflected the probing of external mental energy.


He was standing in the middle of the room and a woman kneeled in front of him.


"So, what's the matter, Hazel? Why did you want to see me so suddenly?"


Thaddeus spoke to her in an annoyed tone.


The woman in front of him was Hazel, the huntress in Kurt's group!


"Vance has gone to the Bare Dungeon all by himself. I didn't know what to do so I came here looking for your orders."


She replied with her head lowered.



"He is probably looking to increase even more the boost of the Blood drain spell, that kid really can't contain himself. I think his body must be near the Pain Tribulation."


Hazel listened to his words and her mind was filled with shock, she couldn't help but raise her head to ask more questions.


"Is he reaching a rank 4 body already? But he isn't even twenty! He would be on my level after that breakthrough, I don't know if I'll be able to handle him if he tries to rebel then."


Apparently, Thaddeus had ordered her to keep an eye on Noah and, if the situation required it, to suppress him.


"Don't worry, I'm not certain about that either. I'll involve Newton in the operation too just to be safe. You can go now, remember to inform me as soon as he comes back."


Hazel lowered her head again before standing up and leaving the room, leaving Thaddeus there deep in thought.


'He is growing even faster than I imagined. It seems that I'll have to have another talk with him about the Royal Inheritance as soon as he is back in the city.'


His eyes shone with greed as a golden rune appeared in front of him and made him disappear in an instant.


The events inside the Bare Dungeon unfolded themselves and became public knowledge, Thaddeus had a more detailed version of them of course.


'The surviving rank 4 creature from the last cleaning operation is dead, Daniel and Vance sure make a fearsome duo. However, Noah has yet to return to the Capital, he is probably undergoing the Pain Tribulation. Such talent, such will, the Royal family has to bring him on its side.'


However, weeks passed but there still was no trace of Noah.


'Is he dead? Impossible! He survived the Forging of the Seven Hells nourishing method in his youth, passing the Pain Tribulation should be easy to him.'


Worries kept accumulating in Thaddeus' mind, he was considering sending an investigative troop in the dungeon to discover more about his position.


'No, two heirs have died there, our soldiers would be too eye-catching. He is probably taking it slow to become accustomed to his new body.'


Like that, more weeks passed, inevitably reaching the day after the scheduled meeting between Noah and Daniel.


Thaddeus was a bit anxious, his control over Noah was strong inside the Capital and when he was with Kurt's hunting group.


However, there was only so much he could do when he went hunting alone, he couldn't just place a cultivator in the heroic ranks as a personal guard of a man with a rank 2 dantian.


Also, if discovered, it would only worsen the already precarious relationship that he had with Noah, he had to give him some space.


"Your Majesty, Your Majesty! You have to see this!"


A servant hurriedly ran in the room where he was resting, holding a sheet in her hands.


"What?"


Thaddeus felt annoyed but still took the sheet, his servants were well trained, they wouldn't dare to enter unannounced in the room where he was staying if the situation wasn't serious.


The sheet depictured Noah and there were some lines of text below it that described the known information about him.


Thaddeus stared at the sheet with wide eyes and hurriedly took out a token from his space-ring.


"Father, we have a problem."


***

Back to the present, Cecil escorted the four nobles toward the Royal Mansion.


Thaddeus was waiting for them right in front of the main entrance and he bowed at the sight of so many powerful cultivators.


"Thaddeus Elbas greets the nobles."


Thaddeus' position was lower than his father, he was only a professor in the academy on the surface after all.


"Cecil, why did you bring us here?"


Ian spoke with a tinge of arrogance in his voice.


He knew that those events were the perfect opportunity to bring more noble families on the Cause's side so he didn't hesitate to openly show his aversion toward the Royals.


"My son is the one in charge of the matter of the academy, he can explain the events linked to Vance better than me."


"His name is Noah Balvan, son of Rhys Balvan and a concubine."


Thomas spoke.


The three nobles next to him were slightly surprised by that information but hid their reactions.


They were using Thomas to discredit the Royal family after all, they needed to appear as stern as possible.


"Vance, no, Noah has hidden his identity well, not even our network could discover such a thing. I believe he has fooled everyone."


Thaddeus spoke with sincerity, his acting abilities were surely incredible.


"Do you really want us to believe that you didn't know his true identity? Would you rather pass as incompetent than speak the truth?"


Fred spoke, his words were filled with a subtle killing intent.


He had lost his son in the battle near Vonduhr, he was aware that the Royals were using criminals for their needs and he couldn't help but wonder if Noah had something to do with it.


"Fred, remember that you are speaking to the rulers of the nation and that you are next to our Mansion, I would watch my words if I was you."


Killing intent began to radiate from Cecil, he couldn't allow being openly offended by those nobles.


"Cecil, we came here for the truth. Please, tell us where this Vance is."


Meredith spoke, trying to pacify the situation.


Cecil's expression became ugly and he turned toward Thaddeus.


The other cultivators did the same and they expectantly waited for him to speak.


It was with hesitation that Thaddeus opened his mouth to say three words.


"He has disappeared."
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                        Those three words silenced the nobles, only Cecil was aware of the situation.


The truth was that after Noah's element was revealed, they had actively investigated his whereabouts without being able to find any clue.


Noah seemed to have disappeared!


"He hasn't returned to his rented habitation and his academy and hunter tokens can't pinpoint his location. They are either in a space-ring or broken."


Thaddeus added with his head lowered, he really wasn't prepared for such a situation to happen.


He had given Noah plenty of resources and kept his identity as a secret, he really couldn't understand his actions.


Generally speaking, his terms were the best ones that a cultivator could hope to find in that nation, the was really no one willing to give away that much to a lone cultivator.


"Hmph, how would we know if you are telling the truth? Let's say that you really didn't know about his real identity, how can we be sure that you are not hiding him now that this information is widely known?"



Ian pressed on, he wouldn't let go of that chance so soon.


At that time, Cecil stepped on.


"Our family division had a meeting about that. We have decided to let any willing noble join the investigation of the Royal dynasty."


The nobles were surprised by that statement.


Allowing the noble families to join an official investigation of the Royals had a great importance on many sides.


Not only could they prove their innocence in front of witnesses, they could also satisfy the need for information of the nobles.


Ian, Fred, and Meredith weren't that happy about those terms but Thomas was ecstatic!


"If that's the case, I'm willing to follow the Royal dynasty in the search of my grandson."


He said, performing a deep bow.


It couldn't be helped, Thomas was only the patriarch of a medium-size noble family, his power alone couldn't make the Royals budge, he was more than happy to accept those terms.


His goal was to uncover the whereabouts of all his lost heirs, he had more to lose than anyone.


Cecil nodded to Thomas and waved a hand in the direction of a specific quarter inside the Capital.


"Then, Lord Balvan, I believe you'll be interested in what his Master has to say about him."


His phrase piqued the attention of the other nobles who silently followed the two Royals toward Noah's previous habitation.


They arrived at a relatively simple building but that featured a high density of Breath, in Thomas' eyes that place was already extremely luxurious.


Cecil took out a token from his space-ring and he used it to open a certain flat.


The flat was composed of a single large room where a shabby cultivator was sleeping.


"I must warn you, this man has a cracked sea of consciousness, the only information he is able to store is that concerning his inscription method."


Cecil warned the nobles and entered the room, lightly tapping on Ivor's shoulder to wake him up.


It took a while for Ivor's eyes to open and to gain clarity, it really seemed that his mind was reaching its limits.


"You again?"


Those were the first words that came out of his mouth, it seemed that the Royals had already questioned him.


"Would you mind telling what you said to me a few days ago to these Lords?"


Cecil's manners were polite, he even took out a jar of wine and handed it to him.


"What did we talk about a few days ago?"


Ivor took the jar and began to drink, expressing his confusion about the topic.


"Your student, Vance. Tell us everything you know."


Thaddeus said.


"Mh…"


Ivor took a long time to sort his thoughts.


"He is a talented kid, one of the most prominent in the Elemental forging method. Honestly, his life must have been tragic for him to have such a strong mental sphere."


Ivor's words made the cultivators in the room turn toward Thomas who could only sigh helplessly.


He knew that Noah's life hadn't been easy but he was only a bastard, there was no reason to give him any special privileges.


Also, as soon as his aptitude was discovered, his mother had killed herself to stop being a burden to her son, Thomas could only curse to how fast those events had occurred.


"Yes, his life wasn't easy. Do you know where he is now?"


Thomas changed the focus of the conversation.


"No idea, he just comes and goes as he wishes, he never tells me where or why. Oh, now I understand. You have lost him."


Ivor was shaking his head when realization dawned upon him and he couldn't help but break in a sonorous laugh.


"Hahaha! That kid is the most talented mage in the history of this country and you actually managed to lose him! What a joke!"


Ivor continued to laugh but was forced to stop due to the waves of pain that his mind sent to him.


Thaddeus neared him to speak in a soft voice.


"Your student has abandoned you here. Don't you want to find him and ask him why?"


However, Ivor only laughed more to those words.


"Haha! Who cares about me! I'm just a wasted cultivator and I've already passed all my knowledge to him. It's actually comforting knowing that he is willing to abandon the people close to him, you will never find someone with that character! I can be ensured of the survival of my method now."


Ivor's words made the expressions of the cultivators in that room turn dark.


"Can't we simply inspect his sea of consciousness?"


Fred asked to those around him but Cecil shook his head.


"His mental sphere is almost completely cracked, we would just destroy it as soon as we try to examine it."


Silence fell in the room, they really didn't know how to approach Ivor.


It was at that moment that Ian snorted and turned his attention toward Cecil.


"He is clearly hindering the investigation of the Royal family, what will you do about it?"


Cecil understood the meaning behind his words and focused his mental energy on Ivor's mind.


That action took only an instant but Ivor's mind couldn't withstand the pressure radiated from Cecil and broke, making Ivor's consciousness vanish in the world.


The light in Ivor's eyes vanished and he fell back on the sofa where he was sitting, spilling the wine in the jar everywhere.


Ivor was dead.


"Was he your only lead?"


Thomas asked plainly, the death of a cultivator wasn't really a big deal.


Thaddeus answered him with his gaze still fixed on Ivor's corpse.


"No. We will go to the Shosti's inheritance ground next."
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                        In the domain of the Shosti family, there was a separate dimension created by a powerful cultivator.


The information about that cultivator had been mostly lost due to the passage of time, the only things known were his title and the cultivation level that he had at that time.


There was another piece of information that could be determined about that dimension: even though it gave rewards to anyone worthy, the true legacy was reserved for one single heir.


No one knew that the inheritance had been claimed some time ago by a young woman with a wild attitude.


Inside the inheritance ground, in the third layer of the separate dimension.


June swung her spear surrounded by hordes of magical beasts.


Those beasts were each of a different type and they seemed to have an ethereal body, they were clearly a creation of the dimension.


June pierced a mole's head, then she kicked toward a snake that was coming from behind her.


Each of her strikes killed a beast in one attack and they were all beasts in the peak of the third rank!


After seeing that the number of beasts didn't diminish no matter how many of them she killed, June stabbed her spear on the ground, injecting all her mental energy into it.


The spear released countless sparks on the fake terrain which then exploded all around her, creating a thunderstorm that destroyed the encirclement of the magical beasts.


June supported herself on the weapon, she was gasping for air and her complexion was pale, that last spell had exhausted her.


"You have finally become used to your new body but your sea of consciousness is still too weak, it can't express the true power of my spells."


Eccentric Thunder was in the air above her, he had carefully watched the battle of his heir.


"That's all thanks to Master Eccentric, my body would still be in the third rank if it wasn't for your amazing refinement method."


June bowed to the old cultivator hoovering in the air.


"The refinement method was only the last part of the process. What was amazing was your determination and the formation that I have personally created. You are quite lucky, I was only able to create the True Thunder body refinement method when I became a rank 5 cultivator. You are so young and yet you already have a rank 4 body, I have to say that I envy you a little."


June smiled at her Master's words and bowed again.


She had really improved a lot since she became Eccentric Thunder's heir.


Not only all the wealth of the separate dimension had become hers, but she had also gained access to tens of spells and techniques of the thunder element, improving her battle prowess by a large margin.


Also, Eccentric Thunder had used a method to forcefully bring her body in the fourth rank, giving her a body that could enhance the power of everything that used the thunder element as its core.


'My Master was really a monster, he has personally created a formation able to emulate the Pain Tribulation so to immediately refine a rank 4 body. I wonder how powerful he was back then.'


She really couldn't be happier.


She had a ridiculous amount of wealth, techniques, spells, and even a personal Master that guided her training and helped her in the breakthroughs, her future had never been brighter.


'And all of this is because of him.'


June's mood turned sour as she thought about Noah.


The separate dimension stored all the information about the various trials, she had watched Noah's battle in the second layer many times and she had also witnessed his rebellion against his family on the first layer.


'I thought I had it hard. My family simply forced me to become strong while you fought against the suppression of your entire family and still managed to become stronger than me. Your will is simply in a different realm.'


Eccentric Thunder noticed the change in her mood and landed on the ground right in front of her.


"Still thinking about him?"


He knew what bothered his disciple.


They had been together for more than one year after all, he had learned all about June.


"Yes, sometimes I wonder about how dark my prospects were before I arrived here. This inheritance gave me the means to easily become a rank 4 cultivator in the future and has given me far more than the Royals could have ever allowed. All of this is thanks to him."


Eccentric patted her shoulder and smiled at her.


He was happy to have found such a talented and honest disciple, he was really thankful to Noah.


"That kid is probably doing something unreasonable or conning some old man for a few pieces of gold, you don't have to worry about him. Actually, you should focus on yourself, we both know that you won't surpass him easily."


June nodded, her mood had slightly improved thanks to her Master's words.


She was about to turn and resume her training when Eccentric stopped her and handed a large metallic hat to her.


"Wear it."


"…"


Eccentric smiled to her but June only looked at the hat with aversion.


"Master, I hate hats."


"I don't care, wear it."


"…"


They stared at each other for a long time before June gave up and finally took the hat.


The truth was that Eccentric's hat was an inscribed item specific for cultivators of the thunder element.


Yet, June really hated to wear it while she fought.


Not only it hindered her vision but it was also hard to keep on her head during a fight.


However, Eccentric Thunder had never accepted to inscribe a different item for her and she was forced to learn how to fight wearing that heavy thing.


"Master, listen. I know that hats are great and everything, but can't you just inscribe something different? I don't know, I personally like-"


She interrupted her phrase because she noticed that Eccentric's figure was staring at the ceiling with his brows furrowed.


"What is it?"


Eccentric stared at the ceiling for a long time when an earthquake ran through the entire layer.


"Master!?"


June didn't know what was happening a called for her Master.


Eccentric ultimately moved his gaze away from the sky and turned it toward June.


He sighed and hundreds of orange runes gathered around him and June.



"It seems that someone is forcing the entrance of the dimension and they actually have the power to do so. I have waited so much for a worthy heir to appear and Heaven only gives me a bit more than a year with her. Damned luck."


Eccentric shook his head and gestured for the runes to envelop June.


"I'm sorry, our time together is over. I'll transfer everything valuable inside your storage devices and send you as far away from the invaders. Be safe my disciple."


The runes shone in a blinding orange light, making June disappear on the spot.
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                        Over the entrance of the inheritance ground, the known one near Mossgrove city.


Eight cultivators stood in the air, carefully watching as one of them sent brown runes on the terrain below.


Five of them were from different noble families while three of them came from the Royal dynasty.


The nobles were Ian Udye, Fred Muwlos, Meredith Ramgett, Thomas Balvan, and Kent Shosti, the latter had joined the group since the investigation involved his family's domain.


The Royals were Cecil, Thaddeus, and the woman that was forcefully opening the inheritance ground.


A rain of brown runes came out of her stretched hands and she kept her eyes closed to focus on the task, the cultivators around here watched in reverence as the process continued.


Her status seemed to be superior even to Cecil since he stood with his head lowered on her side.


After a few hours, a gap opened on the terrain which showed the seemingly endless green plain of the separate dimension.


The woman then opened her eyes and sighed.


"The entrance is open and most of the defensive measures have been destroyed, there is only a will inside."


The other seven cultivators bowed toward her and Cecil personally expressed his gratitude.


"Lady Edna, your might incredible, such a powerful inheritance ground couldn't last a few hours in front of you."


Lady Edna snorted at those words.


"Most of the work was done by the time that has passed since its creation. Eccentric Thunder was a monster with a rank 6 dantian, he specialized both in runes and formations, I could have never obtained this result with my power alone if thousands of years hadn't passed."


She uncaringly replied before continuing with her explanation.


"Remember, even if it has only a small part of its former power, this is still a separate dimension of a mighty expert. Don't try to go all out at once, just slowly exhaust its reserves. I will go now, I've lost way too much time in sorting your mess."


Lady Edna vanished from her spot but the cultivators there still performed a respectful bow.


The truth was that Cecil had specifically requested for her help to enter the inheritance ground, he simply didn't have the power to force its entrance.


"I'll lead the way."


Kent took the vanguard position, it was his family's domain after all, he couldn't let anyone guiding him inside the inheritance ground that they have guarded for hundreds of years.


The group of seven entered the pit and found themselves in a green plain with an orange sky.


Even though they were all cultivators in the heroic ranks, they were still surprised by the width of such creation.


Standing on the plain, there was an old cultivator that wore an extremely large hat and a luxurious orange robe.


Eccentric Thunder had appeared as soon as the cultivators entered his dimension!


"You must be senior Eccentric's will, it is an honor to finally meet you after so many years."


Kent bowed toward Eccentric's figure but the others in his group didn't follow his example, they didn't have any special relationship with him while the Shosti family had built its wealth on that separate dimension.


Eccentric snorted and opened his mouth to speak.


"It is fun seeing some intruders speaking of honor, have you come for the resources of my dimension? Ha! I will destroy them before handing them to you."


The runes that composed the dimension began to flicker and emitted an ominous noise, it seemed that Eccentric was ready to detonate the entire dimension.


It was at that moment that Thomas flew in front of Kent and bowed toward eccentric, pleading him in a loud voice.


"Lord Eccentric Thunder please wait! We have come to investigate a matter concerning the opening of the inheritance ground five years ago. The entire group of cultivators from my family has vanished and there is no trace of it! I wonder if you could tell us what has happened back then."


Eccentric fell deep in thought.


He knew exactly to what event he was referring to but he was somewhat conflicted about showing it.


'That kid is not my disciple but he still provided me with an heir. I also have to buy some time for June to safely escape the area of the dimension. I'm sorry kid, my disciple has the priority.'


Eccentric sighed, even as a will he still maintained his human gestures.


"I can provide that but you have to close the dimension afterward, I'm still looking for an heir."


"Deal."


Cecil answered immediately and Eccentric sighed again before making an ample gesture with his right arm.


The runes on the terrain shone and some faint images appeared.


They pictured a group of soldiers in red armor that was silently encircling a suffering youth with his eyes closed.


That was the moment when Noah had just come out of the second layer and was enduring the transmission of the Demonic form spell!


The imagine then moved and showed to the cultivators the battle that followed that event.


There was also the sound of their voices, Thomas couldn't help but knit his brows hearing Noah's conversation with Lena.


Then, Noah used the Demonic form for the first time and completely overwhelmed the heirs of the Balvan family, taking all the corpses in his space-ring and leaving in a certain direction.


A moment of silence followed the end of the images, the cultivators were still surprised by what they had seen.


Not only the complete Demonic form was clearly powerful but also its wielder couldn't be underestimated.


After all, Noah was only fifteen during that battle and he was already extremely proficient in combat, some of the nobles couldn't help but internally shake their heads seeing such a talent being forced to rebel against his own family.


"I hope you would forgive my frankness, Lord Thomas."



Meredith spoke, turning her head toward the patriarch of the Balvan family before continuing her phrase.


"How could you not suspect him from the beginning? He is clearly one of the strongest youths of the country."


Thomas showed a complex expression at that question and coughed a couple of times before he was able to give an answer.


"I didn't even know that he had a space-ring."
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                        The truth was that Noah had always been careful in showing his strength and, also thanks to William's help, he had been able to hide some of his strongest abilities.


His most important trump card at that time had been the Body-inscription spell, it was the ability that had allowed him to triumph in the inheritance ground and obtain the Demonic form spell.


Then, there was his space-ring, stolen from the members of the Gray Shadows, which he had ultimately substituted with a better one.


In the end, he had hidden the incredible pace at which his sea of consciousness improved, hiding his status as a mage thanks to William's assistance.


What had simply been a bastard with some skills in Thomas' eyes was, in truth, a beast that had hidden his sharpest fangs.


"I have really underestimated him."


Thomas concluded, shaking his head.


He had found his answers, the heirs and soldiers were dead and all their resources had been plundered by Noah, there was really nothing else that he could hope for.


"So, are you saying that this demon has been a student of the academy? Do you simply allow anyone inside?"


However, Fred wasn't happy with the results of the investigation and expressed his complaints.


Thaddeus opened his mouth to answer him.


"The entrance test values the battle prowess and he has performed far better than anyone in his generation. The Royal family is not to blame for being willing to nurture such a talent."


"What now? Do you have any other lead?"


Meredith joined the conversation and sided with Fred.



Thaddeus shook his head at that question, he really didn't know where Noah could have gone.


Silence fell again in the group of cultivators, they were slowly accepting the worst option.


It was Thomas the one that gave voice to their thoughts.


"I bet that he has left the country already. This is my fault, that kid was raised without any loyalty toward his family or nation, he is only interested in his personal power."


Cecil neared Thomas and placed a hand on his shoulder.


"Don't worry, we are at fault too. We will emit an arrest warrant and his picture will be affixed everywhere in the Capital. If he dares to show his face, we will surely catch him."


His voice was firm which gave some confidence to the other nobles.


Fred and Meredith nodded, they had lost their heirs after all, what they wanted the most was to find the main suspect for their son and daughter's demise.


Ian was a bit regretful but he could only accept that outcome.


The Royals had already lost enough face with that matter and he could not prove that they were aware of Noah's real identity, he had to accept that small victory.


The only one completely uncaring about the matter was Kent.


His worries concerned the inheritance ground from which his family gained most of its wealth, knowing that it had been damaged made him fear about the future prospects of his family.


It was with hesitation that he spoke to the group.


"Should we leave? I don't see any reason to protract our stay."


Thaddeus smiled and pointed at the terrain.


"We have a complete inheritance ground in front of us, I say that we see what it contains. Don't worry, the Royal family won't take anything and you will share the profits equally."


The cultivators became immediately interested.


That was a separate dimension created by a mighty rank 6 cultivator, it would surely contain something that interested them.


However, Eccentric Thunder was ready for that turn of event.


The runes that composed the dimension began to tremble as soon as Thaddeus spoke.


Then, they began to explode one by one, creating a chain reaction that detonated bigger pieces of the dimension.


"What? How can this place still hold so much power?"


Cecil was surprised and began to retreat, the other cultivators that came with him did the same.


Eccentric didn't answer, he was using the last reserves of Breath to destroy the entire dimension.


'They can't know that someone has taken the inheritance. It's time to vanish for the sake of my heir.'


He was only a will after all and his mission had been completed, he would gladly use his remaining power to erase the traces of June's passage.


Explosions rang everywhere, space itself began to curve due to the power expelled by the orange runes.


Little by little, the entire inheritance ground began to crack and transform in smoke.


Eccentric Thunder's figure slowly transformed into smoke, as soon as it vanished, the three layers of the dimension exploded completely.


Pillars of orange fire shot out in the sky in the spots where the entrances to the dimension were.


There were nine entrances in total but they were replaced by nine fiery pillars.


June turned due to the commotion that was happening behind her.


She was in a murky swamp, at tens of kilometers from the Shosti's domain.


'Master destroyed the separate dimension, it seems that the invaders were strong.'


She had learned all the defensive protocols of that place, she could immediately link the orange pillars to the destruction of the dimension.


'All of Master's wealth is with me and he even left me some of his lessons in the form of runes, he was already prepared for a similar situation. I should just go back to the mansion, I have a lot to study.'


She walked in the direction of the Ballor mansion, unaware that, upon her arrival, she would learn a lot more about the man that gave the inheritance to her.


Noah soon became publicly a criminal, the information about his past was revealed as it did his deeds.


The Balvan family actively cooperated with the Royal family to create a complete profile of Noah.


In just a few days after the destruction of Eccentric' inheritance ground, Noah became widely known throughout the nation.


His picture was affixed near the criminals' board of the Capital and a bounty was set.


However, no one was able to find him and many began to think that he had completely abandoned the nation.
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                        A shadow ran near the western side of the continent.


It was fast, it shot through the plains without hesitation, only looking at was in front of it.


That shadow was, of course, Noah.


He was clad in a tight black robe with a hood that covered his face and he was speeding in a straight line along the coastline, he was using it as his landmark.


'Two months have passed by now, I bet that the information about my element has become public already.'


Noah knew that the noble families would retort in some way to his absence to the meeting, he had already considered the worst possible outcome and he couldn't care less.


'Even if they label me as a criminal and start a man-hunt, I am already outside their reach.'


In the two months after the events of in the Bare Dungeon, Noah did everything he could to cover his tracks and escape the Utra nation.


He had destroyed his hunter and academy's tokens for fear of being tracked down by the Royals, he really didn't want to bet on Ivor's words.


Then, he had inspected Phoebe and Manuel's space-rings, gaining a large number of resources and potions before destroying the rings too.


Lastly, he had cut his hair short, he didn't think that a simple haircut would hide his identity in front of other cultivators but he believed that it could slow down the investigations.


As for his escape plan, it was quite simple.


The Bare Dungeon was already near the border of the nation, it was at only one week of travel from the Royal city after all, reaching the border took him no time.


Noah had chosen to move to the westernmost part of the country though before abandoning the nation and he had his reasons for that.


The first one was that he had no idea about the actual layout of the other countries, he could only use the coastline to be sure of his path.


The second one was that the western side of the country was the one with fewer cultivators!


At the center of the border, there was the Royal city and, on the eastern side, there was the academy.


Those two structures gathered the majority of cultivators of that part of the country, the others would just reside in their mansions and would generally avoid the areas populated by commoners.


However, Noah preferred to hide his presence even in front of those commoners.


During his travel, he had encountered many small or large villages that had only a few weak cultivators in them.


Those were the moments when he would use the Warp spell.


Noah had always held back in using that spell during his battles.


The main reason was that he wanted to hide his actual proficiency with it but there was more to it.


The Warp spell was hard to perform, it required a great deal of concentration and mental energy and required for the user to see or to sense the place where he would teleport.


Also, it needed some time to cast it, its efficiency in battle completely depended on the situation.


Yet, one big advantage was that it left no traces of the user.


Noah had used that spell as soon as he came out of the Bare Dungeon to make any possible spy of the Royals lose track of him.


Then, he had proceeded in using it every time he found some human's settlement, that was the best approach to prevent anyone from noticing him.


The distance crossed by one teleportation could only cover a few kilometers at best but it was enough to surpass those villages.


Another time when his spell had been required was when he had reached the border of the nation.


Noah was sure that there was a formation in place there so he had used the Warp spell repeatedly to cross it.



That formation mostly prevented outsiders from entering the country, it hadn't been created for the opposite situation but Noah still had chosen to use his spell, he really didn't want to notify the Royals of his escape after all.


The rest of his escape was spent running.


Two months spent running had allowed him to cross thousands of kilometers and, thanks to his rank 4 body, he had only needed to rest a few times to recover.


'Another village.'


Noah saw another human's settlement in the distance.


It didn't seem the kind of place that could be inhabited by cultivators but he still decided to resort to the Warp spell.


Noah focused his mental energy on the other side of the village and activated the spell, being immediately enveloped by a black fire only to reappear at a few kilometers in the distance.


Yet, as soon as he reappeared, he found two fishermen staring at him with wide eyes.


'Fuck, my mental sphere still can't give me a perfect perception when it comes to long distances.'


Noah uncovered his hood and smiled at the two commoners, all while performing a bow.


"Do you know which country is this?"


The two fishermen had seen that man coming out of the black smoke and were even more surprised when they saw how young it was.


"Th-this is Athor country, My Lord"


Noah nodded and continued to smile.


"Do you happen to know which countries are their allies?"


The fishermen thought for a while before shaking their heads.


"We are simple commoners, My Lord, we don't really understand the stuff about cultivation."


'It seems that I still can't stop.'


Noah released two strands of black smoke that enveloped the fishermen and performed another Warp further in the distance.


The partial Demonic form devoured those commoners in an instant, leaving no trace of them.


'I still don't know if I left the area of influence of the Utra nation!'


However, Noah didn't care at all about those two, he had decided to kill them as soon as they saw the black flames.


That world was a dangerous one.


One day you could meet a dragon and die under its might, in another one you could meet a man escaping from his country that was ready to do anything to cover his tracks.


'Luck can determine life and death, only personal power can cut the strings that control your fate.'


It was with that thought that Noah continued to speed in the distance, uncaring the beauty of the crystalline sea on his left.
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                        More time passed.


Noah had never stopped in his escape, he would only rest when his body reached its limits only to run again as soon as he recovered.


The continued use of the Warp spell and the relentless march were beginning to affect his psyche but he didn't dare to stop.


The Royals had cultivators in the heroic ranks at their disposal and Noah wouldn't bet on their negligence for his escape.


'If only I could stop overusing the Warp spell. Never mind, it's too dangerous.'


Noah was using his potions to refill as much mental energy as he could to support his spell.



The constant stress and efforts prevented for his mind to be at ease and slowed the pace at which his mental sphere produced energy, he had to resort to his stash of medicines to continue running.


Also, he could avoid using the Warp spell if he stopped crossing inhabited areas but he would risk entering in danger zones that way.


'It is clear that I still can't kill a rank 4 magical beast alone and I have already used the shard of the Demonic sword. I am at my weakest right now.'


Since he didn't know the actual layout of the continent, he could only cross inhabited areas because he was sure of their safety.


Humans could never develop in a danger zone, only special structures inhabited by cultivators could survive there.


Like that, his journey continued.


He crossed plains and mountains, small forests and lakes, always keeping the sea to his left side.


He had seen the sea in his previous life already, that sight was not enough to make him stop in wonder.


'How big is this damned continent! I would have crossed half of my previous world now.'


The speed that he was capable of with his rank 4 body was incredible but it still didn't seem enough to reach the domain of the Shandal Empire.


'Once I reach the area of influence of the Empire, I will be momentarily safe.'


That was the first stop planned in Noah's mind.


He had a lot to do.


There was the Bloodline Inheritance that still needed to be absorbed, Noah had momentarily sealed the head of the rank 4 worm in a barrel filled with the blood of the weaker worms that had been in his space-rings.


However, that was only a momentary solution, he could not completely stop the deterioration of the head.


Also, he had to forge his Demonic swords, his battle prowess was too low for him to be safe in a foreign country.


Then, he wanted to resume a normal pace of training and gather information about his whereabouts, he couldn't continue to run blindly in a straight line.


As for why he had chosen the Shandal Empire as his first stop, it was because it was the strongest nation in the continent!


'Ideally, since I'm on the coastline, I should arrive in one of the countries subjugated by the Empire, I should be quite safe there.'


He didn't dare to directly enter the Empire, he just wanted to lay low in one of the countries around it.


It was only on his fourth month of travel that he encountered some changes in the environment.


Noah found himself in front of an endless mountain range that seemed to cut the continent in two.


'These don't seem normal mountains, they seem the work of a formation master.'


Noah carefully neared the mountain range and felt an ominous sensation coming from them.


'It's either a formation or a danger zone, I can't simply cross it in both cases.'


He thought about the issue for a moment before two pairs of wings came out of his back.


Then, he flew in the direction of the sea to see if that sensation vanished.


There, he was surprised to see a large and seemingly bustling city right between the sea and the mountain range.


'What? How wasn't I able to sense it? Is it because of the formation?'


Noah was amazed by its concealment and could only address that ability to the formation.


'It doesn't seem possible to sneak inside the next country, I should just see if I can pay them.'


Noah landed in an empty spot on the sandy beach and calmly walked toward the main gate of the city.


That city had a simple defensive wall that surrounded it and many inscriptions could be seen on its surface.


'It should be more dangerous than it looks. I bet that it's one of the cores of the formation.'


Formations needed a constant supply of Breath to work and that city seemed to provide some of it.


"Welcome to the independent city of Slyfall, I need your identification token and one thousand Credits to let you enter."


A soldier in a rusty armor blocked him right in front of the gate.


Noah didn't answer but looked around to see if there was someone else observing him.


Yet, it seemed that the soldier was the only guard appointed for that spot.


"Who does this city serve?"


Noah asked in a plain tone.


The soldier seemed used to that question and showed a wide smile at his words.


"We serve everyone! The city is placed right between the areas of influence of two great nations so we can't really take sides. I have to say that we are more inclined toward the Empire though."


Noah nodded, he had guessed much already.


'To be part of the formation, this city must have the protection of a strong party. Their independence is just a façade for the gathering of information.'


"What if I gave you ten thousand Credits? Would that be enough to buy your silence?"


The soldier smiled again but shook his head.


"You must be a noble on the run, I have seen many of your kind. However, I still need to give you a token to allow your entrance, I can't just create a fak-"


"Thirty thousand and an Earth pill, you want to break through the solid stage, right?"


Noah raised his offer.


He had already noticed that the soldier was rank 1 cultivator at the peak of the liquid stage, the only thing that could hold him back from attempting the breakthrough was the lack of resources.


The soldier finally stopped smiling and looked at Noah with a bit of wariness in his eyes.


The hooded man in front of him had to be way stronger than him to discern so accurately his level.


It took the soldier just a few seconds for him to smile again and taking a token from his space-ring.


"Welcome to Slyfall, Mister Adam."
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                        The city of Slyfall was a simple one.


It wasn't luxurious or clean, it only featured a large market, a few hostels, and many taverns.


'This really resembles one of the pirates' hideouts of my previous world, I kind of like it.'


The streets were filled with drunkards and women with revealing clothes, what surprised Noah even more was that most of them were cultivators!


'It seems that I ended up in the gathering point of the criminals of both nations, I should go on my way as soon as I finish my most pressing matters.'



Noah had his hood lowered, the soldier had advised him not to wear it inside the city and he had finally understood why.


'Everyone here should have quite a record, they won't like someone unwilling to show his face. A hood would just attract trouble.'


He went looking for the best hostel that he could find and he rented a room for the exorbitant price of one hundred Credits per night.


Noah didn't care much about that price, he was in a seemingly lawless city after all, they could set any price they wanted.


Also, the one chosen by Noah was one of the best hostels in the city, he needed the right structure for what he was going to do.


'I can't just absorb the Bloodline Inheritance anywhere, I need a safe and silent space to focus completely on it.'


The records about the Bloodline Inheritance were scarce, Noah only knew how to absorb it and its effects.


Yet, what he knew for sure was that the head of the rank 4 worm was deteriorating and he needed to hurry in absorbing its sea of consciousness before it became ruined.


Noah immediately went to his room and closed the door behind him.


The room was simple but wide, it had a large bed and one couch with a mat laid on the floor.


Also, the density of Breath wasn't bad either, Noah guessed that all the expensive habitations had a way to increase its concentration.


'This will do, I don't think it will take more than two weeks.'


Noah had paid the rent for three weeks already, he needed that amount of time to return to his peak form and undergo the absorption.


Four months of constant march weighed on his physical condition, he couldn't just straight up cultivate again, he needed to rest.


Noah went directly to sleep, the fatigue of the travel forced him to rest for more than half a day before his mind could be considered recovered.


'According to the records, I will undergo the life of the beasts while I absorb it.'


Noah ate a satisfying meal before sitting cross-legged on the mat on the floor.


Then, he took out the barrel where he had sealed the head of the rank 4 worm and he opened it.


A pungent smell immediately enveloped the room, four months were really too much even for a rank 4 material.


Noah stabbed his hand in the severed part of the head and took out a small dark-red crystal from it.


That was the solidified sea of consciousness of the magical beast, the Bloodline Inheritance that he had worked so hard to obtain.


'To think that this small thing is one of the best medicines for the mental sphere of a cultivator… My mind should be able to handle it, right?'


What worried Noah the most was the capability of his mind.


A Bloodline Inheritance essentially contained all the experiences of the magical beast and of its predecessors.


It could come in many forms, depending on how much time had passed from its creation.


Of course, the more a beast with a sea of consciousness lived, the more its mind would be valuable.


The sea of consciousness of a magical beast was essentially a worse version of the humans' one, it contained only raw thoughts and strong emotions, it couldn't really be used for the casting of spells and similar.


However, that was exactly why the cultivators could absorb it!


Their thoughts were denser, their emotions more diversified, they basically had a more complex mind.


Yet, if a beast had lived for too long, its mind could equal the might of the heroic ranks, making it impossible for cultivators in the human ranks to absorb it.


'It shouldn't have been more than twenty years, I don't believe that the Royals would have let it live if they had recognized the Inheritance.'


Noah didn't know it but the last cleansing performed by the Royals had happened only fifteen years ago, his mind could completely cope with the absorption process.


The crystal seemed frail, its surface was rough and uneven, it was really far away from a perfected sea of consciousness.


Noah exhaled loudly and then neared the crystal to the middle of his eyebrows.


The crystal crossed his skin and trespassed his skull, passing unhindered by Noah's brain to reach for his sea of consciousness.


As soon as it entered Noah's mental sphere, its borders broke and the mental energy contained inside was poured in Noah's mind.


It was at that moment that he lost control of his body and began to dream.


Cultivators scarcely dreamt, as their minds improved, they would be more aware of their surroundings in their sleep.


Yet, Noah completely lost control of himself as his mind started to absorb the thoughts of the beast.


In the dream, Noah opened his eyes only to see a dark underground place.


He ran through tunnels and cavities by instinct, his mind was only led by one basic feeling: Hunger!


Noah had never felt so hungry before, it seemed something compulsory, an instinct that he could not suppress.


He followed the trail of the Breath, he knew that it came from a living being.


However, when he arrived in the place where the Breath was exuded, he found himself in front of a hundred of worm's corpses.


Those were his companions, his pack, he was momentarily stunned by that sight.


Then, a human appeared in the air, his facial features were unclear but Noah clearly recognized the golden color of his armor.


The cultivator simply waved his hand, creating a dense layer of air that completely stomped Noah, reducing him in a meat paste.


It was at that moment that Noah died, the exact moment when hate appeared in his mind.
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                        Noah died but his will remained.


It wasn't a conscious will, only a sliver of the strong emotion that he had felt when he died.


His body was left on the ground to feed other worms, Noah felt as if his conscience was spread among other beings.



The hunger returned.


It was an instinct too strong to suppress, Noah had to eat or he would go crazy!


Yet, that place didn't have that much Breath to begin with, only the terrain offered some kind of nourishment.


Noah ate the terrain without hesitation, his mind was divided between ten or so worms but his experiences were the same.


All he did for years was excavating and eating terrain, without ever managing to satisfy his hunger.


Then, that feeling became even stronger.


Noah couldn't control himself, he went looking for his companions.


When he found another magical beast, he pounced at it without hesitation!


He fought, using his body to perform simple attacks.


The surprise effect didn't allow his opponent to defend, he was able to kill it in a few attacks.


Then, he ate it.


The feeling of having his hunger pleased was incomparable, he felt full, almost complete in some ways.


Yet, that moment of pleasure left him unguarded.


Other worms had watched that act of cannibalism and didn't hesitate to follow his example, they pounced at Noah from different angles, killing him in a few seconds.


Noah died again, but his will spread to those that had eaten him.


Those same events repeated themselves for many years.


It was a simple life, guided only by his instincts.


Then, the humans invaded his lair again.


The worms lost themselves at the sight of such an appealing prey but they couldn't match their power.


They could only jump at them while the humans simply waved their hands to kill tens of them at the same time.


Many of the worms carrying Noah's will died, increasing his hatred toward those powerful humans.


The corpses of the beasts became the nourishment for the new pack, spreading Noah's hatred in each surviving worm.


He was now inside each beast of the pack but they still had a different will, he couldn't control them.


Another life of cannibalism began, Noah found himself dying and eating at the same time.


That feeling seemed natural, he lived to satisfy his hunger after all, there was no ethic in the world of the magical beasts.


Yet, the humans would always come to kill him.


That cycle repeated itself many times, Noah felt his will becoming stronger and denser after every death.


Like that, his thoughts became more complex.


At first, it was only simple hatred, he hated those that had killed him so many times.


Then, he began to feel envious of them.


They moved their bodies in a strange way to obtain amazing effects and Noah wondered if he could do the same.


He began to actively feel his body.


It was soft but resilient, he wondered if he could use it to imitate the humans.


Yet, he was too weak and his conscience was still too spread, his thoughts only lasted for a few days before disappearing completely.


He spent hundreds of years like that.


Dying, eating, thinking, he felt the death of each worm, he felt the hunger of each worm.


Then, a change happened.


The humans began to feel threatened by them and decided to leave only a few beasts after their cleansing.


Those few remaining beasts fought themselves for the privilege of eating their dead companions, leaving only one of them alive.


Noah's will was finally concentrated in a single beast again.


The feeling was amazing, he had a clear mind and he could finally think before following his instincts.


That allowed him to survive more easily, it allowed him to actively choose when to develop his pack and when to resort to cannibalism, it finally allowed him to actively use his body to imitate the humans.


Then, Noah saw himself.


He watched the entire fight against Daniel and his group from the point of view of the rank 4 creature.


Noah held on, his body was filled with injuries but he still performed the technique that he had spent years to create.


Yet, those efforts were in vain, he ultimately died again at the hands of the humans.


His will remained but it didn't spread to other beasts, it was held captive in a barrel inside his lifeless head.


Then Noah saw himself picking the Bloodline Inheritance and nearing it to his forehead, he felt himself disappearing, fusing with the mind of the human.


It was at that moment that Noah woke up and his consciousness returned to his human body.


He released an inhumane screech before thrashing himself around while holding his head, he felt as if his mental sphere was going to explode!


It took him a while to calm down, his mind was still sore, he couldn't asses its actual improvements.


However, he could focus again on the room and watch what he had done while he was dreaming.


The room was almost destroyed, Noah could see as every piece of furniture had been broken and bitten.


There were bite marks everywhere!


Noah inspected his mouth and found many pieces of wood between his teeth.


'Don't tell me that I have actually eaten part of the room.'


Noah inspected his body but found nothing wrong with it, even if he had eaten something strange, there were no apparent consequences.


'That was so strange, I have completely lost myself in the experiences of the worms. What a pitiful life they have.'


Noah clearly remembered every sensation of when he was a worm.


Yet, as a human, he couldn't imagine being completely driven by his instincts, his mind was simply too complex.


'That hunger… Is that what every magical beast feels? No wonder they are so aggressive, they literally need to eat or they would go mad.'


Noah could only have those few considerations before deciding that he was too tired.


The process of absorbing the Bloodline Inheritance had exhausted him, he needed to recover to assess his actual gains.


He went to sleep on the remaining part of the bed, hoping to have dreamless sleep.
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                        When Noah woke up, he could clearly feel the benefits of the Bloodline Inheritance.


His mind was clearer, his thoughts faster, his mental sphere firm.


Every advancement of the sea of consciousness would actively increase the capabilities of a cultivator's mind: not only did it make him smarter, it also enlarged his point of view, allowing him to consider more possibilities that he thought impossible before.


Of course, what Noah immediately noticed was the increased size of his mental sphere.


'I've gained two to three years of training, the records about the Bloodline Inheritance were right, it really is the best item for the training of the mind.'


Absorbing the sea of consciousness of a magical beast directly increased the mental capabilities of a cultivator, there were really no other potions or pills that could achieve something like that.


However, such a sudden enlargement could lead to an injury or worse, Noah had relied once again on the advantage of his sturdy mind to absorb that inheritance.


'I should stop applying pressure on my mental sphere for a while to let it stabilize, I'm not resuming my training schedule just yet after all.'


Noah decided and focused on the gaseous Breath contained in his mind.


He immersed it in the crystalline sea inside his sphere, that water was the representation of his thoughts and will, he was going to refine that Breath.


However, he didn't leave that energy inside the sea for long, he took it out as soon as he became able to control it.


Then, he simply dispersed that Breath in the air.


His mind had to always endure a constant internal pressure due to his blood companions and the Breath needed for the Elemental forging method, Noah had decided to remove one of those things to ease it.


'Without the Breath inside my mind, I basically feel no pressure at all.'


His normal state had been one on the verge of a splitting headache for the last two years, he had to admit that having a completely relaxed mind was a good feeling.


'I'll stay like this for a few weeks then I'll increase the quantity of Breath stored, I need to become a rank 3 mage as soon as possible.'


Of course, peace and relax were the last things that Noah wanted.


His dantian was improving at a fast pace since he obtained a rank 4 body but, even if it reached the liquid stage, the actual advantages would be limited.


Noah guessed that, if he reached the liquid stage of the second rank of the dantian, he would finally be able to kill a rank 4 beast all by himself.


'That would still require me to go all out but my attacks will surely inflict more damage. Yet, the third rank of the mind would put me on a completely different level.'


Since he was reborn in that world, Noah's biggest advantage had always been his more developed mind.


Then, Noah began to rely more on it because his most powerful spell depended on his mind.


'Performing the Demonic form spell with a rank 3 sea of consciousness would increase my battle prowess far more than when reaching the liquid stage. It is a completely different rank after all, it can't be compared to a more concentrated Breath.'


Noah knew that both those breakthroughs were still quite far in the future, yet he couldn't help but be expectant toward them.


'I should cultivate for a few days and then be on my way, I neither trust that soldier nor anyone in this city, I need to reach some real independent country. Also, I might have an idea about a new technique.'


Noah did exactly as he planned.


He cultivated for a few days in order to revitalize his centers of power and return to his peak form.


The high density of Breath of the room coupled with his piece of Breath blessing created an environment that surpassed even the best training rooms of wealthy nobles, his dantian was refilled in no time and Noah was even able to improve it by a bit.


'At least my body is autonomously reaching the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank, my lack of body-nourishing methods isn't a pressing matter just yet.'


After he had recovered, he left the room in a hurry, it was best to disappear before the poor state of the habitation was discovered.


Noah went for the market of the city, he needed to find information about the actual layout of the continent, he couldn't just blindly follow the coastline like he had done for the past for months.


The journey from that place would be somewhat more dangerous than before, he was now marching toward a powerful nation instead of running away from it.


Noah wanted to avoid meeting soldiers of the empire at all costs, all he wanted to do was to lay low for a few years in some messy country in order to work on himself.


Yet, detailed maps were hard to find in that environment.


Most of them simply showed the form of the continent, they didn't have any detail on them with the exception of a few big cities.


"Don't you have one with political borders and danger zones?"


Noah asked a merchant that was proudly showing his maps to him.


"Are you kidding? That stuff belongs to rulers and powerful organizations, if I had something that precious, I wouldn't have to set a shop in the middle of the street!"


The merchant's answer made Noah frown.



'In the Capital, all the shops had access to high-quality items. Things are really different in the small cities.'


"Can't you at least tell me where I can find one of them?"


Noah insisted, he was really in need of a detailed map.


"Yeah! Knock on the Lord's mansion and ask for one! Stop botheri-"


The merchant's phrase was interrupted by Noah unleashing his cold pressure and nearing his face.


"Look, I don't want trouble. Tell me where I can find the map and I'll reward you. Let's do this the nice way."


Noah smiled to the merchant but the latter couldn't feel any good intentions coming from that expression.


He then understood that Noah was being serious and he lowered his head to hide his mouth from the people in the street.


"The Broken Cup has an underground chamber with stolen items. They should be quite precious so that is the only place that could have what you are looking for."
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                        'Underground chamber with stolen items? I can already smell the trouble from here.'


Noah fell deep in thought after learning that information.


'Those items must come from wealthy cultivators, there is nothing that prevents them from stealing them again from me after my purchase.'


Noah was aware that the best way to maximize profits was to rob your customers, those that seemed weak at least.


'I am alone and lost, I would be their perfect target. Dammit!'


Noah threw a few thousand Credits to the merchant before opening his mouth to speak.


"Where is this place and how do I enter that room?"


***

A few minutes later, Noah found himself in front of a simple-looking tavern.


It had a wooden tag that depicted a broken cup, Noah knew that he had arrived at the right place.


The tavern was small, it only had two floors filled with wooden tables on which men and women happily drank.


The main hall was messy and the sound of cheers and shouts could be heard coming from each group of people.


'So many cultivators, they don't seem particularly strong though.'


Noah crossed the main hall and reached for the reception desk, yet, he was soon interrupted by a few women with revealing clothes.


"Hey handsome, why don't you buy us a drink?"


Three young women approached him, they immediately tried to lean on him or to grab his arms.


However, they soon stopped in place, petrified by the cold gaze that Noah showed them.


He then continued to walk toward the desk as if nothing had happened, uncaring of the mocking that followed his actions.


"Hmph, I hate men that don't know how to have some fun!"


"He doesn't deserve us! His thing must have some kind of malfunction anyway."


"That's right, only eunuchs are able to turn us down!"


Yet, seeing that their words had no effect on him, they soon stopped, searching for another man to exploit.


"What can I do for you?"


A waitress spoke to Noah as soon as he reached the desk.


Noah didn't answer, he took a small bag from his space-ring and handed it to her.


The waitress was confused, she inspected the bag only to find that contained five thousand Credits.


It was at that moment that Noah spoke.


"I need to meet with Miss Gillian, I have some business with her."


The waitress stood in place for a while before hiding the bag inside her robe.


"Wait here, someone will come for you."


She then filled a jug with wine and handed it to him before hurrying somewhere.


Noah inspected the wine and slowly tasted it, its quality was far worse than the one he usually had in the Capital but he still drank it, he wanted to show his goodwill to anyone that was observing him.


It was only when he emptied his jug that another waitress reached for him and spoke with her head lowered.


"Miss Gillian is waiting for you, follow me."






Noah followed the waitress in a deeper part of the hall where they entered a small corridor that had many doors on its sides.


The waitress then went to one of them and pressed on some specific points of the door, activating some kind of inscriptions that kept it locked.


The door opened, showing a dark staircase that led toward an underground area.


"Miss Gillian is down there, I can't escort you anymore."


Noah nodded and carefully went down the stairs, enveloping his figure in a layer of mental energy and focusing his senses.


At the bottom of the stairs, Noah could see a wide table that radiated a soft light.


A middle-aged woman was supporting herself on that table, she had long brown hair and was smoking from a long pipe, filling the room with a strange scent.


'That smoke should have relaxing proprieties, it's not strong enough to affect me though.'


"So young and yet so lonely, I wonder what course of events led you here in this forgotten city."


Gillian spoke, laying her pipe on the table and crossing her legs as he sat on it.


That gesture was slow but firm, Noah couldn't help but think that it had a more profound meaning.


"Your mind is also quite strong, there aren't many men that can look at me and still be so stern, it seems that the scent of the Pink Rose has no effect on you."


Gillian continued to assess Noah, she was quite surprised to see someone with a strong mind at such a young age.


Noah bowed and didn't waste time in further greetings.


"I've been told that you might have something I need."


"Who told you that?"


"Someone."


Silence enveloped the room but Gillian nodded at his answer.


"Young, handsome, and righteous, are you sure that you don't want to entertain me for a while before we start doing business?"


Noah bowed again but shook his head.


"I'm tempted but I'm in a hurry, I'm sure that anyone would be willing to please you after I'm gone."


Noah gently refused her offer while still complimenting her, surprising Gillian even more.


"So, you even know your way with words. Tell me, what brings you here?"


"I'm looking for a map of the continent, a detailed one. It should feature the political borders and the known danger zones at least."


Gillian fell deep in thought before tapping a few times on the table behind her.


The light of the table flickered a few times before three items appeared on it.


They were three simple-looking scrolls but Noah could immediately notice that they were inscribed items.


"I have three items that meet your requirements, their prices indicate how many details there are on them. The cheaper one is twenty thousand Credits, the most expensive one is fifty thousand Credits."


'As expected, they are way overpriced. Luckily, money isn't really a problem for now.'


Noah neared the table but the scrolls immediately disappeared and Gillian released a soft laugh.


"I don't do business with men that I don't trust."


She left the table and neared Noah with those same slow movements as before.


"And I don't trust men than don't have time to please a woman."


She then placed a hand on his waist and used his other one to slowly caress his face.


Noah watched the scene unfolding and sighed internally before opening his mouth to speak.


"Is this really necessary?"


Gillian laughed again and nodded.


"If you want the map, you need to earn my trust."
						




                    


                
				
                    261. Charming Demon Sec

					
					

                    
                        Noah came out of the Broken Cup in a hurry.


His hair was messy and disheveled and his robe was untidy and open in many spots.


Yet, Noah didn't seem to care and ran directly from the gate leading to the countries of the empire.


'That damned woman will cause me troubles for sure!'


It was with those thoughts in mind that he hurried for the gate, it was time to leave Slyfall!


Meanwhile, back in the underground room of the tavern.


Gillian was still laying naked on a bed, pensively looking at fifty thousand Credits that were in front of her.


"Was he to your liking, Matriarch?"


A waitress neared the bed, handing Gillian a clean robe and her pipe.


"Well, yes, he was less inexperienced than I thought. Yet, he kept on interrupting the positions required for my technique, he maintained his awareness of me even while we were at it."


The waitress opened her eyes in disbelief and covered her mouth with one hand.


"Matriarch, don't tell me, did he discover our secret technique?"


Gillian shook her head and took the pipe from the bed.


"No, the diagrams of the Charming Demon Sect are long lost, the orthodox sects of the Papral nations have made sure of it when we were forced to escape. He must have simply felt the danger coming from our positions."


The waitress heaved a sigh of relief.


"Then, what should we do about him?"


Gillian took a long drag from her pipe and stared absentmindedly at the walls of the underground room for a while.


"I didn't manage to absorb any of his yang during our intercourse but he was still tainted with the scent of the Pink Rose, tracking him shouldn't be a problem."


She fell silent again, taking her time to slowly smoke.


"Go after him and retrieve the item, he should also have a considerable number of Credits due to how detached he was with his purchase."


The waitress bowed and turned to follow her orders but Gillian continued to speak.


"Oh, try to capture him. He has such a strong body for his age, I'm sure he can survive our cultivation method for many years."


The waitress bowed again and disappeared in the darkness of the room, leaving Gillian alone on her bed.


***

Noah left the city of Slyfall, a few thousand Credits had to be spent to bribe the soldier appointed for that gate but that wasn't a problem for Noah.


He didn't really care if the investigations of the Royals would ultimately reach that city, he was sure that they couldn't operate so openly in another area of influence.


'I have finally managed to escape the domain of the Utra nation, there should be only nations affiliated with the Shandal Empire from now on.'


Noah had finally escaped the area of influence of the Elbas family!


However, there was no happiness or relief in his expression.


'That damned woman, she has actually tried to use me for a demonic technique! Having sex with her is a thing but being part of her cultivation technique? She can just keep dreaming.'


Gillian was quite beautiful, he didn't mind her request too much.


Yet, he had already noticed that something was wrong with her gestures but he didn't pay much attention to it while they were conversing.


However, after they had laid in bed, she had started performing strange positions which alerted Noah's senses.


'I couldn't even enjoy it because I had to change position every time to interrupt her… The map is the real deal at least.'


He had bought the most expensive item of the three and he was pleasantly surprised by its quality.


The map depicted the entire continent and highlighted all the known danger zones.


Also, it had the geopolitical division of each country and one could use his mental energy to inspect what information the map held.


The information mostly regarded their alliances and other general aspects but the owner of the map could add more details if he wanted.


The only flaw of the map was that it didn't show any detail of the three big nations, there were basically three large empty spots on the picture of the continent.


However, that was far more than enough for Noah.


'With this, I can stop running blindly in other countries and can actively choose a route. The only problem is, will Gillian let me go?'



The reason why he left in such a hurry was that he wasn't sure about Gillian's reaction.


He had done his best to please her without endangering himself but that didn't mean that he was out of troubles.


'Killing her wasn't an option, I can't just fight her in her own home and hope to escape the city afterward. Also, the maps were locked by the inscriptions on the tables, I needed her to be willing to hand them to me.'


Noah reviewed the events of the previous night before shaking his head.


'I did everything I could, now it's up to her. Well, if she really decides to rob me, I will just kill them all.'


Noah didn't think that Gillian would personally come to rob him, her position seemed quite important in that secret market, she couldn't just leave it.


'She seemed strong but I should have hidden my power quite well, there is a high chance that she will underestimate me.'


Noah had, after all, the aspect of a young man, most of the people that met him wouldn't believe about the rank of his centers of power.


'It is better if I don't make many stops though, I should get away from here first.'


The city of Slyfall was quite isolated from the society and the mountain range repelled strong magical beasts, preventing danger zones to form.


Basically, the area around the city was quite deserted.


'Dammit, they have come already.'


Noah felt ten presences in the distance that had their focus on him.


'I should let them follow me for a while, they might have reinforcements in the city, I'll just wait till I reach that mountain to kill them.'


Noah's eyes shone with a cold light as he continued to run with his usual hurried pace toward a mountain in the distance.
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                        The mountain right after Slyfall didn't have a name but it was signed in Noah's map as a danger zone.


'It says that there is a pack of Loud eagles, they are strong in sound attacks but they usually prefer long-distance combat, I won't find them at the base of the mountain.'


Once he knew the type of magical beasts that occupied the mountain, Noah was immediately able to decide which was the safest place where to fight the cultivators behind him.


'They are picking up speed, it seems that they don't want to fight too far away from the city.'


Noah smiled under his hood and accelerated.


The ten cultivators following him were surprised by that gesture.


Noah was going quite fast already but that speed was still in the human ranks.


However, Noah's new pace completely surpassed that limit!


"He has a rank 4 body!"


One of the cultivators whispered.


"And he was able to perceive us, let's hurry!"


Two female voices sounded in the group following Noah, they had just realized that they had underestimated Noah.


Yet, they needed to retrieve the map, they couldn't just go back and reorganize.


'I've revealed the power of my body but they are still after me, they must have some confidence.'


Noah continued to run toward the mountain, those behind him weren't able to catch up but they also weren't losing ground, their speed was the same.


However, Noah could sense the usage of Breath behind him.


'Some of them are using spells to keep up, it seems that not all of them have a rank 4 body.'


That realization reassured Noah.


His trump card was the Demonic form spell and it was almost impossible to resist it with only a rank 3 body, it was enough for Noah to touch them and they would vanish.


'I can't be that naïve, they will surely use their number against me. I should avoid being encircled if possible.'


He was far away from his usual environment, he didn't know which techniques they used nor how organized they were.


'The forms used by Gillian weren't orthodox, it's safe to assume that her followers would use something peculiar too.'


There were many ways to fight in that world and Noah only knew a small part of them.


The academy had taught him well but the world was too big, it was impossible to learn every single technique, especially the unorthodox ones.


The mountain neared and soon occupied all of Noah's field of view.


'I should first make them lose track of me.'


As he had that thought, his figure was enveloped in black flames, disappearing completely from the sight of his followers.


"What!? A teleportation spell?"


"Calm down, he couldn't have gone far and we can still track his position thanks to the scent of the Pink Rose."


The cultivators stopped their march and gathered in a circle.


They stood in silence, they were using a specific technique to follow that peculiar scent.


"He is on the mountain."


"Yes, but he stopped at its base?"


"Is he trying to ambush us?"


"No, he probably thinks that his last spell made use lose track of him. Come on, let's go."


They spoke for a bit before deciding to resume their chase.


Meanwhile, Noah had appeared to one of the branches of the trees at the base of the mountain.


His attention was completely focused on his followers and Echo was using its innate ability to help Noah's perception.


'They are coming right at me, this isn't just luck. It must be Gillian's fault.'


Noah covered his figure with many layers of mental energy and proceeded to carefully inspect his body, he had been cautious the previous night but the actions of the cultivators behind him had aroused his suspicion.


However, even after he analyzed his body inch by inch, he couldn't find anything out of the ordinary.


'I guess I'll have to ask them.'


Noah dug a hole in the tree and hid inside it, he was preparing his ambush!


The ten cultivators reached the base of the mountain.


They had a clear idea of where Noah was but they couldn't pinpoint his exact position.


They were following a scent after all, there was a margin of error.


Yet, they still reached the area where he was hiding, they simply had to search and they would find him.


"Let's divide into five groups and search, we will meet at the center of this area."


The group of ten formed five groups of two people and continued their search for Noah.


They were all relatively close, if something happened to one group, they could immediately help them.


RUSTLE RUSTLE


One group of two sensed some movement behind a series of bushes and carefully neared them.


They slowly approached the area only to find that a plain-looking black panther was there, tossing around a large bat with its maws.


"They were just magical beasts."


"Mh, what a peculiar scene though, you don't see these types of beasts in this mountain every day."


The two women exchanged a few words and turned to continue their search but, to their surprise, the two beasts stopped fighting and jumped on them.


"Hmph, merely rank 3 beasts, learn your place."


One of the women snorted and attacked with a whip that had suddenly appeared in her hands.


The whip tore the panther's chest and severed the bat's head, making the woman relax at that sight.


However, the beasts still moved after being mortally wounded and reached the two cultivators, stabbing their remaining fangs on them.


"Fucking beasts!"



The two tried to react but they soon understood that something was wrong.


The beasts had a long fuming line that connected them to something at the top of a tree.


Then, black smoke began to envelop the two beasts, spreading to the women that they were holding still.


Screams resounded at the base of the mountain, turning the attention of the other eight cultivators in their direction.


What they saw was gruesome.


A fuming bat and a fuming panther were biting with all their might their two companions and black smoke continued to envelop their figures, consuming their skin and flesh.


They were too engrossed by that sight that they were one step too late in noticing that black flames had appeared behind two of them.
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                        'Second Form of the Ashura!'


Noah immediately used his strongest attack.


The ten cultivators had their features covered in black hooded robes, he couldn't distinguish them with only his eyes.


However, if he relied on his senses, he could understand which one of them was the strongest.


They were his first targets.


Using his blood companions to create a diversion and executing the Warp spell to catch by surprise the strongest cultivators, that was his simple but effective plan.


His six arms joined together to slash at the incredulous cultivator.


His heart pumped liquid Breath throughout his body and his white sabers released black smoke, he was using his most powerful moves without hesitation.


The cultivator below him could just watch as the air above her distorted and a vertical cut severed her in two.


"Surround him!"


An order resounded from the assailants but Noah didn't allow them to take the initiative.


Black flames enveloped his figure again and he reappeared behind one of the remaining powerful cultivators.


One clean diagonal swing with his joint sabers severed the hooded figure in half, of the ten cultivators, only six of them were still alive.


Noah was using the Warp spell with extreme precision, appearing right in the blind spot of each enemy.


Also, that spell made up for the weakness of the Second Form of the Ashura, even though his attacks were slowed by the pressure on his arms, the surprise effect didn't allow his enemies to dodge.


Noah warped again.


The remaining cultivators anxiously turned, they tried to intercept Noah's sneak attack.


However, Noah didn't teleport behind any of them but in front of two of the weakest ones.


'First Form!'


His sabers multiplied mid-air and slashed at the two helpless cultivators.


Ten fuming attacks crashed on them, their bodies were only in the third rank, they were powerless against Noah's offensive.


Then, Noah sensed a strong fluctuation in the area around him and hastily deployed his wings to shoot in the air.



BOOM!


Two fireballs and two columns made of ice converged on the terrain below him, creating a deep hole on the ground.


'I lost the initiative.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he watched the remaining four cultivators standing around him on the terrain.


They began to execute strange forms that affected the environment around Noah.


Inscriptions shot from their bodies and created deep signs on the terrain that then converged in the form of shining bullets toward Noah.


BOOM!


Another explosion resounded on the mountain.


Noah couldn't avoid that attack and was hit by the joint technique of his enemies, his flying speed was only in the human ranks after all, and he didn't have enough time to warp away.


"Is he dead?"


"Don't know, cultivators of the darkness element have strange spells."


"Didn't the Matriarch ask to bring him back alive?"


"Are you saying that you have the ability to capture him alive?"


The four cultivators spoke between themselves as they watched the gray cloud in the air that was created by their last attack.


'Quite peculiar, not only were they all women, but they can also perform these joint techniques.'


Noah thought inside the cloud as his fuming armor reformed.


He had activated the Demonic form spell at the last moment and managed to avoid any fatal injury, yet, that last attack had still managed to break the protection of his spell, arousing Noah's interest.


The women on the ground watched with wide eyes as the gray cloud darkened.


Black smoke covered the air around them and they gasped at the sight of what became visible after a while.


It was a black humanoid figure, with two short horns and a small tail.


It wielded two fuming sabers and its skin was uneven and moving, it didn't have a solid state.


Noah didn't hesitate, it launched a rain of fuming wind slashes toward the ground, disrupting the position of his enemies and forcing them to retreat.


However, his attacks were too deadly and two of them had a rank 3 body, even though they dodged Noah's slashes they were still hit by the toxic smoke.


Screams resounded in the black cloud that was being created on the ground, the last two cultivators knew that it was time to retreat.


Yet, one of them was hindered by a black panther that had suddenly appeared in front of her.


She immediately used her strongest spell to open a path.


Countless ice shards formed right in front of her and then shot toward the panther, destroying Shadow's body repeatedly.


However, Shadow wasn't a living being, its body reformed after each destruction and continued to interrupt the woman's escape.


"Damned beas-!"


Her phase was interrupted since Noah appeared right behind her and severed her head.


The last of the group was running at a high speed back to the city of Slyfall.


She didn't have time to care about the cries behind her, she could only do her best to keep her life.


Nevertheless, black flames appeared in front of her from which a young man with a cold gaze came out.


She wanted to speak but the man directly slashed at her, his sabers bent the air and neatly severed her legs.


The woman began to fall but Noah grabbed her head and threw her back toward the mountain.


She was smashed on the ground, her head felt dizzy but the pain coming from her severed limbs kept her aware of her surroundings.


Noah slowly walked toward her.


His complexion was slightly pale, he had used the Warp spell for a total of five times and he had also transformed in the Demonic form, his mental energy had mostly depleted.


Yet, he had managed to win the battle virtually unharmed and he had finally used all his abilities.


'It seems that I still can't use the Demonic form and Warp at the same time, they consume way too much mental energy and using them together would just increase that consumption.'


He had deactivated the black smoke before warping, he wanted for the teleportation to be as precise as possible.


Noah arrived in front of the woman and squatted toward her, uncovering her face in the process.


The beautiful face of a young woman was shown to him, yet, that sight wasn't enough to melt his cold gaze.


"I'll be honest, I will never let you live. Why don't you simply answer my questions so I can avoid torturing you?"
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                        "I'll never betray the Matriarch!"


The woman gritted her teeth and spoke with a firm voice.


Noah sighed and grabbed her hair as he walked back on the battlefield.


The woman screamed and cried but Noah was unmoved, he simply returned at the base of the mountain and left her on the ground.


Then, he went looking for the remains of the other nine cultivators but he wasn't able to find much: he had fought using the partial Demonic form for the whole time, the toxic smoke had devoured most of their bodies.


They had one space-ring each but they only contained their weapons, there weren't any potions or wealth inside them.


'It seems that they were afraid of being recognized. I understand the absence of Credits but bringing no medications is quite foolish.'


Noah shook his head and gathered the weapons in his space-rings before destroying those of his enemies and clearing every remaining trace of their battle.


Only he and the surviving woman remained.


"I understand that you don't want to reveal your identity but I'm still interested in your techniques. How are you able to perform inscriptions by just moving in that strange way?"


That last spell was able to break Noah's defenses, he had to admit that he was quite surprised by its power.


However, the woman didn't answer and turned her head away from Noah.


"You spoke of a Matriarch, are you referring to Gillian?"


The woman's breathing stopped for a moment before resuming at a normal pace.


"Let's see if I have understood correctly. Gillian asks each man that comes to purchase from her secret market to spend the night with her. Yet, that's just a way to perform an unorthodox technique, I believe that's a cultivation technique of some sort."


The woman's eyes widened but Noah continued with his speech.


"Also, her followers are all women who are able to perform even stranger techniques, I can't help but think that she is in charge of some organization."


Noah had his head raised as he spoke those words, he was trying to link every detail that he remembered.


"Then, she doesn't even allow her followers to bring potions or pills in their missions. For someone that has spent his life hiding, I can recognize those that do the same."


"You have no proofs."


The woman finally spoke.



"Nor do I care. The way I see it, if a man is so weak that he can't suppress his arousal, he deserves to die at Gillian's hands. I just want the theory behind your joint attack, I can't neglect the knowledge of the other countries in the cultivation field."


The woman listened to his words and gulped, suppressing the pain coming from her missing limbs.


"The technique originates in the area of influence of the Utra country-"


Noah wielded a saber and severed one of her arms.


"That's a lie and I've never asked for its origins, you just want me to think that you have given up."


The woman cried in pain as another of her limbs was cut away.


She had a rank 4 body, her vitality was extremely high but that wasn't an advantage in that situation.


A high vitality meant that she would be able to resist for a longer time under Noah's torture and he didn't seem to have any restraint in doing it.


"It's a martial art! It is extremely similar to a spell in power since there are more people performing it. That's all I know!"


'So, they just use quantity to make up for the lack of quality. Martial arts are weaker than spells but, if enough people perform them in harmony, they can match their power. It seems too easy.'


Noah fell deep in thought, his mind tried to remember every detail of that attack.


'Those were clearly inscriptions but their creation was too fast.'


"It's a formation, right? You use your bodies as the cores of the formation and use a martial art to power it, creating a devastating effect."


The woman nodded at his words, she was quite surprised that he could understand so soon how it worked.


"Is there a version that can be performed by a single person?"


"No, they are battle formation especially created for groups of people."


"Oh, right, how could you pinpoint my location?"


"The scent of the Pink Rose of the underground room is all over you, we have a technique that can trace it. It will naturally disappear in a week."


Noah nodded at her and stabbed his saber on her heart.


Black smoke came out of his weapon that quickly devoured every trace of her.


'I guess that the other nations have managed to create formations that can be deployed almost immediately, that increases the power of their weaker cultivators by a large margin.'


Noah checked his condition and decided to resume his march for a few days before finding a place to rest.


'I shouldn't underestimate weaker cultivators from now on, there are simply too many techniques that I'm unaware of. The safest approach would be to increase the level of my centers of power but that would slow my travel by a lot.'


Noah picked the map and unfolded it.


'The countries under the Empire's influence occupy almost half of the continent and I want to reach the opposite border in order to feel completely safe.'


Noah searched on the map for a country that fitted his needs.


He needed to find a place between the Shandal Empire and the Papral nation where he could develop, what he needed was time to raise his strength.


'War zone.'


Noah read those words while he inspected the countries on the opposite border with his mental energy.


'Efrana, war zone. Only place where the defensive formation of the Empire has fallen. Constant battle between the Empire and the Papral nation. Mercenaries set their tribes there to have a better chance of being hired.'


The information on the map ended there but they were enough for Noah.


'It took me four months to arrive here and I have basically never stopped. The distance between this place and the nation of Efrana is even longer and I surely don't want to arrive there tired and exhausted. I've decided, I'll take my time to reach Efrana and then accumulate wealth as a mercenary, my centers of power should improve quite a bit before I arrive there.'
						




                    


                
				
                    265. Martial ar

					
					

                    
                        Noah was in a cave at quite a distance from Slyfall.


Two weeks have passed since he had been chased and he had used that time to increase his distance from the city.


Then, he had chosen to rest.


The scent of the Pink Rose had vanished by then and he needed to recover from the battle.


The cultivators under Gillian had a dantian between the solid stage of the first rank and the gaseous stage of the second one, adding the fact that some of them had a rank 4 body, they were basically on Noah's level.


However, Noah had a rank 2 sea of consciousness that had further improved after the Bloodline Inheritance.


Also, he had ambushed them, making full use of all his techniques and spells, expressing his experience in combat to the best.


'It definitely feels good to use all my power, hiding my strength for so long was becoming too annoying.'


Noah heaved a sigh as he thought of that.


In the Utra nation, revealing his element would have alerted the Balvan family.


There, however, he could simply fight how he wanted.


Information would take a while to reach the ears of the Royals and they didn't have the same influence on that side of the formation.


'I should still try to leave as few witnesses as possible, I don't want another big organization taking interest in me.'


He had virtually suffered no injuries in the fight but his centers of power were still heavily stressed, four months of constant travel were still weighing on him.


Also, Shadow's figure in his sea of consciousness was full of cracks, the last spell from that cultivator had surpassed the limits of what it was able to endure.


'Rank 3 beasts are too weak but the will of a rank 4 creature is too strong, I'm quite sure that I can't contain it. It seems that I found another weakness of this spell.'


The Body-inscription spell was his first spell and was what had allowed him to surpass the other contestants in Eccentric's inheritance ground, it could be said that, if he had not fallen inside Twilboia Cliff, he would still be struggling to escape the grasp of the Balvan family.


That's why Noah valued that spell a lot, not only could it allow him to ably fight when outnumbered, but it was also what gave him the ability to fly.


However, those strong points were slowly being outclassed by his other powerful abilities.


The First Form of the Ashura was way more effective than a rank 3 beast and his running speed had long surpassed his flying one.


'Should I create another blood companion? To what end? Even if I forge it, it still won't be able to surpass the limits of the human ranks, my spells or martial arts would still be the better choice in every situation.'


Noah refused that idea.



'The main weakness of the spell is its requirements, the other one is its uselessness in these middle ranks.'


Having a rank 3 beast against cultivators in the first rank or with a rank 3 body was useful but it became pointless against stronger enemies.


Yet, to have a rank 4 creature as a blood companion, a cultivator needed to have at least a sea of consciousness in the third rank, meaning that he couldn't really use the spell for two entire ranks.


'I should focus on what can increase my battle prowess quickly, namely the Demonic sword and the new technique.'


Noah inspected his space-rings.


There were thirty-two buckets that contained the Undead chameleon's bones immersed in his own blood, their refinement had long ended but Noah didn't have time to resume his experiments.


'I have a basic outline of the sword in my mind but that will require another series of experiments and a long period of time, it's best if I focus on that after I near the center of the continent.'


The Elemental forging method required long procedures and many mistakes to succeed.


Noah had managed to create a shard of his finished product but that was only the simple version of his sword: something created only with two materials wouldn't be sturdy enough to last.


That's why he decided to leave that matter for when he was in a safer place.


'Then, I'm left with this.'


Two scrolls appeared in front of him, they contained the diagrams of his two rank 0 spells.


'Blind wasn't that useful. As my power increases, the number of enemies that rely only on their eyes diminishes, not even magical beasts do that anymore.'


Noah had bought that spell to increase the variety of his attacks but his power had increased too quickly and he was also forced to hide his element for the whole time, he really never needed to use the Blind spell.


'I can't even imagine to use it for what I want to do, I'll just store it for now.'


One scroll returned to his space-ring, leaving only one of them in front of Noah.


'Shadow step spell, rank 0. It was useful to complete my ability to fly and it has increased my battle prowess while I still had a rank 3 body. Its diagram is extremely simple since its power is limited, yet, it's really a pity to not be able to use such a useful ability.'


Noah's idea for a new technique was precisely about that spell.


He knew the importance of abilities that improved the mobility of a cultivator, his last fight using the Warp spell was a proof of the advantage that they could give.


'Martial arts are an imitation of spells, which means that I could theoretically turn this diagram in the forms of a martial art. Also, since my centers of power are on a superior level, I should be able to set its strength to a level that can be useful to me.'


Noah's eyes shone with excitement as he studied line by line each part of the diagram of the spell.


'Also, if I manage to succeed, I might also be able to mix some of the effects of the Warp spell in it. That would create an incredible martial art focused on agility!'
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                        The process of the creation of a martial art from the diagram of a spell wasn't an easy one.


The first phase consisted in the identification of what effects each line of the diagram produced.


Then, a cultivator had to reproduce those lines with his body to obtain a similar effect.


The issue was that a spell was generated with a mixture of mental energy and Breath, those two energies could be manipulated easily, it wasn't hard to follow the rhythm of a diagram with those.


A martial art, however, needed for the body to execute that rhythm while following the lines of the diagram, it was impossible for a material figure to have the same maneuverability of an immaterial matter.


That was why martial arts were generally weaker than spells, the body would not keep up with the rhythm of the diagram and would produce weaker effects.


Also, the fact that the Shadow step was a rank 0 spell, its diagram was extremely simple, it wasn't created to produce strong effects.


'Body, dantian, mind are the three centers of power on which a cultivator relies.'


Noah had his eyes closed, he was still in the same cave but the density of Breath was far higher than before.


He had taken out his Breath blessing and resumed his cultivation as he pondered over the creation of his technique.


'Spells are created from mental energy and Breath, their complex diagrams and those two energies are what make them the strongest weapons of a cultivator.'


The knowledge learned in the academy stormed his mind, he wanted to consider all his options.


'Martial arts only use the Breath and the body, the lack of another type of energy is what eventually determines their inferior power. Also, a body can't execute complex diagrams, leading to simplified imitations of the spells.'


The Three Forms of the Ashura depleted a large amount of Noah's mental energy because he required an insane amount of concentration to perform it.


The mental energy was the representation of his thoughts after all, the more complex an action was, the more thoughts would be expended.


'Simply speaking, I would just obtain a martial art in the second or first rank if I just try to imitate the diagram of the Shadow step. That won't do, I need it to be in the third rank if I want it to have some utility.'


Noah was sitting cross-legged on the bare ground, his hands were joint according to the Dark vortex cultivation technique.


'Yet, my body alone is in the fourth rank, creating a rank 3 martial art might be useless too.'


The Shadow step spell could not withstand the power of his body, it was normal that Noah wondered if a rank 3 martial art would do the same.


'There is only one way to approach it: I will identify the lines of the diagram that produce the propulsions of the black circles and remove everything else. Then, I have to balance that simple effect on the strength of my centers of power.'


The more he thought about that idea, the more he felt as if it was the best course of action.


'The complete martial art should produce a sudden acceleration, yet, its weakness will be the need for a foothold to perform it.'


The black circles allowed Noah to stand on them before having the propulsion and he wanted to completely remove their creation from his martial art, meaning that he would need a foothold to perform it.



'Picking the simplest of the effects and then reconstructing it using my body as the foundation, it will take a lot of trials and practice.'


Noah sighed in his mind and interrupted his cultivation, his dantian had completely recovered by then and his body was at its peak form, there was no reason to delay the creation of his technique.


The diagram of the Shadow step spell was in front of him, Noah had observed it from time to time when he interrupted his cultivation.


However, he was now actively studying it, trying to discern the effects that each of its lines produced.


'That won't do. Not only my inscription method is different from the "attunement", but diagrams are meant to be performed as a whole, I can only test the effects of each line.'


It was after that thought that his study began.


Noah would use small amounts of mental energy to trace the diagram in his mind.


Yet, he would always interrupt it after some effects started to appear.


Half of a dark circle appeared under his sole but he forcibly interrupted its creation, making it vanish in the air.


The small line in his mind vanished and the mental energy accumulated there exploded, making his mental sphere tremble from the impact.


The shacking didn't last much but it was enough to make Noah frown.


'Forcibly interrupting a spell isn't really a safe process. Luckily, I'm working with a rank 0 spell, the energy accumulated in its diagram isn't that dangerous.'


That was one of the risks involved in the creation of techniques.


If, for example, Noah wanted to study part of the diagram of the Warp spell that way, he would incur in severe repercussions to his mental sphere.


Creating a technique wasn't easy.


Noah studied the diagram for days.


He traced longer and longer lines in his sea of consciousness, he needed to identify the part where the propulsion effect was added in the diagram.


That process was slow, not only Noah had to constantly interrupt the spell, but he also had to test the half-formed circles to see if he had reached the part that he was interested in.


His mental sphere trembled unceasingly in those days and Noah had to spend many hours resting to prevent the creation of any long-term damages.


However, in the end, he had successfully managed to isolate the part of the diagram that added the propulsion to the black circles.


'Finally, now it's time for the testing phase.'
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                        Noah resumed his march toward the nation of Efrana.


His centers of power had recovered and he had decided the route to take, staying near the border of the Empire would only increase the chance of being found by the Royals.


The road toward Efrana was long, Noah needed to cross many nations and danger zones of which he only had a few information.


However, that was far better than his initial situation.


'This country is basically deserted, there are only some sparse danger zones, yet, I should find more human settlements in the next one.'


Noah reviewed the information on the map in his mind as he proceeded to walk in a strange rhythm.


He would take short steps, then he would suddenly accelerate, then he would stomp his feet repeatedly.


If anyone watched his actions, they would label him as a mad man.


Nevertheless, Noah was actually training!


He had isolated the lines of the diagram of the Shadow step spell that produced the propulsion effect of the black circles and he was currently trying to recreate those lines with his body.


What he knew about the creation of techniques were only the theories and the records of previous cultivators that had succeeded in it, there wasn't a set method for that.


Every new technique was extremely personal to the cultivator that created it, it reflected his attitude during the creation process and his preferences, there wasn't an established method for that procedure.


Yet, it was recognized that there were three main stages: isolation, experimentation, and perfection.


The isolation stage indicated the part when the cultivator decided and identified the effects that his technique had to have, it was called that way because most cultivators isolated certain parts of a diagram like Noah had done.


The experimentation stage consisted of attempts in the reproduction of those effects.


Many trials were needed when creating the forms of a technique, Noah was currently in that stage, trying to find the movements that produced a propulsion similar to the Shadow step spell.


In the end, the creation of a technique entered the perfection stage.


Once the wanted effects were successfully isolated and reproduced, what was left to do was perfecting those forms so that they could have the intended power.


Only after all those stages had been completed, a technique could be considered finished.


Noah had yet to find the right movements.


He would attempt in every kind of different move that he felt imitated the lines that he had isolated, however, he still couldn't achieve any results.


His body was partially made of Breath, he didn't need to use the one in his dantian in that process, once his movement met the required rhythm, the propulsion would be produced.


That's how his days were spent.


Noah had previously decided to alternate two days of march to three days of rest and cultivation, he didn't want to neglect his training because of his travel.


Personal power was the most important thing in his mind, that wouldn't change based on where he was.


He spent his time traveling walking in that strange manner, limping and jumping around to synchronize his movements with the chosen lines of the diagram.


The other days were spent in caves or inside trees, making full use of his Breath blessing to obtain the best results from his cultivation technique.


His dantian steadily improved in that period and his mental sphere did the same, Noah could already feel that a breakthrough was nearing.


Three weeks had to pass for a change to appear.


Noah was still running in that strange manner, he was moving slowly, his training had a huge impact on his traveling speed.


Then, he pressed twice on the terrain, using just enough strength to continue moving forward, and the effect that he was expecting so much finally showed itself.


Noah felt a slight propulsion when his foot touched the ground for the second time.


He immediately stopped and focused all his attention on his left leg.


TAP TAP



He tried again to make the same exact action but he didn't manage to match the previous rhythm.


However, Noah tried again and again, he had finally found the right movement, he couldn't allow his body to forget that sensation.


Forty-one was the number of times that Noah repeated that movement before he was able to produce that effect again.


'Again!'


Noah didn't stop, he had to automatize that form before he continued to move.


The number of failed attempts between one successful form and another shortened.


It went from forty-one to thirty, from thirty to twelve, from twelve to four.


It was only at that moment that Noah stopped using his left leg and began to train with his right one.


Failed attempts piled on but Noah was becoming more and more used to that form.


When he managed to complete the right movement every four attempts even with his right leg, Noah returned to use the left one.


The day became night and the sun soon rose again in the sky.


Noah hadn't moved from his position for an entire day.


Two deep holes had been created on the terrain due to the constant repetition of that gesture, Noah's legs were buried in them but he didn't seem to care.


There was only the form of his new martial art in his mind!


When the sun disappeared again on the horizon and the night enveloped the world, Noah stopped his training.


He forcefully kicked his legs free and sat on the ground, his hand went autonomously under his chin as he fell deep in thought.


'I can now execute this form without making mistakes, the easy part is over.'


His body was basically still at its peak condition, he didn't use much strength while he memorized that move.


'The problem now is that I have to increase the overall power of this move, it can barely match a weak rank 1 martial art in this stage. I should first learn to perform it with my body and Breath at the same time though, I'll think about increasing its power later.'
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                        Noah's march became a bit faster.


Adding the Breath to his move wasn't a hard task, he had only to match his body's movements with it.


However, the results were already starting to satisfy him.


Noah ran at a normal pace but his speed suddenly increased every time he pressed twice on the ground with the move that he had memorized.


'This is the right feeling! I'm still far away from surpassing the acceleration that I can obtain by simply using the full power of my body though.'


He had a rank 4 body, a martial art that weak couldn't give him any real advantage.


'This is one of the issues with using the diagram of a rank 0 spell, if I limit myself to the simple imitation, I can only obtain a somewhat similar power.'


Noah had no use for a martial art with the power of a rank 0 spell, he needed something that could match the Three Forms of the Ashura for it to be useful.


'Well, if I had tried to work with more complex diagrams, I would still be in the isolation stage.'


Noah's fast results were mostly due to the simplicity of the spell that he was imitating, his hard work and dedication only helped in shortening the process.


'The form is basically set, now I have to see how far I can go with it and then apply some modifications.'


Reaching the limits of what the imitation of the spell could produce and then modifying it to raise its power, Noah knew what he had to do.


His journey continued quietly.


Noah spent his days doing what he liked the most, the feeling of having his centers of power becoming stronger after each session of cultivation was extremely appreciated by him.


The four months of escape didn't allow him to train at all, they were a huge blow on his morale considering his addiction to cultivation.


Yet, he had finally gone back on track and he had no imminent limit.


He had even absorbed again Breath in his sea of consciousness, that gaseous energy stood like a black cloud over the sea in his mental sphere, generating an incredible internal pressure.


Like that, his mind enlarged even during the days spent marching, he was really making a complete use of his time.


A whole month had to pass before he reached the next country.


The scenery was about the same, forests and small hills covered the landscape but the atmosphere felt way tenser to Noah.


'This country is inhabited and there is a high percentage of cultivators!'


Noah couldn't help but become warier of his surroundings.


He didn't really think that he could meet many people stronger than him, he was entering a country far away from the center of the Empire after all, there could only be that many powerful cultivators.


'Soprad nation, an underling of the Empire, I wonder how it is structured.'


The map told Noah those few information and he was quite eager to discover the differences between the peripheral countries in the area of influence of the Utra nation and of the Empire.


'It is said that the Empire gives to everyone a rank 3 body-nourishing method, I wonder how they manage to maintain control over the masses if that's true.'


The nobles in the Utra nation kept control over the population by restricting the access to techniques and spells, there could never be a revolution of the commoners there since they simply didn't have the means to cultivate.


Commoners saw cultivators as superior beings, they wouldn't ever think about rebelling.


Noah advanced, his pace was quite slow since he was still experimenting in his martial art.


During the last month, he had increased the amount of strength and Breath used when he performed his technique and he had obtained some satisfying results.


The martial art had reached the power of the second rank, Noah was using more power of his centers of power as he used it, it was obvious that its effect became stronger with it.


Yet, he felt that he had reached a certain limit.


No matter how more strength or Breath he put in the technique, the effects didn't increase.


Instead, they would completely disappear, meaning that the execution of the martial art had failed.


Noah knew that the lines that he had isolated from the diagram of the Shadow step spell had reached their limits, they simply couldn't express more power in that form.


What he had to do now was to make a modification to those lines in order to surpass the limits of the original spell.


However, he really didn't know how to do it.


'The creation of spells requires diagrams which are a composition of different lines in a certain order. Those lines are generally a form of inscription, cultivators study a natural event and reproduce it in the form of diagrams. That's quite a disadvantage for me.'


To recognize and translate an event in the form of inscription, one had to be proficient in the "attunement" method.


Noah's inscription method, however, was completely unrelated to Heaven and Earth, it was his will that set the meaning.


'I don't have any other spell from which I can isolate lines that express effects useful to me… Well, I have them but it's too dangerous to break up their diagrams with my current level. The only thing I can do is to create completely new lines but my inscription method works in a different way…'


The "attunement" method was the best option for the creation of new spells and techniques, practitioners of that method could literally hear the meaning of the Breath after all.



However, that method was precluded to Noah, he couldn't create diagrams with the help of the world.


'Either I find a way or I drop this idea until my sea of consciousness reaches the heroic ranks.'


He had never stopped moving while he had his mental discussion and he had arrived near a human's settlement.


The scene that unfolded in front of him was quite far away from his expectations.


It was a small encampment, with a hundred or so tents.


Yet, most of the people there had metal collars around their necks, linked together by large chains that were fixed on the ground.
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                        'Are they prisoners?'


That was Noah's first thought.


He could recognize the strength of their bodies, they were all between the second and third rank, yet they seemed malnourished and exhausted, they resembled commoners while they moved.


'What are they excavating?'


All those people wearing metal collars were digging holes on the ground with their bare hands, some of them were covered in blood, Noah couldn't imagine how much work they had to do to injure their hands with the terrain. 


The chains linked to the collars didn't allow them much freedom, they were fixed on the ground, forcing those prisoners to work in a circular area based on the chains' length.


Noah didn't find anything wrong with learning more about the situation, he had escaped precisely in order to stop hiding, he felt no need to avoid that encampment.


A layer of mental energy enveloped his figure as he moved forward toward the tents.


Noah soon discovered that the one in front of him wasn't the only camp, many more of them entered his field of view as he gazed toward the sea in the distance.


'The area there is quite crowded, is it because of the sea?'


The camps were more populated along the coastline while the ones more inland had had only a few hundreds of people, it was normal for Noah to think that the sea was the cause.


He walked casually toward one of the chained people and waved his hand to greet him.


"What are you excavating?"


Noah asked the first man in sight.


The man had his head lowered and completely ignored Noah, he was only focused on digging the terrain.


'Is he ignoring me or is the chain that forces him to work?'


Noah arched one of his eyebrows as the saw that the man didn't answer.


His gaze eventually went on the collar and then on the chain.


Inscriptions could be seen on both those items, their brilliance flickered under the daylight, they seemed to be applying some unknown effect to the chained man.


He was about to ask another question when a rough voice sounded from one of the biggest tents.


"Hey, you! Don't talk to the slave!"


'Mh? Slave?'


Noah first gave another look at the chained man and then he turned toward the voice.


A half-naked burly man who was still halfway through the entrance of the tent was looking at him in an angered manner.


"Who are you? These mining fields belong to the Empire!"


'Mining fields?'


Noah's eyes shone with a cold light as soon as he understood that there was something valuable there.


He performed a bow to the burly man and wore a wide smile before speaking.


"I wasn't aware of that, I'm just a traveler with very little knowledge of this country and it is my first time seeing an actual slave. I hope you can forgive this misunderstanding."


Noah's words slightly eased the man's temperament but he was still somewhat wary of him.


"You better get going, you can't disturb slaves when they are working, we have a schedule to keep up with."


The man snorted and folded his arms around his chest, his muscles became more evident that way.


'I can't understand his level but I don't feel any danger either, he should be as strong as me.'


Noah took out a jar of Ivor's wine from his space-ring, after his prolonged habitation with him, Noah had become used to stashing some for himself.


When he opened the lid, the scent of strong wine filled the area.


Noah took a slight sip from the jar but his attention never left the man, he was wondering if such a good wine could attract his attention.


Luckily for him, the man was immediately interested in Noah's jar, his eyes followed its movements in Noah's hand.


It couldn't be helped, Ivor's wine was of the best quality and extremely expensive, Noah was sure that a cultivator in such a remote location couldn't have access to something so precious.


"Hey, where did you get that? It's my first time smelling something so delicious."


"Oh, it's nothing much. Wine is a passion of mine and I like to keep a reserve of the most delicious ones."


Noah lied casually, he waited for an invitation from the man as he continued to drink from the jar.


However, the invitation never came, the man simply limited himself to stare at the jar while licking his lips.


'Why doesn't he just ask for it?'


"Would you like to taste it?"


Noah became tired of waiting and took the initiative.


The man's eyes lit up at that question and he happily moved the curtain of his tent in a welcoming gesture.


"Yes, please! You can come inside if you don't mind."


Noah nodded and entered the tent, the man stood still on the entrance, waiting for him to cross it.


'So, that's how the life on the borders of the Empire is spent.'


Noah suppressed a surprised gasp as the scene inside the tent unfolded itself.


There wasn't much, only a small table, a few chairs, and a large bed.


However, on the bed, there were two naked women with a collar on their necks.


Also, the tent seemed to have some kind of inscriptions on its surface, Noah guessed that they were meant to suppress the noise.


'Slavery doesn't cover only the working field then.'


"I'm sorry for them, I wasn't expecting visits. I will send them away immediately."


The man clapped his hands and ordered the women to leave the tent, they didn't even dress as they went outside.


"Are all slaves cultivators?"


Noah asked loudly as soon as the women left the tent, they were cultivators too.


"Well, yes. Mortals die too easily, they aren't worth their price in the long-run."


Noah nodded in understanding while he moved toward one of the chairs and placing his jar on the table in front of him.


"I've heard that the defeated countries provided slaves to the Shandal Empire but I have greatly underestimated their quantity. Did you win many wars?"


Noah wanted to gather information about the Empire, he had planned to spend a long time in its area of influence after all.


"Hmph! Almost every country in the central area of the continent has surrendered to the might of the Empire, if it wasn't for the Utra nation and the Papral nation, we would have conquered the whole landmass already."
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                        There was pride in the man's words when he spoke about the Empire.


'I guess I should avoid telling him that I come from the Utra nation.'


Noah carefully observed the expressions of the man, he wanted to discover as much as he could about the central countries, he had to take advantage of him when he could.


"Oh? Are they that powerful?"


Noah asked, taking out two cups from his space-ring and filling them with Ivor's wine.


"Hmph, each one of them alone can't match the Empire. The only problem is that they both have to suppress the Empire or they will be conquered, their geographical position makes them allies against us."


The man snorted again as he sat on the opposite chair and took the cup, immediately drinking from it.


"Good wine!"


He exclaimed after taking a small sip and then he resumed his drinking with enthusiasm.


"It's just something that I picked up randomly."


Noah rejected the compliment before speaking again in a casual manner.


"How is it possible though? I've never seen such a concentration of cultivators and this is just a peripheral country! I think that the Empire has enough manpower to take down both the Utra nation and the Papral nation."


The man wore a prideful smile after Noah's comment, he seemed really attached to his country.


"Well, the truth is that we have far more cultivators in the human ranks than any other country but those in the heroic ranks are about the same. We people of the Empire like to boast around and act mighty but the cultivators of the other countries aren't weaker than us."


He admitted, placing the empty cup on the table.


"Is that the reason why you didn't ask for my wine as soon as I opened it?"


Noah filled both cups again with a smile on his face, he was obtaining some decent information already.


"Haha! People from the Empire never ask for anything, they earn it! Anyway, my name is Ross, I'm in charge of this encampment."


"Adam."


A moment of silence followed their presentation, they simply sat on their chairs, enjoying the flavor of the wine.


"What are you mining here? I can't imagine what precious mineral requires so many slaves."


Ross looked at Noah in disbelief.


"Is this really your first time here?"


Noah nodded and waited for the man's answer.


"Well, it's quite widespread as information. All men and women of the Empire have access to a rank 3 body-nourishing method. This method requires a particular terrain called Vostum that can be found only near the sea. All the commoners in the Empire need it to cultivate so the Empire handles the mining operations to make a gain out of it."


'They create the demand and then set a monopoly, gaining an endless stream of wealth and increasing the number of cultivators at the same time. Smart, really smart.'


"What about cultivation techniques and spells? Are they that accessible too?"


Noah asked with interest, if the conditions were good, he would gladly change his route and head for the Empire.


However, Ross immediately shook his head at that question.


"You must either perform a meritorious service or work for some higher-up in the army to obtain those. Why do you think I'll be living in a tent surrounded by slaves if not for the payment?"


"Will you obtain a technique for this?"


Noah asked, receiving a wide smile as an answer.


"That's right. I and the soldiers in the other encampments will join a high-ranking troop after our job is done. That will give us access to rank 3 cultivation techniques and rank 2 spells, truly a fortune!"


'Rank 3 cultivation techniques so easily? I bet that these high-ranking troops are similar to the noble families in the Utra country, just more loyal to the head of the country.'


Then, Noah remembered one particular piece of information in Ross's last sentence.


"Soldiers? Is there someone like you in each of the camps here?"


Ross nodded.


"Yes, the law imposes a soldier every one hundred slaves. There have been cases of revolt in the past, that number is necessary to suppress them before they start."


'So, I'm not alone with him, there are more soldiers here and I can suppose that they are all on my level. Well, there wasn't anything valuable anyway, I have no need for a material useful for rank 3 body-nourishing methods.'


Noah refused the idea of creating a mess in that place and simply continued to converse with Ross.


Their topics covered mostly the political situation of the Empire, how it was structured and its actual strength.


Simply speaking, the cultivators of the Empire valued strength over everything, their whole hierarchic system was based on it.


Basically every citizen was a soldier but his mansions depended on his personal power.


They could be allocated in mines to handle slaves, as farmers in the fields, or even as servants.


The most powerful of them could become full-time soldiers and join specific troops led by a captain.


'I have to admit that I'm starting to like this country. They have no care for your birth and they only look at your strength, well, you still need to be born in the Empire to obtain these privileges.'


There was only one thing that Noah wasn't sure of.


"How can the Empire suppress so many cultivators? I mean, there has to be someone in charge, right? How can he or she handle so many powerful people and prevent a revolution?"


Ivor's wine had relaxed both Noah and Ross, they were speaking in a more friendly manner since the jar was almost empty by then.


"Why would someone revolt? The Empire strongly pushes cultivators to become more powerful and to take down their superiors, we are not bound by some anachronistic law."


"Yet, that still can't prevent weaker cultivators from organizing and jointly attacking the stronger powers."


Ross listened to Noah's words and nodded at them.


However, his gaze was then filled with reverence as he opened his mouth to speak.


"No one will revolt because there is a God leading the Empire."
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                        A God!


That simple word caused waves of shock in Noah's mind.


'He must be referring to a cultivator in the divine ranks! Yet, how couldn't the Empire conquer the continent if they have such a strong leader?'


The divine ranks were a world on their own, Noah couldn't even imagine the actual might of someone on that level.


That's why he found suspicious that there were still free countries in the continent, nothing should be able to match a God after all.


'Unless, both the Utra nation and the Papral nation have a similar power.'


Noah knew that the stronger cultivators of each nation would abandon the mortal world and focus exclusively on cultivation.


It couldn't be helped, cultivating required more time as one's level increased, Noah had been in the gaseous stage of the second rank of the dantian for two years and a half by then and he was still in the middle of the human ranks!


'How many monsters are living outside of people's sight? How many Gods there are in this world?'


He didn't notice it but his gaze was being filled by the flames of ambition as he kept thinking of that.


"We are proud of our country and proud of our leader, rebellions are for rats and criminals. Why would someone choose to act like a rat? The Empire is waiting eagerly for another God to be born, it pushes us to our limits and provides resources to anyone willing to work with it, it's a fair request!"


Ross continued to speak but Noah had completely lost interest in their conversation.


"I should probably go, my family is waiting for me."


Noah stood up, placing a new jar on the table.


Ross was confused at first but, seeing that Noah was willing to leave another jar of that wine as a sign of goodwill, he didn't bother asking much.


Noah left the tent in a hurry, he had a strange feeling that was making him uneasy.


'Gods, actual Gods! Cultivation opens the path to godhood!'


He knew that humans could reach incredible levels but that was the first time he heard about someone that powerful.


Gods in his previous world came from religions and cults, he had never believed in any of them.


Yet, here people could watch them and dream of reaching their levels.


Ambition, anxiety, restlessness, those emotions mixed together and led Noah outside of the encampment, back on the large forest on its other side.


He had not lied to Ross, his family was waiting for him, he was sure of that.


However, he knew that he was just an ant compared to Thomas Balvan, he couldn't even defeat William with his current power.


Noah ran in the forest, his feet released shockwaves every time they touched the ground.


Yet, those propulsions didn't make Noah any faster, his body was too strong for such a weak technique to have any effect.


He stopped in the end and found an empty cave where he could resume his cultivation.


'I need to succeed with this martial art.'


He had reached that conclusion along the way, too many things depended on his ability to create techniques.


'The path toward the heroic ranks is blocked, organizations detain cultivation techniques and they give them away in exchange for personal freedom. I can't end up in another system that tries to use me, I want to be independent!'


Even if the Empire's requirements were vaguely loose, Noah still couldn't accept them.


He sat on the ground, his gaze swept his legs as he thought of a way to solve the problem with his martial art.


'Inscription methods are what have allowed cultivators throughout history to create spells and techniques, at least for the majority of them. However, the Elemental forging method doesn't take inspiration from the Breath of Heaven and Earth but relies of the will of the cultivator to power up its effects.'


Noah knew that he had to find a way to create his own techniques, he would soon reach the limits of his current ones, his body was already at that point.


'The Body-inscription spell wasn't created with the "attunement" method, I'm sure of that. It uses the power stored in the beasts and the Breath of the cultivator to create an animated puppet, the body is just a vessel that powers it.'


He felt that he was about to find the solution that he was waiting for.


'Basically, it takes power from its materials while the cultivator depletes Breath and mental energy to control it.'


Noah's eyes were still on his legs.


'My body is a rank 4 material, it has less power than a beast's body but it's still incredibly strong.'


The Breath blessing was taken out of his space-ring and laid on the terrain, Noah needed the perfect environment for his training.


'The meaning behind the lines that I've isolated is weak, it can't express much power, I'm basically trying to force a toy car to run as fast as an actual car just because I'm giving more power to it.'


No matter how strong the power source was, a toy car could never surpass an actual car, it would just explode, unable to withstand that much pressure.


In the same way, the lines of a diagram from a rank 0 spell couldn't express much power, the moment their limits were surpassed, they would simply stop working.


'My inscription method requires good materials but also a strong will. My will can be imposed on the world and produce the effects that I want without imitating the behavior of the Breath. If I want those lines to surpass their limits, I have to add my will in them.'


Noah closed his eyes, he had become used to refine the Breath in his sea of consciousness by then but he had only worked with his meaning of sharpness.


However, he needed something different at that moment, something explosive!


The Breath in his mental sphere entered the crystalline sea while Noah focused completely on finding a new will to refine it with.
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                        While Noah was busy traveling and training, the Utra nation had been filled with rumors about him.


The first cultivator of the darkness element that had appeared in decades was, in reality, the bastard son of a medium-size noble family.


His crimes became widely known and many linked tragic events to his person.


Doris' disappearance was one of them, cultivators couldn't think that she had vanished because of personal matters anymore after they had learnt that Noah had been in her same hunting area.


Phoebe and Manuel's death were the same, a second investigation on their weapons revealed some conflicting clues about the cause of their deaths.


Yet, while the most powerful nobles viewed his figure as a stain on their authority, the weaker cultivators thought of him with some reverence.


Noah was a man that had defied his status to became stronger, he had hidden among the most powerful organizations in the country and was now on the run.


'My dear disciple, I've really failed you.'


William was in the outer circle of the Balvan mansion.


His mood was sour as he looked at a picture portraying some of the most dangerous criminals of the nation.


It was needless to say that Noah was among them.


'You have really grown, not even those lofty heirs in the academy were your match, it seems that the whole world has underestimated you.'


His eyes showed some affection as he remembered scenes from the past.


'You were just a smart kid in a difficult situation back then, how could you end in such trouble?'


He sighed.


He knew that Noah had grand ambitions but he had never thought that they would lead him to become a man wanted by the whole nation.


'Please, be safe wherever you are and, if you can, abandon the hate that links you to this family. Abandon all of us and only look at the road in front of you, we are lost causes anyway.'


Sandford and Mark neared him and sat on his table.


"Vice-captain, that kid is crafty, I honestly pity the next organization that will welcome him."


"My brother is right, he has managed to escape from the Royal family, the Balvans will never find him."


They tried to lift William's morale a bit, they had fought together with Noah after all, they had more feelings for him than for their masters.


"You guys… Do you know that I can have you hanged because of these words?"


William smiled and teased the brothers who laughed back.


"You should be happier, the kid is safe and well and is becoming stronger every day that he is on the run. Old men like us can only watch as the new generations take over the world."


Mark commented but then he took a glance toward his brother.


Sandford nodded and wore a stern expression.


"William, the family wants to go to the Ballor mansion and have a meeting with their heir. Noah has lived together with her for quite some time so the Lords want to ask her some questions."


William's brow arched at those words.


"Did my disciple finally manage to think about something that is not cultivation?"


Sanford showed a proud smile.


"It seems that my teachings had some effects on him. *Sniff* They grow so quickly, one day you are hunting rebels with them, the next one they make noble girls fall in love with them. Such a good kid…"


Mark suppressed a laugh at Sanford's act and William couldn't help but release a happy sigh as he shook his head.


The last period had been a tense one for him considering his relationship with Noah, but Sandy and Mark had always supported him, easing some of that tension.


"So, they want me to go to the mansion?"


Sandy and Mark nodded at the same time.


"You know him better than anyone in the mansion, they want you to hear the girl's story to see if you can understand where he went."


William snorted at those words.


"Hmph! I've betrayed him once, I won't do it again. However, I suppose I should see this woman, she needs my approval if she wants to be with my disciple!"


Mark and Sandy couldn't suppress their laughter anymore, they understood William's intentions, he was simply eager to know more about Noah.


***

Some days later, in the central part of the Ballor mansion.


June was silently cultivating.


She was in a dark underground room covered with inscriptions and a shining orange rune was in front of her.


"I've created countless techniques but only a few of them could be considered actual masterpieces. You lack the talent for runes but you are quite good with formations. Remember, Heaven and Earth is petty but also fair, every road can lead to the same result, you just have to find out how."


Eccentric Thunder's voice resounded in the room, the rune in front of June carried some of his teachings.


"Runes, formations, inscriptions, each one of those methods can be used for the creation of new techniques. You have a big advantage since you have my whole inheritance but you can't slack off on your study of formations, the day will come when you'll be forced to create something by yourself."


"The first thing will be something to replace your damned hat!"


June shouted at the rune but there was no response.


The rune carried only registered teachings, there wasn't any will in them.


She sighed looking at the inanimate rune, it wasn't her first time hearing that explanation but she still couldn't force herself to spend hours in the study of formations.


The constant stream of rumors about Noah made her wander in the memories that she had with him.


Their first battle on the air-ship, the events in the Royal Inheritance, their cohabitation spent stealing Ivor's wine.


However, Ivor was now dead and Noah was a criminal, her happy memories had been turned in constant guilt.


'You hid so much but still decided to trust me with Eccentric's inheritance. I acted so grumpily and spoiled and yet you have never asked for anything.'


She clearly remembered Noah, she remembered how his cold gaze stared at the world with indifference.


'Vance, where are you?'


She missed him, Noah was basically her first friend and he had given her an incredible opportunity, asking only to not use it against himself in return.


'In the end, you couldn't even trust me.'


Noah's last words made her feel regretful, she wished to do more for him but he had vanished and she had no idea when he would come back.


"June, the envoy from the Balvan family has arrived."


June came back to reality after that communication and she immediately stood up, trying to suppress the anger that she felt.
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                        A table filled with delicacies was placed right in the middle of one of the most luxurious rooms of the Ballor mansion.


The table divided the cultivators in the room according to their families.


June, her father, and the Patriarch of the Ballor family were on one side while William, Rhys, and Adrian were on the other one.


"Lord Otis, I want to express my appreciation for allowing us to meet the heir of your family today."


Adrian spoke in a polite manner to the Patriarch of the Ballor family.


Otis was an elderly man with short silver hair and a long white beard, he waved his hand at Adrian's words with a wide smile on his face.


"This is just a small matter, we are happy to help the Balvan family."


The Ballor family was just a small-size noble family, even if they were in a different domain, they had still to respect a more powerful family.


"I've already spoken to my daughter, she has agreed to answer all your questions."


June's father joined the conversation, expressing his good intentions toward that meeting.


June didn't speak, she simply stared at Rhys with cold eyes.


"Thank you, Lord Max, we just want to ask a few questions to your daughter. Specifically, we would like to know what kind of relationship did she have with Noah."


Five heads turned toward June who simply continued to stare at Rhys.


Max pressed his hands on her shoulder and spoke to her in a soft voice.


"June, they have asked their question."


June nodded.


"I know, I was just confused."


"Confused by what exactly?"


Rhys asked that question, he had become quite impatient under her gaze.


"You know, when they told me that you had driven out a genius like Vance, I imagined that you were some kind of powerful asset. It seems that I was wrong."


June plainly answered.


She was really surprised that Noah's father was only an ordinary cultivator, her mocking though was purely out of anger.


"How dare you!?"


Rhys stood up from his seat and was about to slap her when William grabbed his arm.


"My Lord, she has a rank 4 body, you will only hurt yourself."


Rhys' pupils constricted as he stared at the young woman in front of him and he coughed loudly before sitting again.


"I'm sorry for her temperament, it's my fault if she came out this wild."


Max performed a slight bow but he was unable to hide the proud smile that had appeared on his face.


The truth was that the Balvan family could bully them but they couldn't touch June at all.


Not only was she a former student of the academy, but she was also actively working for the Royal family, her position was too high.


Otis Ballor had simply approved the meeting to silence any rumor concerning June's relationship with Noah.


"It's fine, you too please forgive my brother's temper. You can imagine how this situation is affecting his mental health."


Adrian spoke.


He didn't care about June's words, they were true after all, he just wanted to obtain any valuable information.


"So, were you in a romantic relationship with him?"


He asked.


June lowered her gaze, that question reminded her of the one that Noah asked her back in the academy.


"No, we were just fighting partners."


"But you have lived together with him for quite some time, right?"


"Yes."


"I wonder if you have learned anything from your cohabitation with him."


Adrian led the conversation right to the part he was interested in.


June lowered her gaze again, her mind reviewed the memories that she had of Noah.


"No, he has always been extremely careful, he has never revealed anything about himself."


Otis coughed lightly to join the conversation.


"June, he is a criminal, try to remember something at least."


However, his words only triggered June's anger again.


"What something? All I knew of him was that his name was Vance and that he was stronger than me. He has never spoken about himself, he has never asked anything to anyone, he has basically spent three years cultivating like a madman!"


William lowered his head at those words, they perfectly described the youth that he remembered.


"So, you don't know where he went?"


June shook his head at Adrian's question.


"No, he didn't trust me either."


Silence enveloped the room, the cultivators from the Balvan family understood that they had just wasted their time.


William wanted to speak but his position didn't allow him to do so, he was just there to try to understand any hidden message in June's words.


'You forsake even this girl's affection…My disciple, I'm really sorry.'


He couldn't help but blame himself for Noah's trust issues, his position had always been complicated in the mansion, he had never had the ability to actively help him.


June, on the other hand, was just venting her anger.


She had joined the meeting to learn more about Noah but she had been clearly disappointed.


Her anger didn't come from the men in front of her but had birthed from Noah's last words.


'If you ever try to use that power to harm me, I will forsake all the good moments that we had together and kill you without hesitation.'


She clearly remembered those words spoken while she was receiving the inheritance.


'In the end, you couldn't trust me.'


Her anger came from that single moment.


Noah had nothing, no one to rely on, no one looking after him.


He was carrying the burden of Eccentric's inheritance and he had to give it to someone.


He had chosen June but he had done so because of the situation.


That realization had hurt June and she was still carrying that sorrow.


Her hands tightened in a fist every time she thought about that moment, that last interaction with Noah.


'I bothered you so much about your true self… I was really an idiot. The next time I see you, I'll make sure that you understand my position toward you.'


With that resolution in her mind, June stood up from the table and left the meeting, going back to cultivate.
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                        Meanwhile, Noah stood up from his cross-legged position.


His eyes were focused, his mind had never been sharper.


He pressed twice on the terrain, applying basically no strength at all, and his foot released a shockwave that resounded throughout the cave.


'Rank 3.'


His gaze was shining, he stared at the results of his refinement with excitement.


'I finally understand how I will create techniques with my inscription method.'


Noah had refined the Breath in his sea of consciousness fixing his mind on the image of a plane setting off.


He needed explosivity, he needed acceleration, the planes of his previous world were the only thing that matched those qualities.


'Imposing my will on the world of Heaven and Earth, this is my path.'


He had refined that Breath and he had used it to power the martial art, creating an effect that matched a rank 3 martial art.


Using that Breath for his techniques gave him a strange feeling, he wasn't using his dantian after all, he felt as if his body was breaking some kind of natural rule.


'My mind is a world of its own.'


Noah heard a humming sound as he had that realization, his mind was resonating with him.


'I can't produce Breath but I can give it a meaning. My techniques were never meant to follow the will of Heaven and Earth.'


A few lines of the diagram of a rank 0 spell couldn't be used to create a rank 3 martial art.


However, Noah had just done that.


'Steal the Breath, refine it according to your own will, use it to break the limits of this world. The Breath is life, the Breath is everything.'


The wonders possible thanks to that kind of energy were limitless, Noah couldn't help but be surprised every time he thought about it.


'This energy can create matter! It is the very foundation of the world, its true origin. Heaven and Earth produce it to fill their world but I can steal it for my personal reasons.'


His gaze went on his low waist, he was figurately staring at his dantian.


'That energy doesn't belong to me.'


Then, his attention went to his back, where his acupoints were.


'Neither that energy belongs to me.'


His focus returned to his mind, the real personal place of every cultivator.


'This is my personal world.'


Succeeding in breaking the limits of the diagram had enlarged his point of view, he had finally understood how to create techniques with his inscription method!


'My mind can only contain so much Breath, I need my dantian to steal that too.'


He was making a plan for his future.


'I've refined the Breath in my sea of consciousness and used it for my martial art, the effects have greatly surpassed my expectations.'


A rank 3 martial art had birthed from a rank 0 spell, which was theoretically impossible.


However, if Breath containing a specific meaning was used, those effects could be obtained.


'Heaven and Earth fill their Breath with a neutral meaning, it doesn't have any specific usage. Yet, when I set its meaning to one single effect, it helps in surpassing the limits of the world.'


Heaven and Earth were impartial and fair.


Their Breath could be absorbed and used by all living beings.


Yet, that energy was simply a form of fuel, it couldn't be used to surpass certain limits.


Nevertheless, Noah was adept in the Elemental forging method.


That method required him to impose his will on the Breath to create wonders, his own meaning could shape that energy according to what he was going to do, vastly increasing its effectiveness.


That was exactly what he had done with his martial art.


'The only problem is that I have a limit on the number of times in which I can perform it, the Breath in my mind will eventually be expended.'


The sea of consciousness wasn't meant to store Breath, its capabilities were limited in that field.


That meant that Noah could only use his martial art for a set number of times before the refined Breath was completely depleted.


'In the future, I need to create a cultivation technique that allows me to store stolen Breath in my dantian, I can't neglect this kind of usage.'


If his dantian became able to absorb and store the Breath stolen from Heaven and Earth, he would solve the issue of its limited quantity.


'Right now, my centers of power are still weak, I can only perform a martial art with the power of the third rank. When my mind improves, I'll be able to imprint a stronger will on the Breath, obtaining an even more powerful result. Damn, the applications of my inscription method could be endless!'


Noah was excited beyond reason, he had finally found his personal way of making techniques!


He still had to improve his centers of power and he wasn't completely sure of how to apply that method in every field of cultivation but he had discovered his path at least!


'The black smoke of the Demonic form could be controlled if I generated it with refined Breath… The answer was right in front of me but I couldn't see it.'


Noah pressed again on the ground, his foot released shockwaves every time he imbued them with the Breath in his mental sphere.


He performed that movement many times, always expending that refined energy.


The black cloud over the sea in his mind was consumed quickly, it had only allowed ten usages of Noah's martial art.


'Only ten times, that's not bad. It is only in the third rank, my body alone can match this acceleration. Well, it seems that any new progress can wait for my mind to reach the third rank.'


The third Keiser rune came out of Noah's space-ring, he was set on speeding the arrival of his breakthrough.


'I wonder, if I was to refine all the Breath in my dantian and use it to enter my Demonic form, how strong will I be?'
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                        One year quietly passed by.


Noah didn't have any enemies in that part of the continent so his travel had been extremely peaceful.


Also, most of his time had been spent in seclusion, improving his centers of power as much as he could.


The countries in the area of influence of the Empire that he had crossed worked in the same way as the Soprad nation: they were filled with slaves forced to work for the mining of Vostum.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had always stayed near the western coastline and that material was what allowed the commoners of the Empire to cultivate, its demand on the market couldn't be met by just using one country.


Noah had chosen to avoid the other encampments that he found along the way, he had learnt everything he could from Ross, there was no point in meeting other soldiers and risking to incur in troubles.


That kind of travel allowed him to focus cultivation and, due to his dedication, some breakthroughs had finally arrived.


The first one concerned his body, his dantian had nourished it for a long time, making it reach the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank.


His body had then stopped improving, if Noah wanted to continue training it, he would need a rank 5 body-nourishment method.


The second one concerned his dantian.


More than three years had passed since he became a rank 2 cultivator and more than one year had been spent while having a rank 4 body.


With the Breath blessing maintaining a high density of Breath everywhere he cultivated and his rigid routine, Noah had reached the liquid stage of the second rank of the dantian.


What surprised him in that breakthrough was that he had not needed to use the Earth pill or any other resources to help in that process, his mind had improved too much after the Bloodline inheritance, his mental energy was enough to force the compression.


As for what concerned his mind, after the breakthrough of his dantian, he had been able to store liquid Breath in his it, further increasing the internal pressure on his sphere and improving the effects of his martial art.


Though, the power of the art remained in the third rank, Noah knew that the issue was on the power of his will.


'Soon my mind will reach the third rank, that's when I will actively resume my forgings.'


Noah was in a cavity that he had dug in a tree, he was using that moment of rest to return to his peak condition.


He had understood by then that the power behind the will that he could impose on the Breath depended on the power of his mind.


Even if his emotion was strong, the level of his sea of consciousness still prevented him to create extremely impactful wills, lowering the power of his creations as a consequence.


He would use liquid Breath in his forging after all, he wasn't sure that he could control the process as well as when he used the gaseous one.


'My Yin body is finally complete, it won't become stronger unless I find a new nourishing method; my dantian has enlarged since it entered the liquid stage, my reserves of Breath are enough for a prolonged fight; my mind is nearing the limits of the second rank, the constant internal pressure and the Bloodline inheritance will make me reach the third rank quite soon. There is no point in avoiding danger zones anymore.'


The reason why he had crossed inhabited countries in the first part of his journey was that he still had no confidence in entering danger zones with his level.


The fight with the leader of the worms in the Bare Dungeon had made quite clear that he was still too weak to face rank 4 magical beasts alone.


However, his dantian had finally reached the liquid stage of the second rank!


That was one of the basic requirements to defeat a rank 4 creature.


Of course, Noah wanted to test his actual prowess.


The tree where he was resting was at the borders of a danger zone called Leston forest.


That area was the fastest way toward his destination, avoiding it would mean wasting months of travel.


Also, Noah couldn't find any reason to avoid it: danger zones usually didn't have human settlements and were harder to investigate, his tracks could be covered more easily.


He was still on the run after all, crossing inhabited countries would only leave a trail of his passage, Noah didn't believe for one second that his short hair could cover his identity.


'The map says that the forest has a few packs of wolf-type magical beasts and that some of them are led by a rank 4 creature. It isn't exactly the safest place where to test my current power but it will have to do.'


Wolves couldn't fly and they only had slow long-range attacks, Noah had nothing to fear from them.


What he was worried about was that the map gave him no information about the other magical beasts in the area, Noah knew only the name of the forest and that it had strong wolves in it.


'Fighting strong beings improves the sturdiness of my mental sphere and I need to be sure that my power is enough to kill a rank 4 creature. Too many things will change once my mind enters the third rank, I need to know that I can defeat it.'


Noah had put most of his plans for the future in hold, waiting for his mental sphere to have the breakthrough.


Simply speaking, he had three projects for the future.


The first one was to bring the power of his martial art in the fourth rank and his mind was too weak to do so.


The second one was the creation of the Demonic sword, having a rank 3 sea of consciousness would allow him to better control the process and to insert a stronger will, it was worth delaying its creation since he was relatively safe now.


The third one was the creation of a blood companion from a rank 4 magical beast, Noah had decided to play it safe and to wait for his mind to reach the third rank before attempting in that feat.


'It's time.'


The sun disappeared on the horizon, leaving its place to the night.


Noah exited the cavity he was in and calmly jumped on one of the branches in front of him, he was going to hunt!
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                        The forest was dark and filled with tall trees, the night was the perfect cover for a cultivator like Noah.


He didn't think that the rank 4 creatures would have difficulties in the darkness but he wanted to be in a situation where he could escape whenever he wanted, hunting at night gave him that possibility.


Noah was jumping from branch to branch, looking for a pack of wolves that met his requirements.


He wanted to choose the weaker type of wolves and he wanted to study the terrain before fighting it, he wouldn't just barge in a pack of magical beasts without studying the environment.


'There is movement in that direction.'


Echo heard something moving at a few hundred meters from Noah's position, which made him change his course.


Forty or so Thunder wolves sat quietly in that area, Noah could discern their type by just giving a quick look at the beasts.


'They are quite problematic, the joint attack of the Thunder wolves is strong and, with the leader there, I'm afraid I'll be forced to escape before I have a chance of vanquishing the pack.'


Thunder wolves could make joint attacks, the population of their pack was part of their strength.


'I better find something easier to deal with.'


Noah could choose to slowly kill all the beasts in front of him but that would create a commotion in the forest, a protracted fight could only attract other magical beasts.


In another part of the forest, Noah found a pack of Four-eyed wolves.


'They are far weaker than the Thunder ones but I don't know if my mental sphere can withstand so many mind attacks. I should probably look for something else.'


Hours passed, Noah explored all the forest and found more than six packs of wolves.


'Six rank 4 wolves, this danger zone is quite populated.'


Noah was at the top of a tree, silently staring at a group of thirty or so beasts below him.


They were Three-headed wolves, their specialty was close-combat since they relied mostly on their bodies.


The leader of the pack was a rank 4 wolf five meters tall and its three heads exhaled a nauseous smell that could slow the mental faculties of its prey.


'They are the best target. As the weaker type of wolves in the forest, they have been isolated in this remote area, I should be able to act as I want here.'


Two white sabers appeared in his hands and a layer of mental energy covered his figure.


Then black flames covered his body, making him disappear on the spot.


The wolves were silently sitting on the ground.


The leader was at the center of the pack while all the weaker beasts were all around it for protection.


Life in the forest was rather peaceful for them, there wasn't much food in that area but they could at least avoid fights with the other packs.


Then, all of sudden, black flames appeared right over the head of the leader.


Noah came out of the flames and slashed immediately below him.


Thirty fuming slashes cut the air and crashed in a circular area all around the leader, killing all the weaker beasts in the impact.


A circle made of black smoke isolated the leader from the rest of its pack, the weaker beasts couldn't pass through the smoke or else they would die in a few instants.


Noah was alone with the rank 4 creature!


He didn't hesitate, the membrane around his heart poured Breath in his circulatory system and an armor made of black smoke covered his figure, transforming him in a fiend.


Full power right from the beginning of the fight!


The leader was still surprised by the sudden event and couldn't block the descending slash that Noah immediately performed.


Six sabers became one and crashed on one of the heads of the wolf.


Noah was using the Second Form of the Ashura together with the full power of his body and his strongest spell, coupled with the surprise effect, his assault was unstoppable.


The slash pierced the central head and stabbed Noah's sabers deep into the wolf's skull where they released a torrent of black smoke.


The wolf cried loudly and used its frontal paws together with its other two heads to fend off Noah.


Two pairs of wings came out of his back and his legs kicked the air to distance himself from the wolf's attack.


However, he couldn't match the speed of the leader, its fangs managed to land on Noah's body.


Noah was flung away, the sheer strength of a rank 4 beast was incredible but the protection of the Demonic form and the regeneration ability of his body prevented any serious wound.


In that short exchange, the wolf had lost one of its heads while Noah was still at its peak condition!


'My attacks are effective! I can kill it!'


Noah shot toward the leader and the beast did the same, its specialty was close-combat after all, it would never refuse to fight in that field.


However, Noah suddenly halted his charge and dispersed the Demonic form, revealing his face filled with bulging black veins.


'Warp!'


Black flames covered him right before the leader arrived in his position.


It was still confused by Noah's disappearance when it felt a piercing pain on its right head.


Noah had teleported again over it and transformed back in his fiendish form, inflicting another severe injury to the beast.


'Two heads are down, what will you do next?'


Noah stopped his assault and waited for a reaction from the leader.


The wolf had two of its heads hanging lifelessly from their necks, only its remaining one was staring at Noah with venomous anger.


'It has stopped mindlessly charging, it's waiting for its pack to arrive. Well, I can't allow it.'


Noah jumped ahead, creating more than ten ethereal sabers around him.


The leader looked in disdain at the First Form of the Ashura and used its paws and teeth to fend off most of Noah's attacks.


The effects of the First Form were less evident, Noah's attacks could only pierce the leader's skin and inflict some slight damage, they weren't attacks focused on power after all.


Yet, since he had managed to destroy two heads before the close combat began, he held an incredible advantage.
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                        The rank 4 Three-headed wolf was slow in its reaction time, losing two of its heads had greatly impacted its mental capabilities.


That's why, even though it could potentially match Noah's offensive, it was pushed back toward the edge of the circle of smoke.


Noah's offensive was relentless.


Twenty fuming sabers danced around him and continuously crashed on the wolf's body, the number of superficial injuries piled up, further weakening the beast.


Then, the wolf made a mistake.


It tried to move its weight on its frontal legs to pounce Noah but it wasn't able to realize that those legs had suffered an incredible amount of damage already!


Those limbs bent, unable to sustain the weight of the wolf, and left a long opening in the beast's defense.


Noah didn't waste that opportunity, the ethereal sabers around him disappeared and converged in his six arms as he lunged toward the remaining head.


Six sabers became one, curving the air where they passed, and swiftly pierced the last head of the rank 4 creature.


The Three-headed wolves were different from the Excavating worms, they had a stronger body but they also had a clear weak point.


That weak point was precisely their head.


Noah had managed to destroy two of them due to the surprise effect of the Warp spell and the last one by exploiting the advantage previously created, his battle had been precise and without mistakes.


It was with a smile on his face that Noah watched as the wolf fell lifelessly on the ground, he had finally killed his first rank 4 creature all by himself!


'I depleted too much mental energy, I should retreat.'


Noah hurriedly took the body of the leader in his space-ring and warped away after dispersing his Demonic form.


That fighting style comported a heavy burden to his mind, entering and dispersing the Demonic form consumed far more energy than simply fighting in that state.


Also, using the Warp spell as soon as the spell was turned off further increased that depletion.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had to use all his power when fighting a rank 4 beast, he couldn't hold back at all.


Yet, he now knew that his strength matched rank 4 creatures!


'I think that I'm still a bit weaker than the average beasts, I've killed this wolf because I managed to use my most powerful attack on its weak points twice.'


The advantage of using movement techniques to fight was evident, destroying two heads while the wolf couldn't react was what allowed him to use the First Form in the last part of the battle.


'My Second Form is now completely able to inflict real damages while my First Form still struggles to surpass the natural defenses of the beasts. It's fine, this was somewhat expected.'


Noah analyzed his battle from the top of a tree.


His eyes casually observed as the pack of wolves below him erupted in a chaotic fight now that their leader was dead.


Magical beasts in the human ranks were generally stupid, they only acted by instinct.


'They are fighting for the position of leader, what a ruthless world.'


The rank 4 creature died not even a minute ago but the remaining beasts of the pack were already fighting for its position.


'If I manage to complete my martial art, I would be able to fight without dispersing the Demonic form. Fighting like this is really tiring and it won't work well when I'm outnumbered, I leave too many openings in my defense while I warp.'


It had become a habit for Noah to analyze his battles in order to improve his fighting style.


He had a clear idea of his weaknesses and his most evident one was the lack of a suitable movement technique.


His flight was one of his stronger abilities while he still had a rank 3 body but it had become useless once the had the breakthrough, he needed something that could substitute that.


The Warp spell was the best option at that moment, however, that spell had many weaknesses.


It required a large amount of concentration and mental energy to be activated, Noah couldn't use it efficiently while he was in the Demonic form.


Also, it wasn't immediate, there was a casting time which could become a fatal weakness in a fight against more than one enemy.


Lastly, it couldn't be paired effectively with his martial art, it could only be used to catch the opponent by surprise a couple of times.


'The martial art that I have designed would perfectly combine with the Three Forms of the Ashura and would increase my battle prowess by a lot. It's a pity that my sea of consciousness still needs some time…'


The propulsion designed by Noah would have the weakness of being limited to ground usage but it would have far more advantages.


It would be highly maneuverable, allowing Noah to perform any kind of movement he wanted.


Also, it would expend far less energy since it was a martial art and not a spell, allowing Noah to use it without dispersing his Demonic form.


'Well, I can't force any breakthrough, I'm already stupidly strong for my age.'


Noah's most monstrous advancement concerned his mental sphere.


He was only a bit more than twenty-one but he was already thinking about reaching the third rank, that thought was simply madness for the cultivators of that world.


However, Noah had always relied on that advantage since his rebirth, even pushing the limits of that center of power in the process.


Generally speaking, geniuses would become rank 3 mages around the age of thirty, they simply didn't have the means to further improve their training speed.


Mental spheres were quite fragile, they were hard to temper and even harder to enlarge, cultivators usually spent years to reinforce its walls.


'It should still take a year or two to breakthrough. Well, I might shorten that time by filling my head with Breath but that would leave me defenseless in this foreign environment. It's safer to just take it slow and steady.'
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                        Noah didn't leave Leston forest in a hurry.


He had tested his new battle prowess so he could take his time to slowly march toward the new country.


'Odrea nation, there is basically no information about this country in my map.'


Noah's map usually had some data but, when he swept that nation with his mental energy, he could only see the words "strong soldiers".


'It shouldn't be another nation forced to slavery… I must be careful.'


The edge of the forest was clear, Noah couldn't see any danger in the mountainous landscape that followed that danger zone.


'I don't see anything wrong either, is it a wasteland?'


Noah couldn't see anything out of the ordinary from the borders of the Odrea nation.


He enveloped his figure with a layer of mental energy and exited the forest, his attention was raised to the peak and even Echo helped with its innate ability.


'It seems deserted.'


At that moment though, a humming sound resounded from the border of the nation and a series of runes lit up on the terrain.


'I couldn't perceive it, dammit!'


Noah hastily tried to warp back in the forest but he soon discovered that he could not focus his mental energy outside of the formation, teleporting was impossible!


He immediately decided to run but he found that an invisible layer was blocking the path toward the forest.


'This formation traps everyone inside!'


Noah wielded his sabers, he was ready to unleash his most powerful attack on the barrier that prevented his escape when Echo perceived many figures moving in his direction.


'Dammit!'


Noah gave up on trying to force the formation and shot toward one of the mountain peaks in the distance, if he could not escape, he would just continue on his way!


"Stop right there!"


A voice sounded from his side but Noah didn't even turn to look at its origin, he simply activated the Warp spell to make them lose his tracks.


Noah reappeared at a few kilometers in the distance and continued to run for his life.


He didn't know those cultivators nor did he know their alliances.


What he knew was that he wouldn't allow them to capture and interrogate him!


'A formation that I can't perceive, their defenses must be incredible!'


His thoughts collided non-stop inside his mind, he was analyzing the situation as fast as he could.


'Are they at war with the Empire? Are they from the Empire? Dammit, dammit!'


Noah felt even more figures nearing him, they were coming from different directions, they wanted to encircle him.


'How do they know my position? Don't tell me that the formation has marked me!'


He didn't know much about formations but he guessed that it had something to do with the quick catching up of his followers.


'Come then!'


Noah warped again and managed to escape the encirclement.


Yet, when he resumed his escape, he found out that even more cultivators were coming from him.


'I don't have enough mental energy to escape this country while continuously using the Warp spell and I'm not even sure that the formation on the other side will let me leave.'


Noah stooped himself, if he couldn't escape, he would fight!


A potion appeared in his hand and he hastily drank it, he was trying to refill as much mental energy as he could before the cultivators reached him.


"You surely ran fast."


A voice sounded from behind him.


Twenty or so cultivators appeared all around him, Noah found himself surrounded.


'They all have a rank 4 body and I can't understand the power of some of them. I can't win.'


That realization forced Noah to abandon his plan of fighting his way out.


"Who are you? Are you a spy of the Empire?"


The same man spoke again.


'So, they are enemies of the Empire.'


Noah smiled internally, he was beginning to understand their wariness.


"I'm just an outsider that was passing through. I didn't expect to find such surveillance in a seemingly desolate nation."


Noah plainly answered, his expression showed no emotions.


"That's for us to decide, do you have any proof?"


Noah took out the token acquired in Slyfall city, the name "Adam" could be clearly seen on it.


"I come from the area of influence of the Utra nation, I have crossed the border through Slyfall city. This is my proof."


Silence enveloped the area.


Noah's words made sense, it was unlikely for someone to enter that city unless they came from a different nation.


"So, why did you run when you were found out?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders before answering.


"I don't have any information about this country, as soon as I saw the runes lighting up, I thought I had fallen into the trap of some bandits. Actually, I'm still not sure of who you are."


Noah was exaggerating, no bandit would place that kind of formation just to rob some passer-by.


"What bandits!? We are proud soldiers of the Odrea nation and you just sneaked in our country like a little rat! The martial law allows us to cut your toes for that!"


"Lucy, enough, he is just probing us."


A woman couldn't stand Noah's mocking and revealed some of their information but she was soon stopped by the man that had been asking questions till then.


"Well, you are soldiers and I'm just trying to reach the northern border of the area of influence of the Empire. We don't have any business with each other."


Noah expressed his intentions and waited for the man's answer.


"I can't allow that, your story doesn't prove that you are not a spy. Men, seal his centers of power and apprehend him."


Five cultivators nodded and neared Noah but they were forced to stop due to a wave of killing intent that exploded from his figure.


Noah was staring with cold eyes at the five cultivators, his pressure was completely unleashed and his figure began to release black smoke.


"You try to seal anything and I'll gladly die to take down half of you with me!"
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                        'My centers of power are my life, I'd rather die than allow you to seal them!'


Those were Noah's thoughts after he heard the man's order.


Noah had based his reason to live on cultivation, his whole second life had been focused on that.


Hearing that his centers of power could be sealed had triggered a wave of unparalleled anger in him, he had dropped any kind of pretense at that threat.


The cultivators nearing him had all a dantian in the solid stage of the second rank but they stopped their tracks at the sight of the black smoke.


They felt danger from it, they couldn't help but take the threat seriously.


Also, Noah's declaration was backed by his chilling pressure, it was with a stern expression that they watched the young man wielding a pair of sabers and getting ready to fight.


"What is your name?"


The man in charge spoke again, Noah's seriousness actually made him take a step back.


"Adam."


Noah understood that something had changed and answered him.


"I mean your real name."


Noah's eyes sharpened at that request.


He hadn't revealed his real identity in a long time but that situation was really dangerous.


The cultivators encircling him were at least in the liquid stage of the second rank, he knew that he would probably die if they began to attack him.


"I'm Noah Balvan, I'm a criminal from the Utra nation."


Noah revealed his most hidden information.


Noah and the man stared at each other for a while.


The man knew that Noah was being serious.


The black smoke coming out of him gave him a dangerous feeling but he had the advantage in numbers, he knew that he could kill or capture him.


However, was it worth it?


A man willing to die only to inflict more damage was the most dangerous one, he didn't really want to lose any soldier for a simple capture.


"Come with me, I'll take you to the Lord as a guest."


Those words caused a lot of surprised gazed in the cultivators around Noah.


'Lord? Is he someone in the heroic ranks?'


Noah hesitated, he couldn't really match a cultivator that powerful but he couldn't even win against those around him, he didn't have that many options.


The man understood his worries and spoke to ease them.


"The strongest cultivators of this country are in the third rank of the dantian, if you decide to die, you can do that fighting them. I said that you will be treated as a guest so you can be assured that we won't imprison you, you have my word."


Silence fell again in the area, Noah wouldn't believe the man's word so easily.


"I believe that you will die while killing half of us, please believe me when I say that you'll be safe."


The man spoke again to reassure Noah.


The truth was that Noah didn't have the slightest amount of confidence in surviving the joint assault of the cultivators around him, his anger came from the threat at his centers of power.


"I'll believe you, for now."


Noah retracted the partial Demonic form and hid his aura, a peaceful solution was the best outcome from that situation.


The other cultivators were surprised but they didn't dare to disobey the orders of that man, they simply lowered their heads and escorted Noah toward one of the mountain peaks of that nation.


Noah followed the man while he analyzed the environment, he couldn't see anything out of the ordinary with both his sight and mental energy.


"Where are we going?"


"You couldn't perceive the formation around the country so you won't be able to see our home unless you enter its borders. Oh, my name is Logan, please restrain your threats in front of the Lord."


Noah didn't answer to that explanation and simply continued to follow Logan.


After they passed a certain height of a mountain, the environment changed, revealing the true form of the mountain peak.


There was a small city on the summit of the mountain, it was covered in snow and inscriptions but it seemed bustling with people.


'Don't tell me that this entire nation is amassed in one city…'


Noah had seen the capital of the Utra nation, the city in front of him paled in comparison.


However, he clearly felt that it was quite populated, he wondered about the number of cultivators inside it.


The gates of the city opened at Logan's sight, the building inside it unfolded themselves in front of Noah.


'Small, just a fraction of the capital.'


Noah wasn't moved by the tall structures after the defensive walls and continued to move, warily observing his surroundings.


There was a castle at the center of the city, Noah guessed that the so-called Lord lived there.


"The Lord might be inexperienced but we have sworn to protect her, watch your tongue when you speak with her."


Noah shrugged his shoulders at Logan's request and continued to follow him.


They crossed ample halls and luxurious stairs until they arrived to the tallest point of the castle.


Noah found himself sitting in a wide room, the cultivators from before were still surrounding him and they even seemed to be more wary of his actions.


'They must really care about this Lord.'


Noah sighed, he only wanted to continue in his travel but the recent events forced him to arrive right at the center of Odrea nation.


'Well, I'll just kill as many as I can if they try something funny, I'm not scared of death.'


He had already died once and the Forging of the Seven Hells had forced him to become used to that feeling.


Then, Noah's thoughts were interrupted by the sound of doors opening.


A gate at the bottom of the hall opened, revealing a young girl sided by two old cultivators.


They both had a long beard and a bald head, they seemed far stronger than the cultivators that surrounded Noah.


'Are they in the third rank?'


Noah couldn't understand their level so he moved his attention to the young girl.


She wasn't even eighteen, her long red hair was combed around a golden crown and her features were delicate, Noah couldn't help but think that she was quite cute.


She sat on a throne placed right in front of him and opened her mouth to speak.


"My men told me that a cultivator of the darkness element has invaded our country, is that true?"
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                        Noah's element was exposed as soon as the meeting began.


The cultivators around him released surprised gasps but Logan kept his stern expression.


'I bet that it was him that discovered it.'


Noah sighed, he understood that he had been granted a meeting because of his peculiarity.


"I'm not an invader, I was just passing by."


He uncaringly answered the girl, he had really done nothing wrong that time.


"Anyone that trespass our borders is an invader, we are at war."


The girl firmly answered, she seemed used to her position.


'Why did they put such a weakling in charge?'


Noah could clearly discern her level.


She had a rank 2 body, a rank 1 dantian, and a rank 1 sea of consciousness, she was just a weakling in his eyes.


"War? I can only see cultivators in the human ranks, you are not in the position to be at war with the Empire."


The Shandal Empire had a God as a commander, such a weak country couldn't call itself a worthy enemy.


Noah's words caused enraged gazes to be shot at him, the cultivators around him completely disapproved his stance.


"Our ancestor died to limit the invading forces to the human ranks, we are one of the few countries that still oppose the Empire."


The girl proudly declared.


'Limit to the human ranks? Is that even possible?'


Noah was confused.


The sheer power of the Empire was enough to submit any other country that he had seen, he couldn't understand how such a weak nation could survive thanks to the sacrifice of a cultivator.


"I understand your confusion. Our ancestor was a mighty rank 6 cultivator that imbued the formation around the country with his own life. Not even the God of the Empire can break it."


The girl's eyes were filled with pride as she told that story, the two cultivators on her sides lowered their heads as soon as the ancestor was named.


However, Noah saw things differently.


"So, he basically created a large prison for you all to live in, right?"


He could accept that a rank 6 cultivator could create wonders, Eccentric Thunder had built a seemingly endless world after all.


Yet, he didn't see anything worthy of praise, the actions of that mighty ancestor were only a temporary measure against the Empire.


Formations, runes, and inscriptions suffered from the passage of time, nothing was eternal.


The God of the Empire had just to wait for the defensive formation to lose some power before that country would be conquered.


"How dare you!"


The girl stood from her throne and pointed a hand at Noah.


"The ancestor sacrificed everything to keep his offspring alive. I have his blood in my veins, I won't allow anyone to taint his name! Men!"


The girl ordered and the cultivators around her neared Noah without hesitation.


However, Noah released his pressure again and his figure started to be surrounded by black smoke.


His eyes shone with a cold light as he answered the girl.


"I made myself clear already, try to imprison me and I'll use my life to kill as many of you as I can."


Noah had dropped any kind of pretense already, he was using his own life as a threat.


There was no hate between them after all, he didn't believe that they would sacrifice themselves just to kill a simple nobody.


"I really don't care about your situation but all I see is a weak girl leading a bunch of prisoners. The sacrifice of your ancestor means nothing to me."


Noah continued to speak, he made his stance clear to everyone in the hall.


The powerful cultivators next to her became incredibly enraged after Noah's mocking and shot toward him at an unimaginable speed.


"Stop."


However, the girl softly ordered and the two men blocked their attacks just in time.


Noah casually watched at the two fists that were standing in front of his face and turned his attention toward the girl.


"So, what do you even want from me? I just want to go on my way, I really don't have any business with the Empire and your war."


The cultivators retracted their fists and returned to their position next to the young girl.


She sighed and began to explain the situation of her country.


"Even if the formation blocks any cultivator that has a rank 4 dantian or above, the Empire still sends soldiers to fight us. We would appreciate your help in the war."


'It was about my element after all.'


Any organization that Noah had met wanted to exploit his superior battle prowess.


He was a cultivator of the darkness element after all, anyone would want him as an asset.


"I'm just a rank 2 cultivator, I can't influence your war that much. Also, I don't have a reason to help you."


If the war was limited to the human ranks, then cultivators in the third rank were the strongest assets.


Noah was strong for his level but he still paled in front of cultivators with a stronger dantian, he chose to follow Logan because he couldn't defeat his group after all.


"We need all the help that we can get and…"


The girl spoke, hesitating a bit toward the end of her sentence.


"We have a spell of the darkness element in our inventory."


Noah's eyes lit up at those words.


Spells of his element were rare, it was Heaven and Earth's way to balance the power of the rare aptitudes.


'Even the academy didn't have that many spells of my element, most of them were just rank 0 or 1.'


Noah was enticed by that opportunity, he would gladly enlarge the number of spells in his possession.


"Rank?"


He asked, he wanted to be sure that the spell matched his standards.


"Up to the fourth rank."


The girl promptly answered, she seemed well aware of the resources of her country.


'Fourth rank! It will be useful even in the heroic ranks and having its diagram as a reference will help me in my future creations!'


"Deal, give me the spell and I'll join your war for some time."
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                        Spells of the darkness element were extremely rare and they were hard to copy.


Noah couldn't refuse the chance of obtaining one that could be used till the fourth rank, that offer was simply too appealing!


After all, the spells that he could use at that time were the Demonic form and Warp, all his other spells were too weak or unfit for his combat style.


Simply speaking, he needed to have a larger variety of attacks.


"Hmph, you should accumulate some merit first instead of requesting immediately for the spell."


The girl snorted at Noah's proposal, she couldn't just give away a precious scroll to someone she couldn't trust.


However, Noah wore a shameless smile at that rebuke as he replied.


"You control the formation around the country, right? That means that I can't leave without your approval anyway. Just give me the spell and release me after I've accumulated enough merits."


The girl put a pensive expression at that explanation.


Noah's words made sense, he would have left already if he had the chance, the only thing forcing him to stay was the defensive formation of her ancestor.


Yet, he was just a prisoner at that moment, he would need incentives to become a soldier.


"I don't know if you'll really fight for us, I don't trust you."


Those were the words that came out of her mouth after she thought about the situation.


Noah shrugged his shoulders and spread his arms in an uncaring gesture.


"That's your problem, you need to pay the right price if you want to use me. Also, having another spell would increase my battle prowess, meaning that I would be a stronger soldier under your command."


He had nothing to lose.


He had already threatened those soldiers with his own life, there was nothing that could make him back off.


Silence fell on the hall, even the other cultivators felt that Noah's words were true.


They fought because of their attachment to the country after all, their reward was the peace that they achieved with their blood and sweat.


Noah, however, was an outsider, he had no attachment to their land, he accepted to fight with them only to gain some benefits.


"You outsiders are really impossible… Deal, Logan will go with you and explain our situation."


She then turned to Logan.


"Set the conditions for his release and give him one of the rooms at the borders of the city, I believe that he won't complain about the state of those habitations."


She then waved her hands and dismissed everyone except for her two protectors.


Noah stood up and followed Logan in a relaxed manner, he didn't look like a prisoner at all.


When everyone had left, the girl heaved a long sigh and punched the armchair of her throne in anger.


"Lisa, you can't keep on trusting outsiders."


One of the men next to her spoke in a soft manner.


"And what should I do? He is right! This whole country is a prison and we don't have any chance of escaping it! We need help from outside!"


Lisa angrily replied, Noah's words had unsettled her.


"My lady, you can't expect an outsider to go against the Empire just because of a few cultivation resources."


The other man spoke, they seemed to be more than simply guards for her.


"The constant siege of the Empire keeps on weakening us and there is nothing that we can do about that. Our war can only end in two ways: our country gets conquered and we became slaves or an external force helps us win."


Lisa had both her hands on her forehead, the crown there felt heavier with each passing day.


"Are you willing to deplete all our reserves because of your bets on promising outsiders?"


Lisa sighed again at those words.


"I'm willing to do far more than that if that means saving my people."


Meanwhile, Noah was following Logan toward the borders of the city.


Logan was narrating the story of his country in detail, he wanted to give a clear picture to Noah.


"Our ancestor used his life to empower the formation, preventing any cultivator with a dantian in the heroic ranks or above to enter the country. Yet, that was only the beginning of our problems…"


"The Empire has a seemingly limitless number of cultivators in the human ranks, our little country couldn't match the assault of tens of thousands of soldiers, we were forced to make a further deal with the Empire to ensure our survival."


"We gave up all our cultivation techniques, resources, and Kesier runes with a rank over the third to limit the assault of the Empire. We hindered our own cultivation journey to create a fair battlefield between our two nations."


"However, we had overestimated the loyalty of our stronger soldiers."


"Without the resources to continue cultivating, most of our cultivators in the heroic ranks chose to leave the country to join the Empire, those that chose to stay have slowly died over time. It was only a few decades ago that our last soldier in the heroic ranks died of old age."


Noah listened to the story with an expressionless face, he was beginning to understand why that country didn't have any strong cultivator.


"What about creating techniques?"


Noah couldn't help but ask, that really seemed their only option.


However, Logan shook his head.


"Our knowledge has never been that great in that field. When the ancestor died and the other strong cultivators left, every information we had about inscriptions and formations was lost. We are stuck in the human ranks forever."


Noah nodded in understanding.


The Utra nation had the academy and a central power that had accumulated knowledge for two thousand years, the Royals had invested a lot in the creation of inscription masters.


Yet, even the powerful noble families struggled to create techniques, it was no wonder that the Odrea nation suffered from a similar problem.


"Then, why exactly are you giving away scrolls to outsiders?"


Noah could guess that there was something wrong, Lisa had accepted his conditions too quickly.


"Lady Lisa strongly believes that our only hope is in promising outsiders. You are not the first that she has tried to bring on our side and I'm sure won't be the last. She is basically hoping that someone will repay her kindness in the future."
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                        'Repay her kindness? Is she delusional!?'


Noah understood that their situation was complex.


They were reclused in their country, unable to reach the outside world for help.


The Empire was all around them, preventing any external help.


Also, they didn't have the means to become stronger, they could only watch as their forces slowly decreased in number against the endless assault of the Empire.


Their only hope was in the lone cultivators that crossed their borders by accident.


'What can a single cultivator even do? The Empire has a damned God as its leader!'


Noah understood them but he still thought that their approach was incredibly stupid.


'Lisa is hoping that a lone cultivator would take pity on her and help them from outside the country… This is simply reckless.'


Who would want the enmity of a God?


Who would sacrifice his prospects to save a country with which he had no ties?


The answer was simple: no one!


"She must be really desperate to hope that criminals would become heroes."


Noah couldn't help but say those words out loud.


"The Empire watches attentively anyone that comes out of our borders, we can't ask for outside help nor gather cultivation techniques. We will either slowly vanish under its assault or convert someone to our cause."


Logan explained.


"So what? You give away spells and resources to anyone that seems promising?"


Logan nodded at Noah's question.


"It's still better than doing nothing."


Their conversation ended with that line, Noah limited himself to follow Logan after that.


They reached the borders of the city, the amount of Breath in the air was so little that Noah wondered how could someone still reach the third rank of the dantian there.


"This is your habitation, you will be staying here for the time being. There is a battle every month, we will summon you in two weeks to explain how our battles are fought."


Logan spoke, pointing his hand toward a small and smelly flat.


"No, I will join the battle after that, I need time to prepare and to learn that new spell."


Noah immediately refused Logan's order, two weeks were simply too short for what he had in mind.


"As you wish. This token contains some basic information about the city and you can use it to contact me. We will review the conditions for your release in a month and a half then."


Logan sighed and handed a token to Noah before leaving.


Noah was finally alone again.


'What would I do if I was in their situation?'


Noah absentmindedly entered the flat, it was dirty and there was no sign of inscriptions, it was just a simple room.


'Surrounded by enemies led by a God, without any resource or technique to become stronger, watching my people continuously dying in an endless war.'


He could understand how desperate Lisa was, he could imagine why she ultimately chose to hope in outsiders.


'She simply had no choice. Well, I would probably try to escape but I don't have any attachment to this country or to any of these people. I also don't have any confidence in escaping their interrogation after I go out of here. What a messy situation.'


He didn't mind fighting for resources, his plan was to become a mercenary all along.


What he was worried about were the consequences that his fights in that country would produce once he left it.


'Well, it's still too early to think about that, I should focus on increasing my battle prowess right now.'


The prospect of a war had changed Noah's priorities.


He wanted to wait for his sea of consciousness to reach the third rank before attempting in some of his experiments but he needed to increase his battle capabilities as much as he could before the battle began.


The only thing he could think of was the creation of the Demonic sword.


'My previous experiments ended with a shard with the power in the middle tier of the second rank. I have now liquid Breath in my dantian and my mind has also improved, considering that I would add more rank 4 materials to the forging, I should be able to create something in the peak of the second rank.'


Noah accurately analyzed the material in his possession, he knew that a finished and stable product created in that way could match the power of a peak rank 2 cultivator.


'I won't be able to fight cultivators in the third rank but, with that weapon and my spells, I should have no problem against those in the solid stage of the second rank.'


Noah didn't waste time, he sat on the dirty floor and took out one of the sealed buckets from his space-ring, together with other materials.


'Undead chameleon bone to prevent the smoke of my spell from destroying the other materials; scales of the Blind pangolin for the sturdiness; spikes of the Rabid hedgehog for further sharpness and to fix the empty spots. Three rank 4 materials coming from magical beasts of the darkness element and I have enough of them for about thirty attempts. I had decided the basic layout of the sword long ago, now I just have to become used to the interactions between these materials.'


Noah had spent a long time training in the Elemental forging method and had accumulated a large number of materials during his year with Kurt's hunting group.


'Using these materials before I become a rank 3 mage is a pity but I don't have any choice, I can't go to a war unprepared.'


Noah sighed at the sight of his precious materials but resolved himself to use them, he could just buy more of them at some point in the future, his life was far more important.


Then, a loud knock resounded from the door of his room.


Noah opened it and found a soldier with an old scroll in his hands.


"You better be worth the Lord's trust."


The soldier handed the scroll to Noah and left the area.


'They really don't like me.'


Noah shook his head internally and took a glance at the scroll in his hands.


The words "Mental tremor" were clearly written at its top.
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                        'Mental tremor spell, up to rank 4, limited to the darkness element. Focus your mental energy into a shockwave to destabilize or destroy the opponent's mind. The shockwave shoots from the eyes so an excessive use will stress that organ.'


'This can be extremely useful in battles against humans, I don't know its effectiveness against magical beasts though.'


As soon as he read the effects of the spell, Noah could already identify its strong points and weaknesses.


'It should be pretty effective against cultivators with a weaker sea of consciousness than mine while it should at least disorient those that are on my level. Its strongest quality is that it's hard to defend against mental attacks while its weakness it's the necessity of looking at my enemy's head. Overall, it should be a pretty reliable spell.'


Noah was satisfied with the spell, he wasn't expecting less from something limited to the darkness element.


'I should learn this first before resuming my forging, I don't know how much damage I will cause after all.'


Noah looked at the frail-looking room that was his habitation in apprehension.


'It's a miracle if it will last one explosion.'


He knew the consequences of a failure in the forging process and, at that time, the energy infused in his items would be far greater compared to his previous experiments.


'I guess they will give me a reinforced room after this one blows up.'


Noah put those thoughts in the back of his mind and focused on learning the new spell.


He had only one month and a half of time to prepare for the war, he couldn't waste time thinking about the consequences of his inscriptions.


A week passed before he was able to completely memorize the diagram of the Mental tremor spell, his mental sphere had greatly enlarged after all, that diagram didn't pose that much of a challenge.


Noah tested the spell immediately, a large quantity of mental energy was expended as the diagram was formed in his mind.


Then, the walls of his mental sphere began to tremble and emitted a humming sound that was redirected toward Noah's eyes.


There was a simple-looking vase in front of him which Noah had put there as a target.


His vision blurred for an instant before it returned to its normal state, Noah felt his eyes burning for a few seconds before the regenerative proprieties of his body acted to heal any damage.


'That hurt! The aftermath on my eyes is strong too! Well, my body should be able to negate any negative effect in its empowered form.'


The empowered form was simply the moment when the liquid Breath around his heart was injected in his circulatory system.


His injuries would heal much faster in that state, it was obvious to think that the negative effects of the spell would be greatly reduced in that form.


Noah massaged his temples before inspecting the vase that had endured his mental attack.


There were slight cracks all over its figure, Noah couldn't help but nod in satisfaction at that sight.


'An attack with mental energy was able to affect the material world to this extent, I can't wait to test its power to a real cultivator.'


He was really excited about that new attack which seemed not to hinder in the slightest his fighting style.


'The matter with the spell is set, now it's time to forge.'


***

One day after Noah memorized his new spell, Logan was hurriedly walking toward the outskirts of the city.


He had received a report not long ago from one of the soldiers stationed there, the report spoke about some kind of explosion.


'That's the area where the new guy was placed, I hope he didn't cause some trouble already.'


Logan thought, picturing the young-looking man with cold eyes in his mind.


However, Logan's hopes were soon shattered.


Soldiers encircled the area around Noah's habitation with a stern expression, they were warily looking toward the man sitting cross-legged at the center of the floor of his room.


As for why they could watch him from their position, it was because there wasn't any wall blocking their line of sight.


"What the fuck has happened!?"


Logan shouted toward one of the soldiers.


"S-sir, we are not really sure. We heard an explosion so we came here immediately but all we could see was a black cloud that consumed everything in its path. Luckily, it has dispersed now, I don't think that the other buildings would still be standing otherwise."


The soldier's gaze didn't leave Noah for even one instant, he was afraid that he would cause another mess if he was left unwatched.


"Adam, right? Care to explain?"


Logan moved his attention toward Noah and addressed him with angry words.


"Oh, good morning to you too. Well, simply speaking, it seems that I've misjudged the sturdiness of my room. I believe that a reinforced one would fit me better."


Noah couldn't hide his excitement as he spoke.


He had clearly failed a forging but the energy released by the explosion eve surpassed his prediction!


The explosion directly blew up the walls of the room and it took all his concentration to control the black cloud that was created after that.


'I can't wait to concentrate all this power in a sword! My power would increase by an entire stage!'


Logan watched incredulously the young man requesting for a better room with a smile on his face.


'Is he crazy? He has just destroyed a house!'


Then, his attention moved toward Noah's clothes.


They were torn in many parts and there was some red stain on his burned sleeves, the explosion wasn't completely harmless to him.


"Are you sure you won't kill yourself? A reinforced room would contain the explosion, you would have to endure most of its power."


Noah immediately stood up and bowed, he was aware of the dangers involved with the Elemental forging method, there wasn't any reason to refuse the offer.


"Very well, we have some empty chambers for you, I just have to notify the Lord about it."


Logan spoke and was about to turn when Noah interrupted him.


"Ehm, I suggest you give me something that can handle rank 3 cultivators, I believe that those made for rank 2 cultivators won't last an entire month."
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                        A month slowly passed.


Noah was successfully moved to a reinforced room, the cultivators in the Odrea country couldn't perform inscriptions so their inscribed rooms were mostly empty.


The only occupied rooms were the ones with a higher density of Breath but Noah had no use for them.


Explosions rang out continuously in Noah's new habitation, the people there became used to that noise after some time.


Yet, the explosions suddenly stopped right a week before the next battle with the Empire.


Logan had placed a few soldiers next to Noah's room to keep an eye on him and they promptly reported that change of behavior, he couldn't help but worry at that silent conduct.


However, more days passed in silence, the date of the battle was nearing and Noah had still to exit the room.


'I should take a look.'


Logan thought two days before the battle.


He had seen Noah's state after he blew up his previous flat, there was the possibility that he had died in his experiments.


Yet, the scene that welcomed him as soon as he entered Noah's room was quite far from his expectations.


Logan directly opened the door, he didn't knock nor did he announce himself, he was Noah's captain after all, he could act freely there.


What he saw was Noah seriously staring at a black saber.


Its shape was uneven and it was quite thick, it didn't even have a handle.


Nevertheless, it had a sharp side and the amount of danger that it radiated made even Logan hesitate at that moment.


"Tell me, do you have the confidence of blocking an attack with this?"


Noah spoke without moving his gaze from the sword, he was fervently inspecting every detail of his creation.


"No."


Logan honestly answered.


He was a cultivator in the solid stage of the second rank of the dantian, his sheer power was one step above Noah.


However, at the sight of that weapon, even his confidence wavered.


It couldn't be helped, the sword radiated an ominous aura, its thick body exuded a sharp feeling that was completely inconsistent with its form.


'What is that thing?'


Together with that sharpness, Logan also felt an innate destructiveness, that weapon seemed created with the sole purpose of destroying everything in its path!


"Good."


Noah plainly answered and stored the sword in his space-ring.


He didn't move though, he stood still with his mind focused on the device that was keeping the blade.


'It doesn't affect the ring, I can store it.'


Noah heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that the floor of the separate dimension was unaffected by the destructiveness of the sword.


"What is it?"


He asked, he could finally focus on the soldier.


"The battle is in two days, we need to prepare."


Logan replied and Noah nodded at those words.


"I need another day and then I'll join you."


Noah was emitting a sharp aura as he spoke, his mind was still affected by the recent forging.


"Alright, meet me in the central building."


Logan gulped before saying those words, the atmosphere in that room was too tense for him to act normally.


He immediately exited the room after that, he didn't want to stay in that situation for even a second more.


'Well, that was an honest judgment,'


Noah smiled, his recent creation put him in a good mood, he was extremely happy to have finally created something that powerful.


'Twenty-five of my Undead chameleon bones have been wasted but the twenty-sixth has granted me a battle prowess in the peak of the second rank of the dantian. Let's make it twenty-seven and I'm ready.'


Noah resumed his forging.


He had always fought with a saber in each hand, he couldn't create just one Demonic sword.


The second blade was created in half a day and it was a more perfected product than the first one.


Its body was less thick than the other sword and its shape seemed more fit for battle.


Noah wielded the other sword and took a deep breath before exercising with his new weapons.


The inscribed blades were heavier than his previous sabers and each of their attacks released a destructive aura that made the inscriptions in the room flicker to no end.


Then, Noah directly performed the Second Form of the Ashura while entering the partial Demonic form.


Six fuming sabers became one as he slashed vertically on the wall of the room.


The inscriptions of the room shone with blinding light to prevent any damage on the wall and they ultimately won against Noah's destructive blow.


Yet, a small dent still appeared on the wall, the defensive inscriptions couldn't completely block that attack.


'This room was meant for rank 3 cultivators and my most powerful attack can barely scratch its surface. My battle prowess is at the peak of the second rank, that's the best I can obtain for now.'


Noah had decided to forge the Demonic swords before reaching the third rank of the sea of consciousness because he wanted to have some kind of insurance during the war.


He was simply too weak, he would just be stomped by rank 3 cultivators.


However, having finally created his weapons put him at the peak of the second rank, giving him some confidence in the imminent battle.


'The conditions for my release will most likely concern the number of killings that I do in the battles, these weapons should catch a few cultivators by surprise.'


He had finally used the Elemental forging method to improve his strength, he felt as if his constant effort had ultimately been repaid.


'These are prototypes, there is large room for improvements but I should still wait to become a rank 3 mage before attempting in other forgings. Right now, I should be happy that I finally have weapons unaffected by my Demonic form.'


The black smoke from before didn't affect the blades at all, they actually resonated with his spell, increasing the amount of smoke.


'I actually can't wait to test them in battle, I wonder what Ivor would say at their sight.'


It was in that mood that he went to rest, he wanted to be at his peak condition before the war.
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                        Noah went to the central building of the city at dawn.


Logan was waiting for him with a small troop of soldiers, their expressions were stern and focused, even the atmosphere predicted a bloody day.


"Follow me."


Logan spoke as soon as he arrived and led him toward the borders of the country.


They crossed what seemed a main road toward the eastern border, Noah guessed that it was once used to link the Empire and the Odrea nation.


Then, the road ended in a gorge sided by two tall mountains.


There was no grass nor vegetation on the terrain of the valley, just a lifeless brown ground with shades of red in its color.


"This is where we fought for the last hundreds of years, it is the weakest point of the formation and also the battlefield decided in our agreement with the Empire."


Logan explained.


Noah looked at the environment with apprehension, the valley allowed only frontal attacks, it wasn't a place where one could perform intricate battle plans.


'Hundreds of years of battles have started to change the color of the terrain. The battle will be messier than I thought.'


"How does it work?"


Noah asked after he had a general idea of the battlefield.


"We gather here every month, one thousand soldiers for each side. The rules limit the number of rank 3 cultivators to fifty and rank 2 cultivators in the solid stage to two hundred, the other spots are freely occupied by anyone below that level."


'So, I'm basically cannon fodder, forging the Demonic swords was a good idea.'


Noah nodded at Logan's explanation and continued with his questions.


"When does the battle start?"


"Midday and continues till the sun sets. Then we stop fighting and reorganize for the next month."


"What are the conditions for my release?"


"Kill one hundred cultivators in the solid stage of the second rank and you are free."


Noah halted his questions at those words and turned his gaze to Logan.


His expression was firm, it was clear that there wasn't room for negotiations.


'For how much do they want to keep me here? Do they expect that living here for some years will eventually make me sympathize with their cause?'


Noah could guess their intentions.


He was simply a cultivator in the liquid stage of the second rank and furthermore he had had his breakthrough only recently.


Using cultivators in the solid stage as a requirement would force him to stay in that nation for three years at least!


That was because he would need to have another breakthrough before he could confidently face those strong enemies, he would be forced to fight against soldiers with power similar to his before he could effectively target the stronger ones.


'They are underestimating me.'


However, his actual battle prowess was far higher than their calculation.


Noah had the Demonic form spell as well as the Mental tremor spell, those two attacks relied on the power of his sea of consciousness that was highly atypical for his level.


'I can't directly charge in the ranks of the cultivators in the solid stage but I should be able to sneak out some kill from now and then.'


He wasn't expecting to complete the task directly in one battle but he could guess that it would take him far less than they expected.


"Alright."


Noah ultimately answered.


"You will recognize the level of the enemies by the colors of their robes. Black is for cultivators in the third rank, red for those in the solid stage of the second rank, and blue for everyone else. We have prepared a blue outfit for you, wear it before the battle."


A soldier took out a blue robe from a space-ring and handed it to Noah.


Noah directly undressed in front of the soldiers and donned the new clothes, they were tight, exactly as he liked.


'They must have chosen them after my usual outfit, they are really trying to please me.'


He sighed as he stored his black robe in his space-ring but then he noticed that Logan's troop was staring at him.


"What?"


Logan coughed lightly before pointing to one small boulder in the distance.


"You could have changed there, there are women here."


Noah then noticed that the female soldiers had their heads lowered and some signs of blushing could be recognized on their cheeks.


'Aren't we about to fight a war? How can they think about anything else?'


Noah didn't understand them but he was a special case.


Not only the topic of romance was always outclassed by his training, but he also had never been careful about those gestures.


He had simply chosen to change there because it was the fastest action, he couldn't bother with the feelings of those that were watching.


Truth to be said, his body was extremely fit and his white skin coupled with his cold aura gave him a harmonious but untouchable figure, the women there couldn't help but be attracted by him.


"Can I cover my face, right? I have my enemies too after all."


Yet, Noah's mind was completely focused on the imminent battle.


He had never had a second of peace in his second life, everything had always been about life or death, his eyes could only see the path to power.


"Yes, you can."


Logan answered and Noah took out a black hood from his space-ring.


After wearing it so that his facial features were covered, he sat cross-legged on the ground to meditate.


Logan sighed and set a battle plan with his troop as he waited for the other soldiers to arrive.


Little by little, more people arrived in the valley.


Most of them wore blue clothes while a few of them had red robes, only every now and then a cultivator dressing black would appear.


On the other side of the valley, a similar scene was unfolding.


Soldiers from the Empire were amassing on that part, it didn't take much for them to create a troop made of one thousand soldiers.


The battle was about to begin.
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                        One thousand soldiers for each side, they were staring at each other with animosity and stern expressions.


Yet, there were differences in their attitudes.


The soldiers from the Odrea nation were solemn and focused, they were fighting for their country after all, they were the line of defense that protected their loved ones.


Those from the Empire, instead, had a more relaxed attitude.


They were worried about the imminent battle but they didn't seem that interested in its outcome, also, they seemed far more inexperienced.


'These are just new troops of the Empire while we have experienced soldiers on this side, what a joke.'


Noah understood the meaning behind that battle.


"So, you exchanged your future to become a training ground?"


He couldn't help but ask that question to Logan.


"We do what we must to survive."


His answer was cold, he didn't appreciate Noah's mocking.


'They are just using your determination to train new soldiers though, I bet that they give away rewards based on their performance.'


Noah had seen a similar situation both in his mansion and in the academy.


'The battle in this country is just a mission for them, they will receive rewards based on their performance and some privilege for their participation. The determination of the two sides is on a completely different level.'


One fought for their country, the other fought for benefits, it was obvious who would prevail.


Yet, the objective of the Empire wasn't to win but to train new soldiers while slowly weakening the Odrea nation.


'No wonder they survived for such a long time, the Empire hasn't a better use for them.'


They had given away their techniques, forever sealing their path toward higher levels, and they were also providing a training ground for new soldiers, what would the Empire gain more from conquering them?


'They are no different from the slaves mining Vostum, they are simply used in a different way.'


Noah sighed, he was beginning to understand the amount of desperation that they had felt through the years.


"Adam, you will join the blue troops on the left side. We usually fight according to our colors so you should only face cultivators on your level."


Logan reassured Noah while explaining his battle tactic.


"You know, I don't fight well when I'm surrounded by allies, my strength will be affected."


Noah complained but Logan simply snorted at those words.


"That's your problem, you are part of our country now. Kill as many as you can while protecting those around you, these are your orders."


Then, he pointed toward the left side of the valley, he was ordering Noah to take his position.


He didn't waste time and went where Logan had pointed, he was soon surrounded by soldiers wearing blue robes, the army was slowly taking the position.


Meanwhile, at the top of one of the mountain peaks.


Lisa followed by her two protectors was coldly looking at a man on the other side of the formation.


"Lady Lisa, you are becoming more beautiful with each passing day."


The man bowed toward her as he spoke those words.


"Hmph, keep your crap for yourself, Seth, I'm here just to watch the battle."


One of her protectors took a chair from his space-ring and placed it on the ground.


Lisa calmly sat on it and focused her gaze on the valley below, her eyes seemed to linger on a blue figure with a black hood that covered his face.


That sight saddened her for a second before she wore again a cold expression.


"I see that you have a new outsider in your ranks. What did you give him to make him fight? A martial art? A spell? Or, maybe, yourself?"


Seth mocked from the other side of the formation, causing the anger of the two protectors.


"Watch your mouth trash of the Empire! Lady Lisa is as pure as the day she was born."


That answer made Seth smile, he enjoyed those kinds of interactions.


"And what can you even do? The moment you step outside the formation, you will die."


There was only the defensive formation protecting the Odrea nation from the unmatched power of the Empire, the protector couldn't cross it just to teach a lesson to Seth.


Ultimately, the protector snorted and shut his mouth.


"Lisa, you are losing about fifty soldiers each month, I believe that it won't even take a decade before you'll run out of them."


Seth continued speaking, uncaring of the cold gazes of the protectors.


"You know, I'm the appointed captain for the missions on the Odrea country, I might purposely select weak soldiers if you manage to please me."


Seth had a lecherous smile on his face, he was basically offering easier battles in exchange for Lisa's body.


"You lose far more soldiers every time."


Lisa didn't move her gaze from the valley as she answered, it was almost midday, the battle was about to begin.


"And the Empire is thankful for that. Your help in taking away the trash from our ranks is really appreciated."


Seth bowed again, there was some truth behind his mocking words.


The battles against the Odrea country were used as a form of training for their new troops.


The Empire was able to skim the ranks of the soldiers, reducing their numbers and obtaining experienced cultivators under their domain.


Weak soldiers were a burden after all, even for a big country like the Empire.


However, by skimming them in a war, they managed to keep a high standard for their cultivators.


Strength was everything, the Empire had no need for cultivators with a weak battle prowess.


Seth then raised his head and looked toward the sun before quickly lowering it again.


"It's beginning."


Down in the valley, Noah was in the vanguard position among other soldiers.


The red and black troops were behind them, they were the first line of attack.


A cultivator with a black robe was in front of them, carefully inspecting the position of the sun.


He then raised his hand, the atmosphere in the army immediately became tenser.


Then, he lowered it in a fast motion, loudly shouting to the soldiers behind him.


"To battle!"
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                        The battle began.


One thousand soldiers charged against one thousand soldiers, both sides neared each other at high speed.


The side from the Empire had robes with an emblem depicting a winged tiger on their chest area, it wasn't hard to recognize them.


However, Noah didn't focus on the wave of blue soldiers that was about to crash on him, his attention was on the red troops right behind them.


'First wave of spells.'


Noah warily thought.


Spells were the strongest weapons of cultivators, it was obvious that they would be used in that battle.


However, spells usually had a wide range of destruction, they would most likely hurt your allies in that situation.


That's why the moment before the clash of the two armies was the only moment when they could be freely used.


Multicolored lights shone from both sides, the cultivators of both armies cast their long-range magical attacks against the nearing soldiers.


Water bullets, fireballs, beasts of any form and color, icy shards, flashes of lightning, golems, and much more, were created and launched from both sides.


The troops from the Odrea nation were organized, they efficiently divided defensive and offensive spells between themselves.


Those from the Empire, instead, cared more about their personal safety, casting far more defensive spells than needed.


An earth-shaking explosion resounded in the valley due to the impact of that uncountable number of spells.


The earth shook and the terrain shattered under that amount of energy, the joint attacks of two thousand cultivators were too much for that valley to handle.


However, the runes of the formation aided the terrain, making it barely able to withstand the tremors.


Screams and shouts could be heard from both sides, no matter how trained soldiers could be, there were always flaws in their defenses.


Some soldiers directly died, unable to defend from the incoming spells, others were injured due to the shockwaves created after their defenses clashed with the offensive blows, casualties were already mounting.


"Your side always wins in this exchange, my men care too much about their safety to accurately react to those kinds of attacks."


Seth loudly judged from his position at the top of the mountain, he shook his head at his soldiers' performance.


Lisa, though, was used to that scene and was paying attention to the only unusual person in her army.


She clearly saw that whenever a spell came close to the cultivator with a black hood on his head, a black light would shine which completely destroyed the attack.


'He is not using spells to defend against spells… Bold.'


Noah was running toward the incoming soldiers while judging carefully the might of the spells shooting in his direction.


'They are mostly created by rank 1 mages, only a few of them are from rank 2 ones. My swords are enough to destroy them.'


The power of his new inscribed items could be already seen.


Noah had only expended a small quantity of Breath because his sabers were able to completely consume the enemy's attacks.


When Noah injected Breath in the Demonic swords, their true power would be revealed.


A threatening sharpness coupled by the destructiveness of the black smoke was radiated as soon as Breath circulated in those weapons, the incoming spells were swiftly divided in two only to be devoured by the toxic smoke that was automatically released.


Simply speaking, Noah came out untouched from the first wave of attacks!


He would always store his sabers after he had used them to defend, they were simply too dangerous to be in the open among his allies, he had to limit their usage in that situation.


The opposing army became closer.


Both sides were running toward each other, an earth-shaking clash at the center of the valley was inevitable.


The soldiers from both nations had formations and battle plans to perform but Noah couldn't care less about them.


He was weakened when he was among his allies, his real power could only be shown when he was surrounded by enemies.


Just as the two sides were about to clash, Noah activated his new spell.


His mental sphere hummed and redirected those vibrations toward his eyes.


His vision blurred for an instant but Noah forced his gaze to stay on the soldier right in front of him.


It was a man in a blue robe, he had a rank 4 body and a dantian that matched Noah's one.


Yet, his mental sphere was only in the first rank, it was simply too weak compared to Noah's level.


The shockwave hit him.


It wasn't something material or visible, just an inaudible tremor that hit his mental sphere.


That tremor though was dense, it ran through the air like a beam made of mental energy that directly pierced the cultivator's mind, creating a hole in the frontal part of his mental sphere.


However, the power of the shockwave didn't disperse, it continued unhindered its march across the mind of the cultivator, creating another hole on the sphere and exiting from its back.


The shockwave then hit the soldier behind him and destabilized his balance, forcing him to halt his march.


As for the first soldier, his eyes lost their light as life abandoned him, he fell lifelessly on the ground without even being able to react.


One spell to kill a soldier and destabilize the one right behind him!


'Amazing!'


Noah was elated by the power of the Mental tremor spell, its effects completely matched his expectations.


'Simple mental waves can crack a mental sphere but it takes time and a great amount of concentration to do so, I had to endure the thunderstorm when I fought Manuel because of that. This kind of condensed beam, however, is far more effective and takes way less time to prepare.'


The death of the soldier left an opening in the vanguard line of the Empire.


Noah suppressed the burning sensation on his eyes and shot at full speed right in that opening, he wanted to cut through the enemy's ranks all by himself!
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                        Noah jumped right between the enemy's army.


The soldiers behind him crashed on the opposing side, attacking with their strongest blows or defending against the enemy's offensive.


The second clash produced more casualties, many soldiers of the Empire were caught unprepared by the momentum of the battle, they were simply too inexperienced to efficiently use their power in that situation.


After the first clash, though, the situation stabilized.


The soldiers formed small groups where personal or group battles were fought, killing a cultivator was hard, victory couldn't be achieved unless there was a big difference in numbers or strength.


The survival instinct of the soldiers from the Empire kicked in, the second line of their army did better than the second one, they managed to block the offensive of the Odrea army, stalling the advance of the army.


The battles in the vanguard position were messy and merciless, one mistake could cause death or a fatal injury.


The soldiers of the Odrea nation were relentless in their assault, they had been in that situation too many times, their cooperation and experience slowly made them win the small battles on the first line of the battlefield, the cultivators of the Empire were slowly pushed back.


Noah, however, was already among the enemy's ranks.


He had immediately killed the soldier previously destabilized with his spell and then continued to swing his black sabers inside the army of the Empire.


The First Form of the Ashura coupled with the Demonic swords showed its full potential in that situation.


The fuming ethereal sabers fend off any enemy that tried to approach him from his sides while his two real weapons cut unhindered anything that stood on their path.


Those soldiers weren't wealthy, their cultivation level came from the generosity of the Empire toward its citizens.


So, they weren't equipped with defensive items or inscribed weapons, only a small part of them had inscribed items in the second rank.


Yet, Noah's weapons were at the peak of the second rank!


They had been created with the sole purpose of cutting everything in their path, Noah's mind was imagining a saber dividing the sky when he imbued his will on the Breath.


Their sharpness coupled with the destructiveness of the Demonic form spell made them able to easily sever anything weaker than them!


Swords, spears, shields, knives, all kinds of weapons were used by the soldiers to block his offensive and all of them were cleanly cut without any exclusion.


Noah's blades destroyed common and inscribed items as if they were cutting through butter, always ending on the astonished soldiers afterward.


A war was a messy place.


The soldiers didn't have time to actively change their fighting method, especially considering their inexperience.


That's why Noah's offensive continued to take lives without anyone able to stop him.


Those soldiers were either in the gaseous or liquid stage of the second rank of the dantian, their power was already barely enough to match Noah.


Considering the confused situation in the battle and their inexperience, they were completely unable to stop Noah.


Yet, not everyone was unaware of his actions.


Seth, Lisa, and her two protectors could clearly see how the hooded man ran in a straight line among the army of the Empire, disturbing their formation from the inside.


"What is that? Did you hide a cultivator in the solid stage below a blue robe?"


Seth angrily asked, he was ready to suffer some losses but the number of dead soldiers was increasing at an incredible ratio, a situation like that had never happened before.


"You know that I can't do that. Our agreement is clear, I can't use this kind of tricks or my dantian would explode."


Lisa coldly answered.


The agreement with the Empire was strict, the battles had to be fair and straightforward, both sides couldn't use any kind of ploy or trick.


Seth's eyes sharpened, Noah's figure was continuing in his killing spree, no one among the blue soldiers was able to stop him.


A token appeared in his hands and he softly spoke at it, he was communicating some special order to the troops below.


"The outsider you trapped this time has some talent, it's a pity that your nation managed to rope him in before the Empire could."


He loudly announced as his eyes shone with a cold light.


On the battlefield, Noah was still running in a straight line.


The First Form was used to defend from the attacks coming at him from other directions while his two sabers continued to claim many victims.


That kind of fighting style allowed him to fight for a long time without expending that much energy.


He was only using his martial art and the partial Demonic form after all, he could totally bear that expenditure of mental energy and Breath at his level.


That was also due to the fact that he was using those means only to defend, his real offensive power came from his blades that consumed virtually no energy.


Then, something changed around him.


The blue soldiers began to back off and a red figure could be seen running at full speed through their ranks.


'There you are.'


Noah smiled behind his hood at that sight.


'They have finally sent a cultivator in the solid stage to stop me.'


He knew that he was creating far too damage in the army of the Empire, they had to stop him.


Contrary to everyone's expectations, Noah didn't run away at the sight of that red robe but, instead, he jumped right at it!


A loud snort could be heard from the red cultivator, he felt that he was being underestimated by that simple blue soldier.


A difference in stage meant more powerful attacks and the ability to fight for a longer time, it was hard to overcome that hurdle.


However, Noah jumped at him without hesitation!


'Mental tremor!'


His vision blurred for less than an instant and a mental beam shot toward the red cultivator.


His opponent had a rank 2 mental sphere and an inscribed weapon, he was clearly stronger than him.


Yet, Noah's spell was able to destabilize him for a few seconds, making him unable to infuse his Breath in the weapon.


Noah's vein bulged and turned black, he had activated the power of his body and converged all his ethereal sabers in a single slash.


Under the incredulous gaze of the soldiers of the Empire, Noah's attack cut right in the middle of the red cultivator's weapon before it severed his head.
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                        Gasps, astonished expressions, surprised shouts, those were the reactions of the soldiers of the Empire after witnessing Noah's actions.


They have seen how a cultivator in the liquid stage had successfully barged into the enemy lines and killed tens of blue cultivators before beheading the red one that had come to stop him.


Defeating a cultivator in a higher stage but in the same rank was not an impossible feat, many geniuses in the past had succeeded in such an act.


However, Noah's actions were smooth and fast, the red cultivator wasn't even able to attack before he was killed.


They had no doubt that Noah was in the liquid stage, they knew about the terms of the agreement between the Odrea nation and the Empire after all.


That meant that his amount of Breath was limited, they could surely overwhelm him with their sheer number.


Yet, Noah's actions made one thing clear: taking him down would come at a heavy price!


That's why no one wanted to make the first move.


The soldiers of the Empire simply stared at Noah collecting the corpse of the red cultivator as they encircled him.


They were waiting for the moment in which he resumed his offensive, their focus was reaching the peak as they stared at the hooded figure.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't charge at them.


Instead, he began to run in the direction of the Odrea army.


His Demonic swords were unsheathed and the First Form of the Ashura was performed as he made his way back to the allies' ranks.


'Is he running away?'


That was the first thought of the soldiers around him, they couldn't help but be slightly relieved by that course of events.


"What are you doing!? Chase him!"


A loud shout resounded right behind them.


Two cultivators with red robes were running at full speed toward the escaping Noah, their eyes were filled with anger as they crossed undisturbed the crowd of blue soldiers.


Everything became clear in the soldiers' mind, the Empire had decided to double its efforts in taking down the hooded cultivator.


The soldiers began to chase Noah but he was already far away in the distance, no one dared to stand in front of him after seeing his battle prowess, they simply limited themselves to attack his sides.


Yet, the smartest of them had realized something from that turn of events.


'He has escaped before we could perceive the arrival of the red soldiers, what exactly is the level of his sea of consciousness?'


Noah was in the liquid stage after all, it was normal to think that his mental sphere must have just crossed the threshold for the second rank.


The reality though was different, Noah had begun to escape right before the reinforcement came, his timing was too perfect to consider it a coincidence.


Meanwhile, Noah was returning at high speed toward his allies.


The soldiers of the Empire didn't dare to block his path, he basically never used his inscribed sabers while returning to the Odrea army.


The area where the battle was held came into his field of view, the valley didn't allow for all those soldiers to fight each other at the same time, the battles were limited to where the two armies clashed.


'It should involve red and black cultivators as the night approaches.'


Noah knew that blue cultivators were only cannon fodder, just those few cultivators in the third rank were enough to vanquish all of them.


'I should just lay low till the end of the battle, I don't believe that the Empire would leave another red soldier unguarded.'


He had done enough in that battle, he didn't want to expose himself too much for a nation that had basically imprisoned him.


'Let them fight their war, I only need to collect red cultivators.'


Noah saw an opening in one of the battles in the front line and hastily jumped toward it.


One of the soldiers of the Empire had his head severed from behind his back as Noah passed him and returned inside the allied army.


That small battle was then won by the soldiers of the Odrea country, they were more experienced after all, that small advantage given by Noah had allowed them to inflict fatal damages on all their opponents.


The soldiers that watched his retreat looked at him in disdain, they weren't aware of his feats behind the enemy lines so they simply thought that he wanted to find a safe position where to hide.


Yet, they were focused on the war, they didn't have time to care about one deserting soldier.


From his safe position, Noah could calmly recover his mental energy and pay attention to the continuation of the battle.


The soldiers of the Odrea nation had the advantage from the beginning, they slowly pushed back the army of the Empire.


Time passed and the number of battles won by their side rose, the casualties on the side of the Empire increased at a fast pace.


The Odrea army would substitute the wounded and exhausted soldiers even during their battles, they were doing their best to limit the deaths as much as they could.


The Empire, however, was using that situation to skim their ranks, they would simply let the soldiers in the front die before sending reinforcements.


"The numbers are completely on your favor this time. You lost only around twenty soldiers while we have suffered losses for more than one hundred and fifty cultivators. I think it's time for the red ones to join the battle."


Seth spoke and whispered some words on his token.


The one hundred and ninety-nine red soldiers of the Empire immediately joined the front lines, their actions were fast, they were ready to move a long time ago.


However, before they could reach the defenseless blue cultivators of the Odrea nation, the red cultivators of that side had already moved to intercept them, Lisa wasn't taken by surprise by Seth's quick decision.


The battles escalated, every fight had blue and red cultivators fighting together from that moment on, the waves of energy released in each of those fights made even Noah wary.
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                        Everything became messier.


The battles began to spread through the entirety of the two armies.


They were slowly crashing on each other, the front line had fallen as soon as the red cultivators joined the war.


Cultivators in the liquid stage weren't much of a threat for those in the solid one but they could still overwhelm them with their numbers.


The first clash had left the Empire outnumbered after all, even with the help of those in the solid stage, its army was still forced on the defensive.


Yet, the casualties had stopped increasing so rapidly.


The red cultivators had become the main power in each battle while the blue ones were just providing support, the difference in strength between the two sides wasn't that overwhelming.


Noah could run freely on the battlefield in that situation.


The soldiers were engaged in their personal or group battles, their focus was on the opponents in front of them, they couldn't be distracted for even a second.


That's why Noah resumed in his killing.


He would reach for the most one-sided battles and help to deliver the finishing blow on the blue soldiers of the Empire.


The layers of mental energy around his figure allowed him to appear behind their backs almost unnoticed, most cultivators wouldn't even understand what had hit them even as they died.


'This is similar to the battle against Orson. I'm surrounded by cultivators stronger than me and the energy released from their battles is enough to blow me away. Yet, if I plan it carefully, I can decide the outcome of some of them.'


Killing one blue cultivator could break the balance in each battle and create the chance for a fast victory.


It wouldn't cause the death of the red soldiers but it would surely increase the casualties among the blue robes.


Also, due to that diminished obstruction, the red soldiers on his side would have an easier time defeating their opponents.


Ants were small and inoffensive but a million of them could take down a tiger.


The same went for the cultivators in the liquid stage joining the battles of the red ones.


Their power was not a match for those in the solid stage but their attacks could still wound their bodies.


One attack from a red cultivator could kill anyone with a blue robe but they were still forced to defend against the joint offensive of those in the liquid stage, especially if they were backed by red cultivators too.


Eliminating the pawns to leave the knights unguarded, that was a really common battle tactic.


"Found you!"


However, Noah's actions couldn't remain unnoticed for too long.


Noah turned toward the voice that had just shouted those words only to find a red cultivator sending icy shards at him.


'Fuck!'


The chaos inside the battlefield had covered the tracks of that enemy even from a careful person like Noah.


Yet, he wasn't that close, Noah was able to promptly react to that spell.


Twenty fuming slashes shot from his inscribed weapons, the slashes multiplied mid-air and the black smoke resonated with the sabers, tracing black lines in the air as they reached for the crystalline shards.


An explosion rang out, the shards were destroyed and exploded in every direction, stabbing themselves on the soldiers around the area of impact.


Also, a black cloud formed there, creating a dead zone that consumed any unfortunate cultivator that came in contact with the smoke.


'This madman actually used a spell in such a crowded area!'


Noah didn't care about the damages that his attack caused on his allies, he had to defend himself after all, he had no other way to block that spell.


However, the determination of the red cultivator had surprised him.


'Is he tasked to take me down?'


Noah couldn't help but think that he had become some sort of target in the eyes of the Empire.


"Typical of the Empire, you don't care about your soldiers at all!"


Another voice sounded in the area and a red cultivator from the Odrea nation jumped right in front of Noah in a protective manner.


"You have no honor, you actually chased down a weaker cultivator! Let me teach you a lesson!"


The cultivator that came in Noah's defense was one of the female cultivators in Logan's troop, Noah vaguely remembered her face.


"Hmph! Weak my ass. That devil has unleashed mayhem in our ranks and even killed my brother who was a fellow red robe! Heaven itself wants me to take revenge!"


The woman was surprised by the man's words and turned to look at the outsider behind her.


Noah's actions weren't seen by many, he was behind the enemy lines after all, there weren't any witnesses from the Odrea nation.


However, when she turned, she noticed that the hooded figure had disappeared.


"AHGH!"


A pained cry came out from the red cultivator in front of her which forced her to turn again.


Then, she saw a scene that she would never forget.


The man in the solid stage was holding his head with a pained expression, his brows were knitted as if he was suffering from a powerful headache.


A blue figure immediately appeared behind him.


His hood flapped due to the fast movements of the young man, revealing his cold bloodshot eyes firmly staring at the man's neck.


A black light flashed and the man's head was severed, everything had happened so fast that she almost didn't realize that a cultivator in the solid stage had just died in front of her.


Noah stored the corpse in the space-ring and nodded at the woman that had come in his help, she was able to see how the black veins filling his face slowly faded as he put his hood back on his head.


She then understood what had happened.


Noah had used the moment of distraction that she had created to kill the red cultivator.


There was no hesitation in Noah's actions, he had recognized that chance and grasped it, obtaining the best possible outcome.


His cold eyes resembled those of a magical beast pouncing at its prey, there wasn't any superfluous emotion in them, only a sharp determination was exuded.


She felt a chilling sensation on her back as she looked at his lonely figure going back on the battlefield to look for more prey.
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                        Noah continued to kill as many blue cultivators as he could as the battle kept going.


They were the easiest targets on the battlefield, he couldn't find isolated red cultivators anymore.


Yet, that didn't discourage Noah, he kept on lowering the number of blue robes to force an opening in the red ones' defenses.


Time passed.


The battles between cultivators could last a lot, they had great reserves of energy and strong bodies, victory couldn't be decided in just a few minutes.


That's why, as the hours passed, Noah found fewer and fewer targets to kill.


His actions had finally aroused the wariness of the Empire, they had begun to fight in an extremely careful way.


'They are not leaving me any opening. Should I just join a battle?'


The army of the Odrea nation had completely overwhelmed the Empire by then, only the red cultivators and a few hundred blue ones were left on the battlefield.


'I don't really want to… I don't fight well with allies and I don't want to end up in a fight with two or more red robes.'


His new spell needed eye contact to work, Noah could only hit one cultivator with each activation.


If he was to fight against two or more cultivators in the solid stage, Noah's only option would be to escape, he simply wasn't strong enough for that kind of battle.


'This is getting boring, I could be training right now…'


Noah scratched his head, no one was coming at him and he didn't want to join any battle, he found himself with nothing to do on the battlefield.


However, an event forced him to focus again.


From the bottom of both armies, right when the sun was about to fall into the horizon, the cultivators with black robes took a step forward!


'Are they going to fight?'


Noah's eyes shone with interest at that sight.


Cultivators in the third rank were on a completely different level, he couldn't even hope to touch them.


'Their battle should be interesting!'


It was with that thought in mind that Noah moved toward the sidelines of the battlefield to find a safe spot where to look at their battle.


Black robes walked slowly from both sides toward the center of the valley, the cultivators engaged in battles interrupted their fights at the sight of their passage.


Some of them directly walked right between them, uncaring of the attacks that were about to be launched.


Yet, the cultivators from both sides would just stop when they passed, they wouldn't dare to break their concentration and incur in their wrath.


Their gazes were fixed on the nearing opponents, fifty rank 3 cultivators against fifty rank 3 cultivators, Noah was expectant toward that battle.


It couldn't be helped, he had some sort of reverence toward power, he wanted to know more about the upper stages of cultivation.


After all, the only warrior on that level that he fought was William and he was just training him.


The gazes of all the soldiers moved toward the black robes, they maintained their attention on the enemies near them but they still wanted to take a look at that battle.


Then, the clash happened.


Just as they arrived at one hundred meters of distance from each other, the rank 3 cultivators of both sides jumped ahead.


A loud explosion resounded in the valley, the clash of those two sides created shockwaves that made the ground tremble and crack.


The cultivators that were too close to their battle were swept away due to the might of the impact, the amount of Breath released by their attacks was simply too much to withstand.


'Amazing.'


Noah judged in his mind as he stared at the battle.


The weapons of the soldiers in the third rank were all inscribed, a normal weapon could not handle the energy that they released as they fought.


Martial arts were performed with extreme precision, each of their forms produced incredible effects that reverberated through the entire valley.


Air slashes, afterimages, piercing strikes, Noah could recognize each of those forms but the power behind them elevated those movements toward a higher realm, something he couldn't still hope to reach.


The black cultivators were fighting one versus one battles, they were in the same number after all and no one of the bystanders could interfere in their fights.


The other soldiers slowly resumed their battles, they couldn't just stand there, they still had their personal reasons to fight.


Only Noah could somewhat watch the battle of the rank 3 cultivators in its entirety, the soldiers of the Empire avoided him while those from the Odrea nation held the advantage already, there was really nothing that he needed to do.


He stood on the sidelines, his back was on the rocky wall of the mountain and his gaze was fixed at the center of the battlefield where the battle at the apex of the human ranks was held.


'I can't even distinguish in which stage they are, they simply seem too strong in my eyes.'


Noah carefully analyzed each of their movements, both sides were experienced, it was almost impossible to reach the third rank while being unskilled.


'They are not using spells either, their battle is just for show.'


Noah was a bit disappointed by that but he could understand the reason behind that choice.


Cultivators in the third rank were the most powerful asset in the war between the Odrea nation and the Empire, their value surpassed any number of blue and red cultivators.


Also, they were extremely valuable outside of that limited environment, Noah remembered how lofty their positions were in the Utra nation.


The war continued for another hour keeping that rhythm when the sun ultimately disappeared and the darkness enveloped the valley.


The soldiers immediately stopped fighting, they were scared that another attack would break the rules of the agreement between the two countries and produce some repercussions so they just stopped altogether.


The battle was over, it was time to gather the dead and reorganize for the next month!
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                        The soldiers dispersed quickly, they returned to their respective sides and regrouped around their commanders.


The Odrea nation had clearly won but there wasn't any happiness in its soldiers' expressions, they knew that that victory didn't amount to much.


Each of their loss was permanent while the Empire could refill its ranks with an incessant stream of cultivators, they were just surviving after all.


"Another brilliant victory from your side, you lost only forty blue robes and a couple of red ones."


Seth announced as he turned toward Lisa and bowed.


"I believe that we will see each other again in one month."


He left as soon as he said those words, climbing down the mountain from outside the formation.


Lisa had a sour expression, her mind was already planning the substitutes for each of the deceased.


"Rejoice, My Lady, we have never killed so many of them. That outsider surely knows his way in battles."


One of her protectors tried to raise her morale and slightly managed to do so.


Lisa nodded at his words, Noah's actions had indeed helped in shifting the scales of balance in their favor.


"Those swords of his… You didn't mention them when he was captured."


Noah's weapons had surprised even the soldiers of the Empire, it was impossible for Lisa to overlook them.


"I will ask Logan again but I think that he simply didn't use them in the chase. He was probably keeping them as his trump card."


The protector spoke again but Lisa shook her head.


"He would have surely tried to escape using those swords if he had them before the chase. He didn't come to the last battle because he needed time to prepare… I believe that he has just created them."


Lisa's words made the eyes of the protector widen in surprise.


"Are you saying that he is an inscription master? But there were no visible inscriptions on the blades!"


The protector understood the meaning behind her words and replied in an astonished manner.


Inscription masters were far more valuable than simple cultivators, especially in a country that had sold all its precious cultivation methods to the Empire.


"Grandpa Luke, you are the one that taught me that the world is big and the ways of cultivation are endless. Our ancestor was an expert in formations, our knowledge is limited to that field and it has mostly disappeared after his death, we can't presume that the world stood still after that."


Lisa's words were right.


Cultivators would always test new methods for their training, the academy itself was one of the best areas of research of that world.


Schools would improve as time moved onward, the old techniques would become unsuitable when compared to the new methods.


"You might be right. Do you want me to summon him?"


Luke asked after considering her words but Lisa shook her head.


"That guy is slippery, he fooled the entire army of the Empire with his blue robe, he would just lie if we force him. I need to speak to him privately."


***

Noah returned to his reinforced room.


The corpses of the two red cultivators didn't have much on them and their space-rings were about the same.


The only valuable thing was a reagent for the third rank of the dantian that Noah carefully stored for future usage but the other loot included only an inscribed weapon and a few thousand Credits.


'What's even the point of accumulating wealth if I can't use it?'


Noah cursed in his mind at the sight of his belongings.


He had many inscribed weapons for the total value of forty to fifty thousand Credits, a seemingly endless stash of curative potions and pills, four Earth pills, and one hundred and fifty thousand Credits in their crystal form, he was considerably rich for his status.


Yet, he had no use for most of those items.


The inscribed weapons could only be sold, his Demonic swords were far more powerful than them.


The potion and pills were only useful in battle, Noah was always careful to have a large amount of them but their number only continued to increase after every battle!


The Earth pills were completely useless at his level, he had forced the breakthrough on the liquid stage by just using his mental energy after all, their effects could be neglected.


As for his money, there wasn't a market that had something valuable in the Odrea nation, he had no reason to spend them.


'Maybe I should stop taking the inscribed weapons, I really don't see a reason to do it.'


Weapons in the second rank could be valued ten thousand Credits or more but the ones collected by Noah were either dented or almost destroyed, their actual value was far lower than that.


'Well, I still have a lot of storage space left, I'm basically only using one of my four space-rings.'


Noah tossed the problem of his useless items in the back of his mind, he had more pressing matters to attend.


He took his black sabers out in the open and laid them on his crossed legs, he wanted to inspect their state after the battle.


'Basically no dents, they have never been stopped after all, they literally cut through anything.'


He was especially satisfied with the performance of his new weapons, they completely stood up to his expectations.


'The color seems to have faded a bit though, is the black smoke inside them diminishing due to their usage?'


Those inscribed items were far from perfect, Noah was aware of that.


The moment they met a weapon that could match their power, their internal stability would be tested.


However, Noah left the improvements for another time in the future, he didn't have the power and the materials to create a better version of the Demonic sword anyway.


'I should focus on cultivation from now on, that's one of the advantages of being stuck here at least.'


Just as he thought that, however, a loud knock resounded from the door of his room.


Noah didn't have time to stand up that the door was opened, revealing Lisa and Luke on the entrance.


"What's the point of knocking if then you just open it?"


Noah loudly complained, storing the black sabers back in his space-ring.


That action wasn't missed by Lisa who smiled radiantly at that sight.


"You want us to call you Adam but your real name is Noah. Tell me, why didn't you tell us that you could perform inscriptions?"
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                        'They noticed.'


Noah thought in his mind as his gaze sharpened.


The Elemental forging method was quite atypical as an inscription method, it was a dying school after all.


Yet, Lisa managed to recognize it, Noah couldn't help but think that she had paid attention to his performance during the war.


"I'm no master, I just know some tricks."


Noah answered with vague words, he wasn't exactly lying though.


His ability in creating inscribed weapons derived from his constant experimentation, he had used the complete knowledge of the previous masters of that method and many efforts to succeed in creating his second stable product, he was far away from the title of "master".


Also, the real reason why he had managed to forge something stable in such a small amount of time was that his mental sphere had improved a lot after absorbing the Bloodline Inheritance, he could control the forging process with far more precision.


The level of the sea of consciousness of a cultivator was the biggest limit to a practitioner of the Elemental forging method, however, in Noah's case, it was actually an advantage.


His mental sphere was stronger than his dantian, which allowed him to freely absorb Breath from it, shortening the absorption process by a lot.


He could also have an easier time manipulating the materials since the energies involved would always be on a lower level than his mind.


He had realized long ago that the weakness of his inscription method was mitigated in his case.


"Weapons that can destroy spells in the second rank are interesting tricks. Can you mass-produce them?"


"No."


Noah immediately answered Lisa's question.


Not only the forging process was hard and took a long time, but the materials required for the creation of the Demonic swords were quite rare too.


Also, he was the only one that could wield them due to the proprieties of the black smoke inside them.


"Then, can you create just a few of them for our elite soldiers?"


"No."


Noah refused once again Lisa's request.


Lisa was becoming impatient at the sight of the young man uncaringly closing his eyes to start cultivating.


"Remember that you are our prisoner!"


Noah snorted at those words.


"It's precisely because I'm a prisoner that I can do whatever I want. You wanted me to put some efforts into the monthly game that you call war and, for that, you've given me a spell. Now you want me to mass-produce inscribed weapons when you don't even know if I'm able to satisfy that request. Why don't you just let go of this land and escape with your people? What's even the point of struggling so much when your hopes are in random outsiders?"


He was quite angered.


Since his birth in this world, Noah had always been the prisoner of some organization.


The Balvan family, the Royal dynasty, and, ultimately, the Odrea country.


Every time he took a step toward freedom, he would always find someone able to entrap him, that cycle was starting to annoy him.


That's why he spoke with such sharp words.


What was a country after all?


Was it the ground in a certain area of a continent?


Was it the people that composed it?


Noah had never cared for such divisions, everything was a creation of the humans after all.


You could take a piece of land and divide it into two different countries, but that piece of land would still be one in the eyes of an outsider.


Borders and similar ideas were meaningless in Noah's mind even before his rebirth and his second life didn't change his thoughts.


"How dare you!? The Lord is always thinking about our well-being, she has never stopped caring for us! She is so young and yet she is giving her everything for the country of our ancestor! How can someone like you understand such feelings?"


Luke couldn't withstand Noah's attitude any longer and exploded in a loud reprimand.


However, Lisa had begun to understand Noah's character.


'He is lawless, without any bond in the world. He is living only for himself, lying and cheating on each of his steps, such a lonely life.'


She thought and she couldn't help to pity him a bit.


She was able to endure the situation of the country thanks to the constant support of its citizens, she cared for them and they did the same.


Noah, instead, was alone.


The world itself was his biggest enemy due to his rare aptitude and exceptional talent, he had no one to rely on and he had to make the best out of each situation.


"Come with me."


Lisa broke the silence and began to walk toward the main building of the city.


Luke and Noah were confused but they still followed her, it was needless to say that Noah was quite wary of the old man at his side.


'Where are we going?'


Lisa led him back to the main hall of the castle in the center of the city.


The room was deserted, only Noah, Luke, and Lisa were inside it.


"Our country once was the overlord of the western side of the central part of the continent, our borders reached the mountain range that divides the two areas of influence on the southern side and the mystical fog right before the Papral nation on the northern side."


Lisa spoke with a reverent tone, that was the apex of her country after all, she was extremely proud of its past.


"Yet, we had a mortal enemy, our neighbor, the Shandal Empire."


She reached the back of the room and pressed her hand on the wall, filling a gap in a formation that was placed there.


Luke's eyes widened in surprise and he was about to speak but Lisa promptly shook her head, stopping him from acting.


"Our ancestor lost the race for the divine ranks against the God of the Empire and I believe that you are aware of how things developed after that."


The wall opened, revealing a rocky downward passage covered with inscriptions.


"Cultivators in the heroic ranks need far more Breath than you can imagine, an entire country could be sucked dry by a rank 6 existence. That's why they need to create special environments to continue cultivating."


Noah was beginning to understand the meaning behind her words and his gaze started to inspect the end on the passage with interest.


"Welcome to our ancestor's training cave, we call it Mausoleum."
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                        A wave of dense Breath came out from the bottom of the passage and swept over Noah and the other two cultivators.


'Mausoleum? Is this some sort of inscribed room?'


Noah had lived in habitations with an enhanced density of Breath, the capital of the Utra nation was filled with such buildings.


However, they were always tuned for cultivators in the human ranks, the most valuable ones were in the center of the city, near the Royal Mansion.


Generally speaking, a higher density of Breath quickened the cultivation speed but only in certain quantities.


Each rank of the dantian had a different purity of Breath, cultivators in the first rank couldn't just absorb the Breath in rooms made for rank 3 cultivators, their dantian simply couldn't endure such a training speed.


That's why it was always better to have a slow but constant training rather than a fast and immediate one, putting too much stress on that organ would just produce injuries.


Yet, the Breath in the passage was barely enough for cultivators in the second rank, Noah didn't understand how a mighty rank 6 existence could be satisfied with just that.


Lisa understood his confusion and continued her explanation.


"The formation around the country is powered by the Breath inside it, our ancestor used his whole essence as its core in order to surpass the limits of the heroic ranks. The defensive formation will always be his masterpiece and the proof that he was worthy of reaching the divine ranks, he simply needed more time."


Then, she pointed at the various inscriptions on the walls.


"This formation, however, was used to create his training chamber. It gathers the Breath from the underground and it's linked to the sea where the density of Breath is generally higher. Not only did it prevent the creation of danger zones but it also gave hope to his successors."


The inscriptions on the wall formed intricate diagrams, they even ended up in runes that flickered with a pale white light.


'Such a majestic work, it should be on par with Eccentric Thunder's dimension.'


The records about these mighty existences were taught in the academy, Noah was aware that Eccentric Thunder had been at the peak of the heroic ranks in his prime.


'He created his inheritance right before undergoing the Heaven Tribulation for the divine ranks, this ancestor should have had a similar thought when he created this environment.'


"The Mausoleum has six layers, each one of them is specific for a rank of the dantian. This is just the first one, cultivators in the first rank are currently training here, please don't disturb them."


At the end of the passage, a wide shining room unfolded in front of Noah's eyes.


The underground room was filled with mats and many youths could be seen quietly cultivating on them.


They were a bit more than fifteen years old but their concentration surprised even Noah.


'At least a thousand of them, these kids should be the new generation of the nation. There is already someone in the liquid stage between them.'


Noah had to admit that such a feat surprised him.


'The pressure radiated from the inscriptions also affects the mental sphere, the ancestor really thought about everything.'


The light in the room was generated by the formation.


Lines and runes shone with a pale white light that covered the entirety of the room, exuding a halo that pressed on the mental sphere of the cultivators, increasing its sturdiness.


Lisa never stopped walking and reached for a passage at the end of the room.


As soon as she entered the passage though, her brows knitted together as if she was suffering from some sort of mental attack.


Luke sighed and promptly enveloped her with a layer of mental energy, mitigating the pressure in the passage.


'Oh? Even the weight of the formation increases as we descend.'


Noah barely noticed the increased pressure, his mind was too stable to be affected by that.


Yet, Lisa was only a rank 1 mage, her mental sphere could not endure that environment.


"In the second layer, cultivators in the second rank are training."


Noah had understood by then the layout of the Mausoleum, it was simple but efficient, it helped both the dantian and the sea of consciousness, truly an excellent training ground.


"So, you lasted until now because of this place. Your higher experience in combat coupled with a faster cultivation speed was barely enough to keep you alive."


Noah commented as he inspected the luminous lines of the corridor, he really couldn't understand the meaning behind those inscriptions.


"Hmph, the Empire thinks that our soldiers will be depleted in ten years. We can last at least for another century with this place."


Lisa snorted as she thought about Seth's words and explained the situation to Noah.


"How isn't it aware of this place? I thought that the deal forced you to give up all the cultivation methods in the heroic ranks. This place is useful till the sixth rank, right?"


Noah expressed his confusion, he wouldn't believe that the Empire didn't mention such an amazing place in the requirements of the agreement.


"This formation can't be moved so it's protected by the formation on the borders of the country. Also, it can't be considered a cultivation method, we can't surpass the human ranks without techniques after all. I believe that the God and a few higher-ups of the Empire are aware of this place, but the common soldiers should be in the dark. They probably hid this information to give hope to their troops."


'It seems more like a loophole in the agreement rather than an explanation but, well, it's not really my business.'


"Why did you show me this place?"


Noah moved the topic back to his situation as they reached the second layer.


The room there was a bit smaller than the previous one but there were still a few hundreds of cultivators training there, Noah could recognize a few of them from the battle on the valley.


"Inscribe for us and I will allow you to train here. Of course, if you could make cultivation techniques to break through the heroic ranks, I would be even willing to give you my crown."
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                        Noah's gaze inevitably went on the golden crown on Lisa's head.


That ornament was a symbol of power, of rule over a country and its citizens.


'Becoming the king of the Odrea nation, marry one of their women, have children, defy the Empire… I've read too many stories like that.'


The hero joins the suppressed country and saves the day against the terrible and awful enemy that only wants more power, giving his everything for the greater good of his subjects.


'Yet, I'm the terrible and awful enemy only interested in power here.'


In a world where humans could become deities, power surpassed any ethics.


'My mother was a good woman, she was abused and was ultimately forced to kill herself because she was weak; June was only a kid when her family started to train her like a beast. Countries, laws, they have no value…'


His mind then recalled the dream in the test of the attitude at the academy.


Noah clearly remembered his feelings at the sight of countless human figures kneeling toward him while he was sitting on the throne.


He felt nothing.


Only the brilliant stars in the distant sky could move him, his ambition continuously sharpened with the passage of time, becoming a pure will that dictated his every move.


He had one regret though.


Lily, the woman that had suffered in his place to give him enough time to become independent, the woman that was happy to see her son choosing cultivation over her.


The suffused moans coming from her room still resounded in Noah's mind and each of her bruises was a weight over his heart, it was only thanks to his innate detachment that he was able to suppress his killing intent when he was in the inner circle of the Balvan mansion.


'I have no interest in that crown.'


He sighed as he reached that conclusion in his mind.


'Well, there is also a problem with my inscription method, I can't really live up to their standards.'


Noah organized his thoughts before giving an answer to Lisa.


"My inscription method can only produce darkness-type inscribed items. Maybe, in the future, I will be able to avoid this limitation, but my experience is simply too little right now."


He was a man of two worlds, he was quite sure that, as his ability improved, he would be able to modify the forging process to better suit his necessities.


Yet, the method always stressed to use an element matching your aptitude, not only absorbing Breath of another element required a completely different process, but also its manipulation would be harder.


The aptitude was innate, Noah would find manipulating Breath of another element more difficult.


"Cultivation techniques are the same, my level is too low to even create something for me and they are further limited by my element. Both your requests are simply outside the range of my abilities."


Noah's explanation made Lisa wear a disappointed expression.


Of all the outsiders that have come to her country, Noah was the only one that could perform inscriptions, that art was taught only by top-tier organizations and similar.


"Can't you just teach your inscription method to us? You don't seem the kind of person bound by honor if the price meets your standards."


Lisa directly asked for the complete method, in her mind, that was the only solution.


However, Noah shook his head.


"My method is flawed, I believe that it will kill your country before the Empire breaks through the formation."


Noah was being honest.


Among all the practitioners of the Elemental forging method, he was the only one having it quite easy.


He could skip the long absorption processes because he was taking Breath directly from his dantian and his mental sphere was always stronger than the purity of that Breath, allowing him to easily suppress it.


Yet, how many cultivators had the sea of consciousness on a higher level than the dantian?


Noah couldn't think of anyone, he was the only known person that had that quality.


"Is it that dangerous? My men aren't afraid of death! I believe that we will ultimately succeed!"


Lisa didn't give up, the biggest opportunity of her life had just appeared, she couldn't just let it go.


Noah moved his gaze toward Luke and wore a bitter smile before speaking.


"Will you ever store Breath in your sea of consciousness?"


Luke snorted and laughed in response.


Yet, seeing the bitter smile that continued to stay on Noah's expression, his laugh stopped, transforming in disbelief.


"A-are you serious? That's madness!"


Noah simply shrugged his shoulders before replying in a soft voice.


"It's just the only method I could learn, nothing much."


Lisa's gaze moved between Luke and Noah with a confused expression.


She wasn't that knowledgeable about the topic of cultivation, she could not understand what they were talking about.


Luke noticed her behavior and sighed as he put a hand over her shoulder.


"My Lady, it's not doable. He is right, most of us would die."


His words seemed to have more weight on her mind since she ultimately gave up at the thought of obtaining an inscription method.


"I can create consumable weapons though. Their power will depend on the materials and on their elements but they should be quite useful for the blue soldiers."


Noah said.


He had already trained with materials that were of a conflicting element, the power of the items created in that way would be lower but they could still be useful in the monthly battles.


Some light returned to Lisa's eyes as she heard those words, the casualties each month were mostly blue soldiers, increasing their battle prowess would surely have positive effects in the long-run.


"That would be enough! What do you need to start? How much time? How many weapons can you deliver for the battle in thirty days?"


A storm of question hit Noah.


It couldn't be helped, Lisa handled all the matters concerning the country, she needed as much information as she could to accurately plan the next battle.


Noah, however, had just begun to imagine the blueprint of that disposable weapon.


Seeing that she was impatient for answers, he could only investigate about their reserves.


"Do you have bodies of magical beasts stored somewhere?"
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                        "That... we have tons of them in our inventory. They are usually used by our blacksmiths to forge weapons but, since the number of our soldiers continued to decline, we have more than we need."


"Do you have rank 4 magical beasts among them?"


Noah's request surprised Lisa but she still nodded.


Rank 4 corpses were hard to process and it would be a waste to use them to create simple weapons, they had basically been untouched since the death of the ancestor.


"Good, I need to inspect them. My method requires precious materials, I need a certain combination of body-parts to create something effective."


Rank 3 materials were too frail, they could barely handle Noah's Breath and mental energy.


Also, using rank 4 beasts would almost ensure the power of the inscribed item, it will be in the second rank by simply using only one of those materials.


"We will bring you to the inventory tomorrow. You should rest now, I believe that you are still tired from the war."


Lisa spoke in a concerned tone.


The battle had ended only a few hours ago, Noah could still feel its weight all over his body.


However, he shook his head at those words.


"I cultivate at night."


It was with those words that he exited the passage and entered the second layer.


He walked calmly in the bright room, the pressure radiated from the formation was still not enough to halt his advance.


The pressure increased as he moved toward the end of the underground chamber, Noah guessed that the ancestor had planned that when he created that training ground.


'The end of the second layer should be for those nearing the third rank of the dantian, yet, my mental sphere should be able to endure the pressure.'


The density of the Breath slightly increased as he moved forward, Noah found its concentration acceptable as he reached the end of the room.


'The pressure on my mind is also quite strong, I should cultivate here from the time being.'


The piece of Breath blessing came out from his space-ring and Noah calmly sat on it.


His back was on the wall and his body faced the passage for the first layer where Luke and Lisa were staring at him with incredulous expressions.


Even some of the soldiers in the room had opened their eyes to look at the young man calmly cultivating over the square blue crystal, the density of Breath had increased because of that, it was impossible to overlook such a change.


"How can his sea of consciousness be so stable? And where did he find such a precious mineral?"


Lisa watched Noah closing his eyes and cultivate, he seemed unmoved by the radiation of the formation.


"He is indeed full of surprises."


Luke said before taking Lisa away from the Mausoleum.


***

Noah cultivated for the entirety of the night.


He stopped as soon as the quantity of Breath absorbed by the black vortex began to diminish, signaling the arrival of the day.


Even in that room and with the Breath blessing, the density of Breath wasn't enough to avoid the limitation of his cultivation technique.


'I wish I had that big boulder found in the sixth layer of the Royal Inheritance, I would reach the solid stage in no time with that!'


He then remembered his nature and smiled bitterly as he took back the mineral below him and walked outside of the Mausoleum.


'I think it's for the best that I don't have it, I can't really control myself when it comes to training.'


He returned to his room and took out the Kesier rune, he wouldn't neglect his mental sphere just because of his fatigue.


'The pressure of the Mausoleum should further increase the sturdiness of my mind, it will be beneficial in the long-run but it would just slow my training speed if I was to memorize the rune there.'


The Kesier rune enlarged his mental sphere, training in an environment that pressed on it was detrimental.


That's why Noah exited the Mausoleum under the unwilling gazes of the soldiers, the density of Breath had immediately decreased as soon as he stored his mineral.


The whole morning was spent like that, Noah had basically never stopped training after the battle of the previous day.


It was precisely when he stored the rune and prepared himself to rest that the door of the room opened and a soldier became visible behind it.


"The Lord has summoned you."


Noah sighed and made a fast calculation in his mind.


"Tell her to wait one time and two quarter hours, I need to rest."


Noah was basically asking for three hours of sleep.


The soldier was surprised by his manners but he ultimately acknowledged his words, Lisa had been extremely precise in her orders.


His performance in the war and his ability in performing inscriptions increased his importance in the eyes of the other soldiers.


Coupled with the fact that he was able to cultivate at the end of the second layer, Noah's image in their minds had become far loftier.


The soldier simply closed the door and waited outside, Noah fell asleep as soon as he laid on the mat.


Three hours were enough for his mental sphere to be completely refilled, he was nearing the third rank after all.


The fatigue also quickly vanished, he had a rank 4 body, its regenerative proprieties and endurance were inhumane.


When he woke up, he hastily bathed before following the soldier.


They went toward the outskirts of the city where Lisa and her two protectors were calmly waiting for Noah.


They didn't seem annoyed by the delay of his arrival, the reports had clearly stated that Noah had spent the whole night cultivating.


"We have a formation around the inventory to diminish the rate at which the materials deteriorate, please follow me."


Lisa spoke, before leading him in a simple-looking building outside of the range of the inhabited buildings.


'How many corpses can this structure even store?'


Noah had his doubts but they were soon solved as soon as he entered the building.


Inside, thousands of magical beasts' bodies were casually laid on the terrain.


The space inside the structure was far bigger than the one he had imagined from outside it, Noah couldn't help but think of it as a separate dimension.


"Will this number do?"


Lisa honestly asked, she really didn't know the number of materials required for inscriptions.


"Yes, this will definitely do."


Noah answered, his eyes shone at the sight of such a variety of magical beasts.
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                        "I will begin to work immediately, do you have a reinforced room nearby?"


Noah felt restless, he had never had access to so many materials, his mind was being inspired by simply looking at them.


"No, we never really needed one near the inventory. I can order someone to bring them to you, just give me a list."


Noah nodded as he neared some of the corpses to check their conditions.


They were visibly old but the most important parts were still somewhat usable, he just had to remove the rotten portions during the forging.


"I will need a complete register of these bodies, the rank and their state should also be added to their information."


"That's not a problem. The formation keeps tracks of those characteristics already, we just need to make a written copy for you to inspect."


Lisa easily agreed to Noah's demands.


"Then, I'll go back to my room, I have to prepare."


Noah returned to his reinforced room.


The prospect of undergoing such an intensive session of forging had put him in a good mood.


He gladly welcomed that free training that Lisa had offered him, his ability in the method would only benefit from that.


Also, since the Elemental forging method was his only real chance in creating techniques of higher ranks, he didn't mind strengthening his foundation in it.


'I wonder how I should proceed…'


Noah began to think about the item that he was going to create to arm the soldiers as he absorbed Breath in his sea of consciousness.


A long forging session was about to start, he needed a large amount of harmless Breath before the materials arrived.


The first item that appeared in his mind was the Moon needle.


He was already experienced with its form and it was also extremely easy to create, its usage was quite straightforward too.


'I should try that first.'


The list of the corpses arrived, Noah was quite satisfied with the accumulation of the country throughout the years.


'The fact that they didn't have any usage for them is actually in my favor, I can freely choose any combination of materials that I want.'


Noah selected many materials, the majority of them were in the fourth rank.


They arrived shortly after he gave the list to the soldier outside his room, all the corpses that he had requested were inside a space-ring, he immediately began to take the pieces that he needed from each of them.


Then, he set his schedule.


The night was reserved for the Dark vortex technique but the high density of Breath forced Noah to reduce the time spent cultivating to prevent too much stress from accumulating on the dantian.


That created a window of time where he could rest, moving the training with the Kesier rune to the afternoon right before he went to the Mausoleum.


The mornings, the moment of the day where he was at his peak, were used for his experiments.


Noah immediately attempted in the creation of a second prototype of the Moon needle, he was using materials of various elements before moving on those of the darkness one.


He would gladly request for those of the darkness element as an additional reward for his services if he managed to create items with materials useless to him.


He didn't think that he could simply steal them, there had to be at least a few knowledgeable cultivators paying attention to him.


The first round of experiments begun, his will was skillfully imbued in the Breath inside his mind, the liquid black lake over the sea became a sharp saber without errors.


Yet, he wasn't used to those new materials, coupled with the different elements, his first tests turned to be explosive failures.


BOOOOM!


An explosion resounded inside his reinforced room.


Only a few days had passed since his deal with Lisa and his cultivation was greatly benefitting from the new environment.


However, his experiments weren't going that well.


The conflicting elements was a bigger problem than he had predicted, there seemed to be a fixed failure rate due to that.


'Mh, even if I ultimately find the right composition, I would lose twenty percent of the materials in the forging process. These explosions though aren't affected by that.'


The power released by the destabilization of the internal composition of the items was equal to the full power that he injected in them, it didn't diminish due to the conflicting element.


Then, he was hit by a realization!


'Why can't I simply create exploding items? They would be just as the grenades of my previous world!'


That idea seemed so doable that Noah immediately stopped the experiments on the improved Moon needles to begin with that new item.


'The instability between the materials won't be a disadvantage anymore, I can use it as the actual weapon.'


He called for the soldier outside his room and gave him another list of materials, he was impatient beyond reason.


'The difficulty should be in forging something highly unstable but that can maintain that status until Breath is injected in it.'


The Breath had to be the trigger for the explosion but he had also to consider the delay needed for a cultivator to throw it.


His experiments resumed as soon as the new corpses arrived, Noah seemed especially captivated by the thought of applying the knowledge of his previous world in this one.


A month passed in which explosions continuously reverberated in the room, their might was so scary that Luke was forced to personally visit him to be sure of his safety.


Yet, when he entered the room, he saw Noah with disheveled hair and a ragged and burned robe.


He held a simple-looking brown sphere that had spikes all over its body.


"What?"


Noah impatiently asked, his days were so full that he barely had any time to eat.


"The monthly battle is tomorrow, I was wondering if you had succeeded in your task."


Noah was surprised by that statement, the cycle of training and forging made him lose track of the passage of time.


He straightened what remained of his robe and handed the sphere to Luke.


"This is called Instability, it's the prototype of the weapon that I will create for your soldiers. Be careful though, I still have to tune the delay before the explosion."
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                        Instability was an inscribed item created from two rank 4 magical beasts.


The core of the item was obtained by the skin of a Magmatic whale, it was a really hard material that could contain large quantities of energy.


The skin was processed in the form of a sphere that was then coated with the spikes of a Brown hedgehog.


Both materials came from rank 4 creatures and had different elements: the whale was a fire-type beast while the hedgehog was of the earth element.


The item formed in that way was highly unstable, Noah had to use the Magmatic whale as its core just to force it to maintain its spherical form.


As for the will imbued in the Breath inside it, Noah quickly found a suitable one.


The sharpness of the saber that cut the sky wasn't a good match and the propulsion of a plane setting off was the same, Noah had to imagine something different for the Instability.


Luckily for him, his previous world didn't lack images and movies portraying explosions, Noah had just to think at the most powerful one and then increase its might inside his mind.


The result of that mental journey was a supernova destroying every planet in its reach.


"How does it work?"


Luke inspected with great interest the spiked sphere in his hands, he couldn't help but feel the large quantity of Breath contained inside it.


"You inject Breath inside it and then you throw it. An explosion with the power of the liquid stage of the second rank will occur, creating damages in the area of the impact. The spikes around it will be shot together with the explosion and, since they come from a rank 4 beast, they are potentially able to hurt even red cultivators."


Luke listened to Noah's explanation with wide eyes.


From what he understood, the item in his hands had the power of a spell with the only disadvantage being that it could only be used once.


Luke's eyes began to be filled with eagerness as he stared at that simple-looking sphere.


"As I said already, the delay before the explosion must be tuned before it can be used in battle, you don't want that thing to explode in your hands, right?"


Noah guessed the meaning behind Luke's gaze and promptly warned him, he had been injured more than once as he experimented with the Instability.


"When will it be ready for the monthly battles?"


Luke gave the sphere back to Noah as he asked that question.


The power inside the item was the proof that Noah could really inscribe weapons, his tone immediately became more respectful.


"I should have a few prototypes for the testing phase next month, I need to change its composition to optimize your resources and I want to reduce the variabilities to the minimum to make it more reliable. This one should be the most powerful in its category, do you want to see how it works?"


Noah raised the spiked sphere in the air and smiled toward Luke, he was also quite eager to test its power.


The theory was all there but he had to limit its tests during the past month, it wasn't exactly safe to activate a grenade in a closed environment.


"Sure! Any empty area is fine, right?"


***

One hour later, Noah, Luke, Lisa, her other protector, and Logan, stood in an empty mountain right over a slope.


The Odrea nation was filled with mountains and its population was concentrated in the main city, it wasn't hard to find a place that met Noah's requirements.


"This is a highly unstable item, its internal composition has a delicate balance that can be disrupted even by a small quantity of Breath. In my inscription method, such an item would often be labeled as a failure, yet, I managed to momentarily halt the destabilization to use its explosion as the intended effect."


Noah explained the composition of the sphere to the other cultivators, he wanted to be sure that they understood how dangerous the Instability was.


"There are three conflicting elements inside it: fire for the Magmatic whale, earth for the Brown hedgehog, and darkness because of my Breath. Its full power will be released only if one of these three elements triggers the explosion, a fourth element would just weaken its effects."


Breath had to be injected inside the item to activate it, Noah was basically saying that its full potential could be achieved only if the cultivator using it had one of those three elements.


"My finished product will have a set delay based on the amount of Breath that you inject in it but now I will just show its power."


Noah's explanation ended and he looked toward the two protectors.


Luke nodded and pressed his fellow guardian with his gaze.


The latter snorted and created a layer made of blue water in front of the group.


That was a protective spell powered by the power of a rank 3 mage, it was the best form of protection that Lisa could think of.


"Thank you, Grandpa Leo."


Lisa thanked him before turning her gaze toward Noah.


"Hmph, I still believe that it's a waste to use two rank 4 materials to create a disposable item that can't even reach the third rank."


Leo expressed his disagreement with Noah's forging.


"I agree, I will use the next month to replace the skin of the whale, I believe that I can obtain a similar power even with its rank 3 version."


Noah spoke, approving Leo's complaint.


Then, he injected Breath in the sphere before throwing it over the defensive layer of water.


He didn't follow the trail of the instability with his eyes but hurriedly crouched behind the layer, he wanted to be sure of his safety.


The sphere wasn't able to fly that far away, Noah had injected too much Breath, accelerating the internal destabilization.


BOOOM!


An explosion rang in the sky, the Instability exploded right next to the water wall.


Yet, the power of the liquid stage couldn't even make the spell of a rank 3 mage tremble, the cultivators behind it could clearly make out the power behind the blast.


However, the spikes came immediately after.


They were fuming due to the high temperatures released from the blast and they shot in every direction.


Tens of heated spikes crashed on the layer of water created by Leo, stabbing themselves inside it.
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                        The cultivators on the desolate mountain stared with wide eyes at the spikes stabbed in the layer of water.


"I wanted to replace the spikes with a rank 3 material too but I don't think that something on that level would survive the explosion. Also, it will lower the actual damage that its capable of so I need to stick with it."


Noah explained, standing up from his crouching position and carefully inspecting the damages on Leo's spell.


The spikes didn't manage to break through it but they still did some damage, Noah concluded that they were the most powerful aspect of the Instability.


Leo watched his spell with a complex expression.


Noah's weapon was almost useless against rank 3 cultivators but it seemed to be quite effective against those in the second rank.


The casualties in the monthly battles were always red or blue cultivators, increasing their battle prowess would sharply lower that number.


"You said that you could create something similar with just a single rank 4 material?"


Leo asked.


"Yes, it should be doable. The power of the explosion originates from my Breath after all, I just need to find a quantity that can be sustained by a rank 3 material and I will be ready to perfect it."


Noah's answer was honest, he wouldn't lie about that.


The Odrea nation was providing him an endless stream of materials for his experiments, his ability in the Elemental forging method was greatly benefitting from that, he didn't want to stop.


"So, what do you think?"


Lisa asked Leo.


He was the cultivator appointed to control Noah's expenditure of precious materials, he had the last word on his experiments.


"If a single rank 4 material can save our soldiers' lives, I don't see why I should prohibit its usage."


Leo recognized the power behind Noah's weapon and ultimately approved his creation.


"Then, it's settled. I will start the new rounds of inscriptions after the battle, I should be able to provide some prototypes for the battle next month."


Noah concluded, moving to return to his room.


"You don't have to fight if you are tired. We can handle the battle ourselves."


Lisa spoke with a bit of hesitation, the value of Noah's life has increased by a lot after the performance of his creation.


However, Noah simply shrugged his shoulders.


"I have still ninety-eight red robes to kill, how would I reach the required number if I don't fight?"


He left after saying that, he seemed completely uncaring toward tomorrow's battle.


"My Lady, strong personalities are usually the most independent ones, I don't think we will be able to make him join our cause."


Luke spoke with a soft voice as he watched Noah's figure disappearing in the distance.


She calmly answered, there was wisdom in her eyes as she replied to her protector.


"There is still time. The Empire isn't stupid, they can't allow for so many red robes to die at the hands of a blue one."


***

Lisa was right.


The next day, Noah went to the valley where the war was fought and joined the blue troops like he did the other time.


Yet, he didn't recklessly charge inside the enemy lines at that time, such a surprise effect could be used only once.


He simply limited himself to kill as many blue cultivators as he could, calmly waiting for the red ones to join the battle.


However, he soon discovered that he couldn't find a single cultivator in the solid stage alone.


They were always in pairs, it seemed that the Empire had given strict orders to them.


'Damn, I will be forced to wait till I have another breakthrough if things continue like this.'


Noah moved his attention back on the blue cultivators, if the Empire didn't want to give him an opening, he would create it!


However, he found out that even the blue soldiers had become wary of his presence.


Every time he neared a battle, the soldiers of the Empire would shout warnings to raise their attention.


"The hooded devil is coming here!"


"Watch your backs, he is hiding somewhere!"


"Oh no! The hooded devil took Samir! Regroup around the commander!"


They seemed to have precise battle formations to counter his fighting tactic.


Even if Noah managed to kill some of the isolated blue soldiers, they wouldn't abandon the formation.


Instead, they would group around a pair of red soldiers in a defensive manner, Noah felt that it was impossible to near them while remaining unnoticed.


'I guess I've gained a battle title.'


Noah sighed at that sight and simply wandered around the battlefield, casually taking the lives of the weaker or isolated soldiers.


Then, as the night neared, the black cultivators entered the battlefield and began to fight at its center.


Noah found a safe position where to watch their battle, even though he couldn't understand their actual power, he was still inspired by their show of strength.


The battle then ended, the Odrea nation had clearly won again but their casualties were larger than the previous month.


Noah had managed to tilt the scales in their favor last time but he couldn't affect this battle, he felt that the Empire was too wary of his actions.


'It seems that I can only place my hopes in the forging, I will remain here for quite some time.'


That realization didn't discourage Noah.


The formation around the country blocked most of the probing of the outside forces and the environment inside it was quite beneficial for Noah's cultivation.


'I should use my time here to solidify my foundation in the Elemental forging method. My mental sphere will be the first to have the breakthrough, I will wait for that before doing a scene.'


It was with those thoughts that he went for the Mausoleum, it was nighttime, it was time to train his dantian.


'I have just reached the liquid stage, it will take some time even with this density. Oh well, nothing I can do about it.'


He calmed his mind and sat on top of his Breath blessing carefully placed at the end of the second layer of the Mausoleum.
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                        Noah had created a working prototype, now it was time to perfect it.


The first challenge was to use a weaker core for the Instability, the reserves of the Odrea nation were incredible but even those couldn't sustain the mass production of disposable items.


The outer layer of the inscribed item was made from the spikes of a rank 4 creature, the rest of its body remained untouched.


Instead, the core needed the skin of the Magmatic whale which was its most precious part, the rest of the corpse would become almost worthless after it was skinned.


That's why Noah wanted to use its rank 3 version, the proprieties of the skin were the same, only its durability was affected.


Noah managed to recreate the Instability using the rank 3 material after a week of tests, he had ultimately decided to diminish the Breath contained in the sphere to solve the issue.


The item forged in that way came out as a weaker version of the first prototype but the depletion of the materials became far more sustainable.


After all, it was obvious for the inventory to have more beasts in the human ranks, there were simply more of them in the wild.


Also, some of them could even be hunted in the nation.


The formation prevented the creation of danger zones but magical beasts in the human ranks still appeared, it was impossible to completely halt their birth.


'Theoretically speaking, the outer layer can be formed from any kind of spiked beast, I would only need a few days to become used to the new composition.'


Noah judged, analyzing the new Instability in his hands.


The issue with rank 4 materials was that they were fewer in number, there was a limit to how many of them the inventory held.


Yet, since Noah simply needed sharp and resistant materials, he could freely replace the spikes of the Brown hedgehog with any other beast with similar proprieties.


'Now, I need to tune the delay before the explosion. Ideally, it should go from a minimum of one instant to a maximum of twenty seconds.'


The second challenge consisted of setting the internal structure in a way that could make it possible for a cultivator to control the speed of its destabilization.


The Breath was the trigger for the explosion but the quantity injected in the item had to decide the speed of the internal destabilization: a small amount of Breath for a delayed explosion and a large amount for a quick one.


That wasn't hard to accomplish.


Noah had already more than one month of experience with that type of item and, since its composition had been weakened, he discovered that it had become easier to manipulate its structure.


Only one last challenge remained.


'The main quality of every disposable item is the uniformity between each of its copies. The Instabilities have to work all in the same way and with the same requirements… I can only surpass this hurdle with constant practice.'


Each creation couldn't be exactly the same as the previous one, Noah was only a human, not a machine.


Yet, he was also a cultivator, his mind had long surpassed the limits of a simple human, he could work with far greater precision.


That's why he didn't give up and reduced the differences between each product to the minimum until, during the last week, he managed to produce a batch of fourteen Instabilities that were almost identical.


'Next month, I should be able to start the mass production. Now I just have to test them in a real battle.'


His eyes shone with a cold light at the sight of his finished products.


They were still brown and covered with spikes but their size was smaller than the first prototype, they were just slightly bigger than a man's fist.


'Power in the middle tier of the second stage, their explosion shouldn't be able to injure a prepared red cultivator but they should do some damage if they catch him by surprise. Also, the explosion is not meant to kill but to shoot the spikes.'


He didn't lose track of the passage of time that month, he was aware that the battle was held in the following day.


Luke arrived in the afternoon, he wanted to warn Noah about the incoming battle and was relieved to see his robe being intact as he entered the room.


"I suppose that this month went better than the previous one."


He smiled seeing that Noah was getting ready to rest, which meant that he had not forgotten about the battle.


"I have a finished product, I will personally test it tomorrow. If everything works as intended, I will start to arm your soldiers."


Noah explained.


The forging had been perfected, he had reached the limits of what the closed-door testing could show, only a real battle could expose any eventual flaw in his creation.


"Oh? Will you show us another amazing performance?"


Noah smiled at that question and his aura was enveloped by a chilling battle intent as he answered.


"They won't even know what hit them."


***

The next day, the soldiers gathered again in the valley after the main road of the Odrea country.


"Beware, the hooded devil is joining the battlefield!"


Logan mocked Noah as he wore his hood and entered the ranks of the blue soldiers.


'Well, I wonder what they will call me after today.'


Noah sighed, he couldn't control the titles that his enemies gave to him but he didn't care much about them either.


A title was simply the proof that his performance had put him on a higher level compared to the other blue soldiers, it meant that his battle prowess deserved some sort of recognition.


The line of blue soldiers was deployed and the battle began.


The exchange of long-distance spells occurred again, the battles in the valley always started with those attacks.


Then, just as the vanguard of both armies was about to clash, Noah jumped ahead and made his way between the enemy lines.


He was barging in the enemy's army alone for the second time!
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                        The soldiers of the Empire were prepared for that eventuality.


They opened a path for Noah and focused on defending against the ethereal sabers that surrounded him, they didn't have any way to block his real weapons.


'They learnt quickly.'


Noah judged as he entered the enemy's army, he smiled seeing their reaction.


'The more focus they put on me, the less there will be on their feet.'


He ran for a few meters and, when he was sure that he was at quite some distance from the soldiers of the Odrea nation, he injected Breath in one of his Instabilities and dropped it on the ground.


That movement was smooth, it was covered by the storm of attacks that surrounded him and wasn't noticed by the soldiers around him.


The small grenade was successfully armed and left in their lines.


'Twenty seconds, I should be able to plant a few more.'


He was the maker of those inscribed weapons, he knew exactly how delayed the explosion would be with each quantity of Breath.


He continued in his charge.


Most of the soldiers were able to withstand Noah's offensive but some of them were still injured by the First Form, that martial art was still in the fourth rank, some blue soldiers simply couldn't block it.


Then, when the timer in his mind hit five seconds, he dropped another Instability on the ground.


The quantity of Breath injected in it was small, it corresponded to the maximum possible delay that the bomb was capable of.


Another five seconds passed and Noah planted another bomb with the same programming.


'Ten seconds!'


Five seconds later, another Instability was dropped.


There were four bombs on the terrain, right under the feet of the soldiers of the Empire.


'They came rather quickly this time.'


Noah's killing intent rose as he saw two red figures coming in his direction.


'Four seconds for these two.'


Noah quickly calculated the needed quantity of Breath before injecting it into two Instabilities and dropping them on the ground.


Then, he turned toward the Odrea army and began to make his way back to his allies!


The blue soldiers in front of him opened a path while the red soldiers behind him continued in their chase, however, Noah's attention was on the countdown in his mind.


'Two… One… Zero!'


BOOOM!


Precisely twenty seconds after he planted the first Instability, an explosion resounded near the first line of battle.


The blast was powerful, it directly flung away any blue soldier that was in a three meters radius from its epicenter.


Those soldiers were just in the liquid stage, that blast had their same power, their natural defenses weren't enough to protect them from the explosion.


Soldiers flew in the air, their legs had been destroyed due to the explosion while those closer to the blast had been directly killed!


Burned corpses and severed limbs flew everywhere, one simple Instability had reaped a few victims already.


Then, the spikes came.


The soldiers were still surprised by the sudden explosion that they didn't have time to protect themselves from the incoming fuming needles.


Their bodies were stabbed without mistake, all the cultivators that had survived or avoided the explosion were hit by that sharp rank 4 material.


Ten or so blue soldiers fell on the ground, their bodies were covered in spikes and their faces showed their surprised expressions, they still couldn't understand how they had died!


One Instability killed more than fifteen rank 2 cultivators in the liquid stage!


The red soldiers chasing Noah were surprised by the sudden blast and moved their attention toward the vanguard of the army.


Yet, in that moment of distraction, the two Instabilities under their feet exploded!


Noah had precisely planned for them to detonate shortly after the first Instability and had left them on the red cultivators' path, he knew that a blast out of nowhere would distract them for an instant.


That planning paid off.


The red soldiers were still running when their bodies were swept by a hot wave of energy.


Their robes and hair were burned in an instant and their legs were blown away during that process.


They found themselves in the air, the burning sensation completely covered the pain from the countless injuries that the spikes stabbed in their bodies had created, everything had happened too quickly, they couldn't even understand why life was abandoning them.


Yet, they died anyway, their bodies weren't any different from those of the blue soldiers, they were only slightly more resilient.


'Being underestimated sure has its advantages.'


A cold aura was radiated from Noah's figure as he inspected the results of his creations.


'Those two Instabilities have killed two red cultivators and nineteen blue ones, the first grenade should have produced a similar result.'


Then, another explosion occurred.


The soldiers on the frontline were still recovering from the first blast when they were hit by a second one.


BOOOM!


'Two more to go.'


BOOOM!


BOOOM!


Noah carefully listened to those noises, he wanted to be sure that the weapons had worked as intended.


Most importantly, he wanted to be sure that they had exploded exactly as he had planned, the delay had to be perfect in order for those weapons to be reliable.


Nevertheless, the Instabilities worked perfectly.


The morale of the soldiers of the Odrea nation skyrocketed when they saw Noah safely returning in their ranks, they had greatly benefitted from the commotion created by his weapons, the army of the Empire was in a state of complete chaos after all.


All the soldiers were too scared that another explosion would occur that they forgot about the enemies in front of them.


The result of that chaos was a total victory.


The blue soldiers of the Odrea country completely overwhelmed those of the Empire, the red cultivators were forced to step in the battle to limit the casualties on their side but they still couldn't stop the unrestrainable wave of cultivators coming at them.


A hidden threat was scarier than a visible one, the army of the Empire couldn't focus on the enemies in front of them at all for fear that a bomb was under their feet.



						




                    


                
				
                    302. Onslaugh

					
					

                    
                        The third battle in which Noah participated was even more one-sided than the first one.


The number of blue soldiers dying in the Empire's side was too high to count, the red cultivators had to step in to stop the slaughter.


Yet, they had lost too many cultivators, even those in the solid stage were being overwhelmed by the sheer number of the soldiers of the Odrea nation.


"What the fuck were those explosions!?"


Seth shouted from his position at the top of the mountain.


He had seen how even the most experienced blue soldiers had died under the might of Noah's weapons, he really didn't know how he would explain those losses to his superiors.


Lisa maintained and expressionless face as she watched the battle, she was doing her best to suppress a radiant smile from appearing on her face.


Leo and Luke did the same but they were far more surprised than her.


They clearly understood the power behind each of those weapons, they couldn't help but applaud Noah in their minds.


"That kid totally deserves the title of "devil"."


Leo spoke in a soft voice, he wanted to maintain that conversation away from Seth.


"The weapons themselves are not that powerful, a defensive spell would block most of their effects. Yet, he actually gathered the attention on himself to mask his real intentions… What a scary kid."


Luke replied in that same tone, he was aware of Noah's character but he would have never thought that he would use himself as the bait to test his weapons.


The two protectors didn't ask for Lisa's opinion, she was busy pretending that everything was going according to her plan.


"So, do you think they are worth the expenditure of a rank 4 material?"


Luke asked Leo, the latter was the one controlling Noah's expenditure of magical beasts' corpses, he had the last word on that matter.


"If they can produce this result every time, then yes, they are definitely worth it. We don't have a better use for them anyway."


Leo gave his approval.


The Odrea country had lost all their inscription methods as well as their knowledge in runes and formations.


Their only usage of the magical beasts' bodies was for the creation of good weapons but rank 3 creatures were enough for that.


Using rank 4 materials for an inscribed item that could damage red cultivators was completely acceptable.


"The only problem is that the Empire won't simply watch as we slaughter their troops. We are used as a training ground after all, there is a limit to how many soldiers it's willing to lose."


The battle in the valley continued.


The red cultivators of the Empire were continuously pushed back, they couldn't do much about the wave of soldiers launching attacks at them.


Yet, they held on.


Battles between cultivators could last for hours, the solid Breath in their dantian allowed them to fight for protracted times without ever being expended.


They focused on defending, they just had to stall the battle till the night arrived.


Noah ran freely on the battlefield, the defense of the red cultivators was tight but there were still some of them that were forced to abandon the formation to recover.


Of course, he wouldn't waste such opportunities.


The Mental tremor spell was cast as soon as he found an isolated red soldier, his mind kept track of each assassination that he managed to accomplish.


'Eight!"


That number was the total amount of red soldiers that he had killed in the three battles.


Two were killed during the first one, two in this one due to the Instabilities, and the other four after the onslaught started.


'Surprise effects really suit me the most. Yet, I don't think it will be this easy next month.'


His thoughts were already on the next battle.


Noah knew that the Empire would proactively create battle formations to counter his tactics, there wasn't much that he could do about it.


'I should be fine next month, they won't expect the other blue soldiers to be armed with my weapons. However, what about the following one? What about the one after that?'


Unless he was able to continuously surprise his enemies, he would be forced to wait for his breakthrough before reaching the set number of kills for his release.


'I have tons of materials and all the time I need. What is lacking is my ability in the Elemental forging method but that can be fixed by constant exercise… I should use my time here to increase my ability as much as I can, I need to diversify my creations!'


The only solution that he found was to be unpredictable.


Defending from one unusual weapon was easy, one had just to understand how it worked and plan accordingly.


Yet, what about defending from two of them at the same time?


What about three?


Noah had the knowledge of two words, there were many things that this one had yet to experience.


The only thing stopping him was his inexperience in the inscription field and his limited knowledge of weapons.


He had only fought using his sabers after all, he knew nothing about the other types of weapons.


'If I was to arm the soldiers with two to three different weapons, they would be able to diversify their offensive according to the type of defense that the Empire is setting… I can already imagine my next prototype.'


Noah smiled under his hood as he looked for any other isolated red cultivator.


Yet, they had become too wary of him, no one else dared to leave the defensive battle formation.


The few surviving blue soldiers of the Empire did their best to support the red cultivators but they weren't that effective due to their low number.


The losses on the side of the Empire were huge that day, almost all the blue cultivators had died and many red ones did the same.


When the black soldiers stepped inside the battlefield, they were surrounded by hundreds of corpses that tainted the valley with countless red puddles.


The cause of that scene could be found in a hooded cultivator safely watching the battles at the peak of the human ranks.



						




                    


                
				
                    303. Arming

					
					

                    
                        The third battle ended, confirming the spectacular victory of the Odrea nation.


Almost all the blue soldiers of the Empire had been killed and many red ones had suffered the same fate, the Empire had never experienced such huge losses.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had disrupted their formation and instilled the fear for the Instabilities in their minds, the soldiers simply couldn't focus on the battle after that.


"That was amazing! When will you arm us with those weapons?"


Logan excitedly asked as he saw Noah exiting the valley.


"I should have around fifty Instabilities ready for the next battle. You saw their effects, I'll leave the battle tactic to you."


The Instabilities were powerful but they needed to be used in the proper way to produce satisfying results.


Noah had studied battle formations in the academy but he had always fought alone, he had little experience in that field.


Instead, Logan was the appointed captain of the blue soldiers, his cultivation level and experience made him the perfect man for the creation of a battle tactic that involved the inscribed weapons.


"That many!? Does the inventory even have that many rank 4 materials?"


Logan's worries were understandable.


He had no knowledge about the inscription field but he knew some of the specifics of Noah's creations, he was aware of the expenditure of precious materials.


"One Brown hedgehog in the fourth rank has enough spikes for ten Instabilities. The inventory has enough bodies for two hundred more bombs, I'll swap to another material after that."


Noah explained the situation to him, giving Logan a detailed picture could only benefit the next battles.


"Just one thing, you'll need to practice a bit before using the Instabilities. I can use them skillfully because I'm the one that has created them but you need to be careful, I don't want to be blamed if one of them explodes in your hands."


Logan nodded at those words.


"Give us some instruction and leave it to me, I'll handle my soldiers."


After Logan reassured him, Noah went to the Mausoleum and resumed his cycle of training and forging.


He was really using his time in the best possible way.


His cultivation was steadily increasing, his mind was becoming stronger, and he was also accumulating useful experience in the Elemental forging method.


The continuous absorption and usage of the Breath in his mental sphere further increased the expansion speed of his sea of consciousness, he had never trained his mind so efficiently.


One month passed quickly.


Noah successfully delivered fifty Instabilities to Logan and explained many times the connection between the quantity of Breath injected and the delay of the explosion.


He didn't really know how Logan intended to use them so he wanted to be sure that some careless soldier wasn't going to set them off next to him.


The power of the Instabilities was great, Noah would have to enter the complete Demonic form to protect himself from them.


The truth was that he had managed to forge more than just fifty bombs, he could only create two Instabilities per day at the beginning of the month but, towards its end, he had increased the production to three per day.


That surplus was added to his secret stash, he didn't really care if Leo noticed it, he needed them for his personal protection.


The day of the battle came and he went to the now-familiar valley early in the morning.


Logan was already there, together with some of his most trusted soldiers.


Noah recognized some of their faces, he had fought side by side with them after all, he couldn't help but memorize some of them.


'They are all in the liquid stage.'


Their power matched his own but they looked at Noah with reverent expressions as he neared their group.


They had witnessed his battle prowess, anyone able to kill a red cultivator while still being in the liquid stage would be considered a genius.


Then, they discovered that such a genius could also perform inscriptions and was willing to arm them, the level of admiration that they felt toward Noah couldn't be expressed by simple words.


"Are these the cultivators that will use my weapons?"


Noah asked as he reached Logan, he wanted to understand the battle tactic that he had decided to perform before he made his own.


"Yes, they have the best control over the Breath among the blue soldiers and they all are of the fire or earth element, they won't waste your efforts."


Logan proudly replied, he had chosen each one of them according to Noah's instructions, they really were the best he could find.


"So, how will you fight?"


Noah nodded before asking what really interested him.


"We will launch them right after the exchange of spells, I suggest you don't barge into the enemy's army this time."


'Not that I wanted to.'


Noah thought.


He knew that the Empire had its eyes on him, he had created too much havoc in two of the three battles that he had fought.


'I will die if they manage to encircle me with red cultivators, I should just lay low for a while.'


Laying low didn't mean that he would stop attempting on the lives of the red soldiers but that he would stop attracting so much attention on himself.


'The Odrea nation can take the fight head-on, I will just be on the sidelines reaping the benefits.'


The battle started a few hours later.


Spells were launched right after midday, they were the attack with which each battle began.


It couldn't be helped, spells had a wide area of effect, they would most likely hurt the allies if they were launched after the two armies collided.


Yet, that time, some blue soldiers from the Odrea nation stopped their charge to throw spiked spheres toward the opposing army.


Noah saw that scene and immediately slowed his assault, he wasn't sure of those soldiers' ability so he decided to wait for the detonations before reaching the army of the Empire.



						




                    


                
				
                    304. Sly

					
					

                    
                        Forty or so spiked spheres rained on the charging army of the Empire.


The soldiers had never seen those items, Noah had secretly dropped them on the ground the last time, they didn't know what to expect from those spherical things.


Yet, that was still a war.


The Empire had to completely refill the ranks of the blue soldiers after the last battle, it had warned the new troops about the unusual battle tactics of the hooded cultivator.


So, they slowed their charge and raised their weapons toward the incoming Instabilities, they prepared themselves against that attack.


The bombs detonated mid-air, right over the troops of the Empire.


They were too far away to actually damage any of them with the blast but the spikes were successfully released on the army.


However, the soldiers didn't passively endure that attack.


As soon as the explosions resounded in the battlefield, they deployed their defensive measures in order to counter the incoming spikes.


Spells and martial arts were performed to fend off the power of the Instabilities, the army completely stopped its charge to defend against the inscribed weapons.


Some of them still died but the majority managed to block the destructive effects of the bombs.


It was at that moment though that a second wave of spells was launched by the army of the Odrea nation.


Logan wasn't stupid, he knew that the Empire would warn its soldiers about Noah's creations, he couldn't just hope to take them by surprise a second time.


That's why he decided to use the Instabilities as a decoy!


Generally speaking, spells could only be blocked by other spells, they were the most powerful weapons of a cultivator after all.


There were a few exceptions.


A rank 4 martial art could easily block a rank 1 spell if the centers of power of the cultivator performing it were at a decent level.


The same went for inscribed items: Noah's Demonic swords were an example of that case.


However, the soldiers of the Empire didn't have powerful inscribed weapons nor centers of power strong enough to block the incoming wave of spells.


It was a slaughter.


The first line of the army of the Empire was swept by the torrent of magical abilities, they had just used their protective measures against the Instabilities, they were basically defenseless after that.


The damage didn't stop on the first line, it reached even the depths of the opposing army.


Hundreds of spells created havoc, they could finally show their might instead of being blocked by a similar force.


'Who would have thought that Logan was such a sly commander…'


Noah completely approved that battle tactic, it perfectly exploited the weakness created by the Instabilities.


Burned corpses, frozen limbs, severed heads, the scene after the spells was filled by the remains of those blue cultivators.


Hundreds had died, more than half of the army of the Empire was destroyed in a few seconds.


That outcome was even more astonishing than the previous battle, the two armies had still to clash but the victor had already been set.


Then, the army of the Odrea nation resumed its charge.


The remaining blue cultivators on the other side saw the seemingly endless tide of enemies and became disheartened, there were simply too many of them, they couldn't hope to survive with that difference in number.


Also, their battle formation had been wrecked, their inexperience didn't allow them to adapt to that sudden change in the battlefield.


Huge losses were suffered as soon as the army crashed on them, the cultivators of the Odrea nation were unrestrained in their slaughter.


They knew that the Empire wasn't actually suffering that much but they still had to vent years of abuses, the soldiers in front of them were the only ones where they could redirect such feelings.


Noah, instead, didn't have any enmity with the Empire.


He limited himself to kill anyone in his reach but his attention was on the red cultivators, they were the requirement for his release after all.


As for which side was right or wrong, he couldn't care less.


He would have done the same if it was the Empire holding him captive, he was willing to fight as long as he gained something out of it.


He had long lost count of how many men had died because of him.


He remembered his first one though.


Balor, the fat guard that trapped him with the rank 3 Ironclad spider back when he was still in the outer circle of the Balvan mansion.


He had the appearance of a kid back then but an old guard was still willing to kill him because of a petty reason.


It was then that he understood that the world was merciless and that, in order to survive, he had to be even more merciless.


That decision accompanied him through countless battlefields, ultimately ending in that valley surrounded by mutilated corpses.


He didn't hate the Empire nor had any grievances with it.


Yet, he was willing to kill as many of its soldiers to obtain what he wanted.


'The pile of bodies that I've created managed to bring me in the second rank, I wonder how big I need to make it to become a god.'


His thoughts wandered as he severed the head of an isolated red cultivator, the battle was progressing way faster than the other ones, the sudden loss of the blue soldiers had forced the more powerful ones to join the battle.


The events then unfolded in the same way as the battle in the previous month.


The remaining blue cultivators of the Empire worked together with the red ones to defend against the relentless assault of the Odrea country.


Noah jumped from battle to battle to kill the isolated cultivators, managing to slay a few red ones in the process.


Hours passed and the night came.


The black soldiers did the usual show of power, Noah had become used to watch them from the side of the valley.


'Today was quite profitable, my kill count of cultivators in the solid stage reached fifteen. It's going better than I had predicted.'


It was with those thoughts in mind that the night came, decreeing the end of Noah's fourth battle.



						




                    


                
				
                    305. Cruel

					
					

                    
                        The troops returned to the city on the mountain peak, Lisa had issued a celebration to honor that overwhelming victory.


The soldiers would drink to their fullest and take a break from the constant battles that they were forced to fight.


The mental state was an important factor for a cultivator's battle prowess, exhausted soldiers would perform poorly on the battlefield after all.


Noah, however, wasn't in the mood for parties, his mind wandered between the many possibilities that the Elemental forging method offered.


Also, he didn't share the same feelings of the soldiers, the Odrea nation wasn't his home after all.


That's why he went in the Mausoleum, nighttime was the best moment to use his cultivation technique and the battle in the day had been quite easy, he had no reason to skip his training.


The second layer of the Mausoleum was empty, Noah quietly cultivated at its bottom on top of his Breath blessing.


Cultivating had become a habit by then, he could easily concentrate on other matters while the vortex between his hands absorbed Breath.


His thoughts were on the possible items that he could forge, the Instabilities were useful but they had a great weakness: they could not be used next to allies.


'The explosion is not enough by itself, I can't remove the spikes from the structure. Also, I have no control over the direction of the spikes, the whole point of the Instabilities is to exploit the natural destabilization of forged weapons… There should be a way to apply the same theory on items that can be used after the armies have clashed.'


To do that he needed to think of a way to reduce the area of effect of the weapon without reducing its power.


'Precision over destruction, lethality over sheer power, the blueprint of the Moon needle might actually work.'


The main problem of his inscription method was that the items created in that way would need a cultivator of the darkness element to express their full power.


That's why Noah chose to create disposable weapons, the issue with the conflicting elements was solved in that way.


Yet, another problem appeared due to that: the precious materials were expended too quickly.


'I will wait for the Empire to develop a countermeasure to the Instabilities and then forge something else, I should create a weapon only after I've discovered the weaknesses of their battle formation.'


Noah simply concluded that it was better to see how the Empire reacted next month rather than blindly create a new weapon.


'A bit more than one hundred Instabilities and all the spikes of the rank 4 Brown hedgehogs in the inventory will be depleted, I should use the Steeled corals next.'


Noah was already planning the new rank 4 material to use for his Instabilities when a person entered the second layer of the Mausoleum.


Noah noticed the newcomer and slightly opened his eyes.


He recognized the cultivator, she was the red soldier that had protected him during his first battle, one of Logan's personal troops.


She casually walked inside the room and neared Noah, the smell of wine and sweat immediately filled the air, Noah guessed that she had just come out of the party.


The battle had just ended, the soldiers didn't care about their smell enough to wash before the celebration, both she and Noah had still some red stains on them.


Noah didn't mind her and simply closed his eyes again to resume his brainstorming, that place was usually crowded after all.


Yet, she didn't sit on a mat to cultivate and neared Noah's position while wearing a smile.


"You should relax too."


She spoke in a soft voice, stopping at a few steps from Noah, she didn't want to forcefully stop his cultivation.


"Did Lisa send you?"


Noah, however, was already guessing that the encounter was a scheme to bound him to the nation.


The woman was, after all, attractive.


She looked in her thirties, her body was slender and fit, and her black curly hair perfectly matched her dark skin.


"Our only obligation is toward the monthly battles, the Lord would never control what we do in our free time. This nation is already a prison, if even our actions were to be restricted, we would feel like prisoners rather than soldiers."


She calmly answered while sitting right next to the mineral, she would eye Noah from time to time as she stared at the passage leading to the first layer.


"I knew I would find you here, I've never seen someone so dedicated to his training. The other soldiers would have enjoyed your presence to the celebration though."


"I don't belong to this nation, I'm just being paid to fight."


Noah honestly replied, there was no reason to lie.


"Yet, the other blue soldiers look at you with admiration, they respect you."


"They would just fear me if I was their enemy."


Another quick exchange of phrases resounded in the room, Noah was just replying honestly to her.


"Then we can consider ourselves lucky that the mighty hooded devil was captured by the formation, I really don't know what we would do if your weapons were to be used against us."


She laughed at that statement, she didn't seem to mind that he had no attachment to the Odrea nation.


"Why did you come looking for me?"


Noah sighed, the conversation wasn't bothering him but he was still wondering about the actual reason behind her presence there.


"I figured that this was the only time where I could have a conversation with you alone. I was born here, everything I know about the outside world concerns the Empire, seeing an outsider like you awakened my curiosity."


Noah arched one of his eyebrows as he gazed at the woman below him.


She was smiling and was looking at him with eager eyes.


"You… Do you want to know about the outside world?"


She nodded at that question and continued to stare Noah, she seemed really interested in his knowledge.


Noah lowered his gaze, reviewing all the information that he knew about the various countries before opening his mouth to speak a few simple words.


"The world is cruel."
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                        Noah wasn't exactly what was called a sociable person.


His only real interest was his personal power which generally occupied all his thoughts.


Yet, that didn't mean that he was completely detached from the usual human emotions, he still felt them but he had far more important things to do.


The truth was that he pitied the woman a bit.


'Born in a prison, forced to fight for her country, life here mustn't be easy.'


He understood her situation because he had lived a similar one too.


'She also reminds me of June, their appearance is totally different though.'


Seeing her battle outfit and her spontaneous answers, Noah couldn't help but think about that wild girl with whom he had shared his life in the academy.


Her image unconsciously appeared in his mind, her long silver hair casually laying on her white skin were a memory that gave him some peaceful sensations.


There were really a few persons in his second life that he could trust and June was one of them, well, he was sure that she had no ill intentions toward him at least.


Yet, recalling her also reminded him of the reason why he was in that situation and he couldn't help but make that statement.


"Cruel?"


She asked, she wanted a more detailed explanation.


Noah didn't mind speaking to her, his cultivation wasn't hindered by that action and he felt that interaction quite pleasant.


Being always alone was a habit of his but that didn't mean that he couldn't enjoy a normal conversation.


"The powerful exploits the weak to become even more powerful. The Utra nation is ruled by nobles who detain the cultivation methods of the country, commoners are treated like beasts or turned into loyal soldiers, no one can escape that fate."


Noah spoke calmly, he knew exactly how the noble families managed that nation.


"But you did it, right?"


She asked but Noah simply shook his head.


"I just exchanged one prison with a bigger one, freedom seems to always escape my grasp."


Balvan mansion, the Royal family, the Odrea nation, everywhere he went, he would always end up in the same situation.


"Well, rejoice! We are all prisoners here!"


She laughed again, trying to lift Noah's morale a bit before she resumed her stare on the upward passage.


"My name is Nina in case you were wondering."


"Adam."


Noah plainly replied.


"I was sure it was Noah… You might not remember it but I was there the day you were captured."


Nina said in a playful tone.


"Call me whatever you want, it's not like you can spread this information to my enemies."


"Oh my, you even have enemies, maybe you should really be a prisoner."


That last line made Noah chuckle, he couldn't help but agree with her.


"You can even laugh! Can you do that again in front of the other soldiers? No one would believe me otherwise…"


Nina playfully mocked Noah, making him enjoy her company even more.


They spoke for a long time, Nina basically told him her whole life, she seemed really happy to have found someone that didn't know her.


The whole nation was concentrated in one city after all, they all knew each other and the monthly battles further deepened their relationships.


Then, Noah interrupted his cultivation and jumped off the Breath blessing, carefully taking it back in his space-ring.


"It's time for me to go, I need to rest. Just know that I've appreciated your company."


Noah slightly smiled as he spoke those words but Nina snorted.


"You never stopped cultivating. Tell me the truth, you would have kicked me out if I was to hinder your training, right?"


Noah coughed a little and turned toward the passage for the first layer, he didn't really want to answer her question.


"Hey."


Nina reached him and grabbed his arm before continuing to speak.


"Do you mind if I come with you?"


She blushed a little as she said those words, it was quite obvious what she meant.


Noah didn't hide his surprise at which Nina promptly explained.


"Death can reach each one of us every month, we have abandoned those restraints a long time ago. Also, our population is constantly declining, certain activities are strongly encouraged."


She spoke without releasing her grasp on his arm, her hand trembled slightly during her explanation.


"I have no intention of having a child and I will eventually leave this nation. I believe that one of your fellow soldiers can be a better match."


Noah refused her, he really didn't want to become a father.


"But I like you."


Nina's answer was so blunt that even Noah was surprised.


She then neared her face to his and timidly kissed him on his lips before whispering a simple plead to his ear.


"Please, I don't want to be alone tonight."


At that moment, Noah gave up.


He had no reason to refuse.


His days were carefully planned, he had time for activities that weren't training or forging.


Also, cultivators had great control over their bodies, there wasn't any chance for her to get pregnant.


Ultimately, Noah simply wanted her.


She was beautiful and funny, Noah had initially refused because he was wary of any hidden meaning behind her actions but she was simply doing that for herself.


The monthly battles placed a heavy burden on each of the soldiers of the Odrea nation, they needed ways to vent that pressure.


Nina wanted Noah and simply went for him, resorting to a blunt request when she saw that he didn't make any move.


Noah spent what remained of the night in her room with her and fell asleep with her head laying on his chest.


When he woke up in the morning, he carefully moved her away to resume his forgings.


Even if he had indulged in those happy moments, he didn't forget his duties.


Nina woke up after noticing the missing body below her.


"You really never rest, do you?"


"Remember that I'm doing this for your nation."


Nina complained but Noah's answer was ready, she couldn't reply in any way.


She sighed and dressed herself before crouching next the cross-legged Noah and kissing him on his cheek.


"Can I come here tomorrow too?"


She asked with the same timid tone of the previous night.


Noah placed the materials for the Instabilities on the floor and opened his mouth to say a single word.


"Yes."
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                        Noah's days became slightly different.


He would still forge in the morning, memorize the Kesier rune in the afternoon, and cultivate during the night, yet, when he went back to his room, Nina would follow him and remain with him till morning.


That relationship was quite casual, they were just relieving each other's stress after all.


However, Noah appreciated her company.


Being always on the edge would ultimately lead to a breaking point, Noah wasn't aware of how much he needed to relax until he eventually did that.


He found his mind clearer after he began to take those mental breaks which made him further enjoy the nights spent with Nina.


She, on the other hand, simply wanted to spend time with him.


Noah soon learned that the soldiers of the Odrea nation would often engage in those kinds of relationships, the monthly battles were a constant attempt on their lives so they simply wanted to make the best out of time between them.


"Did you become faster?"


Nina asked Noah as she watched him forging the Instabilities.


She would remain in his room sometimes and stare at him in wonder as he created weapons out of magical beasts' bodies.


Inscriptions were a practice reserved only to a few cultivators, most of them didn't even know that there were different schools in that field.


"Yes, I can make four of them every day now."


Noah's ability increased as he continued to forge, he had become used to the form of the Instabilities, reducing the time needed for their creation.


"How many will you deliver to the army? Your secret stash should have reached twenty bombs already."


She had noticed that Noah kept some of his creations for himself but she didn't care much, if Leo agreed to that behavior, she had no right to interfere.


"Most of them, I just keep one every now and then. I'm alone after all, I don't need that many of them."


Noah spoke the truth but he wasn't being completely honest about his reasons.


The Instabilities were powerful but they were also heavily limited.


They had a wide area of destruction, meaning that Noah couldn't use them in a one versus one battle.


Also, he was nearing a breakthrough, those weapons would become unsuitable for his power after that.


He was just storing a few bombs for unexpected situations, it was always good to be prepared for any event.


"Do you simply like to train or there is a hidden reason for that?"


Nina would probe Noah from time to time, she knew that he had many secrets but she still couldn't figure out how he became so diligent in his cultivation.


Noah placed one bomb in his space-ring and took out more materials from the one belonging to the Odrea nation, the one carrying all his requested beasts.


Meanwhile, he thought about Nina's question and the memories of both his lives came to his mind.


He clearly remembered the powerlessness that he felt when his previous life reached a dead end, he was just a normal man that couldn't have success in the modern society and didn't feel any attachment to it.


Then, he was reborn only to be stuck in the same situation.


Bastard son of a noble family, forced to witness the abuses endured by the only person that loved him and surrounded by what he initially thought were superhumans.


Yet, this world offered him a chance to obtain power.


His situation wasn't good but he gave his everything only to take the few steps that ultimately brought him to his current level.


The constant training, the unflinching willpower, the endless schemes and plans that barely got him through his misadventures, everything piled up till that point.


"Once you know how powerless you can be, it's hard to see anything different from the road to power."


That was a simple reason but it was enough for Noah.


Nina seemed satisfied with that answer, she could understand his feelings when he said those words.


She was born in a prison after all, her life was spent under the shadow of the Empire, she knew powerlessness too well.


It was with a bitter expression that she replied to him.


"The next battle is in one week, I wonder how the Empire will react."


***

One week later, the two armies faced again each other in the valley.


The same thing as the previous month happened, only on a larger scale.


Noah had provided more than one hundred Instabilities that time, their joint power could rival the wave of spells of the blue cultivators.


The Empire didn't come up with many countermeasures in one month, it simply decided to split the defensive spells into two parts: the first one to defend from the spells and the second one to defend from the Instabilities.


That tactic, however, had many flaws with the most important being the fact that there were fewer cultivators performing spells each time.


The Odrea nation had two powerful long-distance attack methods after all while the Empire only had one, it had to divide its troops to prevent one of those methods from devastating its army.


It was obvious that a weaker defense would create more victims but the Empire was still willing to pay that price to maintain a sort of balance in the battle.


Only around two hundred blue soldiers of the Empire died during the launch of spells and Instabilities that time, those were still huge losses but they were somewhat acceptable.


That outcome forced Noah to focus the blue soldiers for the entirety of the battle, no red cultivator dared to expose himself to his sneak attacks.


'They have indeed learned… I can't force an opening in their formation with this little difference in numbers.'


Noah thought, aimlessly wandering on the battlefield.


The tactic of the Empire revealed itself successful, the battle ended with only a bit more than three hundred casualties on the Empire's side and a few dozens in the Odrea's one.


His disappointment though didn't last much thanks to a joyous Nina happily following him after he came out of the Mausoleum.
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                        'To think that I would prefer straightforward women despite the twisted personality that I have…'


Noah found himself thinking about his relationship with Nina as their nights together continued.


'Maybe it's precisely because of how I am that I prefer them.'


He didn't trust people nor did they give him reasons to do so.


Yet, with people like June or Nina, he could relax knowing that they wouldn't try to scheme behind his back.


'Well, when things are like this, they are easy… I don't know how it would go in an actual relationship.'


His rapport with Nina was purely physical, there wasn't any affection between them.


'I guess I'll think about it when I'll feel something for someone.'


Noah put those thoughts in the back of his mind as he continued with his routine.


The Empire was slowly building countermeasures for his creations and the spikes of the rank 4 Brown hedgehogs were exhausted by then, it was time to change materials.


"You shouldn't remain here in the morning from now on, I need a few days to stabilize the new structure."


Noah said to Nina in the morning when the rank 4 Steeled corals arrived to his room.


"Why is that? Some secret technique of yours?"


She crouched behind him as she said those words, Noah could feel Nina's warm body laid on his back.


"No, my weapons simply tend to explode in this phase. I know when I need to protect myself but I fear that you might be taken by surprise."


Noah was the maker of the Instabilities, he knew exactly when the destabilization escaped his control and he had to throw them away.


Because of that, he could defend himself with impeccable timing but any other cultivator would risk being one second too late and suffer some injuries.


"Do you realize that I'm stronger than you?"


"Are you saying that you'll be fine if one of these were to explode inside the room?"


Noah smiled as he took one of the Instabilities from his space-ring and raised it over his shoulder, right next to Nina's face.


Nina stared at the spiked sphere for a while before sighing and hugging Noah from behind.


"Ok, I'll leave you alone for a few days, but you make up for them now."


Noah released a small laugh and shook his head before placing the Instability on the floor and turning, pushing Nina on the mat.


***

Explosions resounded again from Noah's room but they stooped after a few days.


Noah's ability in creating Instabilities had increased by a large margin, he could easily modify their structure in order to adapt it to the new material.


The newly created weapon was dark-gray due to the new spikes that made its outer layer and they were also slightly heavier.


"Do they work in the same way as the previous ones?"


Logan asked Noah after the latter had delivered the new batch of Instabilities.


"Yes, nothing has changed in the inside. I will reduce the production a bit to work on another weapon now, I will give another list of materials to your soldiers later."


Noah answered.


He didn't really need to create a different weapon but he had become so skilled in channeling the innate destabilization of his creations that he couldn't help but have many inspirations for new items.


"Oh? I'll leave you be then."


***

Another battle occurred.


The Empire was still struggling against the Instabilities of the Odrea nation but it was slowly reducing its losses.


That battlefield was a simple training ground after all, there was a limit to the resources that it was willing to invest.


In the end, the Odrea nation was skimming its soldiers as planned, the Empire simply wanted to reduce the casualties.


That's why it began to use red soldiers during the first exchange of long-distance attacks.


It didn't use random red cultivators though, simply being in the solid stage of the second rank wasn't that helpful in that situation.


Instead, it sent those who had a strong mental sphere, almost at the peak of the second rank.


Those soldiers could be considered prodigies of their generation, it was rare to have such a powerful sea of consciousness before reaching the third rank of the dantian.


The result was that the defensive spells cast by them, together with those of the other blue soldiers, were able to further reduce the damages inflicted on their army.


Another battle went by, the two armies seemed to have returned to the kind of balance that they had before Noah's weapons, it was needless to say that Noah couldn't add any other red soldier to his kill count.


Noah spent the following month testing a new weapon while providing a fewer number of Instabilities, their power had been heavily countered in just two months, it was time to create something else.


The result of that month of experiments was an improved version of the Moon needle.


Its core was formed by rank 4 Cloud eagles' bones but its insides were filled by rank 3 Fire snakes' flesh.


'This should be far more useful in battle.'


The improved Moon needle solved the issue of the friendly fire, it could be used after the two armies clashed and there was virtually no possibility of accidentally hurting an ally.


'Hidden blast should be a good name. Its full power can be expressed only when used by darkness, fire, or wind cultivators… I should test its effects in the next battle.'


When the other battle arrived, Noah calmly waited for the two armies to clash before joining one of the group combats.


The battlefield had returned to the state it was when he first arrived to the nation, the soldiers of the Empire were simply more focused on the defense.


'It seems that they have received a better training, it should be because of me.'


Noah judged as he neared one battle.


Eight blue cultivators and four red ones were fighting each other.


That combat was obviously one-sided, the soldiers of the Odrea nation had far better teamwork while those of the Empire were simply focusing on their defense.


Then, a simple looking gray needle shot through the air toward one of the red soldiers of the Empire.


The cultivator snorted at its sight and dodged it easily, doing no unnecessary movements.


However, just as the needle passed next his right shoulder, it exploded.
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                        The explosion wasn't that strong, just as powerful as the Instabilities.


The needle exploded right next to the red cultivator's shoulder, creating a blast with the power of rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage.


The soldier had a rank 4 body, the power behind the explosion was enough to pierce his natural defenses.


However, just as his skin was burnt and his flesh was destroyed, he released the Breath inside his dantian in a protective manner.


That raw Breath wasn't enough to completely block the blast but it still offered some sort of protection due to its intrinsic power.


The explosion destroyed his robe and engulfed his body, yet, he barely managed to survive, the soldiers there could see how his charred body came out of the cloud of dark smoke created after the needle detonated.


"Who dares to-"


He cursed loudly but his words were interrupted by a black saber that severed his head, Noah wasn't the type to waste such a precious chance.


The remaining soldiers of the Empire were still stunned by the even that they understood what had happened only after Noah's hooded figure entered their field of view.


'Hooded devil!'


That thought was shared among them.


Noah was, after all, renown in that battlefield, his actions had created far too chaos in the previous battles.


And here he was, ready to make a scene again.


"Retreaaaa-"


One of the blue soldiers of the Empire tried to warn his allies but that action only gave enough time for the cultivators of the Odrea nation to reach him.


They were far more experienced after all, even if Noah's appearance had surprised them, they managed to recover far quicker than their enemies.


Noah, however, completely disregarded the weaker soldiers around him and focused his gaze on the other red cultivator.


A mental shockwave shot from his eyes which directly pierced the mental sphere of his opponent, making him fall on his knees as he screamed in pain.


Months had passed since Noah was granted access to the Mausoleum, his centers of power had steadily improved and his sea of consciousness was nearing the limits of the second rank.


The difference in power between his mind and that of his opponent was too big, the red cultivator couldn't withstand Noah's Mental tremor at all.


It was with quick steps that Noah neared the kneeling cultivator and cut his head off, the Demonic sword severed his neck without any obstruction.


The power of a single Hidden blast made him kill two cultivators in the solid stage, bringing his kill count to seventeen.


However, there was no happiness in Noah's expression.


His allies were rejoicing at the sight of his feat but they were immediately scolded by his loud words.


"Kill any witnesses! We can't give the Empire intel about the new weapon!"


Noah's words awakened them from their astonishment, they immediately understood that the sooner the Empire knew about any new weapon, the sooner it will create countermeasures.


The soldiers around him quickly raised their heads and swept the battlefield with their gazes as they looked for the blue soldiers that had escaped when Noah appeared.


The cultivators of the Odrea country shot in three different directions, Noah could see how three powerless blue soldiers of the Empire were killed in a few instants.


'Damned idiots!'


Noah cursed in his mind but was relieved seeing all the witnesses dying, the Hidden blast that he had just used was the first of its kind, he didn't want its details to be revealed so soon.


'At least the test went well.'


He nodded internally at the power of his new creation.


'The actual damage that it's capable of can't be compared to the Instabilities but it can be used in far more situations. Also, it expends fewer materials.'


The Hidden blasts were the size of a finger, the Cloud eagle's bones were simply used to contain the concentrated flesh of the Fire snakes that he filled with his Breath, their structure was really simple.


The only problem was that he still wasn't used to their forging, he would need some time to become used to the process like had done with the Instabilities.


'It's not that strong singularly and it can deal some damage only if the opponent isn't aware of its dangerousness… Ideally, each soldier should have five to ten of them… If I exclude the black cultivators, I would need to create between five thousand and ten thousand needles…'


Noah brainstormed as he wandered in the battlefield.


There wasn't much else that he could do, his surprise effect had been used, there weren't other situations where he could kill red cultivators.


'Five thousand is too much, the inventory simply doesn't have that many materials. Also, how much time would I have to spend forging? It took me more than two months to surpass two hundred Instabilities, I don't plan to stay here for much longer.'


Noah didn't forget his real purpose.


He needed cultivation techniques and methods to continue in his pursuit of power which the Odrea nation could not offer.


That country had sold its future for the chance to survive, the only thing that could save it was someone offering help from outside.


Also, he was still escaping, the formation around the nation prevented any external investigation but his traces still led there.


'I don't know how far the Royals can reach, this is Empire's territory in the end, yet, I don't see them giving up on me just because of that.'


The Empire had a God at its lead, it was safe to assume that the Royals had a similar power or they wouldn't be in the top three countries of the continent.


Noah didn't know if they had methods to freely chase him or if they had simply given up on his capture, waiting for him to appear in neutral territory.


'I can consider the Empire as my protector for now but it won't be the same after I come out of the formation, I should think of a plan before continuing my journey.'
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                        Noah was just a passerby before all the events in the Odrea country, the Empire didn't have any reason to target him.


Now, however, he was the Hooded devil, he was the reason behind thousands of casualties in the ranks of its army, Noah couldn't just hope that they will forget about his deeds.


'I guess that I'm back at planning escapes, why do I always end up in these situations?'


Noah sighed internally as he went to the side of the battlefield to prepare for the fight of the black cultivators.


***

Months passed without much changing.


Noah would simply stick to his schedule and grow stronger each day as he investigated for an escape route.


Nina gladly passed information to him, she knew that he was set on leaving so she felt unnecessary to hinder his plans.


The truth was that leaving was easy, Noah had just to cross the formation and he would be back in the wilderness.


However, the Empire strictly guarded the borders, it would investigate anyone leaving the country.


His forging though led to positive results in the monthly battles.


The Hidden blasts offered the soldiers another type of offensive, one that could be used after the two armies had clashed.


The soldiers of the Empire found themselves burnt to death or heavily injured without even knowing what hit them, a couple of months had to pass before they identified the cause of those explosions.


Even after that though, there wasn't much they could do about it.


Those blasts had the power of the liquid stage of the second rank, they weren't any different from the spells of the blue cultivators.


Their strong points were their immediate effects and their size: The Hidden blasts didn't need time to be cast and their size allowed them to easily slip between the defenses of the soldiers.


The soldiers of the Empire would often raise their weapons to defend against their enemies only to find a needle in front of them.


It was needless to say that another period of overwhelming victories occurred.


Noah saw his kill count steadily increasing, his centers of power becoming stronger, and his forging ability improving, he felt his whole self being sharpened in that environment.


The Empire couldn't come up with many countermeasures, the Instabilities increased the power of the long-distance attacks while the Hidden blasts performed extremely good in the group fights, its only option was to give its soldiers a better training focused on defense.


Then, the inevitable happened.


Noah had been in the Odrea country for almost two years, he was twenty-three by then when the breakthrough happened.


He was in his room with Nina, diligently memorizing the third Kesier rune while she read a book.


Really few cultivators could dedicate their entire life to their training, it was normal for the others to occupy their days with things they liked.


However, Nina hurriedly closed her book as she saw Noah dropping the sheet in his hands and crouching on the floor while holding his head.


"What happened? Did you hurt yourself?"


Her worries weren't misplaced.


She had seen how Noah never stopped training, incidents during cultivation could happen if the centers of power were too stressed.


Yet, what was happening was the exact opposite of that.


Noah's mental sphere trembled violently, it sent waves of pain that forced Noah to shut his eyes to resist them.


Then, there was an unparalleled clarity.


The tremors stopped, allowing Noah to finally open his eyes and evaluate the changes.


His eyes shone with a blue light as he moved away Nina's embrace and looked at the world in wonder.


The room was still the same but Noah could see every detail in it.


His focus went on the inscriptions that reinforced it and, even though he still couldn't understand their meaning, he could vaguely make out their purpose.


It was similar to a feeling, Noah could sense what those inscriptions were meant to do.


As his focus increased though, he seemed to see some sort of invisible layer that prevented him from looking more in depth, as if the world itself was stopping him from uncovering its secrets.


'The world itself is a prison, what a joke.'


He understood the meaning behind that layer, it represented the limits of the human ranks, it hid the world that only entities could see.


Yet, he laughed at its sight.


It was a loud laugh, Noah seemed unable to contain himself.


'My mind has reached you, Master.'


The master he thought of was William, the one that had introduced him to the cultivation world, one of the two persons that had protected him as he grew.


Twenty-three years, rank 3 sea of consciousness!


Monsters would hide in front of that achievement.


"Are you ok?"


Nina was somewhat relieved seeing that he wasn't hurt but she still couldn't understand his behavior.


Noah moved his gaze on her, his mind was exuding a boundless ambition, the sight of the invisible layer had triggered his deepest emotion.


Nina felt danger.


Noah's mind waves radiated a suffocating pressure, she instinctively retreated to a corner of the room but her mental sphere was still affected by his gaze.


Noah shut his eyes and turned his head, his focus went inside his sea of consciousness as he tried to contain its power.


The third Kesier rune stood proudly over his half-transparent figure, the black roots of the Demonic form spell had entangled around it as the rune completely formed.


Stillness, no waves could be seen in the sea that represented his thoughts, the crystalline water seemed somewhat heavier.


'As I increase the rank of my mind, my thoughts become stronger. I should be able to affect the material world when I reach the fourth rank.'


Then, he tried something that he had stalled for too much time.


The non-refined Breath over his sea was immersed in the water, Noah's will was immediately injected in it, his ambition powered the image of a figure jumping from the ground and reaching the sky in one leap.


The Breath was refined in no time and Noah immediately redirected it toward his right leg with which he stomped twice on the floor.


A shockwave resounded in the room, Noah lost control of his leg which propelled him in the air, making him smash on the ceiling.
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                        THUD!


A loud thud resounded in the reinforced room as Noah fell from the ceiling and landed on the floor.


"Are you ok?"


Nina was still speechless in a corner, she had long abandoned the idea of understanding his behavior.


'My will is finally able to push my martial art into the realm of the heroic ranks!'


Noah, however, was completely ignoring her.


The breakthrough of his mind had opened him countless possibilities, he just had to understand the limits of his will.


'This is amazing! My mental energy is not limited to the spells, infusing it in the forging process will increase the effects of my creations by a large margin!'


Every superior rank would increase the power of the center of power by a lot, it was needless to say how much the power of his creations would increase if Noah was to forge with his improved will.


A stronger will would produce stronger effects, the Breath infused by his own meaning was able to push a rank 3 martial art to the fourth rank, it was obvious that the same would apply to his creations.


Then, he felt two hands blocking his shoulders.


Noah found a pissed Nina watching him closely and holding him still, she was using her real strength, Noah wasn't able to escape from her grasp.


"Stop ignoring me!"


She pouted as she pushed Noah toward the wall.


"If this is some form of injury, you need to calm down before the damage spreads."


Her words were sincere, Noah could see her concern from her expression.


He smiled at that sight and unconsciously caressed her cheek, his pale hand made a stark contrast with her dark smooth skin as he reassured her.


"Don't worry, I've simply become a rank 3 mage and got too excited, I'm fine."


His words though had the opposite effect.


"Ra-rank 3 mage?"


Nina muttered those words with an astonished expression and Noah nodded to answer.


"B-but, you are not even thirty!"


He shrugged his shoulders as a reply.


Nina released her grasp and raised her hand to hold the one caressing her face.


"What kind of monster are you…"


She then laid her body on his and together they sat on the floor with Noah caringly holding her between his arms.


"Does this mean that you'll leave?"


She asked in a soft voice while snuggling her head right below his jaw, Noah could feel her words reverberating through his throat.


"It won't be now but, yes, I'll leave soon."


Noah didn't lie to her, he had been clear about his intentions since the beginning of their relationship.


"I'll miss you."


She said, adjusting her position in his embrace.


Noah looked at the beautiful woman in his arms and he couldn't help but smile at her sight.


They have been together for more than one year, even if their relationship had started as a simple method to relieve their stress, they unavoidably began to feel some affection toward each other.


"You could come with me."


Noah said those words even if he knew that they were wrong.


He had managed to escape from his many pursuers because he was always alone, he could easily warp away to make them lose his tracks.


Being with someone, however, would slow his march and hinder his journey, Noah knew that being alone was for the best.


Yet, he felt some unwillingness in abandoning the peaceful feelings that Nina gave him, that's why he spoke those words.


"You could remain here."


Nina replied to him using a similar proposal.


She was a soldier, she had defended her country for years and endured the battles against the Empire since the moment she became a rank 2 cultivator.


Her country was everything to her, she was willing to die for it even if that meant delaying the inevitable, that was her pride.


Noah had his ambition but so did she, their goals simply required for them to separate.


Noah didn't answer her, he limited himself to caressing her curly hair.


She did the same, her hand found its way inside his robe where it could caress Noah's chest.


They stood in silence, their eyes were shut as they enjoyed each other's warmth, a sensation that they were so used to feel but that now seemed ready to vanish forever as soon as they released themselves.


"Noah."


Nina broke the silence, calling Noah with his real name and raising her head to stare at the young man capable of wonders.


"Yes?"


He turned his head toward her, her sensual figure was covered by the brightness of her brown eyes.


"Let's just make the best out of the time that we have left, let's leave the sorrow for when you are gone."


She was smiling as she spoke, Noah couldn't help but lower his head to kiss her in response.


She accepted his kiss and replied with one of her own, the two of them then laid themselves on the floor, uncaring of the fact that there was no mat, to continue with their soft effusions.


***

A couple of days had to pass before they managed to release each other, they didn't leave the room at all during that time.


Then, Noah was seen exiting the reinforced room with a determined expression, the aura around him seemed to exude a dense seriousness.


Noah went directly for the central building of the city where a cultivator in the third rank blocked the entrance.


"Call Lisa, I need a meeting."


Noah didn't waste time and directly went to the point, the soldier nodded at his words and entered the building to convey his words.


Noah's status had become far loftier in the past months.


All the soldiers looked at him with gratitude and respect, he was sharing their same fate after all and his creations helped them in the monthly battles, they considered him as some sort of benefactor.


That's why the rank 3 guard didn't ask any question, he simply contacted Lisa through his methods.


Just a few minutes had to pass before Noah was bought in the main hall of the building where Lisa, Leo, Luke, and Logan were waiting for him.


"What is it? We were planning the next battle tactic."


Lisa explained as soon as he entered the hall.


Noah crossed his arms over his chest before speaking in a stern tone.


"I'm here to talk about my last battle."
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                        "Last battle?"


Noah's words made the four cultivators raise their heads in his direction.


"What do you mean by that?"


Lisa asked.


She had kept track of his battle records and knew that his kill count had still to reach half of the agreed number so she was surprised by his statement.


Lisa and Logan couldn't find anything different when they watched him but Leo and Luke had surprised expression as they inspected him.


Noah's cultivation level was completely exposed to their sight when he first arrived in the country but now it was cloudy, they couldn't make out the limits of his power.


The reason for that was that he had enveloped himself with a layer of mental energy, which could somewhat block the protectors' probing now that his mind had reached the third rank.


"You… What has happened to you?"


Leo couldn't hold his curiosity back and directly gave voice to what he had in mind.


Lisa and Logan turned toward him but they realized that something was wrong when they saw that even Luke seemed interested in Noah's answer.


"I've become a rank 3 mage."


Noah nonchalantly said.


The eyes of the four cultivators widened at that statement, even Leo and Luke with their usual demeanor as elders couldn't suppress their surprise.


"It's no big deal, with the Mausoleum strengthening my mental sphere and my mass production of inscribed items, I'm surprised it has even taken this long."


Noah uncaringly replied to those gazes and neared the table that they encircled, a map depicting the valley at the border of the country was placed there, he could make out the formation of the army from the disposition of the pawns over it.


"I have an offer to make and, in my opinion, it would be far more beneficial than simply killing one hundred red soldiers. Do I have your attention?"


His words were somewhat able to bring them back from their stupor but they still eyed Noah with strange gazes.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had the aspect of a young man, that image didn't match the one of a mage at the peak of the human ranks at all!


"Speak."


Lisa was the first to react.


Her cultivation level was too low, she didn't know the hardships that a cultivator had to go through to reach the third rank of the sea of consciousness so she simply labeled Noah as a genius in her mind.


Noah sighed before beginning his speech.


"Our first meeting was quite traumatic, I entered your country and was captured. Initially, I was pissed about that but now I understand that you are just doing everything in your power to survive."


He still remembered his first meeting with Logan, when his centers of power had been threatened.


The truth was that Noah had overreacted: The Odrea country didn't have any ill intention, they just wanted his intel about the outside world and his battle prowess.


Other than that, there wasn't much to expect from a random outsider.


"Your situation is tragic but you were still willing to pay me for my services on the battlefield. Then, you saw that I could perform inscriptions and you gave me access to your inventory, allowing me to keep some of my creations. All in all, I can say that I've been treated quite well."


The Odrea country had simply treated him like one of its soldiers, it has just forced him to share the fate of its citizens.


Differently from the Balvan mansion and the Royal dynasty, the Odrea country was a prison were everyone was a prisoner, Noah could relate with its soldiers since he had experienced their lives for more than one year.


"That's why, instead of limiting myself to the killing of one hundred cultivators in the solid stage, I've decided to make a new deal."


Noah sighed again, he had thought about this plan as he searched for an escape route and that was the best option.


"This deal comprises two gifts on my part and one on yours, I'd like to start with your part."


"You want us to help you with your escape. The Empire is on our borders and you can't safely leave without our help. This can be done, what do you offer?"


Lisa interrupted him, she could clearly understand Noah's difficulties, they were the same that forced her citizens inside the formation.


Noah sighed for the third time, Lisa was inexperienced when it came to cultivation but her political skills had already surpassed Noah's, he wasn't her match in that field.


"My first parting gift will be turning all your materials in the inventory into weapons for future usage. I should be able to create a few thousand Instabilities and Hidden blasts with the remaining beasts that fit their structure which would give your nation a few years of stability. Mind you, the power of these new weapons would be higher since my mind is in the third rank now."


Lisa listened to his words and nodded, she liked that idea.


She turned toward Leo and saw that he also nodded after a loud sigh.


He handled the inventory after all, losing so many materials over disposable weapon was a heavy blow on the reserves of the country.


However, they didn't have a better use for them, exchanging them for years of overwhelming victories was a good trade due to their unique situation.


"So, you want to avoid the battlefield to concentrate on your inscriptions, I understand, I believe that you already have an idea of how many months you will need. What about your second parting gift?"


Lisa pressed Noah to continue.


His improved mind had an increased thinking speed and could perform some tasks of the Elemental forging method in far less time, Noah had already a vague idea of the time needed to use all the materials that fit his criteria.


Noah wore a stern expression as he pointed toward the map depicting the valley.


"I will give you a battle where all the soldiers of the Empire, except those in the third rank, will die."
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                        Noah exited the main building of the city to return to his room, an agreement had been reached, now it was time to prepare.


'The capabilities of my mind have been vastly improved, forging that many items is not a problem. I even have more free time.'


The third Kesier rune had formed in his mind, he didn't have the fourth one so his afternoons were now free.


That didn't mean that he would stop training his mental sphere though, the Kesier runes were the safest and fastest method that the humans had developed but it wasn't the only one.


Noah had already decided to store even larger quantities of Breath in his sea of consciousness to make up for the lack of Kesier runes, his two blood companions radiated virtually no pressure but the Breath was still able to affect his sphere.


'Once I find a rank 4 magical beast of the darkness element, the expansion of my sphere should pick up some speed. Well, at least I have a way to continue training.'


Noah couldn't bear slowing the growth of his mind.


Since he was reborn, his sea of consciousness had been his biggest advantage, he didn't want to let go of the center of power that made him a "monster".


The training of the mind consisted in enlarging its sphere, all he had to do was to find ways to increase the internal pressure to obtain a similar effect.


The Breath could cover for part of it but Noah still felt that it was too slow, that's why he had finally made up his mind about having a blood companion in the heroic ranks.


The problem was that the Odrea country didn't have any danger zone, he had to wait for his escape before searching for a rank 4 beast of the darkness element.


As for how he was going to spend his remaining time inside the nation, he had already made a schedule.


His nights would continue in the Mausoleum, his dantian was still in the liquid stage, such unbalance between his centers of power was not a good thing, his Breath wouldn't be able to keep up with the power of his spells.


The Demonic form spell was part of his plan, he needed to increase his reserves of Breath or he would deplete them with one simple activation.


Spells required two types of energy, Breath and mental energy.


Since Noah was now a rank 3 mage, his Demonic form would reflect that rank.


However, his dantian was still in the liquid stage, the Breath inside it was barely enough to fuel such a powerful spell.


The solid stage was still out of his reach so he could only focus on increasing his reserves of liquid Breath before his last battle.


When he returned to his room, Nina welcomed him with a warm hug.


"How did it go?"


"Lisa agreed, I will focus on transforming all the suitable beasts' corpses into weapons before my last battle. I should start immediately, I'm quite eager to test the limits of this new power."


Noah had many things to test with his new sea of consciousness.


He had to tune his martial art to his needs, he had verified its strength but he still needed to integrate it with his battle style which required some time.


Also, he still had to see how his breakthrough affected his forging!


Imbuing his will inside the Breath had taken him less than a minute and that was just the refining part!


Manipulating the structure of the materials was a hard task but he was now far stronger than before, he could easily inscribe at a higher speed.


"I know you, once you start training, there is nothing that can stop you. Just be sure to leave some time for me."


Nina said with a pissed expression.


Noah smiled, Nina wanted to make the best out of their remaining time but he needed time to prepare, what he had in mind required a lot of preparation.


That's why he made sure to satisfy her first before starting with his session of forging.


The material had yet to arrive after all, he could spend time caring about the woman that relieved his nights for more than a year.


The materials arrived in a few hours, Nina left him alone as soon as a soldier delivered the goods.


Noah began to work immediately, he was eager to test his new power.


Breath was imbued with his will as he held the materials for the Instabilities in his hands, a black membrane was created in a few seconds, Noah was already able to perform those two tasks at the same time.


The materials began to fuse as soon as the Breath invaded their structure, their form slowly changed under Noah's control, a blue sphere was created and the gray spikes were carefully layered around its shape.


In less than an hour, an Instability was created.


Noah smiled at its sight, the power that it held far surpassed his previous creations, it was a disposable weapon with the power of the solid stage!


'This is amazing! At this pace, I will be able to create more than ten weapons per day!'


He was amazed by his forging speed, the benefits of a rank 3 sea of consciousness were already showing themselves.


Then, he began to forge a Hidden blast.


Its creation took even less time, its form was simpler after all, he didn't even need to focus during the forging.


A needle with a threatening amount of Breath concentrated in its little shape was created, Noah could already see that its power had surpassed each of its previous Hidden blasts.


Less than an hour had passed but two items had been forged, that speed left Noah speechless!


'This will take even less than I thought! Forging, training, I only need three months to be ready for my plan.'


It was with those thoughts that he resumed his forging, he seemed possessed by the new power that he held!
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                        Four months passed before Noah returned to the battlefield.


During that time, he had become used to his new power and carefully explored its limits.


As it turned out, he could store far more Breath than he had initially thought before his headache returned, his mind firmly opposed any internal pressure before Noah could force it to enlarge.


The third rank was the peak of the human ranks after all, Noah was basically one step away from becoming an inhuman entity.


His forging speed continued to rise in that period, Leo had seen how the magical beast's corpses in the inventory quickly transformed into weapons for the army.


Also, Noah trained his martial art in the meantime.


Nina was the perfect sparring partner, she was stronger than him in a fight without spells, Noah could accurately tell how effective his form was in a real battle thanks to that.


His dantian was nearing the limits of the liquid stage, the weapons had been forged, and his martial art had been implemented in his fighting style, he had no reason to delay his departure.


The Empire strictly guarded the borders of the Odrea country so he couldn't just leave, he had to resort to a scheme to continue in his journey.


That's why, after three months of absence, the Hooded devil reappeared in the valley at the borders of the formation.


The army of the Empire didn't have it easy during his absence, the soldiers of the Odrea country had used the weapons previously created by Noah to maintain their supremacy on the battlefield, the Empire was barely able to contain its losses.


The Instabilities and the Hidden blasts provided too much support to their fights, the Empire couldn't come up with any cheap countermeasure.


The Odrea country was, after all, a training ground, there was a limit to how much the Empire was willing to invest to skim its soldiers.


That's why blue cultivators continued to die in high number, they could only improve their defensive methods as they fought.


Yet, the sight of the blue figure with its face covered by a black hood gave them an ominous feeling, they could already predict that something would be different that time.


"Remember the plan, don't get near me when my part starts."


Noah gave the last warning to Logan before joining the ranks of the blue soldiers.


Even with his rank 3 sea of consciousness, he was still in the liquid stage of the second rank, he wasn't breaking any rule in wearing that color.


Logan sighed at that sight.


He knew all the specifics of the plan, Noah was ready to take a big risk to ensure his escape, his mind replayed the scenes of his capture as he stared at the hooded figure disappearing in the sea of blue robes.


'Not even love could stop him, there was no way to make him stay since the beginning.'


He was aware of his relationship with Nina.


He had initially been happy to learn that Noah was slowly integrating himself with the nation but he had misjudged his determination.


'He can only see the path to power.'


That realization was the last thought that he had about Noah before redirecting his attention to the red troops around him, they had a vital role in the incoming battle.


"Is everyone ready?"


He asked in a soft voice to the man next to him.


"Yes, fifty soldiers are armed with the new Instabilities and Hidden blasts, we had never carried this much firepower in a single battle."


Logan nodded at his reply.


"Good, let's give them a taste of our new strength."


The soldiers around him smiled at his words.


The years spent fighting had rooted the seeds of hate deep into their very essence, there was nothing that they enjoyed more than slaughtering the pawns of the Empire.


"I can't wait."


The soldier next to Logan gave voice to those words before joining the battle formation.


Then, the sun reached its highest point in the sky, signaling the beginning of the battle.


Spells and Instabilities were launched as soon as the two armies began to move.


The soldiers of the Empire were used by then at that sight, the red cultivators in their ranks used their strongest defensive spells to stop most of the power of that offensive, they were doing their best to limit the losses between the blue soldiers.


However, some of them still died.


It couldn't be helped, those two waves of attack were too much to handle with just their spells, only the help of the black cultivators could prevent those losses.


Yet, they were focused on the opponents with a power similar to theirs, they couldn't waste their energy to protect the weaklings in the army.


The armies then clashed, the vanguards of both sides merged together to form a messy line of battle were the cultivators in the liquid stage could obtain some fast kills, blood began to sprout in every direction.


Then, a scene that the soldiers of Empire had not seen in a while played itself right under their gazes.


Noah, the Hooded devil that had brought chaos in the valley many times, was forcing his way in the enemy army again!


His black sabers took the lives of many surprised soldiers, most of them had only heard stories about his weapons after all, they didn't manage to move away like their training ordered.


A straight line of corpses and maimed bodies was created, Noah didn't seem like he was going to stop any time soon.


Yet, even though most of the blue soldiers were new recruits, the red ones weren't.


They were generally more experienced than the blue ones and most of them had seen Noah's feats in the past, they reacted immediately at the sight of his actions.


Ten red robes left their ranks and ran toward the hooded figure that was unleashing precise attacks right in the middle of their army.


They soon reached him, encircling him and blocking his escape route.


They were set on killing that nuisance once for all!


'Just as planned.'


However, Noah had expected a similar situation and smiled under his hood seeing that his prediction was accurate.


He didn't wait for them to make the first move, his figure immediately began to emit black smoke that quickly transformed him into a horned fiend.
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                        A black cloud was quickly formed around Noah, his fiendish appearance had changed again after the roots in his sea of consciousness entangled themselves on the third Kesier rune.


The horns and the tail of the Demonic form had grown and Noah's fingers had become sharp pointy fangs, the spell now made him look like a real demon rather than a human figure with a gaseous armor.


The Breath in his dantian depleted quickly, the liquid Breath wasn't enough to sustain a spell with the power of the third rank so Noah's reserves diminished at a fast pace, hurrying him to end the battle as fast as he could.


The ten red cultivators stopped their tracks at the sight of the black smoke, the amount of danger that they felt coming from it surpassed that of his black sabers, they had no confidence in safely crossing it.


That's why, after a brief pause, they all began to cast their spells.


The soldiers of the Empire had created a large empty area around Noah, they didn't want to get caught in his battle with the red troops.


That's why the cultivators in the solid stage didn't hesitate to launch spells, the area was empty after all, they wouldn't hurt their allies with those destructive attacks.


Ice shards, fireballs, and beasts of various elements shot toward Noah at high speed, he watched how those spells cut the air, aiming to crash on his exposed figure.


'Even if my Demonic form is in the third rank now, defending from so many spells will just deplete more of my Breath, it's not worth it.'


The spells seemed to slow their pace as soon as he began to think, the thinking speed of a rank 3 sea of consciousness gave him the feeling that the world around him was slowing down as he pondered on his next step.


'It's time to use my martial art.'


Noah concluded in his mind and pressed twice on the terrain while bending his body in a half crouched position.


A shock-wave resounded on the battlefield, the ground under Noah's foot cracked and a deep mark was dug in it.


As for Noah, his leap surpassed the maximum speed that his body was able to reach, making him dodge all the spells at once!


BOOOM!


The spells of the red cultivators converged in his previous position, creating a loud explosion that sent destructive shockwaves in every direction.


Those were the most powerful attacks of cultivators in the solid stage of the second rank after all, their power couldn't be underestimated.


Yet, Noah dodged them quite easily, the effectiveness of a martial art that focused on movement could be already seen!


'I have only thirty more of these sprints, I need to use them well.'


Noah thought as he redirected his gaze toward one of the red soldiers around him.


His martial art used refined Breath to function, Noah had used the same procedure of the Elemental forging method to surpass the limits that the diagram of a rank 0 spell had.


That meant that Noah had to store some Breath already imbued with his will in his sea of consciousness to perform his martial art in battle.


His mental sphere had enlarged after the breakthrough but it still couldn't even get close to the storage capabilities of a dantian, the amount of refined Breath that Noah could keep with him all the time was limited.


Of course, before this battle, he had refined all the Breath inside his mind to be ready to use his martial art as much as he could.


The result was that he was able to perform thirty-one sprints that surpassed the maximum speed of his body, they weren't many but it was the best that Noah could accomplish with his current level.


He would need for his dantian to have some breakthroughs before he could further upgrade his martial art.


A mental beam shot from Noah's eyes toward the head of one of the red soldiers.


Noah felt an intense burning sensation on his eyes, the power of the Mental tremor spell had increased due to his breakthrough, meaning that the aftereffects on his body would be greater.


His veins bulged and turned black under the armor of smoke, the liquid Breath inside the membrane around his heart was injected in his circulatory system to aid the recovery of his body, the burning sensation on his eyes stopped almost immediately.


As for the unlucky red cultivator, he bore the full power of the mental beam.


His mental sphere tried to oppose the shockwave that made its way into his mind but its defenses were broken as soon as the beam touched the sphere.


A deep crack formed where the beam landed, a hole was dug inside the soldier's mind as he still stared in surprise at the shining blue eyes that were fixed on him.


Then, the beam invaded his mind and crashed on the other side of the sphere, dispersing its power as soon as it touched the internal border of the sphere.


A tremor reverberated throughout the mind of the soldier which deepened the cracks that the beam had created.


In a few instants, his mental sphere completely crumbled, dispersing the soldier's thoughts in the material world.


A cultivator in the solid stage died in one attack!


'The Mental tremor fits my current level more, it basically only uses mental energy, allowing me to avoid the issue with my weak Breath.'


Noah judged while he moved his gaze toward the other soldiers.


They looked in fear at the fiend that had killed one of their companions with one simple look but they still launched another wave of spells.


Noah performed again his martial art, shooting toward two red soldiers close to each other.


A trail of black smoke was left in the air as Noah neared the cultivators, the corrosive cloud was slowly filling all the empty area in the Empire's army and was threatening to reach the blue soldiers.


A spear and a hammer appeared in Noah's path, the weapons of the two red soldiers were inscribed items, Noah could see that their power wasn't low.


Yet, he didn't stop.


Six arms converged into two to perform two horizontal swings, the black sabers bent the air as they cut toward the soldiers.


Everyone on the scene could see how the attacks of the fiendish figure cut the inscribed weapons in a half before severing the heads of both soldiers.
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                        A spell powered by the power of a rank 3 sea of consciousness;


Inscribed weapons with the power at the peak of the second rank;


The Second Form of the Ashura performed after the sudden acceleration of another rank 4 martial art.


Noah's offensive was making use of his most powerful abilities to produce incredible results!


The two red soldiers were astonished seeing that their weapons were cut without even being able to slow Noah's offensive, they watched at the black sabers reached their necks to sever their heads in one powerful slash!


Just a few seconds had passed since the Empire tried to encircle Noah but three cultivators in the solid stage had already died!


'My martial art is somewhat able to fix the issue with the Second Form, sparring with Nina was indeed useful.'


Noah was satisfied with his performance, his ample preparations were paying off in the battlefield.


The sight of three red soldiers dying so easily made the surviving ones reach one simple conclusion.


'We can't stop him!'


That realization shook their minds.


Ten red cultivators weren't able to restrain a single blue one, that scene didn't seem real, events like that happened only in legends and were performed by widely known geniuses.


Yet, their eyes weren't lying to them.


In the valley at the borders of the Odrea country, in one of the training grounds of the Empire, a hooded cultivator, seemingly appeared out of nowhere, was defying their deep-rooted beliefs about the hierarchy of power.


Though, being unable to kill him didn't mean that Noah couldn't be defeated.


The soldiers of the Empire were quick in their decision to retreat, they knew that they had to change their battle tactic.


Noah saw the seven red figures returning to the ranks of the red soldiers and cast another Mental tremor.


The mental beam chased one soldier and crashed on his mental sphere, killing him on the spot.


Then, he dispersed his Demonic form and hastily ate one pill from his space-ring, he needed to refill his reserves of Breath, that short battle had depleted far too much of the energy contained in his dantian.


'I need to reach the solid stage as soon as I can. Damn, being too powerful can also be an issue.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he chewed another pill, his dantian was slowly refilled by the generic Breath contained in those drugs.


Pills and potion couldn't replace the actual energies of the centers of power, they were only a temporary solution to a shortage of Breath and mental energy.


'Now, I should create some more chaos before the second wave of red cultivators arrives.'


Noah smiled under his hood and resumed his killing inside the army of the Empire.


The blue soldiers were scared, they had seen how not even the joint effort of the red robes was able to stop Noah, they began to retreat as soon as he focused on them.


A black cloud created a dead zone and a black hood was working hard to do the same, the blue cultivators could only focus on defending, hoping to clash with the ethereal sabers of the First Form rather than with the two real ones.


Meanwhile, the army of the Odrea country was greatly profiting from Noah's performance.


The ranks of the Empire were a mess due to the threat inside its army so the Odrea nation could exploit that situation to their advantage.


The vanguard of the Empire had long since fallen and the second line of battle had never fully formed: The joint efforts of the Odrea army and Noah disrupted their battle formation, giving them an easy battle.


Soldiers with blue robes continuously fell on the ground, the casualties were uncountable that day and not even an hour had passed!


Then, the second wave of red cultivators reached Noah.


More than thirty red figures surrounded Noah from every direction, they seemed ready to die only to kill him.


'Here they are.'


Noah's eyes shone with a cold light as he probed the surrounding area with his mental energy, a smile appeared on his face seeing that everyone was in position.


The red soldiers didn't speak, they directly cast spells that created wonders in the air as their mental energy mixed with their Breath to launch those destructive abilities.


The spells were almost ready, that time there was no way out for Noah, the red soldiers had carefully covered all the area around him.


Yet, right when the spells were about to be launched, more than twenty Instabilities arrived in the air over Noah's battle.


The red soldiers were surprised, they were inside their army after all, only Noah was supposed to be there.


What they didn't realize was that a few red cultivators of the Odrea army had taken advantage of the chaos in the battlefield to sneak inside the enemy army to support Noah!


The Instabilities exploded, they were the new weapons created after Noah became a rank 3 mage, their blasts were far stronger than their previous version.


Spikes shot in every direction, the red soldiers of the Empire were defenseless, they could only watch the hooded figure being enveloped by black flames and disappearing before the spikes reached him.


In their dying moments, they realized that Noah was only the bait for this trap.


A big cloud of gray smoke was created on that part of the battlefield while black flames appeared in another one, Noah came out of them unscathed and ready to unleash another wave of destruction.


The army of the Empire had already lost too much, casualties in the blue ranks were a common sight, they could be refilled easily.


Yet, the red ones were elites at the peak of the second rank, they were far more important than those pawns.


Due to Noah's trap, thirty red soldiers had died, coupled with the four that he had killed to create that situation, Noah's achievements had surpassed all his previous battles.


There were only two hundred red soldiers in each army after all, Noah had basically removed one quarter of their power.


'The easy part is done, they will focus on defense now. It's time to use the new Hidden blasts.'


Noah thought as he continued to slaughter blue soldiers, he knew that the battle was still far from over.
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                        The soldiers of the Empire retreated in a defensive formation, their ranks tightened at the sight of the advancing Odrea army.


Noah's ploy had caused too many casualties in just a short amount of time, the sun was still high in the sky, the prospect of a prolonged battle couldn't help but worry the army of the Empire.


Defending was the best tactic in that type of situation, the monthly battles had a time limit after all, the Empire had to simply focus on defending till night if the situation became too one-sided.


Yet, at that time, the soldiers of the Empire found themselves outnumbered in just an hour, they already knew that most of them won't be able to survive.


The Odrea army didn't waste time, it launched another wave of spells and Instabilities before clashing on their enemies, Noah's weapon further diminished their numbers, creating openings where his allies could strike.


Noah, on the other hand, was simply using his First Form to pressure some blue cultivator.


He wanted to preserve as much Breath as he could, his plan protracted far after that battle.


Explosions rang out, the soldiers of the Odrea country were armed with the Hidden blasts and they didn't hesitate to use them, their enemies would often defend against an attack only to discover that a needle had slipped between them.


That was the battle tactic that the Odrea country had used in the past battles, the Hidden blasts were too small and sneaky, they could easily pierce the defenses of the Empire and cause great damage in its formation.


Also, even if some soldiers noticed them and tried to stop their course, they would just explode, giving an opportunity to their opponents to strike.


Little by little, the army of the Empire was being reduced to a small troop.


It couldn't be helped, the defending side usually held the advantage but Noah had caused too many deaths, they were too outnumbered to effectively defend against the relentless offensive.


Noah's new weapons had some role too in that outcome.


The new Hidden blasts caused more violent explosions, the red soldiers were usually able to survive the blasts of their previous version but the new ones could kill them on the spot!


A Mental tremor shot from Noah's eyes which was followed by a precisely timed wind slash.


A red cultivator in front of Noah lost his mental capabilities for one instant, allowing the slash to hit his neck.


The slash wasn't able to completely sever the head but it was enough to kill the soldier, Noah watched with cold eyes as the man unsuccessfully tried to stop the bleeding with his hands before life abandoned him.


'Eighteen… Damn, even by reducing the power of the Mental tremor, my mental energy is still depleting at high speed.'


Noah was doing his best to preserve some energy for after the battle, he knew that the next days would be crucial for his plan.


His gaze swept the battlefield, the Odrea nation was still pressing the remaining soldiers of the Empire, Noah could see one hundred red cultivators and a few dozen blue ones being assaulted by more than nine hundred cultivators, he knew that the Empire wouldn't be able to hold much longer.


'This should be their worst defeat… Refilling the ranks of the red soldiers will take a while and this training ground will become scarier, the Odrea nation should have it easy for a few months.'


He sighed at the sight of the countless corpses that filled the valley.


'I could have been one of them, being a pawn of a powerful force is too dangerous.'


Noah knew that he had had some chances to join powerful organizations during his life.


Yet, joining them would limit his actions and, most important, would put a limit to his growth.


No ruler would want a pawn stronger than him, in a society founded on power, the head of an organization had to be revered.


Noah knew that he couldn't put a hold to his ambition.


He needed the power to kill his father but that desire was just dictated by his anger and guilt, it wasn't what fueled his determination.


His gaze went on the black troops standing at some distance from the battle, they had solemn expressions but they didn't seem to be that interested in the outcome.


'Are they that detached from the mortal world? I guess I'm also like them.'


Noah found that, as his power grew, he couldn't look at those weaker than him in the same way.


He had tasted the power of his new mental sphere, just one thought could unleash a spell capable of killing any blue cultivator on the battlefield.


'Weaklings die too easily, it's becoming harder to see them as persons…'


Noah knew that his mindset had never been completely normal.


His innate detachment had accompanied him since his previous life and the difference in power that was created through his hard work only empowered that quality, taking lives had become part of his natural responses to difficult situations.


If someone blocks your way, kill him; if someone hurts you, kill him; if someone tries to control you, kill him.


'I wonder how many lives they have taken to reach that level…'


His gaze still lingered on the black troops when he noticed that something was amiss.


'Wait, there are forty-nine of them, where is the last one?'


Then, his mind sent him a warning, Noah felt a dangerous sensation coming from above him.


"You have caused enough trouble."


An aged voice resounded in his ears, the cultivator had spoken in a calm but resolute manner.


'Shit!'


Noah didn't even raise his head, he deployed the Demonic form spell and contracted the membrane around his heart to inject liquid Breath into his body.


His figure quickly changed, it morphed into a fiendish form that launched an upward vertical slash in the direction of the voice.


He was directly using the Second Form of the Ashura in the Demonic form and with his two black sabers, that was the strongest attack that he was capable of!


As soon as the attack was launched, it met with a spear made of compressed air.
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                        The spear made of air was already above him, if Noah hadn't reacted that quickly, he would have been hit by it already.


Yet, he had managed to react just in time, using his most powerful attack to stop the incoming spell.


A shockwave occurred over his head, the clash of those two attacks sent him flying, Noah was able to recover his balance only after he rolled on the ground for a dozen meters.


Only then he could raise his head to stare at the elderly black cultivator that had tried to assassinate him.


He had white hair and a short black beard, thick black eyebrows and shining green eyes, Noah could clearly feel that he was far stronger than him.


'Rank 3 mage, rank 3 dantian in the gaseous stage, he is too strong for me!'


His mind was able to identify the power of the assassin, he internally heaved a sigh of relief seeing that he had been barely able to block his spell.


The shockwave had pierced his attack and destroyed the armor of black smoke, a long wound could be seen on Noah torso which poured blood over his blue robe.


His Demonic form spell had the power of the third rank but it was still fueled by liquid Breath in the second one, it couldn't express its full power.


The man in the air, however, was a rank 3 cultivator, his centers of power allowed him to express the true strength of his level.


'Wind element, he is probably using a spell to fly.'


Noah judged quickly, he could see that the man was standing mid-air on a seemingly invisible platform.


"So you really are a rank 3 mage, what a sight."


The man spoke, his voice resounded in the battlefield, suppressing all the soldiers around him.


Yet, Noah had already stopped listening to him.


His Demonic form was restored and the liquid Breath in his circulatory system worked at full speed to heal the wound on his torso, only a few seconds had passed but the blood had already stopped flowing from it.


The black smoke radiated by his spell inevitably reached the soldiers of the Odrea country around him, some of them died on the spot at the touch of the corrosive smoke.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't dare to face a rank 3 cultivator without using his strongest spell.


His life was more important after all, he didn't care if he was blamed for the friendly fire afterward.


The black cultivator raised a hand to prepare another spell but Noah had already acted!


Dozens Hidden blasts shot toward the black soldier as Noah stomped twice on the terrain to activate his martial art.


BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


Explosions rang out one after another, enveloping the assassin in a gray cloud.


Noah didn't dare to stop his offensive, he retreated, launching fuming wind slashes toward the cloud, the gray smoke was slowly devoured by the black one as his attacks piled up.


Then, a gale swept the area, dispersing the dark cloud and revealing the unharmed black soldier.


His expression though had changed from a relaxed one to a stern one.


He had been tasked with the assassination of the hooded cultivator but his sneak attack had failed, his position was noticed by his target just as he had launched his attack.


Then, he watched as Noah unleashed that firepower without hesitation, the sight of his allies dying didn't even slow his retreat.


'What a brutal opponent.'


He couldn't help but have that thought.


Noah could easily deactivate the Demonic form and stop endangering his allies but he prioritized his safety, uncaringly causing casualties among the army of the Odrea nation.


"Stop running!"


The black soldier cursed loudly and created another spear which he aimed toward the escaping Noah.


Yet, as he was about to launch it, another aged voice resounded in the battlefield.


"Do you have no shame? A mighty rank 3 cultivator sent to assassinate a blue one, the Empire has really fell to its lowest."


One of the black cultivators of the Odrea country appeared in front of the assassin.


It was an elderly woman with gray hair and a hunched back, she also stood on an invisible platform in order to float in the air.


Noah heaved a sigh of relief and dispersed his Demonic form, the Odrea nation had finally reacted to that threat.


His gaze went on the trail of death that he had left as he escaped, bodies and corroded limbs could be seen on the path that he had taken.


'A bit more than thirty casualties, this spell is really uncontrollable…'


The sight of his dead allies didn't stop him, Noah waved his hand toward the black cultivators in the air as he returned toward the battle between the two armies.


"You little rascal!"


The black cultivator from the Empire was angered by that gesture and wanted to pounce him but was blocked by the elderly woman that forced him in a one versus one fight.


The attempted assassination of the Empire was a signal for the black soldiers, they joined the battle even if there was still some time before the sunset.


The black cultivators from both sides engaged in a spectacular battle but Noah wasn't in the mood to watch them.


He had luckily survived the assassination but that dangerous feeling was still lingering on his mind, he had to vent it somewhere.


The soldiers of the Odrea nation opened a way for him to join the vanguard, they shot reverent gazes as he passed through their ranks and some of them even bowed.


It couldn't be helped, a blue cultivator had survived the sneak attack of a black one, that feat was something that even legends struggled to tell.


As for the allies that he had killed, they didn't seem to blame him.


Noah had warned them many times to stay away from him when he went all out and the number of lives that had been saved thanks to his weapons far surpassed the deaths that he had caused.


It was with a suffocating killing intent that he rejoined the battle, his sabers bent the air as he jumped toward the remaining soldiers of the Empire.
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                        Attacks and explosions resounded in the valley at the border of the formation.


The now less than one hundred soldiers of the Empire did their best to survive the wave made of more than nine hundred soldiers, the Odrea nation was giving its all to annihilate what remained of the enemy.


Behind them, the black cultivators from both sides were facing each other in a violent battle.


Since there was still some time before the sunset, their battle was causing some injury on both sides, those mighty rank 3 cultivators weren't just buying time that day.


Like that, the last minutes passed and the night took over the day.


It was with a bitter expression that Seth watched below him only to see that less than sixty soldiers had survived and that fifty of them where those in the third rank!


Seven red soldiers and one blue one were heaving sighs of relief seeing that the army of the Odrea country, their gazes would often linger on a hooded cultivator that radiated a cold killing intent.


Noah had been spectacular in that battle.


First, he had set up a trap to kill the many red cultivators that had tried to surround him, tilting the scales of the battle in favor of the Odrea nation from the beginning of the fight.


That had allowed his allies to make use of the numerical advantage to pressure the defensive formation created after the first clash.


Then, he had been ambushed by a cultivator in the third rank, a being at the peak of the human ranks, but he survived in a spectacular way and even mocked him as he rejoined the battle.


Then, he had waved his sabers like a madman, killing as many soldiers as he could, only to reach that situation.


The casualties that the Empire suffered that day were too many, more than nine hundred soldiers had died and those deaths weren't limited to the blue robes.


Seth felt a headache rising from the bottom of his mind, he really didn't know how he would explain his superiors that almost all the red cultivators had died due to a ploy of what was considered a training ground.


"I don't think we'll see each other anytime soon."


Seth sighed and turned his head toward the young girl on the other side of the formation.


Lisa was sitting with her two protectors, Leo and Luke, at the top of the mountain.


After hearing Seth's words, her mood turned sour, there was another person that she wasn't going to see for a long time, maybe forever.


'Why do you have to leave? Just when you gave us hope…'


Seth saw that Lisa wasn't paying attention to his behavior and crossed his arms over his chest as he continued to talk.


"That outsider, the hooded devil, are you willing to sell him to the Empire? I believe that, after today's performance, the Empire would stop at nothing to recruit him."


That offer wasn't surprising.


Seth was the man handling the training ground called Odrea country, his job was to skim the new recruits so that the Empire could maintain a high standard when it came to its soldiers.


However, Noah happened, which he obviously reported to his superiors.


The Empire was aware of his battle prowess and was also almost sure that he could inscribe items, even if all they did was explode.


Such a person had created a lot of troubles in the last two years, so many that the Empire had ultimately decided to assassinate him.


Yet, he survived the assassination attempt, showing that the Empire had greatly underestimated his actual strength.


Seth knew that surviving the surprise attack of a rank 3 cultivator while being in the liquid stage of the second rank was an incredible feat, something that could only happen once every thousand years.


'If we can't kill him, we will simply buy him.'


That thought summarized the behavior of the Empire.


It was the strongest nation in the entire continent, their whole country was founded on war and on the slaves that it produced.


It would try to suppress any enemy before trying to make deals with them, that was how domineering a country with a God could be!


However, Lisa only chuckled at his offer.


"You stripped us of our future, of our freedom, and now you want to strip us of our hope? What could you even offer anyway?"


Traces of anger could be heard in her tone, the hatred that she had toward the Empire couldn't be expressed by simple words.


"We could set up a peace treaty. What do you think of three years without battles? We would simply come in the valley and drink wine or tea in that period."


The agreement with the Empire forced both nations in a fair battle, it didn't specifically force them to fight.


That's why Seth could offer a break from the monthly struggle as part of a deal.


"You know, sometimes I wonder if we should have just died that day hundreds of years in the past instead of becoming your training dummy. What a spectacular sight our last struggle would have been…"


Lisa dreamed, she imagined a world where the Odrea nation had long been destroyed and she wasn't forced to see her citizens slowly die with each passing month.


She sighed before shooting a pitiful gaze toward Seth and opening her mouth to speak.


"I can't change the decisions of our ancestors but I surely can determine what kind of people we will be as we survive. We are proud soldiers of the Odrea nation, our fate is in the hands of the random outsiders that enter our borders, selling them away would be as if we have given up on hope. Also, what makes you think that I can control him?"


Lisa concluded her speech and stood up from her chair before pointing below her, toward the end of the valley.


Both armies had still to return to their respective sides when Noah sprinted in the direction of the Empire!


Seth watched with wide eyes as Noah took a step outside of the borders of the Odrea nation!
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                        The remaining soldiers of the Empire couldn't believe the scene that was unfolding in front of them.


The hooded devil who had created mayhem in the last two years in the monthly battles was running away from the valley!


That wasn't all, he was sprinting toward the center of the continent!


The formation at the border of the Odrea country didn't stop him, he simply stepped outside of it as if nothing was there at all!


"It was nice to meet you all!"


Noah shouted behind him while waving his hand in goodbye before he resumed his escape.


Seth watched the scene from above the mountain and hurriedly grabbed a token from his space-ring.


"What the hell are you doing!? Chase and capture him!"


His loud orders resounded on the mountain peak, Lisa and her two protectors couldn't help but smirk at that sight.


"You seem quite anxious, I bet that you didn't see this coming."


Lisa mocked him, further fueling his anxiety.


"Black troops hurry! The other soldiers will just die if they chase him!"


Seth was well aware of Noah's strength, that last battle had proven that he couldn't be captured by using simple red troops, rank 3 cultivators were necessary for that job.


The black cultivators were a bit stupefied by the sudden turn of events that they didn't react to Seth's orders that quickly, not all of them at least.


One black cultivator, the elderly man that had tried to assassinate Noah, shot in his direction as soon as Seth's voice resounded from his token.


He wasn't flying, he ran on the ground while using a spell to push his speed to its limits.


Winds blew from behind him, they propelled him forward toward the escaping blue robe.


'I won't let you go this time!'


Those were his thoughts, shame still lingered in his mind.


He was a mighty rank 3 cultivator, a being at the peak of the human ranks, the task of assassinating a blue robe was a shameful record in his life.


Yet, not only he had failed in it, but he had also watched how Noah mocked him while he returned to the battlefield.


Such disrespect had angered him to no end which, coupled with his shame, gave birth to hateful emotions toward Noah.


That's why he was set on reaching him.


'If I was to use too much strength and kill him, the Empire won't be able to blame me, right?'


His intentions differed from Seth's orders, his reputation had suffered too much for him to simply capture Noah, he was set on killing him!


Yet, right when he was about to reach him, Noah's figure was enveloped in black flames which made him disappear in less than a second.


The battlefield was silent, Noah was nowhere to be seen.


"Go forward! That's a teleportation spell, you idiots! He couldn't have gone that far!"


Seth's orders resounded again, they awakened the soldiers of the Empire from their astonishment.


The black soldiers didn't hesitate at that time, they went outside the formation and began their search for the hooded devil.


"Was this your plan? You purposely left the formation open because you knew that he was going to escape?"


Seth turned to look at Lisa, his expression radiated unparalleled anger, he knew that something like that couldn't have happened without Lisa's help.


"I'm simply performing my part of the agreement, I can open the formation whenever I want."


Lisa snorted and turned to leave with her two protectors, leaving an anxious Seth alone on the mountain peak.


"Fuck!"


He cursed loudly before hurrying toward the valley, he was going to search for Noah.


***

A few seconds earlier, right after Noah performed the Warp spell.


Black flames appeared behind a hill near the valley, revealing a blue cultivator wearing a black hood.


"Did everything go as planned?"


A female voice sounded in that place, Nina's figure could be seen nearing the hooded man with a warm smile.


"Yes, they think that I went in the depth of the country, this pretense should buy me some time."


Noah took away his hood and undressed himself, he was doing everything as fast as he could, he knew that he couldn't fool the Empire for too long.


The truth was that Noah didn't warp forward but behind!


He went back into the Odrea country!


"You look tired, are you sure that you don't want to rest first?"


Nina asked with a concerned expression.


Noah was paler than usual and traces of sweat were still on his forehead.


Large eye-bags could be seen under his eyes and his breath was a bit ragged, he didn't seem in the best condition to travel.


"They sent a black robe to assassinate me, I have depleted a bit more Breath than predicted to protect myself. Don't worry though, I'm used to long escapes."


Noah briefly explained the situation while smiling at the woman that was expressing her worry.


In just a few seconds, he wore a tight black robe and neared Nina, taking her in his arms.


He gave her a warm kiss, Noah could taste the salty flavor of the tears that had started to flow from her eyes.


Noah made a bitter smile as he separated from her and wiped away her tears with his thumb as he caressed her face one last time.


"Don't let your bed become cold, ok?"


Noah said.


"The same goes for you, don't push any good woman away like you tried to do with me."


Nina gave him the same advice, they smiled at each other for a few seconds before Noah sighed and turned, whispering his last words to her.


"Goodbye Nina."


His whisper was answered by soft words.


"Goodbye… Noah."


Nina used his real name as she watched the black figure running toward the western border of the nation, a cold aura enveloped it as if a switch had been turned on, which returned Noah to his previous attitude when he was alone against the world.


She stared at his figure disappearing in the distance, his short black hair fluttered in the wind as he reached for the coastline.
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                        Noah's spectacular performance had one sole purpose: gathering all the attention on him and increasing his value in the eyes of the Empire.


As for why he had done that, it was to instill some urgency in the soldiers on the battlefield.


Anxious persons would commit mistakes and that was what Noah wanted.


He had to create the image of the genius running away from the battlefield, forcing the other soldiers to chase him immediately, the Warp spell played an important role in the matter.


Since his teleportation spell made him completely disappear, leaving no traces of his passage, he could deceive the soldiers, making them believe that he had gone toward the depth of the continent.


Noah's plan worked, the remaining cultivators of the Empire quickly moved to chase him, he guessed that it would take them a few days to realize that they had been fooled.


'One week and there is still no trace of land. Well, my speed is quite low.'


Noah was flying over the sea, his two pairs of black wings paired with the occasional usage of the Shadow step spell allowed him to travel even with the absence of a foothold.


The only problem with his flying ability was that his speed was far lower than what his body was capable of: That ability used a rank 3 magical beast and a rank 0 spell to work, it was obvious that it couldn't match the power of a rank 4 body.


'If only I could make a movement-type martial art that can be used mid-air… That would be too troublesome, it's best to wait for a rank 4 flying creature of the darkness element.'


Noah's martial art needed him to stomp twice on the ground to work, he couldn't pair it to his flight.


Yet, a flying rank 4 magical beast would solve the problem concerning his weak wings.


'I might even surpass the power of my body like that. Magical beasts have a stronger body after all, having their wings would surely add my ability to fly to my combat style.'


Noah didn't want to give up on his wings.


The ability to fly was usually restricted to cultivators in the heroic ranks or to specific spells, having it before that threshold was an advantage that Noah wasn't ready to abandon.


'Well, I don't think I'll find a suitable creature anytime soon, the environment of the sea doesn't fit the darkness element.'


When Noah escaped, he didn't follow the coastline.


The Empire was simply too powerful and he was deep in its territory, the few days that he had over his pursuers wouldn't be enough to make him reach the Efrana nation safely, he needed to change his route.


Noah stared in the distance, only the blue sea was visible on the horizon.


Behind him, the sight of the continent had long disappeared, he was quite far away already.


'Where the hell is this Coral archipelago!?'


Noah cursed in his mind as he continued to fly forward, he required rest and his reserves of Breath had never been refilled after the last battle in the valley, he needed to find a place where to recover.


As for the Coral archipelago, that was Noah's new direction.


If he couldn't reach the Efrana nation directly, he would just take the long road across the sea, the archipelago was his first stop in that path.


'I really didn't want to go there though.'


Noah's mood became sour at the thought of going to that place.


Generally speaking, there were many gray zones in the continent, places that had no rulers.


Most of them were danger zones, only super forces like the Empire or the Utra nation could transform them into research grounds and even they only chose those that suited their needs.


Apart from the danger zones, there were places that were ruled by more than one powerful nation.


The Efrana country was one of them, its geographical position put it between the influence of two great nations, making it a seemingly lawless zone where mercenary troops and tribes could develop.


The Coral archipelago was the same, the only difference was that it was under the influence of all three big nations, which is why Noah had excluded it when he obtained the map.


'More than two years have passed, are they still looking for me?'


The thought of returning to a territory occupied by the Royals worried him but he couldn't find a better solution.


The Coral archipelago was far away from the main territories of the three big nations, information about the continent was scarcer.


'It seems some kind of colony from the description of the map, I don't know much though. I should go for the part controlled by the Papral nation as soon as I reach my destination.'


Noah's new escape route was quite articulate.


He had first thought that he could travel in a straight line toward the Efrana nation but the events in the Odrea country had piqued the interest of the Empire, it wasn't safe to travel between its territories anymore.


So, Noah created an alternative path.


He would fly toward the Coral archipelago, enter the territories under the influence of the Papral nation, and find a way toward the northern part of the continent.


He wanted to enter the Papral nation!


Then, from there, he would head south toward the Efrana nation where he would continue to develop.


Noah's intentions for his escape were quite simple: He wanted time to develop without being controlled by powerful forces and wanted to gather resources where he could.


Being a mercenary would have helped in his search for techniques and spells but he had realized that many countries could produce unexpected benefits, just like it had happened with the Odrea country.


Simply speaking, Noah was worried about the possibility of being discovered by the Utra nation but he was also eager to see with his eyes how the cultivators of the other countries lived and trained, he couldn't wait to see what possibilities the archipelago offered!
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                        The entirety of the sea was considered a danger zone.


The density of Breath in it was generally higher due to the lesser concentration of living beings.


The sea was simply too vast, even if it had numerically more living beings that absorbed the Breath, its width made up for it.


Noah was still flying, the endless crystalline water prevented him from understanding how far he had traveled, only his mind was useful to keep track of his advance.


'More than one month, no land in sight.'


Noah sighed as he took a pill from his space-ring and ate it, the constant flight was slowly eroding his reserves of energy, only his pills and potions allowed him to continue in his travel.


Another week had to pass before Noah spotted one small island that stood alone in the immensity of the sea.


Noah didn't waste time, he dove directly toward its sandy terrain and landed violently, a small cloud made of yellow sand rose in the air due to the impact.


Noah didn't even wait for the cloud to disperse, he directly laid on the terrain and closed his eyes.


More than one month of travel without any sleep and right after a taxing battle had left him without energy, he fell asleep immediately, the blinding sunlight couldn't win against his exhaustion.


He woke up when the night arrived, the feeling of having his mental sphere refilled was refreshing after such a long period of travel, he was able to assess his condition more clearly.


'My mind and my body have recovered, I will halt my training for a few days just to be sure. My dantian needs to be refilled though.'


Noah took the Breath blessing from his space-ring and placed it on the terrain before jumping on it and activating his cultivation technique.


His dantian seemed to rejoice at that act, it greedily absorbed the dense Breath of the darkness element that the black vortex redirected toward it.


Potions and pills couldn't replace the Breath absorbed through a cultivation technique, they were only a momentary solution.


However, Noah had abused them for more than a month, he felt as if his dantian had been malnourished till that moment.


'Finally, I can relax a bit now.'


Minutes passed, the feeling of having his reserves slowly refilled improved his mood, Noah felt that it wouldn't take much for him to return to his peak form.


Then, a tremor ran through the island, forcing Noah to open his eyes to inspect the situation.


The sand dispersed in the sea as the tremor continued and a huge form could be seen rising from the water and appearing on the surface.


It was a reptilian head, it was seven meters large and four thick, it turned to look straight at the human figure over what Noah realized was its shell.


'Rank 4 Sea turtle, this is so cliché…'


Noah cursed in his mind at the sight of the magical beast that was hungrily staring at the piece of Breath blessing below him.


Sea turtles would often wander over the surface of the sea, waiting for a nourishing prey to appear.


Noah was always covered by his layers of mental energy, his presence was hidden from beings with a weaker sea of consciousness, that's why the turtle didn't react to his arrival.


However, the Breath blessing had increased the density of Breath right over its shell, awakening the beast from its slumber.


"Be good and nothing will happen."


Noah warned the turtle, releasing his cold killing intent in the area.


He had felt what was like to be a magical beast, the Bloodline inheritance made him experience the mindset of those powerful creatures.


Their behavior was dictated by their hunger, that feeling was so strong that it ruled their every action.


Yet, there was one instinct that could put a hold even on their hunger: The survival instinct!


Noah tried to convey his power to the beast through his mind waves, he hoped that the turtle would give up on the mineral below him.


The Sea turtle was, after all, his foothold, he didn't want to fight with it.


However, Noah's luck wasn't that good.


The turtle had saliva coming out of its maws, it seemed that it had starved for quite some time already and the sight of Noah's power couldn't stop it from pouncing at him.


'Dammit!'


Noah cursed in his mind as he took back the Breath blessing in his space-ring and warped away from that location, the head of the beast landed there just one instant later.


The Sea turtle had attacked!


Noah reappeared in the air over the beast and performed a descending slash with his two black sabers.


His weapons fused and traced a black line in the air as they stabbed themselves on the turtle's neck.


An enraged roar resounded in the area, Noah's attack had pierced the natural defenses of the creature and it inflicted a deep wound on its neck.


Yet, the beast was alive and its head shot again toward the human figure that was still standing over it.


Noah warped again, slashing again on its blind spot as he reappeared.


Warp, attack, warp, attack, that type of battle tactic was quite exhausting but Noah didn't mind it, he would rather try to keep the shell intact than enter the complete Demonic form and consume the first foothold that he found in more than a month of travel.


In the end, the turtle lost too much blood and died, more than twelve wounds could be seen on its lifeless neck.


'That was easy.'


Noah judged as he placed again the Breath blessing on the shell and resumed his cultivation, the blood that had tainted the remaining sand didn't bother him at all.


'Luckily, it does still float, I should refill my dantian as fast as I can before this place becomes too crowded…'


His attention went on the blood that had dispersed in the sea, he knew that the body of the turtle would soon be noticed by other beasts.


'I might as well refill my reserves of materials since I'm at it.'
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                        The blood dispersed in the sea during the battle with the Sea turtle would attract other magical beasts, Noah was sure of it.


'It's a pity that the Blood drain spell is only up to the second rank, killing rank 4 beasts is quite easy now.'


The Blood drain spell had helped Noah in shortening the amount of time required for his body to reach the third rank, he held in high regard the mechanism behind such spell.


'Transforming the blood of an enemy into nourishment for my own body, that sound precisely like a magical beast. It's a pity, I can't use it since my level is too high and I don't even have a body-nourishing method to absorb the energy gathered in that way.'


The Yin body was a rank 4 body-nourishing method, it had brought Noah to the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank but now it couldn't be used anymore.


The Yin body was formed, Noah needed a stronger nourishing method if he wanted to resume training his body.


'It's not really a problem right now, being in the fourth rank gives enough space for my other centers of power to grow, it doesn't apply any limitation yet.'


Noah thought about his previous nourishing methods, he knew that obtaining something in the fifth rank wouldn't be easy, creating a technique from nothing seemed more doable.


After all, who held methods and techniques in the fifth rank?


Only the biggest powerhouses of each nation could hope to see such rare scrolls.


Also, cultivators in the heroic ranks would start to detach themselves from the human species, they would become entities with their individualities.


'I don't even know if it's worth training in a rank 5 method, creating a technique that fits myself would be perfect, but…'


But Noah didn't have much experience in the training of the body.


The Forging of the Seven Hells didn't need for Noah to cultivate and the Yin body had already reconstructed his body, Noah was left with no ideas on how to improve.


'I'll think about it when the limitations return, my dantian is still in the second rank and I don't have a rank 3 cultivation technique either. Creating one for it should be easier though, I have already a few ideas.'


Noah had diligently cultivated till that moment, automatizing that procedure as much as he could, it was normal that he felt more experienced in cultivation techniques.


'Here they come.'


His mental energy detected something approaching from the distance, interrupting his thoughts.


'A pack of Toxic blowfishes, they are basically worthless for me.'


Noah stood up from the Breath blessing and deployed his wings to fly toward the incoming magical beasts.


The blowfishes were only in the second or third rank, they were the first to notice the corpse of the Sea turtle and they immediately began to swim toward it.


The body of a rank 4 creature held an unimaginable amount of Breath, it was an irresistible meal for those weak beasts.


However, they were of no use for Noah.


He simply limited himself to fly toward the pack and launch a few fuming wind slashes.


The black smoke devoured the area of the sea where the beasts were swimming, vanquishing the pack in a few instants.


'Rank 3 beasts are just ants when I use spells.'


That realization made Noah sigh as he returned to the shell to cultivate.


He was a rank 3 mage now, the power of his spells was deadly even for rank 4 creatures, those in the human ranks simply couldn't hope to survive.


Not even a drop of blood remained in the area where he attacked, the black smoke had even consumed the water where the blowfishes were swimming.


A few minutes later, a pack of Giant seaworms arrived.


Their strongest specimens were in the third rank again so Noah destroyed the whole pack without leaving any trace, he didn't want the area to become too crowded after all.


'Finally, something strong.'


About an hour later, a pack of Razor-head dolphins neared the corpse of the Sea turtle.


Those beasts were white and had a sharp vertical fin that grew from the top of their head, it was a hard material used to forge weapons of the water element.


Also, the pack had a rank 4 dolphin at its lead.


Noah didn't waste time, he directly flew in the air and launched another series of fuming wind slash.


The pack was destroyed almost immediately, with only the leader surviving.


Noah was about to dive toward it in a descending lounge when the beast dove deep into the water, escaping from his reach.


'I guess it wasn't that hungry.'


Noah shook his head at that sight and returned to the shell.


The smoke released by his wind slashes had hurt the rank 4 creature, dispersing some of its blood in the sea, creating an even bigger bait for the beasts of the sea.


'At this pace, I might refill my dantian without gathering any material, maybe this area isn't that populated.'


The rank 4 dolphin had escaped because it realized the difference in power between it and Noah, its hunger wasn't that pressing so it had smartly decided to escape.


'The sea is just as it was described in the academy, huge and filled with threats.'


Noah concluded in his mind.


The magical beasts' course in the academy had taught him the differences between the land and the sea.


The sea had more magical beasts but was also incredibly huge, the strongest creatures were on its depths, silently absorbing the Breath in their solitary slumber.


'I wonder if there is something on the level of the Albino snake right below me… I still have to uncover the secrets behind the high density of Breath in Twilboia cliff too.'


Noah dreamed of the time when he could just barge into that cliff and kill the giant snake that had almost killed him when he still didn't have a dantian.


'I'll be sure to snore on your dead body, damned snake.'


He was forced to interrupt his fantasy since his mental energy sensed three rank 4 creatures swimming at high speed toward him.
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                        'Three Hammerhead sharks, all in the fourth rank, no pack.'


Noah judged the situation from his position over the shell.


'One of them seems stronger than the others, this might be troublesome.'


Noah was a rank 3 mage but his techniques and spells weren't that effective in that environment.


The Mental tremor spell was extremely useful against cultivators but magical beasts didn't have a sea of consciousness, the spell could make them stagger at best.


The complete Demonic form was effective but it was too powerful for him to safely use it on the shell of the turtle, it would surely damage his foothold as he fought.


'My dantian is halfway refilled, I don't know if it's worth to fight this time.'


Noah took back the Breath blessing and stared at the incoming sharks with a pensive expression.


'Is the leader in the middle tier?'


The strongest shark was two meters longer than the other two beasts, it seemed far stronger than them.


The fourth rank had tiers too, Noah had fought only beasts that were in the lower one alone and didn't know the actual battle prowess of the stronger ones.


'I would love to fight it if we were on the ground but here it doesn't feel like the right thing to do.'


He was still escaping after all, he could completely relax only after he reached the Coral archipelago.


'I'll take the weakest one with me and then resume my travel.'


Noah quickly decided and deployed his wings as he took the twelve meters large shell into his space-ring.


Then, he warped.


The three sharks seemed enraged by the sudden disappearance of the Sea turtle and began to swim circularly to see if they could pick some remaining traces of its corpse.


A black figure appeared over them at that moment, its two pairs of wings coupled with its fiendish form created the image of a demon descending on the surface of the sea.


'Demonic form! Second Form of the Ashura!'


Noah slashed with his most powerful attack at one of the weaker sharks, severing its hammerhead in one neat blow.


His hands moved quickly, the head of the beast was immediately stored in his space-ring and he was about to fly away when a dangerous feeling hit his mind.


Noah warped away, turning his head to look at what had caused that sensation.


A blade made of water cut where he was previously flying and continued to cross the sea for a few meters, Noah knew that the power behind that attack would have broken through the defenses of his spell.


His gaze went on the biggest shark, its eyes radiated anger as it redirected its attention to the black figure hovering in the distance.


'That beast reacted faster than I thought… The fourth rank is indeed vast.'


Magical beasts were similar to humans, they had different power levels according to their species and the tier they were in.


The leader of the sharks was stronger than its followers but Noah didn't imagine that it could react as soon as he attacked.


'The Sea turtle and the head of the shark should be enough to make some quick trade in the archipelago, I should just resume my travel.'


It was with those thoughts that he turned and flew toward the direction pointed in his map.


Behind him, the two sharks noticed that Noah was leaving and began to eat the drowning corpse of their companion.


***

Another month passed.


Noah had flown for the entire time without taking resting.


That time, however, his situation wasn't that bad: He had rested over the shell of the Sea turtle and his flight depleted only a small portion of his Breath, his complexion was far better than before.


'Traces of life.'


His mental energy sensed some lifeform in the distance, that was the first change in his travel after he left the shell of the turtle.


Noah carefully changed his direction and flew toward those lifeforms.


Little by little, the shape of a ship became visible in the distance, Noah could see how its veils and hull had inscriptions all over their bodies.


'Humans!'


Noah neared the ship, the sailors on it were mostly cultivators in the first rank and they stared with wide eyes at his figure slowly descending on the main deck.


"Is there a captain?"


Noah asked in a loud voice, his manners were quite overbearing and resolute and his aura radiated part of his coldness.


"Who is asking!?"


A fat man with black curly hair came out from one of the lodgings below the deck, he was shirtless and held a golden cup as he walked on the deck.


Noah performed a simple bow before raising his head to speak some simple lies.


"I'm Zach, I come from the Shandal Empire and I'm on a journey to hone my skills. I wanted to reach the Coral archipelago with the help of my puppet but it seems that I've lost track of the right path. I wonder if you could help me."


Noah's attitude was straightforward and domineering, just like a soldier of the Empire.


Impersonating someone else had never been a problem for Noah, especially after living in the Odrea country for so long.


"My ship will return there in two weeks but we first have to finish our fishing route. Also, no one stays for free on my ship, I might give you a room if you help my sailors!"


The captain laughed as he spoke those words, he didn't seem to have much respect for his fake status.


'Are things different here? Maybe the society here has developed in ways that I'm unaware of.'


Noah took a few thousand Credits from his space-ring and handed them to the captain.


"Are these enough for your trouble?"


The captain looked at the crystals with wide eyes, the cup in his hand almost fell on the floor due to his astonishment.


"Y-yes yes, for sure, my Lord!"


That sudden change of attitude was unexpected, Noah couldn't help but think that he had misjudged the financial situation of those sailors.
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                        The captain of the inscribed ship happily took the Credits and welcomed Noah in his quarters.


His attitude drastically changed after Noah paid him, he became more hospitable and he tried his best to satisfy Noah's needs.


A small table was filled with the best food and wine that the ship had to offer, Noah found himself having dinner alone with the captain, only a few servants were in the room apart from the two of them.


Of course, Noah used that chance to gather as much information as he could about the Coral archipelago.


The name of the captain was Cody, he was a former cultivator in the Papral nation who was exiled in the archipelago due to some minor crime.


According to his words, the political situation in the Coral archipelago was quite far from Noah's expectations.


Each powerful nation had sent their representatives to colonize some of the islands that made the archipelago a long time ago but they all had different criteria for the selections of their envoy.


The Utra nation had sent professors of the academy escorted by royal soldiers to set up a branch of the academy.


Their job was to gather resources that would be sent back to the main country for research or cultivation purposes.


The environment of the archipelago was completely different from the one of the continent, some materials could only be found there.


The Shandal Empire didn't have a specific reason to colonize the islands, it simply did that because the other two big nations were doing it.


That's why it sent old and retired soldiers, their professions varied from the slave trade to anything they could get their hands on, leading to a disorganized control over the territory.


The Papral nation, instead, had a strict code of conduct.


Its cultivators emphasized balance and diligence, leading to a large number of minor crimes.


Simply speaking, the Papral nation used the Coral archipelago as a prison without bars, it would just send troublesome cultivators there and leave them be.


Yet, that was the situation of a long time ago.


Time had passed since the archipelago was colonized and the different factions slowly merged to form a more uniform political situation.


It couldn't be helped, every human had its own ambitions, being far away from the landmass gave them a lot of freedom.


Little by little, the citizens of the archipelago began to feel like an independent country, forcing the rulers on the continent to enforce a stricter control over their envoys.


Each one of the three big nation sent some trusted representatives to take control of their respective factions, restoring the barriers between the countries.


However, once an idea was created, it was almost impossible to destroy it.


Whispers about independence still resounded in the islands, the rumors spoke about an underground organization that secretly interfered with the powers sent by the continent.


"What's the name of this organization?"


Noah became extremely interested once the conversation with Cody reached that point.


Noah was a criminal in the Utra nation, the Royals had a complete profile of his strength.


Also, he was wanted in the Empire, even if it wasn't aware of his facial features, it still knew his abilities.


'I had initially thought that I would be joining some minor organization controlled by the Papral nation. Yet, between another big country and an underground society, I obviously prefer the latter.'


Noah knew himself, there was a high chance that he would become an enemy of the Papral nation too if he was to become too close to it.


Yet, an underground organization was perfect for his plans.


'Its members must be constantly hiding from the ruling powers, meaning that I can be as secretive as I want. Also, it might have a way to smuggle people back in the continent without alerting the big nations.'


Noah didn't forget his purpose.


He needed to reach a country where he could gather resources and develop, the Efrana nation was the best choice according to the information that he had.


However, he wasn't so delusional to think that he could simply fly toward the Papral nation and then walk to Efrana, the events in the Odrea nation had clearly proven that feat impossible.


That's why he had decided to join some organization that could lead him back to the continent while he was still flying over the sea.


Yet, realizing that a secret society existed had opened a more suitable path to him.


"My Lord, I'm just a simple sailor, how would I know matters related to those powerful forces?"


Cody didn't answer his question, he lowered his gaze on the golden cup full of wine and began to eat again.


'That's a lie.'


Noah was sure of that fact.


He had lived in a place that had secret organizations, the citizens there simply called them gangs.


He knew that the name of those gangs was well known in the minds of the common citizens, a name could inculcate more fear, it created a real threat.


Noah showed some displeasure, he silently sipped from his cup, keeping his gaze on the fat man in front of him.


Little by little, he showed more of his aura, Cody's habitation became colder as time passed.


Cody was a rank 2 cultivator in the gaseous stage with a rank 4 body, he wasn't weak for the average level of the cultivators in the human ranks.


However, in front of Noah's rank 3 sea of consciousness, he could only lower his head, his face began to exude cold drops of sweat that fell on the plates below him.


After a few minutes, Cody couldn't handle the silence anymore and sighed while placing down his cutlery.


"My Lord, you have to promise that you will never tell that I've revealed this information to you."


Cody seemed extremely serious as he spoke those words, Noah couldn't help but be slightly surprised by that.


'It's just a name, why is he so worried?'


Those thoughts didn't prevent him from nodding at Cody to accept his condition.


Cody lowered his head and used one hand to prevent the sound of his words to disperse in the room before he finally whispered a name.


"The organization is called Hive."
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                        "My Lord, you might want to know that this name is taboo in the archipelago, the powers there have been sent precisely to stop any rumors about a possible independence. I've seen good people imprisoned and interrogated only because they were aware of this name."


Cody added shortly after, his serious expression never left his face.


'It makes sense… I guess I'll see how the grave the situation is once I arrive, I don't really want trouble.'


If the situation of the Hive was too serious, Noah would simply go back to his original plan and join a legal organization.


It didn't make much difference to him which faction he joined as long as he succeeded in his plan.


"Thank you for your honesty, it seems that I've troubled you."


Noah changed the subject of their conversation while wearing a smile, Cody couldn't help but sigh in relief seeing that he didn't probe further.


That dinner ended shortly after, Cody gave Noah one of the best cabins on the ship and made sure that he had everything he needed before leaving him alone.


'Damned big nations, they have their influence everywhere.'


Noah felt a bit frustrated.


He only wanted to cultivate in peace and to have access to techniques but those things seemed always locked behind powers with whom he could not interfere.


'The Royals want to enlarge their family, the Empire wants more soldiers, I wonder what the Papral nation asks its cultivators.'


Noah had seen how two of the three big countries handled lone and promising cultivators and their ways conflicted with Noah's interests.


He didn't mind joining a powerful organization as long as he could maintain his personal freedom and his growth wasn't hindered.


Yet, in that world, that seemed too much to ask.


'Controlling power, securing your position through power, everything here is about power.'


Hindering the cultivation journey of your subjects was the best way to maintain your ruling position, no one would be able to take your crown from you if no one was strong enough to do so.


'I'm not sure about the inner circle of the Empire, that God must have had some kind of privileged position to be able to cultivate till that level. I wonder if the Royals have a God too.'


Noah's understanding of that world was limited to his level, he only knew about the matters handled by humans, the situations above his level were a topic that he was completely unaware of.


'The Papral nation doesn't seem so bad though, the sects willingly cooperate for the greater good of the nation before handling their internal conflicts. Well, that's what Cody says.'


Cody came from the Papral nation so he knew more about its political situation.


Also, he had been exiled, forcing him to make a living as a sailor.


That gave birth to negative emotions toward his nation which made it easier for Noah to gather information.


Cody's crime consisted in the illegal purchase of female slaves from the Empire, that simple crime was enough to exile him in the archipelago where he could only rent a fishing ship with the little finances that he had.


His crew was rented too.


However, since his sailors were quite weak, he could fish rank 3 magical beasts at best, barely meeting his monthly expenses.


'Balance and diligence, a code of conduct… There shouldn't be anyone more diligent than me but the other requirements are quite vague.'


Noah's thoughts wandered through the many information that he had gathered that day before he decided to rest, he had still to sleep after he left the shell of the Sea turtle so his centers of power needed another round of recovery.


Yet, he had finally found a safe foothold, the two weeks required to reach the Coral archipelago were more than enough to return to his peak form and even improve a little.


Noah barely came out of his cabin in those days.


Cody tried to give as much information as he could about the archipelago hoping to make some quick gain but Noah didn't hand him any more Credits.


Little by little, Cody stopped inviting him to dinner and limited himself to send food to his cabin.


Noah preferred that treatment since it left him with more time to train and to plan his next move.


His sea of consciousness was enlarging due to the Breath stored in it, it wasn't as fast as with the Kesier rune but it was still better than not training at all.


His dantian had completely recovered and was quickly nearing the limits of the liquid stage, the breakthrough to the solid stage was nearing even faster than Noah had predicted.


His body and mind were at a higher level after all, they were increasing the speed at which his dantian grew in order to restore some kind of balance between his centers of power.


The rest of his days was used to train in the Elemental forging method.


He had left the Odrea nation in a hurry and he knew that a long escape would have followed that event.


That's why he didn't bring any of the materials in the inventory with him.


They were already old and partially decomposed, only the formation of the inventory could slow their decay.


It would have been fine to take them if Noah was to have time to forge during his escape but the flight over the sea would have just wasted those precious materials.


To put it simply, he lacked the materials needed to improve the Demonic swords or to attempt in any other creation.


His training consisted of creating stronger wills to imbue in the Breath, his ability had risen a lot due to the mass productions of disposable weapons but he knew that he could do better.


After all, when he was forging weapons for himself, Noah wouldn't aim to create self-destructive items, he wanted durable and stable creations.


Also, using his mind as much as he could was another form of training for the sea of consciousness which Noah gladly accepted.


It was in the silence of the cabin, with the occasional noise of the sailors in the background, that the ship completed its route, successfully returning to a port in the Coral archipelago.
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                        A purple sight welcomed Noah as soon as he climbed to the main deck.


A dazzling purple halo illuminated the air, giving a peculiar shade to the environment.


'This should be the Coral halo that Cody mentioned, it is indeed striking.'


The archipelago was formed on top of the exoskeleton of an immense pack of magical beasts, the Purple corals, which naturally created a sturdy purple shell as a form of protection.


The pack had long died but the exoskeleton created by its specimens remained.


As time passed, terrain began to accumulate on top of that huge exoskeleton, ultimately becoming the foundation of the archipelago.


The magical beasts had died but their shells still radiated a purple light, illuminating the sea around it with a bright purple halo.


"You'll become used to it, it's barely noticeable on the ground."


Cody spoke some last words to Noah before he began to shout orders to his sailors, he had to unload the contents of the ship to sell his goods, that was his profession after all.


Noah understood the meaning behind his words and jumped off the ship without even saying goodbye, his eyes curiously wandered on the scenery of the port.


According to the information previously learned from Cody, this port was on one of the islands controlled by the faction from the Papral nation.


It was one of the poorest and smallest islands though, its only purpose was the trade of the goods that had to be sold in the richer markets in the internal parts of the archipelago.


Cody's shipment wasn't that precious, rank 3 creatures could be found anywhere in the sea, the market of the archipelago was full of those resources.


That's why their prices were low, beasts of the water, wind, and light element were quite common there, those in the human ranks at least.


'I should find a way toward the important markets, I don't think that this place has what I need.'


Noah could feel the precarious situation of the island from the scenery on the port.


Barracks and simple-looking wooden habitations were sparsely built on the terrain, sailors with their top exposed or wearing loose robes could be seen running everywhere near the many ships that filled the port.


They were weak, mostly rank 1 cultivators, those in the second rank were either captains of their ships or managers that handled the situation in the port.


As Noah walked away from the shore toward the center of the island, the purple halo diminished, leaving only a shade of its color that the terrain couldn't block.


The scenery didn't change much as he entered the deepest parts of the island, only a few better-looking buildings attracted his attention at times.


'This should be an area for the commoners of the archipelago, I can spot a few non-cultivators between its inhabitants.'


The sea was a danger zone, preventing any commoner from sailing from the continent toward those islands.


Also, the archipelago was a land colonized by cultivators, it was obvious that its citizens would have access to rank 1 cultivation techniques at least.


When Noah reached the other side of the island, he could clearly witness the vastity of the archipelago.


Hundreds of islands surrounded by a purple halo unfolded themselves in front of his eyes, they had different shapes and dimension but they all seemed inhabited by a large number of cultivators.


'I wonder how they protect themselves from the waves of magical beasts, I didn't see any soldier here.'


Noah pondered about the new environment when the sight of a cultivator wearing an eye-catching yellow robe stopped his train on thoughts.


It was an old woman with white hair combed in a simple bun, her face carried the marks of her age and she stood silently with her eyes closed next to a small formation.


Noah neared the woman, his gaze swept the formation many times as he tried to understand its purpose.


'It should be something related to the movement field but I can't understand its specifics.'


His rank 3 sea of consciousness made it possible for him to read the purpose behind the symbols on the ground but its true meaning was still obscure, only inscription masters of the attunement method would be able to understand that aspect of the formation.


"This must be your first time here, welcome to island two hundred and six."


The elderly woman opened her eyes and spoke to Noah when he became too close.


'Did they give a number to each island?'


"I'm trying to reach a market able to satisfy my needs, could you please help me with this matter?"


Noah bowed as he said those words, suppressing his curiosity for when he reached a better place.


The woman smiled and pointed the formation while giving a brief explanation.


"This formation can transport you to a bigger island controlled by our country. I suggest you take this teleportation matrix for island one hundred and seventy where you can find another formation for the market on island one hundred and thirty-two. This may seem confusing at the beginning but our transport network is envied even by the continent, you just have to become used to it."


Noah nodded and moved his gaze toward one of the islands in the distance.


There were only a few kilometers of water between the two, flying there wouldn't be hard.


"What prevents me from simply swimming to travel through the islands?"


The woman didn't seem bothered by Noah's question, she seemed used to solve the doubts of the newcomers.


"The Purple coral is a precious material that can't be found on the continent and it's also a natural deterrent against the assault of magical beasts. Many cultivators have tried to bring a piece of the coral back on the continent in the past so the authorities here have jointly decided to forbid the traversing of the sea. You can move between the islands only through the teleportation matrix of the various factions."
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                        'That seems expensive.'


Noah nodded at the woman's words and moved his gaze back on the formation.


Teleporting wasn't cheap, the Warp spell expended a lot of his Breath so Noah guessed that a decent sum was needed to use that service.


"How much would it cost to take the route that you suggested?"


Noah wasn't short of money, he could be considered quite rich for his status.


"Five hundred Credits to reach island one hundred and seventy and seven hundred from there to reach island one hundred and thirty-two. The prices are set based on the distance between the teleportation matrixes and the importance of the destination."


'That's not as bad as I thought, I guess they still want to give some chances to the people in the poorer islands.'


The price set on the matrixes was a clear barrier to the citizens of the archipelago.


The poorest ones would decide to remain on the peripheral islands and continue working there instead of moving to the inner parts, looking for a better occupation.


Noah could already guess that there was a connection between the richer islands and the level of their inhabitants.


'I wonder how much they gain with this system, the organizations behind the matrixes should be filthy rich!'


Owning the monopoly over a basic service was always extremely remunerative, Noah was starting to understand the reason behind the flashy yellow robe of the woman.


"I'll take the route that you suggested."


Noah handed five hundred Credits to her and stepped on the formation, calmly waiting for her to power it.


The woman stored three hundred Credits in her space-ring and placed the remaining two hundred on the borders of the formation.


The symbols and lines on the ground lit up as soon as the crystals touched their borders and began to envelop Noah in a soft white light.


"One hundred and seventy."


The woman spoke to the formation, completely activating it as the destination was set.


Noah felt a slight pressure on his mental sphere when the scenery changed drastically right in front of his eyes.


The barracks disappeared, replaced by many one or two-story buildings orderly built on the ground.


Next to him, many other matrixes could be seen inscribed on the terrain, Noah counted fifteen of them from his position.


A stream of cultivators walked calmly on the streets, they wandered between the many shops that filled the scenery.


"Hey, don't just stand there, we need to use the matrix!"


Noah's train of thoughts was interrupted by the rough voice of a bald man dressed in an eye-catching yellow robe similar to the one that the elderly woman was wearing.


Only then he realized that there was a line of cultivators near the matrixes, anxiously waiting for their turn.


Noah stepped off the formation and left the crowd in front of them, he wanted to analyze the situation before going to the market.


'They should belong to different organizations, there seem to be three of them in total. I suppose there is one for each faction.'


He could see that there were two other types of cultivators that handled the formations, they wore azure and white robes that were of a similar quality of the yellow ones.


'They sure don't try to hide their wealth, I guess those matrixes lead to islands belonging to the Utra nation and the Empire. Well, I'll stick with yellow.'


Noah appointed that discovery in his mind and began to walk through the streets of the city that expanded itself on the island.


'This should be some kind of residential area where cultivators of any faction can live. The division between the big countries should be limited to the many businesses that fill the archipelago.'


The city was mostly composed of habitations available for rent, banners with any kind of writing and price could be seen fixed on top of some building.


Some of them had symbols of a faction next to the prices while others explicitly prevented to cultivators of different countries from renting the houses, the majority of them though were open to everyone.


'The shops here cover only a small part of the market, there is nothing that catches my attention.'


Island one hundred and seventy only had shops that were useless to Noah.


They were mostly taverns or restaurants, with a few stores specialized in refined clothes that had some inscription on them.


Seeing that he couldn't find anything worthy of his time, Noah returned to the shore where the matrixes were placed.


"Destination?"


The bald man with a yellow robe smiled seeing that he had returned to the matrix of his faction, his clients were divided between the other two organizations after all.


"I heard that there is a market on island one hundred and thirty-two, is that true?"


The man nodded before giving a quick explanation.


"Yes, that market is a neutral area, the merchants from each faction place their stands there. It's seven hundred Credits for the transport."


Noah had the money already in his hands when the man confirmed the elderly woman's words.


The same process happened, Noah stepped on the matrix and the man used some of his Credits to activate it.


The scenery changed again, the buildings disappeared only to be replaced by fancy shops that had large banners on their front.


There seemed to be even more people on that island, crowds could be seen staring with greedy eyes at the items inside some of the stores while the wealthiest ones were casually walking along what looked like soldiers.


'So, there are soldiers in the archipelago, I was starting to doubt about their existence.'


Island one hundred and seventy didn't have any guard, the only cultivators that seemed to have any kind of authority were those that handled the teleportation matrixes.


There though, Noah saw how some cultivator was escorted by groups of stern-looking guards.


The people that saw them coming would just move away from their path and stare at them in envy.


'Stick with yellow and avoid those guys, I shouldn't expose myself before having a clear picture of the archipelago.'


It was with those thoughts that he left the matrix, walking toward a store that had a flashy map as its banner.



						




                    


                
				
                    329. Underground world

					
					

                    
                        The store seemed quite wealthy from the outside and Noah could confirm that sensation as soon as he entered it.


"Welcome."


A middle-aged woman raised her head at the sound of the main door opening but she quickly lost interest when she saw Noah's figure.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had just come out from a long journey and only rested on Cody's ship, there was some dirt all over his body and he smelled due to the sweat that had accumulated over the flight.


To put it simply, he didn't look like someone that could afford the items in the store.


'She must think that I'm some kind of poor customer that entered just out of curiosity. I can't blame her.'


Noah understood the meaning behind her actions and agreed with her judgment, he really needed a bath.


Yet, that didn't stop him, he limited himself to look through the many shelves to see if he could find what he needed.


The store was only a one-story building, the items that it sold were all in exposition with their prices written next to their descriptions.


'Oh? They even sell information.'


Noah was surprised to see that some shelves were empty but a price was still attached to it.


Their tags indicated a certain topic or organization of the archipelago and there were even tiers to how detailed that information was.


Of course, the price increased according to the number of details requested.


'I bet that there is a lot going on in secret, no one can accumulate all this information without having connections with the underground world.'


Noah concluded in his mind as he continued to inspect the items.


Maps and information of any kind appeared in his eyes but he was still unsatisfied, everything seemed too generic and there wasn't anything that offered a complete overview of the archipelago.


In the end, he gave up and neared the desk where the woman was after releasing a loud sigh.


"Could you please help me with my request?"


Noah performed a polite bow before asking that question.


The woman raised her head again and stared at Noah for a while before nodding.


"I need a detailed map of the archipelago. The map must feature information about the matrixes' network and the political situation of each island. It would be perfect if it also described the role of each island."


Noah casually spoke those words but the woman opened her eyes in surprise.


Apart from the intel about the organizations, the maps were the main business of the shop and Noah was basically asking for their best product!


"I don't know if you can afford something like that."


The woman didn't refuse him right away but she politely questioned Noah's financial situation.


"Name a price."


Noah didn't mind it, he simply replied to her in his usual aloof attitude.


"Fifteen thousand Credits."


Noah waved his hand and that sum appeared on the desk right over the sheets that she was reading.


The sight of the pile of crystals surprised the woman who immediately stood up and bowed toward Noah.


"Every request of our customer shall be granted!"


The drastic change of attitude made Noah roll his eyes but he remained silent, he would have done the same if he was in her situation.


The woman bent under the desk and seemed to activate some kind of inscription since a pale light illuminated the floor for a few instants.


When she stood up, an azure scroll was in her hands which she handed to Noah.


"This is the most updated map of the archipelago of our store. You can modify the information through your mental energy if it becomes outdated or you can come here and we will update it for you."


Noah unfolded the scroll and swept it with his mental energy.


A blueprint of the archipelago appeared inside his sea of consciousness, information about each of its islands revealed itself as soon as Noah focused on them.


The information included the faction that controlled them, their purpose, and the matrixes placed there together with the route needed to reach them.


As he willed, the teleportation network illuminated itself on the blueprint, Noah could clearly understand the many connections between each formation.


"Does it satisfy you?"


The woman asked when she saw that Noah closed the scroll to store it in his space-ring.


"Yes but I wonder if you could do something else for me."


The woman smiled at his words before being stunned by the sudden drop in the temperature of the store.


Noah was staring at her with a cold expression, his eyes shone with a bright blue light as he used his mental energy to express his seriousness.


"How much does it cost to stop the information about my purchase from going into your records?"


A store that sold information would surely record Noah's arrival, he didn't want to expose himself so easily.


The woman gulped, the gaze fixed on her was limiting the activity of her mind, her mental sphere was restricted under the pressure of who she had initially thought was a beggar.


"Three thousand Credits and the store will forget that you even entered."


She didn't falter, her words were steady, she seemed trained for that kind of situation.


Noah nodded and retracted his aura, covering himself again in layers of mental energy before taking out the requested sum.


The woman took the money and smiled, her expression was different though: The warmth from before was gone, replaced by a stern and cold attitude.


"I hope that the store has satisfied you, feel free to use it whenever you need."


Noah gave one last look at the woman before leaving the building, his mind replayed the events in the shop as he moved toward a matrix.


'She was trained to handle matters of the underground world! It seems that I've misjudged the situation of the archipelago, I wouldn't be surprised if all the stores had connections with the Hive. The continent has sent representatives after the situation in the islands was going out of hand, which means that most of its former inhabitants were all willing to become independent already! I don't know if I can use this to my advantage though.'
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                        Noah took a matrix that led to one of the residential islands belonging to the Papral nation.


The map purchased in the store was very detailed, Noah had just to think and the islands on the blueprint inside his mind that satisfied his needs would illuminate themselves.


It took less than an instant for him to pick an island and decide a route, the prices for the teleportation corresponded to those indicated by the map which made Noah even more satisfied with his purchase.


As for why he left the market area without inspecting other stores, it was because the woman's attitude had raised his wariness about the archipelago.


'I don't know how much of the archipelago the Hive controls but it doesn't feel like the representatives of the continent have done much progress in suppressing it... I can't move freely if I don't have confidence in my strength.'


Wandering in unknown territories was something that Noah had done many times already.


However, he had never been in a place where the political situation was so vague.


'Why there isn't any soldier patrolling the islands? What is the actual role of the representatives of the continent? What is the role of the Hive? How much control does it have over the many organizations?'


Doubts filled Noah's mind, there were too many questions that he couldn't answer.


'Since I can't find answers, I'll just focus on increasing my strength before making a move.'


That was Noah's solution.


His dantian was already nearing the solid stage, it wouldn't take much for the breakthrough to arrive.


Being in the solid stage would place Noah at the peak of the second rank, making him virtually unbeatable by other rank 2 cultivators thanks to his rank 3 sea of consciousness.


Noah left the formation as soon as the scenery changed, the many tall buildings were the sign of a place built for habitation purposes.


He hurriedly crossed the streets of the city, this island was smaller than island one hundred and thirty-two, it had fewer buildings but they featured better rooms.


A banner then attracted his attention.


'Three hundred Credits per week, open to everyone, average density for rank 2 cultivators. This one will do.'


Noah knocked on the main door of the building and a middle-aged man wearing luxurious clothes welcomed him.


They quickly found an agreement, Noah simply handed three thousand Credits to him and left for his room.


The density of Breath was quite low for his needs but the Breath blessing stored in his space-ring made up for it.


'This is simply too useful, I bet that the Royals will cough blood if they knew that my cultivation is going smoothly thanks to them.'


Noah couldn't help but smile when he felt the density of Breath in the room increase as soon as his mineral was placed on the floor.


Cultivators had two big obstacles in their pursuit of power: techniques and resources!


Techniques were the basic requirement to cultivate but the training speed was dictated by the resources in your possession!


If Noah didn't have the Breath blessing with him, his progress would have been far slower, a normal environment could satisfy only rank 1 cultivators after all.


'I wonder when this stone will become useless to me. I should still be fine during the solid stage but I don't know about the third rank. Well, I still don't have a cultivation technique for that so there is no point in worrying now.'


Noah suppressed his thoughts and closed his eyes to focus on his cultivation, he had planned to leave the room only after his dantian entered and stabilized itself in the solid stage.


***

Two months passed quickly.


Noah was used to training diligently so he never felt the need to go out of his room during that period.


His body and mind were on a higher rank so his dantian had improved quickly, the breakthrough that Noah was waiting for arrived only one month and a half after he secluded himself.


His dantian had reached its limits, signaling that it was time to change the state of the Breath inside it.


The shining black liquid inside his dantian was compressed under the pressure of his mental energy, Noah saw how the walls of his dantian couldn't fight against the steady control that he had on the process.


In just a few hours, the entirety of the liquid Breath was turned into a small black crystal, Noah had easily entered into the solid stage, the last stage of the second rank!


The other two weeks were spent enlarging his reserves of solid Breath, the Breath blessing had begun to struggle to provide the necessary density but Noah didn't have a better solution at that moment, he was simply glad that he could cultivate at a decent speed.


He still had two weeks left before his rent expired but he had yet to decide what to do in the archipelago.


Noah found himself inspecting the map of the archipelago many times, looking for opportunities that suited him.


However, the months spent in seclusion had made most of the events described in the map outdated.


'It seems that I have to return to the store.'


Noah left the room and used the matrixes needed to return to island one hundred and thirty-two.


'Now that I think about it, this store doesn't even have a name, no wonder it's so shady.'


The same woman from the last time greeted him with a wide smile, the place was empty again so he could speak freely.


Another five hundred Credits were expended to update the map, Noah couldn't help but think that his finances were shortening far quicker than he had planned.


Yet, that purchase wasn't fruitless.


An event that attracted his attention appeared in one of the islands controlled by the Papral nation.


'Entrance tests of the Flowing river sect, two days from now on island eighty-six. This seems interesting!'


The chance that Noah was waiting for had finally arrived!
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                        Two days later, on the morning of island eighty-six.


A large pavilion was placed in a remote location, outside the city of the island, near the shore.


The purple light radiated by the exoskeleton of the coral gave a mesmerizing appearance to the scenery and lines of youths could be seen waiting for their chance to enter the building.


'There are mostly kids who have just grown a dantian but there is some experienced cultivator. I wonder if the sect will leave a few spots for people like me.'


Noah thought as he waited in line for his turn to enter the pavilion.


That building was the place where the first test of the Flowing river sect would occur, the rumors of the crowd around him spoke about some kind of examination that would identify the attitude of the applicants.


'My attitude shouldn't be a problem, I don't think that someone more diligent than me exists. The only problem is my past, I don't know if they will accept me once they make some investigation.'


Noah could clearly hear the many voices of the youths in line and was already pondering about the events that would follow the entrance test.


It couldn't be helped, Noah was confident in his ability, it was impossible to find another cultivator that matched his achievements at such a young age.


Noah wasn't even twenty-four but he was already a rank 3 mage and a rank 2 cultivator in the solid stage!


His body had also entered in the heroic ranks a long time ago, such feats were unthinkable when considering his age.


'The Flowing river sect in the archipelago is just a branch of the sect in the continent, it's the perfect opportunity to reach the Papral nation.'


Noah had bought information about the sect as soon as he learned about the entrance test, it was needless to say that it had cost him quite a sum.


Knowledge was precious, specific information about certain organizations would be pricier than maps.


Yet, using that service had confirmed Noah's hopes, leading him to participate in the entrance test.


The line moved quickly, twenty persons would enter the pavilion each time and exit it in ten minutes.


Considering that there were only a few hundred applicants, Noah's turn came quite soon.


The green curtains of the pavilion opened, allowing Noah and nineteen youths inside.


Noah was the oldest of the group, the others were all rank 1 cultivators in the gaseous stage, basically newbies of the cultivation journey.


"This is just the first skimming of the entrance test, we will test your personality and judge if you are a suitable cultivator for our sect."


An elderly man spoke in a calm tone from the other side of the pavilion.


He had a long white beard and white hair combed in a simple bun.


His robe was azure and simple, there wasn't any type of embroidery on it.


Two middle-aged cultivators stood by his side, a man and a woman who dressed in a similar robe, they seriously stared at the batch of applicants that had crossed the curtains.


'They are all rank 3 cultivators but the old one seems stronger.'


Noah judged quickly before lowering his head, he didn't want to attract their attention that soon.


"We will give you a Mental seed, it's a peculiar type of plant that feeds on mental waves. All you need to do is put it between your eyebrows and let it feed on your thoughts. The plant will flourish in a shape that reflects your attitude, we will then judge it and decide if you can have access to the second test."


The elderly cultivator continued his explanation and waved his sleeve as soon as it finished.


Twenty white seeds flew in the air and landed in twenty different spots over a large mat.


"Take position and begin!"


The woman next to him gave the order, the applicants didn't waste time and chose a random seed as they sat on the mat.


'What an interesting plant, the world is really variegated.'


Noah inspected the seed as he sat in a cross-legged position.


He couldn't find anything strange with the seed, it actually seemed lifeless at his inspection.


Then, he neared it to his face and a small change occurred.


The seed began to emit a suction force that tried to affect his mental sphere.


Of course, it was just a seed, even someone that had still to become a rank 1 mage could oppose that suction force, yet, Noah was still surprised by that behavior.


'It sensed my mind! Maybe I should have studied plants too back in the academy.'


The test of his attitude in the Royal academy had given him only average results in alchemy, making him ignore the course about the magical plants of the world.


Noah then stopped wasting time and placed the seed between his eyebrows.


He didn't resist the suction force, the seed was only so big, those few strands of mental energy that it began to absorb could be refilled in just a few seconds by his mental sphere.


In a few minutes, the seed sprouted, Noah felt that a kind of connection had been created between him and the plant, attaching it to his skin as it continued to grow.


Red branches slowly formed, followed by what seemed a black bud.


The growth continued until the plant reached its limits and the seed detached itself from Noah's face and fell on the mat.


Only then did Noah open his eyes to stare at the result of the process.


He saw a tangle of red branches covered in thorns, they seemed to have been covered in fresh blood for how similar their colors were.


In the middle of that tangle, a black rose had flourished, its exact shape was hidden by the darkness of its color, the light inside the pavilion wasn't able to completely illuminate it.


Noah inspected it and thought that it was extremely beautiful but a halo of sadness seemed to surround its entire form.
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                        Noah stared at his plant for some time before raising his head to inspect the other applicants.


They had their eyes closed, their plants were still growing in various shapes and there wasn't any similarity between the twenty of them.


'Mine has grown quickly because my mental waves are stronger than theirs, I wonder what kind of judgment I will receive.'


Noah had realized that the characteristics of his plant were outside of his understanding, he didn't know if he had succeeded in the test.


More minutes passed and the plants of the other applicants slowly completed their growth and separated themselves from their faces, the youths had tired expressions, that process wasn't easy to withstand with their weak minds.


The three cultivators of the Flowing river sect began to inspect the plants as soon as the last seed fell on the mat, they would nod or shake their heads while giving a brief explanation to each applicant.


"The branches are too soft, you lack determination."


"This bud isn't fully flourished, you are still too immature."


"Your plant lacks shine, you are too average."


"Straight and sturdy, you have passed!"


Most of the comments from the three cultivators were negative, it was obvious that only a minority of the applicants would reach the second stage of the entrance test.


Then, Noah's turn came.


The old cultivator was his examiner and he abruptly stopped his tracks when his gaze met Noah's plant.


"A bloodied armor and a black heart."


He mumbled those words after a few rounds of inspection, they were spoken softly, Noah could only hear them because of his powerful mind.


The cultivator then raised his head to look at Noah, his mental energy tried to probe his cultivation level but he couldn't make out the exact power of the young man in front of him.


It was needless to say that he was extremely surprised by that event.


Noah had the appearance of an eighteen years old man, his aging had stopped since his body and dantian had improved too quickly, it would resume only if he remained at that level for many years.


Yet, that young-looking man was able to hide part of his power from the probing of a rank 3 cultivator, such a feat was generally considered impossible for a rank 2 cultivator.


"You are too used on being alone, your branches are strong and sturdy but they reject anyone that comes close to you. Your heart is dark, it was born in the darkness of your armor, it has severed any need for light and can only feed on more darkness."


The elder sighed before putting Noah's plant in his space-ring and shaking his head.


"I can see that you are a rare talent by the shine of your plant but I know that you will never manage to become part of the sect. I'm sorry, we can't accept you."


Noah was a bit surprised by the long explanation.


He knew that the test would have revealed his personality but he didn't think that it would be so accurate!


Also, that final judgment had stated that he had failed the entrance test, the sect wasn't willing to accept someone like him.


'I guess there is nothing I can do about it, this is just how I am.'


Noah sighed before standing up and bowing to the elder.


The latter nodded at that gesture and watched as Noah neared the curtains of the pavilion to exit the test area.


"Will you remain in the archipelago for the time being?"


He asked that question before Noah crossed the curtains.


"Maybe."


Noah gave that vague answer and left the area.


He had bet on the Flowing river sect to return to the continent but he had failed in the first test, he needed to reorganize his thoughts and find another opportunity that could lead to the same result.


'I should just cultivate for a few days before going back to island one hundred and thirty-two. I still have to explore the market and maybe something new will appear after I update the map.'


It was with those thoughts that he left the crowded area and walked toward the matrixes to return to his rented room.


Meanwhile, the entrance test of the Flowing river sect continued and ended in about an hour.


Only a few applicants had succeeded and they were given instructions about the second phase of the test before being dismissed.


"Good work today, we found some promising youths. Rest now, I have some matters to attend."


The old cultivator instructed his two followers and left the area, calmly walking toward the city at the center of the island.


At some point, he entered a simple-looking tavern that had a horn as its banner.


He crossed the hall and sat on the table at the bottom of the tavern, the other cultivators there moved their gazes away when they sensed a trace of his cultivation level.


A waitress brought him a jug of wine and he took small sips from it as he waited in silence.


"Dwight, I hope the selections of your sect went well."


A hooded figure sat in front of him after saying those words.


"Roy, I told you many times to start speaking only after you've sat. The governors are looking for you people like crazy these days, island one hundred and sixty has been hit hard by the last investigation."


Dwight complained but Roy didn't seem to care, he simply released a small laugh before replying to him.


"So, did you find anything interesting?"


"Only the usual, naive kids with some talent and a strong sense of justice, you know what my sect looks for in a cultivator. Yet, I might have found a candidate for your Chasing demon sect."


Roy released a surprised sound at those words and gave a space-ring to Dwight, waiting for him to continue speaking.


Dwight inspected the contents of the ring and nodded in satisfaction before taking out an item from his storage device.


Noah's plant appeared on the desk of the tavern and Roy didn't hesitate to inspect it with great interest.
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                        Noah was unaware of the conversation between Dwight and Roy, he didn't know that an organization had already become interested in him.


He didn't have another plan, the map of the archipelago had other interesting opportunities but they were all handled by the factions of the Utra nation and the Shandal Empire, he didn't want to expose himself to them.


Since there was nothing he could do at the moment, he chose to explore the market on island one hundred and thirty-two.


He planned to cultivate and sell his useless items while periodically checking the map store, he was sure that another opportunity would arrive if he waited long enough.


The island had various stores, they covered most of the cultivation's fields.


Inscribed items, magical beasts' corpses, techniques and spells, potions and pills, every kind of resource useful in the cultivation journey could be found there.


However, for someone like Noah who had lived in the capital of the Utra nation, the variety of goods was lacking.


The inscribed items were mostly in the first rank, those in the second one were considered masterpieces and sold at exorbitant prices, Noah didn't want to waste money in something unnecessary;


The magical beasts' corpses were somewhat satisfying but those in the heroic ranks and in a good state came from the archipelago, Noah could only find rotten and decomposed corpses when he looked for creatures of the darkness element;


The techniques and spells were in the second rank at best while martial arts and body-nourishing methods only reached the third one, they were also heavily overpriced, Noah found himself unable to purchase anything that could interest him;


As for potion and pills, Noah limited himself to the purchase of a few reagents for the breakthrough of his dantian, there was a chance of failure in the process so it was better to have more than one of them.


The rest of his trip to the market was spent selling his useless items and sorting his space-rings.


Noah didn't want to concentrate all his wealth in one ring but he also didn't want to have too many of them.


When his trip was over, he had only two rings who had two hundred cubic meters of space each.


Inside of them, his weapons, scrolls, items, and materials were orderly organized according to their purpose.


'I got rid of all the useless drugs, materials, and weapons, only those that could link my identity to Noah Balvan are still in my rings. I've managed to gain a few thousand Credits today but my finances will just decrease if I continue to travel through the islands and purchase information without any kind of income.'


Noah thought as he moved to the now-familiar map store.


Using the matrixes and purchasing information was expensive, even after selling all his useless items, Noah's finances only amounted to one hundred and twenty thousand Credits.


'I guess I can't help it, I'll just have to find an occupation if I become too short on money.'


He had already thought of using his capabilities as a hunter and inscription master to make a living but he preferred to leave that option for last: Those two professions would inevitably expose something about himself, he would rather join an organization and use it as a cover.


The usual greetings of the middle-aged woman welcomed him as soon as he stepped in the store, Noah simply nodded before inspecting the shelves.


He was just passing by, only a few days had passed since he updated the map, there was no point in doing it again so soon.


Yet, a tag on an empty shelf attracted his attention, making him stop in place.


The empty shelves held information about different topics and the one in front of Noah had a familiar name written on its tag.


'Hooded devil.'


Noah read the tag in his mind while keeping an expressionless face.


Two thousand Credits then appeared in his hand and he carefully laid them inside the shelf without retracting his arm.


The crystals disappeared and the shelf lit up, a stream of information ran from his hand to his mind in a few instants.


Noah had paid for the most detailed report, he would pay any price to know how far the investigation about him had gone.


'The Hooded devil, a cultivator that has joined the Odrea nation in its battles against the Shandal Empire. Darkness element, cultivation level unclear. Witnesses have confirmed that he has survived the ambush of a rank 3 cultivator and that he can perform inscriptions. Possible identity: Noah Balvan, criminal of the Utra nation. The Elbas family has issued an arrest warrant and some of his abilities match those of the Hooded devil. Further information about Noah Balvan is to be found in the Utra nation. Current location: Odrea nation.'


As the pieces of information entered his mind, Noah was first surprised by how fast a connection with his real identity had been made.


Yet, toward the end of it, he became confused.


'Current location? What does it mean?'


"How outdated are these reports?"


He immediately asked the woman as he retracted his arm.


"These have come yesterday, they shouldn't be more than one month old."


The woman replied with an interested expression but Noah just nodded at her answer and left the building to return to his habitation.


'Don't tell me that they are still covering me!'


That was the only explanation that he could come up with.


His escape plan only needed for the Odrea country to open the formation so that he could pretend to escape toward the depth of the continent, he didn't ask for anything more.


Nina's face appeared in his mind, followed by those of the cultivators with whom he had shared two years of his life.


'Those guys, this wasn't necessary.'


He could imagine what they had done.


Placing a blue soldier with a black hood in a monthly battle that followed Noah's departure would have been enough to fool the Empire, the decoy didn't have to fight after all, its figure would be enough to give Noah more time to escape.
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                        Noah could understand what the Odrea nation had done but he couldn't figure out why.


'Do they expect me to help them in the future? Yet, they couldn't possibly know that I would have had access to this information.'


His mind was confused, knowing that the Odrea nation was protecting him made him feel strange.


'Are they simply doing this out of goodwill?'


That possibility left him even more confused.


He was used to people trying to exploit him but pure kindness was something that he had experienced too few times in his second life.


'If it really is kindness, what would I do?'


Going back to the Odrea nation, fight together with it, managing to free it from the clutches of the Empire, those were the things that a righteous person would do.


Yet, the Empire had a God, good and evil didn't matter in front of such an entity.


It's not that Noah didn't want to help that country, he had been treated well there and those pieces of information had given birth to a tinge of gratitude toward it.


However, the reality of things was that he was only a rank 2 cultivator on the run, he couldn't do anything even if he wanted to.


Once again, the feeling of being powerless assaulted him before Noah dispersed it with a renewed determination.


'If I ever am to reach the divine ranks, I will surely pay back this favor.'


His mother, William, and now the Odrea country, those that had become close to Noah did their best to give him more time to develop and he had still done nothing to repay them.


He had simply continued to escape as he pursued power, without ever getting rid of the powerlessness that he felt.


'One day...'


He sighed as he put those thoughts in the back of his mind.


Those matters were still far away from his reach, he was only a rank 2 cultivator after all.


The shape of the building where his habitation was appeared in his sight, an urge to cultivate made him accelerate his steps as he walked toward the main door.


However, when the token needed to open that door appeared in his hand, a voice resounded from behind him.


"Are you Zach, the one that has taken part in the entrance test of the Flowing river sect?"


Noah turned only to see a simple looking man that stared at him with a stern face.


"Who is asking?"


He asked.


Noah wasn't in a good mood, the recent discovery had put some pressure on him and he wanted to improve his strength in the shortest amount of time.


"A friend was captivated by your performance in the entrance test, he would like to meet you."


The man answered.


'Performance in the test? Is he talking about my personality?'


Noah had failed the first test, the one with the Mental seed, so he didn't understand how someone could have taken interest in him nor how it did gain access to that information.


Seeing that Noah was hesitant, the man continued to speak.


"You wanted to enter a sect, right? This friend can make it happen, he is in a sect too."


Noah stared at the man for a while before nodding and gesturing to lead the way.


'He is just a rank 2 cultivator, not really a threat.'


The reason why he was so confident was that the man in front of him was clearly weaker than him, he could just escape if the situation became too dangerous.


Also, he didn't have anything planned, he was just waiting for some opportunity to appear.


'He knows my name and the fact that I wanted to join the Flowing river sect... It's still early to jump to conclusions but there is a high chance that he has connections with the Hive.'


The entrance test had happened only a few days ago and Noah didn't give his name during it, it wasn't required.


That meant that the organization behind the man was either aware of all the new arrivals in the archipelago or had investigated about Noah in the days after the test.


It was obvious that the first organization that came to his mind was the Hive.


Noah followed the man for a few minutes until he stopped in front of a poor-looking tavern.


"I can't go further. You need to enter alone if you want to meet my friend."


The man spoke those last words before turning and leaving the small street where they were.


"How will I recognize it?"


Noah asked but the man didn't turn, in a few seconds, he left his line of sight, disappearing behind a corner.


'The chances of the Hive being behind this have suddenly increased.'


He thought as he opened the door of the tavern and crossed its entrance.


Noah had been interested in that secret organization since he heard about it, there was no reason for him to refuse that chance.


The tavern was dark and most of the cultivators inside it were either drunk or sonorously sleeping on their respective tables.


The smell of strong wine and puke filled the dusty room but Noah didn't mind it too much, his attention was focused on the search of the friend mentioned by the man from before.


A soft light came from one of the tables at the end of the room.


The source of the light was a peculiar plant with bright red branches that were filled with sharp thorns.


The branches entangled themselves around a dark core, the insides of the tangle of branches were too dark for anyone to make out the actual shape of what they contained.


Noah recognized the plant that he had created during the entrance test and understood how that organization became aware of his existence.


'The Flowing river sect has connections with the underground world! Well, maybe it's the opposite.'


A hooded figure stared attentively at the plant, some of its facial features were revealed by the soft light of the branches but Noah couldn't understand if it was a man or a woman.


He decisively walked toward that table and sat in front of the cultivator, his eyes tried to probe its cultivation level but to no avail.


Silence followed at that moment, Noah wasn't going to be the first to speak.


Then, the figure opened its mouth to speak, its voice seemed to belong to a middle-aged man with a healthy constitution.


"Don't you find it beautiful?"
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                        Noah didn't answer the hooded man's question.


His gaze was fixed on his figure, he was trying to understand his cultivation level but he could only pick up some clues.


'I know that he isn't in the heroic ranks but I can't define his actual power. His mind is stronger than mine.'


That conclusion was enough to make him realize that he was dealing with some sort of important figure.


'Rank 3 cultivator, either in the liquid or solid stage. He is far stronger than me.'


The previous conclusion led to this one.


Noah knew that he was a special case, the possibility of a cultivator having a sea of consciousness stronger than its dantian was an extremely rare event.


That's why he could safely assume that, since the man in front of him had a mind stronger than his, then his dantian must have been at a far greater level.


A rank 3 mage with a rank 3 dantian at that level could be considered at the peak of the human ranks, thus someone important.


"Joining an orthodox sect with this personality of yours won't be easy, those old fogies use the Mental seeds as the first test from before I was born."


The man spoke again.


"You know, they are actually more permissive back in the continent. Well, they go easy on the young and immature ones at least."


Noah continued to listen, the man seemed to speak with no reserves and would often touch or test some parts of Noah's plant.


"Look at this, there are so many branches! This means that your nature is basically defined and there is no hope of shaping it. I'm afraid that even the sects in the continent would refuse you."


The man shook his head after those words, he was probably trying to emphasize his expression but the hood that covered his face made that gesture pointless.


'Is he trying to say that he is from the Papral nation?'


Noah wondered.


His mind had been unaffected by his speech, he was only focused on understanding the meaning behind his words.


"You are lucky though, I might just know a sect that won't care about this and will probably treat it as a positive quality."


"Which sect?"


Noah finally interrupted the man to ask that question.


"So you do speak! Wonderful, I was afraid you might have been mute. As for which sect I'm talking about, that would be mine."


The man's voice turned grave toward the end of the phrase, he seemed to have stopped joking around.


"You came looking for me just because of my personality?"


Noah asked.


He could understand that every organization needed henchmen and that his personality seemed to be suitable for that role, yet, he couldn't help but wonder if that single requirement was enough to earn a private meeting.


'Maybe they gather all the members in this way and I'm not a special case.'


That possibility hit Noah's mind.


If his assumption was right, he was in front of an organization of the underground world, private meetings would be the best way to ensure the secrecy of its recruitment.


"Yes and no. We have many cells laid around the archipelago and we don't lack pawns that have no relevance in its political network. Your personality fits the requirements to enter our organization but it also tells me that you could do well in another role."


The man continued to explain calmly, he didn't seem to care that he was giving that much information to Noah.


"What role is that?"


Noah asked with interest, joining an organization was part of his plan since he arrived in the archipelago, it would spare him a lot of money and time entering one in that way.


As for the issue concerning the legality of said organization, he couldn't care less.


The man didn't immediately answer, he first grabbed some branches with both his hands and separated them from the tangle, the thorns of the plant couldn't hurt him, they had grown feeding on mental energy after all, they could be considered sturdy only in relation to similar plants.


He then inserted his hand in the dark core and picked up the black rose at its center.


Noah could see how, even when out in the open, the edges of the rose were blurry, the light didn't seem to be able to completely illuminate it.


"This is your core, you can see how it can't merge with the world illuminated by the sun. To use its full potential, you must immerse it in the thickest darkness."


The man spoke again and he reinserted the rose back in the tangle, using his sleeves to prevent any light from entering its insides.


The rose disappeared right in front of Noah's eyes, he couldn't see it anymore, it seemed as if it had really merged with the darkness.


"The role."


Noah reminded him of his question.


It would be a lie to say that he didn't have some kind of enlightenment from the man's speech but he was still able to put it on hold until the meeting was finished.


He wouldn't allow himself to be distracted in front of such a mysterious man.


The hooded figure released a small laugh before taking away the hood from his head.


Strands of long gray hair were laid on his shoulders as his facial features were revealed.


He was a middle-aged man, he was extremely thin and his edges were sharp due to the lack of fat under his skin.


However, what attracted Noah's interest the most was his shining red eyes.


His skin tensed as he opened his mouth, Noah could see the tremble of his throat as he began to speak.


"I'm Roy, I handle the recruitment of my Chasing demon sect and one of my sources has shown me your case. I could just find you a job as a henchman but I think that your talent would be wasted in that way. That's why I came to offer you the position of honorary disciple, would you like to hear more about it?"


Roy smiled toward the end of its phrase, his smiling expression was quite scary due to his features but Noah could feel the good intentions behind his proposal.
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                        "Do you always recruit disciples in this way?"


Even though he could feel the good-will behind Roy's words, Noah still had too many doubts.


"It has happened previously, I simply can't contain myself when I find someone interesting."


Roy continued to smile as he answered Noah.


"I have too many questions, I can't just give you an answer right away."


Noah expressed his concerns but Roy didn't seem discouraged, he simply nodded and began to speak again.


"The Chasing demon sect was one of the unorthodox sects of the Papral nation, we have been expelled a few hundred years ago due to an edict of the Council and forced to set ourselves here. Oh, in case you were wondering, we are one of the branches of the Hive, the leading underground organization of the archipelago."


Noah's eyes widened after that statement.


'Is this man for real? Did he just tell me such secretive information right away?'


According to Cody's words, the word Hive was a taboo, anything related to it would unleash the full power of the representatives of the continent.


Yet, in that poor-looking tavern, Noah had made contact with such a wanted organization.


'Is he so sure that I will join the sect? Maybe, he has the confidence of capturing me in case I wanted to escape.'


Noah's thoughts inevitably reached that conclusion.


In Roy's eyes, he was only a talented cultivator with a peculiar personality, his identity of Noah Balvan and Hooded devil was kept hidden by the Odrea country.


'They don't know my actual power and this gives me a chance to escape. Yet, I don't think I'll find a better chance.'


Now that he knew that he could escape, Noah began to evaluate the position of honorary disciple.


"What would I gain from joining your sect? Which limitations would I have? What kind of role would I play in the organization?"


Noah stormed Roy with questions, since the latter was so open in his answers, he would first solve his doubts before making his decision.


"Well, you would gain resources in relation to your merits; The limitations are quite obvious, you are not to betray the sect and you must swear to serve it. In return, we will swear to treat you properly; as for the role, my sect mainly handles the assassinations of certain troublesome individuals from the continent."


'Assassinations, that might actually fit me.'


Noah thought after Roy gave another series of honest answers.


Noah had the Mental tremor spell and the Warp spell, silently killing someone and escape wouldn't be a problem.


"What about my freedom? I won't accept a deal that limits my growth."


That was Noah's biggest concern.


He had always been forced to escape from any organization that had taken interest in him because they would have ultimately forced him to stop his cultivation, they cared more about maintaining their hierarchy than nurturing worthy members.


Roy shrugged his shoulders at that question.


"We are an unorthodox sect, all our members are hotheads with lofty ambitions. I won't deny that there are internal struggles for the important positions but the sect itself won't intervene on those matters. It will be up to you and the other disciples to handle them."


Noah listened attentively, he still wasn't satisfied with that answer.


"So, can you assure me that the sect won't hinder my growth in any way?"


Roy nodded at that question.


"The sect is built upon the strength of its members, you will fall if you are weak and you will climb if you are powerful, that's an iron rule in the world of unorthodox cultivators. This part is actually mentioned in the oath that we will swear together."


The last insurance cleared Noah of any doubt.


He knew far too well the limits of lone cultivators.


He had long stopped training his body and he was enlarging his mental sphere with his methods, those were the restrictions applied on those that lacked techniques.


Simply speaking, everyone needed a backer in the cultivation world.


"I agree to become an honorary disciple, I would just like to inspect the contents of the oath beforehand."


Noah couldn't find anything wrong with Roy's conditions so he ultimately agreed to join the Chasing demon sect.


Roy took out a tablet from his space-ring, it was old and many intricate inscriptions could be seen over its surface.


"Touch it and you will know the rules."


Noah didn't hesitate, his hand went on the tablet and a stream of information entered his mind.


'Protect the sect, serve the sect, bring glory on the sect, and swear on your name... That might be a problem.'


At the requirement of using his real name, Noah hesitated a bit.


Then, he saw that Roy had taken out a seal with a horned head depicted on its surface.


"This is an inscribed item, it allows me to swear on account of the whole sect."


Roy explained when he saw Noah's confused expression.


He then pressed the seal on the tablet and spoke solemn words.


"The Chasing demon sect welcomes you as a member and promises to protect and nurture you, may the dantian of those that betray you explode. In the name of Roy red-eyes, appointed elder of the human matters."


'To think that he would swear before me.'


Noah smiled internally at that sight but maintained a solemn expression on the outside.


Both his hands went on the tablet as he began to chant the required words for the agreement.


"I swear to protect and serve the Chasing demon sect and to bring glory to its name. If I ever was to betray it, my dantian will explode. In the name of Noah Balvan, bastard of the Balvan family."


Roy's eyes widened when he heard that name but it was too late, the tablet shone and two black marks shot out of it.


One mark went on the sigil, which brightened up for a few seconds before returning to its normal state.


The other one went on Noah's arm, where it transformed into a tattoo similar to the horned head on the sigil.


From that moment on, Noah was a disciple of the Chasing demon sect!
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                        Roy was speechless, Noah's name still resounded in his mind as he continued to stare at the young man in front of him.


Noah's actions weren't enough for a cultivator in the heroic ranks to take notice of him but those in the human ranks that handled the various reports from the continent knew him far too well.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had created a lot of ruckus with his escape from the Utra nation, having a criminal on the run was a stain on the reputation of the Elbas family, which was the face of the country.


After his escape, information about Noah's features and abilities became widely spread but the Royals had tried to keep that knowledge inside their area of influence.


The three big nations of the continents were publicly enemies after all, it would have been impossible for the Royals to seek the cooperation of the Empire just to capture a criminal in the human ranks.


Yet, the events in the Odrea country had caused some leaks.


The Shandal Empire became interested in the inscription master that hid inside the formation and started its investigation.


Then, during Noah's last monthly battle, when he revealed his abilities, a connection between the Hooded devil and Noah Balvan was made, causing the investigations to reach the informants inside the Utra nation.


In just a few months, Noah's abilities became known to anyone willing to pay for them, only his facial features remained a knowledge exclusive to the Utra nation.


Roy, as a member of the underground world of the archipelago and as an elder handling the matters in the human ranks, had to be aware of such information.


That's why Noah's name surprised him, the reports clearly said that he was still in the Odrea nation, fighting in the monthly battles against the Empire.


"Are you that Noah Balvan? The criminal of the Utra nation?"


Noah was inspecting the tattoo created after the oath when Roy asked that question.


"Even if I was, you can't divulge this information now, am I right?"


Noah said without raising his gaze from his arm.


"That is right."


Roy answered helplessly.


"And you can't inform the other interested parties, like the legal organizations and the Hive, that I'm not in the Odrea nation, right?"


"As a disciple of the Chasing demon sect, your identity is protected."


Roy answered again Noah's question.


Only then did Noah raise his gaze to nod toward the red-eyed man, he showed a shameless smile as he confirmed his suggestion.


"Yes, I am that Noah Balvan." 


Roy stared at Noah for a while before sighing and massaging his temples and he continued to sit.


Noah calmly waited for him to recover, he didn't trick anyone this time, the other party simply lacked the necessary information to determine his real identity.


'The cover of the Odrea country is revealing itself more beneficial than I thought.'


Those thoughts hit Noah's mind as he stared at Roy.


He didn't know if the Chasing demon sect would have approached him if they had suspected his identity but he was sure that the meeting would have had a different atmosphere in that case.


His gratitude toward the Odrea country increased again before he was forced to put those thoughts in the back of his mind since Roy finally interrupted his silence.


"HAHAHA! To think that we were forming a team to hunt you down after you came out of the defensive formation. Come, come! We need to go to the headquarters and stop the mission."


Roy had exploded in a loud laugh before he said those words, he then stood up and gestured to Noah to follow him.


'Well, that was unexpected.'


Noah was surprised by Roy's reaction but he didn't mind it too much, cultivators had peculiar personalities, he had learnt it a long time ago.


He stood up and followed Roy, they went toward one corner of the tavern where the latter placed a few hundred Credits on the floor.


A formation lit up as soon as the crystals touched the floor, symbols and runes seemed to appear out of nowhere as they created a complex diagram that encircled Noah and Roy.


"Did you manage to set up teleportation matrixes under the representatives of the continent's nose?"


Noah asked.


He didn't sense the formation until it was activated but, when it did, he understood the purpose of its diagram.


"Hmph, we were on the archipelago long before the representatives arrived. We are the one that set the teleportation network, the continent has just taken control of the matrixes that we couldn't hide."


Roy snorted as he explained the situation to Noah.


The light radiated from the formation reached its peak and Noah felt an incredible pressure on his mental sphere.


He was forced to close his eyes during the process to defend against the force pressing on his mind.


The teleportation lasted only a few seconds, when Noah opened his eyes, a purple world appeared in front of him.


The color was similar to the halo on the shores of each island but that place was an underground location, the sky was covered by a metallic purple ceiling.


'Where is this place?'


Noah wondered.


He was sure that he was still in the Coral archipelago, the purple halo was the proof that he was somewhere near the exoskeleton of the dead pack of magical beasts.


Yet, what he saw gave him no further hints, he could only understand that he was somewhere under the level of the sea.


"Let's go, we need to reach the central area of the sect. This zone is reserved for the caves of the elders."


Roy spoke to him and began to walk in a certain direction, Noah didn't dare to remain behind and followed him as he continued to inspect the environment.


'The density of Breath here is far higher than that in my rented room. I wonder where is this place, I have never seen anything similar in my map.'


Since his map and his gaze couldn't make him understand his location, Noah simply decided to ask.


"Where is this place?"


Roy didn't seem surprised by his question and gave a quick answer as he continued to walk.


"These are the insides of the exoskeleton of the Purple corals."
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                        'The insides of the exoskeleton!?'


Noah shouted in his mind when he registered Roy's words.


The Coral archipelago was formed on top of the exoskeleton, it made it a safe location for humans since the purple radiance prevented the attacks of the many magical beasts of the sea.


He would have never thought that the headquarters of the Chasing demon sects were built inside such a precious material.


'That's why the purple halo is so intense and the density of Breath is so high. There is nothing that blocks the radiance and the absence of other lifeforms maintains the concentration of the Breath at high levels. I wonder how they managed to keep this location hidden to the representatives of the continent.'


Noah pondered as he continued to walk, he was now sure that his sect had to be quite important for it to maintain control over such a privileged location.


"How did you hide this place from the continent?"


In the end, Noah couldn't contain his curiosity and simply asked the man that seemed not to care about the information that he gave him.


"We didn't completely hide it. Before the continent became anxious about the possibility of the archipelago becoming independent, the excavations of the insides of the exoskeleton spanned for the entirety of its body. When the representative came, we were forced to make ninety percent of the tunnels collapse, we would rather destroy this place than hand it to the continent. Of course, we managed to save some areas and hide them behind the collapse."


'Quite ruthless, I like it.'


Noah approved that action, a victory was profitable only if the winner could plunder the resources left by the defeated, it was just a waste of money otherwise.


Roy and Noah left the large residential area and entered one of the many tunnels that filled its edges, Noah would often touch the metallic purple walls to try to understand the level of the material.


'It's far stronger than a simple rank 4 material, I don't think I can even make a dent on it. The Purple corals should have died when they were in the fifth rank or above.'


Noah thought as he wondered how the sect had managed to dig those tunnels, piercing a rank 5 material wasn't easy, a cultivator in the heroic ranks was needed to create passages in that place.


Roy noticed his interest in the exoskeleton and became curious, ultimately probing the young man behind him.


"Are you interested in magical beasts?"


Noah returned to reality when he heard that question, he stayed silent for a while before deciding to speak honestly.


"As a matter of fact, it's my specialization. I was wondering about the level of the corals, they should have been in the fifth rank or above when they died but I can't be more precise, my cultivation level prevents me from investigating further."


Roy released a surprised gasp at Noah's explanation.


The reports about Noah Balvan mentioned that he was knowledgeable in the field of the magical beasts but the exact value of that information wasn't set since it depended on the social environment from which it was taken.


For example, any cultivator would appear as the most knowledgeable human in the world in the eyes of a commoner.


Like that, the fact that the reports about Noah mentioned that he was educated about magical beasts didn't mean much since that information was paired with his young age, there was a limit to how experienced a twenty-three years old cultivator could be.


Yet, Noah had received the best education of the Utra nation, his mind was strong and allowed him to memorize many pieces of information, and the Bloodline inheritance had left him with a peculiar instinct that further improved his understanding when it came to matters related to magical beasts.


"Our experts think that the Purple corals have died during the hibernation for the breakthrough to the sixth rank, they have misjudged the amount of Breath needed for the evolution of their body apparently."


Roy explained, the exoskeleton had been studied for hundreds of years by then, those details could be easily obtained by an elder of an underground organization.


"Oh, I was really inaccurate."


Noah nodded at his explanation and moved his gaze back on the metallic material, no matter how much he looked, he wasn't able to reach a similar conclusion.


'My level is too low, I still can't be accurate when the heroic ranks are concerned.'


He sighed internally as he moved his gaze toward the end of the tunnel, another large area could be seen there.


Roy had paid attention to Noah's reactions, he saw how he seemed disappointed by his wrong judgment.


'Is he really unsatisfied? He has managed to pinpoint the rank of the coral in a few minutes but he isn't proud of it?'


Roy wondered in his mind, the young man behind him was indeed unusual.


The tunnel then ended and the two of them entered the large underground room that followed it.


"Let me do the talk now and don't mind too much what she says."


Roy warned Noah before he stopped to a seemingly normal location and lightly knocked on the purple ground.


"Reporting to Elder Iris, we need to modify the mission about Noah Balvan."


The floor trembled after his words were spoken and the terrain transformed into the entrance of a cave.


Roy wore a solemn expression and entered it, gesturing to Noah to follow him.


The cave was simple, with not much furniture, a middle-aged woman with white hair could be seen sitting on the floor surrounded by sheets.


"What's the matter, Roy? I thought that you were ready to send some disciples on the continent to ambush the kid when he went out of the Odrea nation. Our contacts with the Utra nation are willing to pay a large sum for his head."


Elder Iris spoke without raising her head, her voice sounded aged, it didn't match her appearance.


"Something happened, there is no need to send the team. Noah Balvan is here by my side."


Roy's answer made Elder Iris raise her head, Noah felt naked under her probing gaze.


'Heroic ranks!'


Noah's mind gave that warning but there was nothing he could do, he couldn't even struggle in front of such a power.


"Good, he is worth even more alive. Take care of it and make sure that our contacts receive him."


Elder Iris performed a slight smile when she spoke but her expression froze when the tattoo of a horned head appeared on her hand and began to shine.


Noah's tattoo did the same, it moved on the back of its hand and began to shine with a similar light.


It was with furrowed brows that Elder Iris began to stare Roy, her irritation was easily discerned by her expression.
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                        Noah stared at the shining tattoo on the back of his hand, it had moved autonomously which led him to shot a questioning look toward Roy.


Roy lowered his head and answered his gaze in a soft voice.


"It has simply sensed the ill intentions of another member of the sect, it's like a warning. Don't worry though, you can keep it hidden somewhere under your skin with your mental energy."


Noah nodded at his explanation and his focus moved on the tattoo, his mental energy entered the image of the horned head and forced it to hide under his skin, even its radiance disappeared once Noah chose to cover it.


"Roy?"


An irritated voice resounded in the cave, Roy staggered when Elder Iris reminded him of her presence.


"W-well, he is a talented cultivator, I guessed that it was better to have him as a disciple instead of wasting resources to capture him."


Roy gave a quick lie but his tone betrayed him, it was obvious that he felt guilty about the matter.


"You enrolled him without even asking his name, am I right?"


Elder Iris saw right through his lie, she sighed when she saw that Roy lowered his head in embarrassment.


"You are too reckless, we are a secret organization, we need to be careful whenever we make a move."


She shook her head as she reprimanded Roy, she seemed to have already given up on the matter.


"Well, he is part of our sect now, put him to work. And you…"


Elder Iris interrupted her words to point a hand toward Noah.


"You are never to reveal your name in public and, if you ever get caught, you need to erase every connection with the sect, Roy can tell you our story if you are interested. Also, try not to cause any mess, we are powerful in the archipelago but we need to maintain the image of a suppressed organization so that we can fool the continent."


She gave those obvious orders at which Noah politely bowed, she was a cultivator in the heroic ranks and an elder of his sect, he needed to behave properly.


Elder Iris seemed satisfied by his gesture and waved her hand to dismiss the two of them, her gaze went back on the sheets around her as soon as she did that.


Roy patted Noah's shoulder and signaled him to exit the cave, the floor closed behind them when they returned to the surface of the underground area.


"Uff, this is settled. My mother might seem strict but she really cares about the members of the sect, that's one of the reasons why she oversees these matters. You don't have to worry about possible injustices."


'Mother!?'


Roy's words stunned Noah.


'Elder Iris is actually Roy's mother? They seem to have the same age! Maybe that's why Roy can act so freely in the archipelago.'


Noah pondered about that but he ultimately put those thoughts in the back of his mind, such information didn't affect him after all.


"What did she mean by our story? Weren't you simply exiled by the Papral nation?"


Noah decided to ask about the story of the Chasing demon sect, he was now an honorary disciple, it wouldn't hurt to know more about its past.


"Mh, yes, that's the short version. Let's move toward the next area, I'll explain as we walk."


Roy picked a direction and began to walk, Noah followed closely behind as he memorized the path that they were taking.


"I've already told you about the Council and the exile of the unorthodox sects but you don't know the specifics about these events."


Roy paused a bit as he sorted his thoughts before speaking again.


"The Council is the organization in control of the Papral nation, it's formed by the patriarchs of each orthodox sect and it handles the topics that concern the entirety of the country. Each sect is independent but it has a duty toward the nation, that's why the Council is needed to create a joint front against the other powerful countries."


'The Utra nation has the Royal family and the nobles helping them; The Empire has its God and the entirety of its population as its army; The political situation of the Papral nation is similar to the Utra nation but its central power is composed of the strongest cultivators of each sect. Now I have a general understanding of the three big nations.'


Noah sorted those pieces of information in his mind as he listened to Roy, he had always been a lone cultivator so he valued a lot that kind of knowledge.


"However, this only covers the orthodox sects. Back in the days, there were twelve unorthodox sects that thrived in the nation and that managed to repel the attacks of the Council thanks to the twelve Demons."


"Demons?"


Noah couldn't help but voice his confusion when Roy's story reached that point.


He made a slight smile as he nodded toward Noah before he resumed to speak.


"Demon is just a word with which the orthodox sects label anyone that opposes their rule. The unorthodox sects on the Papral nation have taken pride in that appellation and have created the twelve demon sects, giving to their strongest cultivator the title of Demon!"


'The power of these twelve Demons must have been incredible for them to defend against the leading organization of the country.'


Noah's thoughts reached that conclusion as he became even more interested in the story.


Roy sighed, a trace of sadness appeared in his face.


"Yet, no matter how prideful they were, unorthodox cultivators would always prioritize profits. The Ravaging demon sect betrayed the alliance and the Council managed to inflict heavy damages to the other demon sects, forcing them to escape. The Charming Demon and the Devouring Demon died that day and the eleven demon sects dispersed in the continent. Our sect managed to reach the archipelago where we slowly rebuilt our ranks under the leadership of the Chasing Demon but we lost contact with most of the other unorthodox sects. They are probably hiding like us, waiting for the moment when they are strong enough to strike back."
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                        "So, you want to return to the Papral nation one day."


Noah spoke when he saw that Roy's story ended.


Roy shook his head as a bitter smile appeared on his face.


"We still have our Demon but we are alone and far away from our home. Dreams are beautiful but often unachievable, we would need to conquer the archipelago before thinking about defeating the Council."


Roy replied, even if he usually acted by instinct and seemingly without thinking, he knew the difference in power between a single sect and the entirety of a big nation too well.


The two continued to walk for a few minutes in silence, Noah had no other questions, he was just eager to see where they were going.


Then, they reached what seemed to be a building dug inside the purple walls of the exoskeleton, it was four-story tall and its entrance was made of a simple but large passage.


"We work in a similar way to other organizations, you complete missions to obtain merit points that you can exchange for resources. As an honorary disciple, your first mission will grant you anything you want in the human ranks. What do you need right now?"


"Rank 3 cultivation technique of the darkness element."


Noah answered immediately, he knew exactly what he needed the most.


His body was at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank, only a rank 5 body nourishing method could increase its level.


His mind was in the third rank and he lacked the fourth Kesier rune but the solid Breath inside his sea of consciousness was constantly enlarging his sphere, the rune wasn't his priority.


His dantian, instead, had just entered the solid stage of the second rank, his cultivation technique was also in the second rank which meant that it could only allow him to reach the beginning of the third rank, Noah would be forced to stop cultivating after that.


'I can reach the peak of the second rank and use the reagent to become a rank 3 cultivator but then my reserves would be shallow, William had advised me to never advance unless I have a cultivation technique suitable for that rank.'


William's teachings still remained in his mind after all those years.


Noah had received a better education in the academy and deepened his understanding about the cultivation journey but William had been his first Master, he trusted his words more than those of his professors.


"That is not a problem. You can come here after you complete your first mission and request for it. Your tattoo works like a token, it will register your achievements and merit points. Come, I'll show you how to use it."


Roy spoke and led Noah into the building.


The ground floor was a large room filled with youths wearing black robes that inspected a large pillar placed at its center.


At the end of the room, a desk that had a simple diagram on its surface was dug inside the wall.


The students saw Roy and stopped their activities to politely bow to him, Noah could see how the pillar had many tablets affixed on it.


'Those should be the missions for the disciples in the first rank, they are more than I expected.'


Noah thought as he stared at the around eighty youth bowing toward the man next to him.


"Keep going."


Roy ordered with a nod and moved toward the stairs placed next to the desk, Noah felt envious gazes shot on his back as he followed him.


'It seems that Roy is quite important. Well, his mother is an elder in the heroic ranks after all.'


Noah didn't mind the stares and continued to inspect his surroundings, the building was dug inside the exoskeleton which made him further wonder about the actual strength of the Chasing demon sect.


'To excavate so precisely a quasi-rank 6 material means that the sect has a cultivator with a similar power. Was it the so-called Demon? Was it an elder?'


The world in the heroic ranks was still a mystery in Noah's mind but that didn't stop him from speculating about the actual power of his sect.


The first floor was identical to the ground one, just slightly smaller.


Thirty or so cultivators noticed their arrival and bowed toward Roy while keeping their focus on Noah.


"The ground floor is for rank 1 cultivators, the first one for those in the second rank, the second one for the third rank, and the third one is limited to those in the heroic ranks. I'll pick a mission for you this time, I'll properly introduce all the features of the sect after you complete it."


Roy waved his hand to dismiss the bows as he spoke to Noah, the cultivators in the room created a path toward the pillar as Roy neared it.


He picked a tablet rather quickly and he turned to hand it to Noah while pointing at it.


"Touch it with your horned face."


Noah didn't hesitate and followed his instructions.


He easily manipulated the tattoo under his skin and moved it to his palm as he touched the tablet.


A stream of information entered his mind, Noah understood the contents of the mission in just a few instants.


'Assassination of a soldier living on island one hundred and fifty-eight, rank 2 cultivator, escorted by guards of the Utra nation.'


The face of the soldier appeared in his mind as well as the escape routes in the area.


'This is quite detailed, it even explains the reason for the assassination.'


Apparently, Noah's target had once been a spy of the Hive.


Then, he double-crossed them and sold information to the representatives of the continent.


Undergrounds organizations gave a lot of importance to how they were perceived, they couldn't allow anyone to trick them and live, the citizens had to be aware of the consequences for the betrayal.


Noah nodded after reading the contents of the mission, it seemed quite straightforward and also easy, killing a rank 2 cultivator wasn't hard with his current level.


Only one doubt remained in his mind since that part wasn't specified in the tablet.


"Can I kill the guards too?"
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                        Bert was a soldier belonging to the faction of the Utra nation in the archipelago.


He had a family but working as a guard in island one hundred and sixty didn't pay him much, he struggled to provide cultivation resources to his children.


That's why he become an informer of the Hive when the chance came, that underground organization gave him generous bribes for his services.


Yet, the representatives of the continent were trying their best to suppress any organization that still aimed for the independence of the archipelago.


Of course, they wouldn't go easy on those that worked for the Hive.


Bert was careless and his identity as an informer was discovered, he was forced to make a deal to save his family, it was either that or months of torture.


'It didn't play out so bad, the continent has sent capable cultivators after all.'


Those were his thoughts when he gazed at the guards protecting him.


There were five guards, all in the peak of the second rank, their stern auras clearly showed how experienced they were.


"When will I be able to see my family?"


Bert spoke to the guards.


He was at the top of a building on island one hundred and fifty-eight, that habitation was the safe location where he was forced to stay after he double-crossed the Hive.


"Soon. The Lords have to eradicate the roots of the separatists in the various islands before it will be safe to leave. We are doing this for your protection Bert, the Hive isn't known for its mercy."


The leader of the guards answered him, Bert knew that his words were on point but he still missed his family, he couldn't help but become anxious about its situation as the days passed.


'I wouldn't be in this mess if I wasn't so weak, the captains in charge of each island make a lot of money, nurturing my children wouldn't be a problem at that point.'


Bert was just a simple soldier.


He was a native of the archipelago and he had managed to become a soldier only thanks to the help of his father who was at the service of some noble.


Time passed though.


His father died of old age and he had to sell most of his techniques to help his family with the various hurdles of the cultivation journey, the prices in the archipelago were high and he could barely afford the resources useful to him after saving for a long time, he needed to find a way to increase his earnings.


However, becoming a captain was hard: They were mostly rank 3 cultivators, the legal factions wanted a cultivator at the peak of the human ranks to handle the human matters.


Bert was busy dividing his little income between the various members of his family so he couldn't hope to enter in the third rank any time soon, he was still in the liquid stage of the second rank after all.


'The Hive paid me a lot but I was found out… Oh well, at least my family is safe now.'


Five guards at the peak of the second rank, a habitation at the top of a building owned by the representatives of the continent, a protective formation that blocked any teleportation ability, there was really nothing to worry about.


"Chill Bert, the Hive would need to send a rank 3 cultivator to assassinate you but you are just a minor character, it's not worth exposing such a resource for this matter."


The leader of the guards tried to reassure Bert when he saw his anxious expression.


He spoke the truth, only a large team or a rank 3 cultivator could surpass their defensive measures.


Yet, a large team would be too evident and a rank 3 cultivator would be overkill, he was quite sure that the Hive would just let go of this matter after some time.


Then, a loud knock resounded from the entrance door, the rhythm of the knocks was peculiar, it seemed some kind of code.


"Finally, these guys are always late! Captain, you should say a thing or two to the guards of the other shift."


One of the guards complained as he stood up and went to the entrance door.


"Identify yourself!"


He stopped in front of the door before shouting those words.


"Blue whale."


An answer came from the other side of the door, those words didn't make sense but the guard seemed satisfied by that reply.


As a safe location, precautions were needed.


The building owned by the representatives was the first one, the defensive formation the second one, the knocking and the verbal code the third, the guards inside the habitation were the last form of defense.


The soldier opened the door but his smile froze when he saw the dark figure covered in blood that waited for him on the other side.


He hurriedly tried to seal the habitation again as the defensive protocol ordered but the dark figure was faster, it had already cast a spell when the soldier became visible.


A shockwave hit the soldier's mind, his mental sphere crumbled under the pressure of that mental attack and he fell lifelessly on the floor, leaving the entrance door open.


The dark figure then became visible to the other cultivators in the room, its features were covered by the large hooded robe that it wore.


The leader of the guards was the first to react, he jumped toward the assassin with all his might.


Yet, before he could reach it, the assassin waved his hand and five spherical items were launched in his direction.


Then, the assassin half-closed the door, hiding behind it.


Five explosions resounded in the room, the entrance door trembled due to the shockwave generated after the blasts.


It then opened the door again to stare at the results of its attack.


The room was filled with fuming spikes and the cultivators inside were the same, their charred corpses had been stabbed by hundreds of spikes, they couldn't hope to survive to the Instabilities in that small environment.
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                        The assassin was, of course, Noah.


He entered the room and released some black smoke from his hands.


The partial Demonic form consumed everything, in just a few seconds, every trace of his presence was destroyed, even the holes on the walls created by the spikes of the Instabilities were removed.


He then wielded a white saber and wrote the word "Hive" on the wall, that was a message for the representatives of the continent and a warning for all the informants that tried to double-cross the organization in the future.


Then, he left in a hurry.


He went for the second floor of the building and entered a simple-looking room, the sound of hurried steps resounded in the building as he closed the door behind him.


A few hundreds of Credits appeared in his hands and he hastily placed them on the floor, a large diagram lit up as soon as he did that.


Shouts and orders could be heard on the superior floors but Noah didn't care, he entered in the diagram and a strong pressure was applied on his sea of consciousness while the world in front of him transformed.


In just a few seconds, the room disappeared and a purple wall took its place.


"How did it go?"


Roy was standing right beside the teleportation matrix, he spoke as soon as he saw Noah's figure.


"The betrayer and seven guards are dead, I even left the message as requested by the mission."


Roy nodded when he heard Noah's report and smiled proudly before speaking again.


"So, what do you think about our connections with the legal factions?"


Noah lowered his hood as he reviewed the events of the mission.


As it turned out, that safe location wasn't as safe as the representatives of the continent thought.


The Hive had spies everywhere, years of undisturbed rule allowed it to plant moles in every facility of the archipelago.


A teleportation matrix had been inscribed during the construction of that building, the Hive knew that the representatives wanted to use it as a safe location so it had instructed some of its members to create the diagram.


Also, it was even aware of the codes needed to pass the security measures of the guards!


Noah had only to use the matrix placed in the headquarters of the Chasing demon sect, kill the two patrolling guards on the lower floors, and assassinate the cultivators in the protected room, it was virtually impossible to make any mistake thanks to the deep preparation of the Hive.


'The Hive really is the leading underground organization. It seems that its roots are spread all around the archipelago, I wonder what kind of influence they have on the legal factions.'


"You have corrupted soldiers everywhere, matrixes placed right in their homes, what can even stop you from conquering the archipelago?"


Noah asked as he stored the large robe in his space-ring, only a tight suit remained on his body.


Roy shook his head at Noah's question and patted his shoulder as he gestured to follow him.


"Even if it's a bit annoying at times, we are freer if we make the continent think that we are being suppressed. If we really where to take over the archipelago, we would have to face the full power of the continent and we can't hope to win in the long-run. It's better to accumulate for the time being until we are strong enough to defend ourselves."


'They are using the representatives of the continent to protect themselves from the continent. It's no wonder that they prefer this situation, they can control the whole archipelago under the façade of the suppressed organization.'


Noah understood the meaning behind Roy's explanation but he had spent too much of his life hiding, he couldn't say that he liked the Hive's approach.


"How strong is the Chasing demon sect inside the Hive? Are we in the top five positions at least?"


Once he had assessed the power of the Hive, Noah wanted to understand how influent his sect was in that organization.


"Top three I'd say, just our Demon alone is enough to shake the very foundations of the archipelago after all."


Roy gave his usual honest answer, there was pride in his eyes when he mentioned the Chasing Demon.


Noah was silenced by that statement, he was glad that he didn't join one of the weak branches of the Hive, he wanted to have access to as many resources as possible.


The two of them reached the building where the missions were affixed and they directly went for the first floor.


"Use your horned face to activate the formation and use your thoughts to browse through the various items, you should find what you are looking for."


Noah followed Roy's instructions and placed his palm at the center of the formation on the surface of the desk, the tattoo appeared on his hand and reacted to the formation, sending information to Noah's mind.


A list of techniques, resources, and spells useful for rank 2 cultivators appeared in his mind, Noah had only to will it and the many items would be sorted according to his needs.


Under the envious gazes of the other disciples in the room, Noah quickly found what he was looking for.


'Rank 3 cultivation techniques of the darkness element! Finally! I have used the one given to me by Eccentric Thunder for all this time, damned Utra country and its restrictions.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he read the descriptions of the techniques.


'Five of them. Two of them are generic cultivation techniques with no restrictions to the aptitude of the cultivator, I can just discard them, they would only slow my training speed.'


Two names disappeared from the list in his mind, leaving only three techniques.


'One is the improved version of my Dark vortex technique, it is an orthodox technique and I should become used to it quite quickly. The other two are the unorthodox ones.'


As an unorthodox sect, the Chasing demon sect obviously had unorthodox cultivation methods that could provide a quicker training speed.


Of course, those methods were accompanied by heavy requirements and by dangerous practices, that's why they were labeled as unorthodox.


'This one seems the fastest one, Bone marrow draining technique, it needs the bones of magical beasts and cultivators of the darkness element to be used but its effects should be amazing with such harsh requirements. However, where would I even find those bones while I'm here?'


Noah discarded that technique too, his attention went on the last name on the list.


'Dantian's opening.'
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                        'Dantian's opening, rank 3 cultivation technique, restricted to cultivators of the darkness element. The practitioner must pierce its low waist and dantian to create a connection between that center of power and the outside world. Then, it can use any rank 2 cultivation technique to cultivate as if it was in the third rank. This practice puts the dantian under heavy stress so it's advised to take long periods of rest between each cultivation session.'


Noah read the description of the technique and became interested.


'It should be like the Three Form of the Ashura, it improves your preexisting technique, bringing it to the next rank. Yet, piercing my dantian seems dangerous.'


The centers of power were powerful but also frail.


They could contain a large amount of energy but they will need a lot of time to recover if they took some damage.


Noah clearly remembered how annoying it was to heal his mental sphere when he first created a Blood companion, he couldn't help but hesitate a bit when he saw the contents of that unorthodox technique.


'The improved version of the Dark vortex technique is the best choice if I'm looking for stability, the Bone marrow draining and the Dantian's opening are faster but also dangerous. Also, I don't have a way to stockpile beasts of the darkness element while I'm in the Coral archipelago so I'm left with two options.'


His mind considered the two cultivation techniques, Noah had simply to choose which one was the best for him.


'The main quality of my Yin body is the healing speed, I should be able to limit the aftereffects of the Dantian's opening with the liquid Breath around my heart…'


The more he thought, the more he became interested in the unorthodox technique.


It couldn't be helped, any cultivator would prefer a higher training speed over an average one, anyone would love to improve its strength as fast as it could.


Yet, there were always huge risks together with those advantages, Heaven and Earth were fair, they wouldn't just give away something more powerful for free.


'I'm a criminal, a lone cultivator, a devil, unorthodox techniques suit me the most.'


Noah reached his conclusion.


He valued his training speed over his safety and he was used to practicing unusual techniques.


The Forging of the Seven Hells, the Elemental forging method, the Body-inscription spell, those were all techniques that didn't belong to the orthodox world but that had helped him surpassing the limits of his social status.


He willed and the formation under his palm shone for a while before an old scroll appeared at its center.


Noah stored the scroll in his space-ring and nodded toward Roy, that latter patted his shoulder when he recognized the technique that he had chosen.


"Indeed, a true demon, be careful though, I'd hate to see you injured when you just become a disciple of the sect. Now, follow me, I'll explain the remaining aspects of this place."


Roy took Noah to walk through the whole sect, it took them an entire day to complete their tour.


Noah could see how the Chasing demon sect had many structures, it resembled a smaller version of the academy.


There were the residential areas in the external parts of the headquarters, they were divided by the rank of the disciples living there and had a density of Breath that matched their level.


Next to each residential area, there were the teleportation matrixes that were connected with the various islands, their position allowed the disciples to react quickly when an unexpected situation appeared on the surface.


The internal parts of the sect contained the caves of the elders in the heroic ranks together with the various facilities.


The Chasing demon sect had a building where anyone could buy information about the surface, an inventory where precious materials were stored, the building containing the various missions, a research area, and some training areas that offered a better environment compared to the caves.


What surprised Noah the most was that all those services didn't accept Credits as payment but only merit points.


'I guess this method forces everyone to actually work for the sect instead of just relying on their wealth.'


Noah approved that administration, it made the sect more efficient and removed the privileges that a rich person would have, forcing everyone to complete missions if they wanted to have access to the many resources.


Also, the missions themselves weren't only assassinations.


The killing of certain troublesome individuals was the main occupation of the sect but the actual assassination missions were few compared to the other ones.


Most of them concerned the gathering of information about certain topics, or the spying of some building, or even the bribing of some cultivator with an important position in a legal organization.


That, coupled with the merit point system, increased the knowledge and the influence of the sect over the archipelago with each passing day.


Knowledge to exploit the plans of the representatives of the continent, bribes and threats to make use of their structures and organizations, assassinations to remove the difficult individuals, these were the things that the disciples ended up doing to accumulate points.


There were other peculiar missions that required long undercover operations or trips to the continent but Roy explained that those types of works were mostly handled by the other branches of the Hive.


The center of the sect was entirely dedicated to the Chasing Demon, it was its private area, no one was allowed to enter it.


In the end, the tour ended and Roy accompanied Noah toward his cave.


"The sect doesn't force you to complete missions but you should do at least one of them every few months, I don't want to have my mother bugging me because of you."


Roy gave those last words to Noah before he left the residential area, Noah remained alone in front of the entrance of his cave.


The horned face appeared on his palm and the entrance opened, the purple walls moved to make a path for him.


After he entered, the cave sealed itself, leaving him immersed in the purple halo of the single room that was his new habitation.
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                        'It's quite simple but the density of Breath is not bad.'


Noah judged as he took the Breath blessing from his space-ring and placed it at the center of the cave.


'Now, let's see this new technique.'


He was eager to test the effects of his new cultivation technique, it had been too long since he upgraded the training of his dantian.


He sat over the blue mineral and the scroll describing the Dantian's opening technique appeared in his hands, Noah carefully studied it as he understood its contents.


'It doesn't seem too difficult, the only problem is the time needed for the dantian to recover after each training session.'


The Dantian's opening required for Noah to create a link between his dantian and the outside world in order to increase the quantity of Breath absorbed during the usage of the Dark vortex technique.


Also, he needed to slightly modify his rank 2 technique to welcome the new practice, the vortex had to have the dantian as its center instead of his hands, which meant that his skin would create some sort of obstruction.


'To sum it up, the larger the cut on my waist, the less obstruction the vortex will have. It is quite gory but I wasn't expecting anything less from an unorthodox technique.'


Hurt yourself to obtain greater advantages, Noah knew that kind of practice too well.


'Well, I should just try it out.'


He had memorized the technique and the Breath in the cave was so dense that the time in the outside world wouldn't impact his cultivation that much, he couldn't find a reason to delay his training.


A black saber appeared in his hand, Noah carefully pointed it at his low waist as he focused all his attention to the regenerative proprieties of his body.


Since he became a rank 3 mage, he was able to momentarily halt the innate healing of his Yin body, his control over his whole form had greatly improved when his sea of consciousness reached the last stage of the human ranks.


Then, he stabbed his abdomen, the sight of his own skin being cut didn't even make him blink, the Body-inscription spell had made him too used to that scene.


The saber pierced deeply until it reached a small organ that had a shining surface.


'The technique says that even a small hole is enough, I shouldn't take unnecessary risks.'


Noah reviewed the contents of the scroll one last time before he decisively put strength on the saber, the point of his weapon touched the surface of his dantian and pierced it easily.


Noah felt a burning pain coming from his waist, its intensity was similar to when he damaged his mental sphere.


He took his time, he stood still in that position until he became used to the painful sensation, only then did he dare to move his saber again.


He retracted his weapon slowly, the small hole on the surface of his dantian began to release Breath, it naturally returned to the outside world without the restrictions of that center of power.


Noah acted quickly but not rashly, he traced a long line on his abdomen with his weapon, enlarging the wound.


Then, he directly stored the saber and joined his hands over his wound, his thumbs and middle fingers were inserted in the wound as he created the usual dark vortex.


Since his fingers were joint inside his flesh, the center of the vortex shifted and neared his dantian that was still releasing the Breath stored inside it.


At that moment, a great suction force was generated.


As soon as the center of the vortex met the dantian, its rotation speed increased drastically!


Large amounts of dense Breath of the darkness element were captured by the suction force and redirected directly inside the dantian through the hole on its surface.


Pain, incredible pain!


Noah furrowed his brows and gritted his teeth as the Breath entered his dantian and enlarged his form.


Yet, the hole on its surface was also affected by that process, Noah felt as if his waist was being torn apart by a burning blade as the hole stretched together with the rest of the organ.


However, Noah didn't stop.


He had never seen his dantian improving so quickly, he didn't want to stop so soon.


A few hours passed in that way, Noah had his eyes closed and every pore of his body released cold sweat as he endured the painful practice.


Then, his dantian began to show signs of instability as the hole on it became too large, forcing Noah to disperse the vortex and to stop his training.


The vortex disappeared and Breath started to leave his dantian again but Noah was prepared for that situation.


The membrane around his heart compressed itself, sending liquid Breath in his circulatory system.


Also, his mental energy enveloped his dantian, greatly slowing the speed at which the Breath returned to the outside world.


About half an hour had to pass before Noah was able to stabilize the condition of his body, the wound on his waist had healed almost immediately but his dantian had needed half of the liquid Breath inside the membrane to close the hole.


Only then Noah could relax and he slowly laid on the floor of the cave as he assessed his gains.


'This is at least ten times faster than the Dark vortex cultivation technique! However, my dantian needs a few days to completely recover before I'm able to cultivate again. All in all, I say that it's about five to six times faster.'


Noah calculated in his mind as he began to plan another training schedule that could accommodate his new cultivation technique.


'I should be able to do the Dantian's opening twice per week but I should limit myself to one for the time being, I would rather take things slowly with such a dangerous practice.'


His mind was in the third rank so maintaining his concentration while enduring the burning sensation didn't deplete all his mental energy, he was still able to think normally.


'I guess I should practice in the creation of strong wills for now, I don't have the materials to resume my forging and I don't really need any new weapon. I should just focus on becoming used to this new practice for now.'


In the purple halo of his room, Noah closed his eyes as his mind used his ambition to form strong and dense wills.
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                        Noah spent the following weeks in his cave.


There was no immediate need to complete another mission since he had succeeded in one assassination, which was considered the most important kind of mission.


He needed time to become used to his new cultivation technique but he also wanted to explore other aspects of his abilities.


He could cultivate only once per week and his sea of consciousness was enlarging autonomously due to the solid Breath inside it so he found himself with a lot of free time.


However, Noah wasn't the type of cultivator that would just laze around or rest because his centers of power were already improving, he quickly found something else that could fill his days.


Noah had no materials to practice in the Elemental forging method but he could improve the meaning that he injected in the Breath before inscribing an item.


The power of his creations depended on the level of the materials used and on the strength of the will that he managed to inject, he knew that there was a large room for improvement in the latter.


That's why he would often create a will and inject it inside a portion of the Breath inside his mental sphere, he would then evaluate the result only to disperse that Breath shortly after.


This type of training allowed him to slowly increase his ability in giving a meaning to his Breath so to have better effects when he later used it to forge items.


Other than that, he also began to study the diagrams in his possession, the form of his martial arts and the lines of his spells contained the meaning of Heaven and Earth, he wanted to see if he could make some progress in the creation of techniques.


However, studying diagrams was a slow and painful process, Noah was often forced to stop due to the aftereffects that hit his mental sphere as he isolated the various lines.


'I don't know why, but this feels wrong.'


He reached that conclusion after another line exploded in his mind, forcing him to stop studying.


The scroll describing the Blood drain spell was put back inside the space-ring as Noah laid on a mat to think about that matter.


He had decided to study the diagram of the Blood drain spell, he was a rank 3 mage now, he was barely able to endure the isolation of the lines of a rank 2 spell.


Also, the Blood drain spell was the spell that interested him the most: Not only did it match Noah's Demonic form, but it also contained part of the secrets behind the evolution process of the magical beasts!


Noah wanted to resume training his body but he knew that obtaining a rank 5 body-nourishing method anytime soon was simply impossible, the only other option was to create a nourishing method himself.


Yet, he continued to have the feeling that something was wrong with his approach.


'This is the standard procedure, every cultivator begins with the isolation of the lines of the diagrams. Then, when they are more skilled, they can attempt to create diagrams from their sheer understanding of the nature of the Breath. I am limited by my inscription method, Heaven and Earth will never allow me to hear the Breath but I've managed to surpass that hurdle.'


Noah had created a martial art.


Its foundation came from the rank 0 Shadow step spell but Noah added Breath containing his will to obtain effects that matched a rank 4 martial art.


'This approach though limits myself to copying preexisting diagrams, I will never be able to create something from scratch this way. Also, I can only obtain simple effects while having limited uses of my Shadow sprint.'


Shadow sprint was the name that he gave to his martial art.


The Shadow sprint and the Three Forms of the Ashura were on the same level but they were worlds apart when it came to their complexity.


The Shadow sprint could only do one thing: Create a propulsion force that greatly increased the speed of the cultivator.


The Three Forms of the Ashura, instead, had various effects.


Not only it improved a preexisting martial art, but it also created four additional arms and weapons!


Then, there were the Three Forms, its complexity was simply on another level.


'Ivor's legacy doesn't even mention this issue, the previous practitioners of the Elemental forging method have only focused on inscribed items.'


Noah thought that but he knew that the truth was slightly different.


The previous practitioners of his inscription method could only focus on inscribed items because they died or injured themselves before they could attempt in the creation of techniques.


The Elemental forging method was dangerous, Noah was the last known practitioner after all.


'I believe that I'm in uncharted territory here.'


Noah sighed as he pondered about the issue.


To create a technique or a spell, one needed to understand the meaning behind the behavior of the Breath and reproduce it in the form of gestures or diagrams.


Yet, Noah was one of the individuals that could not hear the meaning of the Breath, he was forced to use weaker or unorthodox inscription methods to overcome that hurdle.


'The Elemental forging method steals Breath from Heaven and Earth and uses the will of the practitioner to set a meaning to it. Then, it fuses that Breath with various materials to create weapons that carry the practitioner's meaning.'


Noah reviewed the details of his inscription method to find the reason behind his odd feeling.


'Following this concept, I should not use the lines of the diagrams created with the attunement method or similar practices. The logical procedure would be to create diagrams that carry my meaning, but that would be as if I was creating a different language that only I know how to speak. Also, this new language would need the backing of a strong power in order to have the same value as the one of Heaven and Earth.'


Noah continued to consider that new idea, no matter how impossible it looked, that seemed the real usage of his inscription method for the creation of techniques.
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                        'That would need a will powerful enough to create strong effects all by itself.'


Noah continued to think about the issue of creating techniques with his inscription method.


The Shadow sprint was a martial art that used both preexisting diagrams and personal meaning, each one of those elements alone wasn't enough to reach the level of the fourth rank.


Yet, Noah's conclusion was to use only the personal meaning!


'This isn't just a matter of strong wills, I would need for my sea of consciousness to dictate meanings that can match those of Heaven and Earth, this seems delusional.'


The Breath of Heaven and Earth carried their meaning which had no form.


Cultivators that created techniques and spells were able to write that meaning in the form of diagrams or inscriptions so that they could produce the wanted effects.


However, Noah was thinking about creating something completely from scratch, using his mind as the entity that generated such meanings.


'This is impossible, at least in my current state. I'm still a human, these are matters handled by entities or Gods, I can't hope to do something so amazing with my rank 3 sea of consciousness. I guess it's enough to have reached this conclusion for now.'


Noah ended his brainstorming and decided to put that issue in hold until his mind became stronger.


He then gave up on studying the diagrams of his spells, there was no need to waste time and risk his mental sphere if he was going to use another method in the future, he could just resume the isolation of the lines of the diagrams later on if he needed to do so.


His days became empty again, Noah would randomly practice in his martial arts as he waited to become used to his new cultivation technique.


A total of three months passed, Noah had never exited his cave in that period but he had succeeded in his objective.


He had become quite skilled in the Dantian's opening and he had ultimately decided to practice it only three times every two weeks.


The truth was that he could easily cultivate with that technique twice per week but he decided to go easy on his dantian: Not only the constant stress could be harmful, but it would also force Noah to stay locked in his cave for the whole time.


His dantian needed time to completely recover after each cultivation session and cultivating too often would put Noah in a state of constant healing.


Noah hadn't forgotten his position, he was a disciple of the Chasing demon sect and he was wanted by at least one big nation, he wanted to be ready to fight at any moment.


Three Dantian's openings in two weeks were the perfect compromise between a fast cultivation speed and a stable battle prowess.


The matter with his new cultivation technique was settled so he decided to exit his cave to complete some mission, Roy had warned him not to push the patience of Elder Iris after all.


The residential area for the cultivators in the second rank was quite far from the building containing the missions of the sect.


The disciples that weren't cultivating or busy in some mission would use the central space of the area to entertain themselves and engage in discussions accompanied by good food and drinks.


When Noah exited his cave, he was surprised to see a large table with fifteen or so cultivators happily sitting around it.


'So, they really gather here, I guess they prefer not to use the taverns on the surface too much.'


Roy had told him that, even if they had control of the archipelago, the representatives of the continent would still strike hard whenever they discovered traces of the Hive.


That's why it was safer to spend time in the sect rather than on the surface, there was no reason to risk being exposed just to have a drink under the sunlight.


The disciples on the table were silenced at the sight of Noah's cave opening, they were aware that a new disciple had joined their ranks but they had only seen him in the building with the missions, he had isolated himself right after he completed his assassination.


'There are even rank 1 cultivators, they should be outer disciples waiting to obtain access to the resources of the sect.'


Noah thought as he gazed at the group at the center of the residential area.


The strongest cultivator in the group was in the solid stage of the second rank but Noah had a rank 3 sea of consciousness, it was impossible for those disciples to stop his inspection.


Traces of envy and even arrogance could be seen on their expressions as they looked at Noah, it was obvious that they felt superior to that newcomer.


'I guess I should try a bit harder this time, I am their fellow disciple after all.'


Noah didn't care about their gazes, he could understand the reason behind their pride.


He had joined the sect because Roy had taken interest in his personality while most of the other disciples had to either pass a test or had some connection with the elders, Noah seemed privileged in their eyes.


Yet, he didn't want trouble as soon as he entered the sect and he also didn't want to isolate himself as usual so he thought about interacting with them a little.


His gaze was still on the disciples when he nodded before turning to leave in the direction of the mission's building.


"…"


The cultivators on the table sat speechless at that gesture and stared at his figure disappearing in the distance with wide eyes.


Normally speaking, a newcomer would pay its respects to the more experienced disciples and try to establish a peaceful relationship.


However, Noah had isolated himself for three months as soon as he completed his mission and, when he had finally come out of his seclusion, he just nodded.


"What's wrong with this guy?"


"Maybe he is shy."


"Shy? He stood still for five entire breaths before nodding!"


"I think that provoking him isn't the best approach."


"Do you think that we should invite him? Since when the older disciples have to take the first step?"


"We should still try to befriend him before the other factions do, he seems strong, we should try to make him join our team."



						




                    


                
				
                    347. Sea snake“s tears

					
					

                    
                        Noah was unaware of the conversation of the disciples in the residential area but he didn't care much about it.


He had always been a loner, with few exceptions when it came to people that managed to become important in his life.



                
            
                
                    
                
            
                

                
            
                
                    
                
            
                
                    
                
            
            
        
            



            
            
                
                    Yet, Lily was dead, William served the Balvan family, June was in the Utra country, and he had left Nina to search for better cultivation resources, the few relationships that he managed to build seemed to always conflict with his ambition.


'Cultivation is a long and lonely journey, even the heirs of the large-size noble family will eventually exhaust the support that their family can give them.'


Those words resounded in Noah's mind as he went for the mission's building.


The image of the disciples happily feasting in the residential area was still on his mind, he could clearly see how the majority of them were still unaware of the true nature of the cultivation world.


It couldn't be helped, Noah had really seen too much, his many misadventures only empowered his natural cold demeanor.


'I guess there is no need to rush, I will just focus on accumulating merit points, I will eventually learn to know someone. I am a member of the sect after all, I will spend a lot of time here.'


Noah had always been used to exploit the various organizations that he came in contact with.


However, at that time, he was a proper disciple, he needed to work for the greater good of the sect.


'I would have completely avoided joining any organization if cultivation resources weren't so hard to obtain. Well, the Chasing demon sect has offered me good conditions in the end.'


He was satisfied with his current status.


The sect, as an underground organization, provided cover to his identity and it didn't hinder his progress in any way.


The only thing that Noah had to give in return was some mission every few months which didn't bother him at all.


The mission's building appeared in his eyes and he went directly for the first floor, where cultivators in the second rank were.


The usual envious gazes were shot at him but Noah didn't even look at the others in the room as he pressed his palm on the formation on the surface of the desk.


The list of resources suitable for the rank of his dantian appeared in his mind and he calmly sorted out those that were useful to him.





Earth pills and, their improved version, Yellow-Earth pills helped the dantian in the breakthroughs between the three stages of a rank but Noah's mental sphere was too strong, he didn't need any external help.


Curative and situational potions and pills were also useless, Noah had stashed far more of those medicines than needed, he wouldn't waste merit points for them.


There were rank 4 martial arts but their prices were exorbitant, Noah guessed that he had to spend months doing assassination missions only to gather the necessary points for one of them.


The spells listed on that floor were in the second rank at best, they couldn't increase Noah's battle prowess since he was already a rank 3 mage, using them would probably limit his power instead.


'I should wait for when I gain access to the next floor for the expensive purchases, now I should just stabilize my situation.'


He willed and a list of pills and potions remained in his mind.


'These should all have beneficial effects on the dantian, it's better to have them and pair them with my new cultivation technique.'


The Dantian's opening put his center of power under heavy stress.


It couldn't be helped, unorthodox techniques were famous for their fast results but they were also known for their unusual and dangerous practices.


The Forging of the Seven Hells had allowed Noah to obtain a rank 3 body without the help of a dantian but he had to risk his life every time he underwent the procedures.


In the same way, the Dantian's opening increased the speed at which his dantian improved because it directly poured Breath in its insides and it exploited the suction force of the preexisting cultivation technique to further increase the enlarging speed.


However, the price to pay was a wounded dantian.


Noah had chosen that technique over the improved Dark vortex because he preferred a fast cultivation over a safe and steady one and because he was confident in the healing capabilities of his body.


Yet, he couldn't help but worry about the long-term repercussions that his center of power might eventually suffer.


That's why Noah was looking for resources that specifically targeted the dantian.


'Heaven pill, Purple seaweed potion, Heat-refining pill… The sect sure has a good variety for even if doesn't match the academy.'


Noah read the descriptions of the many items and ultimately went for the most expensive ones, he wouldn't be stingy when it came to his centers of power.


'Sea snake's tears, this is the most expensive potion in the field. It says that it has great curative effects on the dantian and that it also helps in strengthening its walls. It should be perfect.'


Noah memorized the price and moved toward the pillar where the missions were affixed.


'I should avoid those that require the gathering of information, they are the longest and the less remunerative ones. I should aim for those that concern threats and bribes and do the assassination ones on if necessary.'


Noah didn't want to gather too much attention to himself.


He was always careful whenever he made a move but the assassination missions were the most valued ones in the sect, which meant that they had more repercussions on the archipelago.


Noah didn't want to become the target of some legal organization or end up in a trap.


Under the gaze of the other disciples, he registered for five missions that needed for him to threaten certain cultivators that had positions that the Hive could exploit.


Then he moved toward the matrixes that would teleport him on the island where his first target was.



						




                    


                
				
                    348. Daughter

					
					

                    
                        On island one hundred and ninety-one, in a dark tavern illuminated only by the few candles sparsely placed in the hall.


An anxious middle-aged soldier was conversing with a hooded figure as they sat on a table in the back of the room.


"Please, you must understand! The captain is looking for moles like he has never done before! After the assassination on island one hundred and fifty-eight, every legal faction is keeping its attention on all of us! I can't give you the reports about the shipments of the next month."


The soldier pleaded the hooded figure, he looked pitiful and even scared when he said those words.


The hooded figure was, of course, Noah.


That was the last of his missions, it had taken him an entire day to complete the other four and he was now doing his best to convince the soldier in front of him to sell the information about the provisions that the continent sent to its representatives in the archipelago.


Noah released a bit of his aura, the soldier was only a rank 1 mage, he immediately stopped speaking when he felt the cold pressure enveloping him.


"P-please, I, I really can't."


However, the soldier continued to refuse even after that.


'The other four gave up as soon as they sensed the difference in power… It seems that I have to use another approach.'


Noah thought, deciding to change tactic.


He took a small sip from his jug and put a hand on the side of his head in a pensive gesture.


"Bill, right? You have a daughter named Cora if I'm not wrong."


Bill's expression froze after he heard Noah's words, his hands began to tremble as he sat silently, waiting for the hooded man to continue.


"You have always been happy to work with us, our cooperation allowed her to obtain a rank 1 cultivation technique and a rank 2 martial art. She should be in the liquid stage by now, am I right?"


Bill didn't move, Noah's words resounded in his mind and he was incapable to provide any answer.


However, Noah wanted him to understand the situation he was in.


Even more of his aura was released as he repeated his words in a slow but calm manner.


"Am I right?"


Bill was awakened by that question and timidly nodded, cold sweat traced shining lines on his face as it fell on the wooden table.


Noah sighed and shook his head, he purposely accentuated those gestures before he resumed to speak.


"They grow up so quickly and the expenses for the techniques can only increase as their level rises. I wonder what she will do when her dad disappears… We might find a job for her so that she can continue to cultivate but this really isn't something I suggest, I don't like to see promising kids ruined by lecherous old men."


Noah spoke slowly, he wanted to make sure that Bill understood the meaning behind his threat.


Bill suppressed an angered shout as he lowered his head.


"You Hive are evil, using my child like this…"


He spoke softly but Noah could clearly hear what he said.


Yet, he didn't care much, he knew that the soldier was right after all.


Noah had never used the name of the Chasing demon sect during his missions, it was always the Hive that was mentioned.


As an underground organization, the less it was revealed to the public the more mysterious and powerful it would appear.


Most normal citizens weren't even aware that there were different factions, they just labeled any criminal organization of the archipelago as Hive.


Noah silently waited for the man to decide, his cold pressure never left his target.


Then, Bill sighed and took a scroll from the sleeves of his robe and handed it to Noah.


Noah opened it and nodded before storing it inside his space-ring while handing a few thousand Credits to Bill.


"See? It was easy, let's not make it so difficult next time."


Noah spoke as he stood up and patted Bill's shoulder.


Then, he simply left the tavern, Bill's voice ordering more wine reached his ears as he returned to the streets.


'I'm finally done for today.'


Noah internally sighed as he moved toward the deeper and poorer parts of the island.


There, he entered an almost-broken wooden cabin where he placed a few hundred Credits on the floor.


A matrix appeared behind his feet and the pressure of the teleportation hit his mind, in a few seconds, he had returned to the now-familiar purple environment.


He was near the residential area of the disciples in the first rank of the dantian and some of them were silently cleaning the matrixes placed on the purple ground.


They noticed Noah's presence and immediately stood up to perform a polite bow.


They were youths in the gaseous stage, they were the outer disciples of the sect who would act as servants until their cultivation reached the liquid stage.


Noah nodded at them and moved toward the mission's building, the missions of that day would provide him with three hundred merit points, they were enough to buy a bottle of Sea snake's tears.


He quickly reached the first floor of the mission's building and went for the desk, the tattoo on his hand appeared to interact with the formation and confirm the outcome of the missions, the items that he had obtained that day were laid on the formation and disappeared during the process.


Behind him, on the pillar, the missions completed by Noah disappeared and new tablets replaced those empty spaces.


In a few seconds, a bottle containing an azure and dense liquid together with a few thousand Credits appeared on the desk and Noah promptly stored those items inside his space-ring.


The Credits expended for the activation of the matrixes and for the bribes during the missions were refunded by the sect, it would be unproductive to ask for the disciples to pay with their own money after all.


Noah didn't need to pick other missions so he simply returned to his residential area, he was eager to test the effect of the potion.


Yet, as he returned to his cave, he saw that five disciples were waiting right in front of its entrance.



						




                    


                
				
                    349. Chit-chats

					
					

                    
                        A circular table was placed at the center of the residential area of the cultivators in the second rank.


Noah was sitting on a simple chair together with the five disciples that were waiting in front of his cave, they had invited him to join them for a talk and he didn't have a reason to refuse.


Noah strived for a peaceful environment where to cultivate, as a member of the sect, it seemed right to at least maintain friendly relationships with the other disciples.


Yet, as the minutes passed, he started to become impatient.


"Zach, right? Have a taste of this wine, I personally bought it on island forty-nine."


"Why don't you tell us more about yourself? I bet that your story must be amazing!"


"You sure are good looking! We should go together to the brothels on island ninety-nine, I bet that they will give us a discount if you were to come with us!"


The conversations of the disciples differed a lot from what Noah had expected.


'Did they invite me just to have a drink? Where are the prideful stares from before?'


Noah thought as he kept shaking his head every time someone asked him a question, he simply continued to take sips from his cup, waiting for the conversation to reach the important topics.


However, it seemed that their chit-chats had no end.


"The Chasing demon sect has really a shortage of female cultivators, we are forced to go on the surface every once in a while or we will go crazy!"


"The best wine is found in the islands number twenty and below but this one isn't bad at all!"


"Where do you come from? Are you a native of the archipelago? Did you come here from the continent?"


'Are these the normal conversations that cultivators have? Damn, I miss June's surprise attacks, they were easier to endure.'


Noah sighed as he remembered the silver-haired wild girl that only wanted to surpass him.


'She might have surpassed my cultivation level already thanks to the inheritance… Oh well, I have wasted a lot of time escaping after all.'


His mind began to wander as he reviewed the events in the Utra country, the words of the disciples around him became a soft background noise as he lost himself in his memories.


'I wonder what happened to Ivor… Now that I think about it, he was the person closest to me in the eyes of the Royals.'


Ivor was only interested in passing down his inscription method, his mind had been on the verge of falling apart for a long time, only his obsession allowed him to endure the waves of pain that his cracked mental sphere constantly radiated.


'He is either dead or imprisoned.'


That was the obvious conclusion that Noah reached.


He knew that investigations about his background had been made after his disappearance, he was entangled in too many obscure matters after all, the Royals wouldn't just let him go.


However, Noah didn't feel bad about him.


There was a tacit understanding between him and Ivor, the latter knew that Noah had many secrets and that he would eventually leave so he did his best to pass down his knowledge.


Noah, instead, knew that Ivor's life was hanging on a frail thread, only a soft blow was enough to take it away.


'He would have approved my actions, his inscription method is alive and I'm planning to surpass all my predecessors. I should have left more wine though.'


"Zach? Zach! Are you listening?"


Noah's thoughts were interrupted by those words, he returned to reality only to find out that the five disciples were staring at him with displeased gazes.


"No, I wasn't. Listen, why don't you just get to the point? I am busy."


He couldn't endure the chit-chats any longer and just gave voice to his thoughts.


The disciples were surprised by his rash words but they quickly recovered and wore stern expressions, the friendly smiles from before disappeared in less than an instant.


'That's more like it.'


Noah liked that behavior more, even if it was slightly threatening, it was honest.


"New disciples usually pay their respects to their seniors."


The strongest of the group spoke, his peak rank two cultivation level was radiated together with his words.


"Seniority is a matter of strength and no one on this table is stronger than me."


Noah arrogantly replied.


His dantian might have been weaker than that of the disciple but he was a rank 3 mage!


That difference in power could surpass any larger reserve of energy.


The disciple didn't like Noah's words and his eyes sharpened as he spoke to him in a calm voice.


"Oh, would you like to prove it? I, Perry Seaborn, challenge the new honorary disciple to a battle! Do you have the guts to accept the challenge?"


Perry's words made the other four disciples gasp in surprise as they moved their gazes toward Noah, eagerly waiting for his answer.


However, Noah directly refused.


"No."


It was a simple word but the atmosphere created by Perry's heroic challenge was disrupted with it.


'It was a waste of time.'


Noah internally shook his head as he stood up and moved to return to his cave.


"Wait! Don't you have any honor? First, you claim yourself as the strongest among us and then you refuse my challenge?"


Noah turned his head only to see that even Perry had stood up and was pointing his hand toward him.


Noah simply shrugged his shoulders at that reprimand as he explained his intentions.


"What's the point of fighting? Why would I fight only to prove my strength? Pride is for the orthodox sects, we fight for benefits."


The disciples listened to Noah's words and their eyes widened in understanding, they couldn't help but think that his mindset was that of a proper demon!


A tinge of shame appeared on Perry's face as he listened to his words, Noah was right, they were assassins and criminals, what kind of honor would they even have?


"The winner gets a three thousand merit points from the loser, is that ok with you?"


Perry changed tactic which worked as he hoped.


Noah became immediately interested in that offer and turned completely to face the man at the peak of the second rank.


"I accept your challenge then."



						




                    


                
				
                    350. Battle

					
					

                    
                        The Chasing demon sect was filled by excited rumors in the following days.


Perry, the strongest disciple in the residential area of the rank 2 cultivators, had challenged Noah, the new honorary disciple of the sect.


The rumors, as per their nature, didn't tell the exact events that led Perry to issue the challenge.


"I heard that Zach was so disrespectful that he refused to even look at Perry!"


"No. I heard that Senior Perry was forced to challenge Zach because he wouldn't accept his honest pointers."


"I actually heard that Zach refused Perry's challenge until he offered him merit points. I even heard that Zach accused Perry of being more suitable for the orthodox sects."


'Words run faster than light, how did I even end in this situation.'


Noah thought as he heard the many voices coming from the stages around him.


He was in one of the training areas of the sect, the purple terrain was filled by inscriptions and many seats were placed all around the battle area.


Only seventy percent of the seats were filled, the audience was mostly made of rank 1 and 2 cultivators with only a few rank 3 disciples that had connections with Perry.


Of course, Noah was unaware of Perry's title as the strongest disciple in the second rank and didn't also know about his connections with the rank 3 cultivators that were on the stages.


Perry was on the other side of the arena, his tight gray robe coupled with his burly body gave him a heroic aura, a few women in the audience found themselves unable to move their gazes away from him.


Noah, on the other hand, seemed incredibly plain.


He wore his usual black suit and his short but messy hair conflicted with his cold expression.


Also, his body was slender rather than bulgy and he was shorter than Perry, if looks could decide the outcome of a battle, Noah would have lost already.


However, some spectators didn't have the same thoughts as the rest of the audience.


Noah didn't radiate any kind of aura, not even a whiff of his cultivation level could be discerned by the inspections of the cultivators in the second rank.


Those in the third rank, instead, stared at him with surprised expressions and even with traces of interest, they seemed to have picked up some clues about Noah's power.


Roy walked from behind Noah and neared his mouth to his ear as he whispered a few words.


"The rules of the sect are laxer when it comes to official challenges but try to go easy on him, he is a promising disciple."


After those warnings, Roy moved toward the stages, bows were performed by the cultivators that he passed by.


'As I suspected, he knows about my unusual situation.'


Noah thought.


He knew that Roy was stronger than him so there was a high chance that he had understood his power.


Also, he had made Noah stop on the first floor of the mission's building, meaning that he knew that he was still a rank 2 cultivator.


'Even Elder Iris has laid her eyes on me, it was impossible to hide this information after all.'


The information Noah was thinking about was, of course, his rank 3 sea of consciousness!


He had initially hoped to hide that quality until he became rank 3 cultivator but he had met cultivators far stronger than him as soon as he entered the sect, he simply couldn't hide his power from them.


However, Noah soon accepted that outcome, he was a proper member of the sect, the information about his power could only be divulged to other disciples but never to outsiders.


'Let's see, how should I approach this?'


Noa began to think about the imminent battle.


He was completely confident in his capability to defeat Perry but he had to limit himself in the battle.


That wasn't a fight to the death after all, it was only a simple spar to decide who was the stronger between the two of them.


'The Demonic form is an absolute no, it's better to not use the Demonic swords either. The Mental tremor is another no, Perry's sea of consciousness would just shatter under that spell. Warp and martial arts then.'


Noah set the fighting style in his mind and begun to walk toward Perry.


The audience was silenced by that gesture and they raised their concentration, waiting for the battle to begin.


Perry didn't waste time, as soon as he saw Noah's near him, he did the same, wielding a short sword as he jumped at the man in front of him.


Two white sabers appeared in Noah's hands and four additional arms materialized as he prepared himself for the imminent clash.


Then, the six sabers met the short sword.


Noah found himself forced to use three weapons to defend from the explosive power behind the sword, it seemed that Perry's body had the strength of a giant as he slashed vertically.


However, even if he was sent back, Noah managed to defend and his other sabers were able to land on Perry's body.


The first clash ended quickly, Noah was pushed back for a few meters but he was unharmed.


Perry, instead, remained still in his position as he stared at the three cuts on his robe.


The skin behind the robe showed some light wounds, a few drops of blood came out of them before the regenerative proprieties of his body healed them.


'Strange. His body is clearly oriented toward strength and defense but he uses such an unsuitable weapon, maybe his martial art will be different.'


Noah analyzed the clash and found something amiss in Perry's fighting style.


"Shall we get serious?"


Perry asked with a smile but Noah only answered with a shrug of his shoulders.


Perry then charged again, his massive body resembled a horned bull pouncing at Noah as he stretched the short sword right in front of him.


The tip of the sword began to shine with a brown light and his body accelerated, releasing a gray smoke due to the friction force with the air.


Staring at the incoming horned fuming figure, Noah knew that he had to dodge.
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                        Time seemed to slow down as Noah began to analyze Perry's attack.


'I don't sense mental energy so it's a martial art but I can't figure out its element. It's a fast and strong move, I can't block it even with the Second Form.'


Noah concluded, Perry gained speed as it continued to charge toward him.


His martial arts had always focused on speed and precision, his attacks couldn't match a rank 4 martial art that focused on sheer power.


Perry became closer, Noah could feel how the temperature in the area rose due to his seemingly unstoppable charge.


Then, when Perry's horn was about to hit Noah, a shockwave resounded on the battlefield.


Noah activated the Shadow sprint, after he could store solid Breath in his mental sphere, the number of usages of his martial art that he was capable of increased drastically, he had more than sixty sprints available at that moment!


The sudden increase in speed made Noah disappear right in front of Perry's eyes, the latter was unable to stop himself, he crashed on the defensive layer that covered the battlefield, making the inscriptions on it flicker to no end.


Perry turned to stare at his opponent, a long cut had appeared on his robe but there was no blood coming out of it, only a white mark was present on his skin.


'His defense also increases when he performs that move, this might be annoying.'


Noah analyzed again.


He had slashed Perry's side when he evaded his attack but the outcome was disappointing, he didn't manage to inflict any damage.


"You are not using the full power of your martial art!"


Perry angrily complained.


"Why would I? I can just continue to dodge until you are exhausted, your martial art suffers against fast opponents."


Noah covered his lies with his analysis of Perry's moves.


It was true that the weakness of his martial art was its scarce maneuverability but Noah's usages of the Shadow sprint were limited.


'At this rate, I will deplete the Breath in my mind before I manage to pierce his defenses.'


Noah was trying to contain himself.


Not only that battle was a friendly spar and gravely injuring someone was something to avoid, but Noah was also heavily restricted.


He knew that, in order to win, he had to surprise Perry with his strongest move when he was defenseless.


Luckily for him, he was a rank 3 mage.


His mind was so strong that he could easily ponder about the battle and create tactics as he fought, he had discovered the weakness of Perry's attack after just one move after all.


"It seems that you are underestimating me!"


Perry shouted in anger as he resumed his charging form with his small sword stretched in front of him.


Noah watched the bull-like shape coming at him again and dodged at the last second thanks to his martial art, he slashed toward one of the natural weak points of the human body that time.


His white sabers cut the skin on the frontal part of Perry's elbow, he was satisfied to see that a few red lines had appeared on his weapons.


However, just when he was about to turn to watch Perry land on the defensive layer, a sense of danger hit his mind.


Perry performed another technique, his charge suddenly did a V-shaped turn and aimed toward Noah's new position.


The audience gasped when they saw that Noah was taken by surprise, in their minds, it was impossible for him to avoid that attack from such a short distance.


BOOM!


A loud sound resounded in the area.


Perry crashed on the defensive layer again, no sign of Noah could be seen in front of him or on the ground.


"I have to admit, I didn't think it was possible to make such a sharp turn with your speed and frame. Tell me the truth, that move pushes your body to the limit so you can't use it often, right?"


Noah's voice resounded in the arena but Perry couldn't find him anywhere.


Yet, when he looked toward the audience, he saw that they were staring at a point mid-air.


Only then did he raise his head and found his opponent.


Noah had a calm expression as two pairs of wings behind his back flapped rhythmically, his feet would kick the air from time to time to activate the Shadow step spell that kept him flying.


Perry didn't answer Noah's question, his eyes sharpened when he realized that his opponent could fly.


Generally speaking, only cultivators in the heroic ranks or specific spells of rank 3 cultivators could allow someone to fight in the air.


That's why most martial arts and spells in the lower ranks had flying opponents as a weakness, they simply weren't created to face such enemies.


That was one of the reasons why Noah didn't let go of Echo to create a new blood companion with his inscription method, he valued his ability to fly more than any other little increase in strength.


"You don't have a way to hit me up here, do you? Do you want to give up?"


Noah nonchalantly asked, he only wanted the merit points so that he could return to his cave to cultivate, that battle was a complete waste of time in his mind.


However, Perry snorted at his proposal and placed the sharp side of his sword on the palm of his hand.


Then, he retracted it with a fast gesture.


Noah became interested, he sensed that mental energy was being used, Perry was finally using a spell!


Drops of blood fell on the ground, his palm bleed from the cut created during the previous gesture.


'It doesn't heal like the other injuries. Also, I feel that some sort of connection has been created between his palm and the ground.'


Noah analyzed everything, nothing could escape the probing of his mind.


The ground began to shake, small boulders started to come out of the terrain which morphed as they reached the surface.


Purple humanoid figures about one meter tall appeared on the surface and began to surround Perry, in just a few seconds, more than twenty golems were formed.
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                        'Earth element!'


At the sight of the purple golems, Noah understood Perry's aptitude.


'The terrain here comes from the surface, it's not part of the exoskeleton of the Purple corals.'


Perry's spell made Noah realize that the battlefield was created on top of the exoskeleton and wasn't a part of it.


'It makes sense, the sect probably wanted to create a fair environment where its disciples could challenge themselves.'


The environment could affect a cultivator's battle prowess.


Fighting underwater would be detrimental for cultivators of the fire element while it would favor those with a water aptitude.


In the same way, a cultivator of the earth element would have heavy restrictions if it could not control the terrain around him.


The exoskeleton of the Purple coral was a quasi-rank 6 material while Perry was only a rank 2 mage, it was impossible for him to affect it.


The golems around Perry began to move, they created a trampoline with their arms which pushed the golems that jumped on it in the air.


Noah saw how three golems flew in the air toward him, their movements were clunky, giving them a funny aura.


However, there was nothing funny in the power that they held.


Noah felt a dangerous sensation coming from the golems that were nearing him, they were slow but they seemed heavy, facing them wasn't the smart approach.


That's why he simply dodged, they couldn't fly after all, they had no way to follow Noah as he flew toward another part of the battlefield.


Yet, just as he dodged the first jumping golem, it detonated, creating a shockwave so loud that even Noah's balance was affected.


Noah didn't have time to adjust his position when two other explosions happened.


BOOM BOOM!


The audience was protected by the protective layer but the weaker disciples on the stages had to cover their ears to protect themselves from the loud sound.


Noah's balance was in chaos, he couldn't control his wings anymore and he could only use the Shadow step spell to land safely on the ground.


Perry didn't let go of that chance, he charged as soon as he discerned Noah's landing spot.


Yet, when Perry was about to hit him, twenty ethereal sabers surrounded Noah's figure, they slashed recklessly at Perry, covering his body with injures as Noah dodged again.


Perry crashed on the defensive layer, his eyes showed his surprise as he turned to look at Noah.


He saw how black veins had appeared on the white skin of his opponent and a cold aura was radiated from his figure.


First Form of the Ashura!


Liquid Breath inside his body!


Two of Noah's abilities were revealed, it seemed that Perry's spell had finally forced Noah to use part of his real power.


'My rank 3 mental sphere can't defend against such a powerful spell by itself, it's time to end this.'


Noah thought about the situation and didn't hesitate to become serious.


Perry was a peak rank 2 cultivator after all, his spells expressed the full power of his level.


On the other hand, Noah was only using his martial arts and relying on his superior battle experience to fight him, without using proper defensive methods, he couldn't defend against the formless shockwaves that the explosions of his puppets created.


Spells could only be blocked by other spells or by techniques on a higher level.


Noah knew that his Demonic form would have been enough to annihilate the purple golems and block Perry's spell once for all but he would probably kill his opponent in the process.


'If I can't defend, I'll simply attack.'


Those were Noah's thoughts as he charged toward Perry.


The latter wasn't surprised, more blood fell from his palm which generated more golems as it came in contact with the ground.


At the same time, the golems that he had left behind ran toward him, Noah found himself encircled by more than thirty golems before he could even reach Perry.


However, he knew that they couldn't explode.


He was too close to Perry, the shockwave would hurt both of them, the golems were there only as a form of obstruction.


The First Form of the Ashura was performed, more than twenty ethereal sabers attacked the golems around Noah, opening a path toward his opponent.


Perry focused on generating more golems, his face paled as more blood was poured on the ground.


'He wants to see who will last longer!'


Noah understood Perry's intentions.


'This spell is probably his strongest attack, I just need to beat it and the battle will be over.'


Noah's intentions were clear, he wanted to destroy all the golems in front of him and reach Perry.


However, no matter how much he cut those puppets, they didn't stop moving, even those cut in half would still crawl toward him to hinder his advance.


Little by little, Noah was forced back.


It was the first time that he was losing due to the numerical disadvantage, his martial arts had always been perfect for those situations but they were still martial arts, they couldn't match the spell of a rank 2 mage.


When Noah was forced to retreat at ten meters of distance from Perry, three of the smallest golems jumped recklessly on him and began to radiate a dangerous aura.


'They are going to explode!'


Noah knew that Perry was using that chance to inflict the final blow.


'How caring of him, he is making sure that I won't die.'


There were bigger golems around him but only the smallest and maimed ones had jumped on him, it was obvious that the power behind their explosions would be lower.


'I guess I'll just show him that he never had a chance from the beginning then.'


Black flames surrounded his body as soon as the first golem exploded.


Then, the other two followed.


An even louder shockwave resounded in the area, the protective layer flickered under the aftereffects of Perry's spell.


A purple cloud was generated in the middle of the encirclement, looking at it, Perry was sure that Noah didn't manage to use one of his sudden acceleration.


Yet, just as he was about to relax, black flames appeared next to him.


One thick saber curved the air as it slashed vertically toward his face, the killing intent behind the weapon was so dense that he found himself unable to move, he could only watch as the blade continued in his upward path.


The tip of the saber seemed to miss him, only a small cut appeared on the point of his nose, a drop of blood fell on the ground as the flames disappeared and Noah's unharmed figure became visible.
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                        Perry was speechless.


Noah stood still, his gaze was fixed on him and the pressure that his mind was capable of was completely unfolded.


Perry couldn't move, his mind worked at full speed to analyze the recent events but he didn't find any mistake in his battle tactic.


The only possible conclusion was that Noah had always been holding back.


'He didn't even use an offensive spell, actually, he only used one spell from the beginning of the battle.'


Those were his thoughts as he slowly understood the situation.


He knew that the attack from earlier didn't miss by chance, Noah had purposely held back and retracted his sabers at the last second, Perry couldn't help but feel beaten under every aspect.


Noah's cold gaze coupled with his suffocating aura was a clear message, Perry knew that he would receive mercy only once in that fight.


His legs lost strength and he fell on his knees, realizing that he could have just died if Noah didn't hold back made him lose any will to fight.


"I… I surrender."


Those soft words reawakened the silent audience, they had been holding their breath since the three golems in the encirclement exploded.


Then, they too understood.


Those in the second and first rank couldn't sense the pressure that Noah was radiating but one thing was clear in their minds: Noah had won, he was the strongest rank 2 cultivator of the sect!


Cheers and loud comments could be heard, Noah was a disciple of the sect after all, the other members were happy to see that the power of the Chasing demon sect had increased once more.


Noah stretched his hand toward Perry, a horned face appeared on his palm as he waited for the latter's reaction.


Perry understood the meaning behind his gesture, his hand reached Noah's one and the two tattoos interacted with each other.


Three thousand merit points were transferred to Noah, he nodded at Perry when the transaction was over and pulled his arm to help him stand up.


Perry had still traces of confusion on his face but a tinge of respect had appeared, he was by no means weak but he had been outclassed in every aspect by the new honorary disciple.


"The sect is lucky to have you."


He performed a polite bow as he said those words, Noah shook his head as he patted his shoulder to console him.


"Don't be too hard on yourself. You are definitely strong for your level, you simply never had a chance to beat me."


Noah was a rank 3 mage, just one of his offensive spells would have been enough to destroy Perry.


Perry seemed to understand something, he was a rank 2 mage nearing the peak of the rank after all, being suppressed by a mage on his same level was impossible.


'Unless… Unless he is a rank 3 mage!'


That realization hit his mind and caused waves of shock.


No matter how impossible it sounded, that was the only conclusion that Perry could come up with.


Noah had always been able to react and to analyze each one of Perry's attack and that last burst of killing intent didn't belong to the world of the rank 2 mages.


His mind was in chaos as he stared at the honorary disciple that had already turned around to leave, Perry suddenly felt glad that he didn't provoke him more than that.


'This is settled, now I can finally test the effects of the Sea snake's tears.'


Noah thought as he walked outside of the arena but he stopped for a few seconds when he felt that a few powerful gazes were trying to probe him.


He turned his head and saw that the rank 3 cultivators in the audience had incredulous expressions as they watched him, they were either amazed by Noah's peculiarity or surprised that he had noticed their gazes.


'Oh well, this is a safe environment, they would have found out about my mental sphere anyway at some point.'


Noah covered his figure in layers of mental energy and left the area to return to his cave, his methods couldn't completely prevent the rank 3 cultivators from understanding his level but they could at least confuse the results of their probing.


Roy appeared in front of him as he entered one of the purple tunnels, he had a satisfied expression as he nodded at Noah.


"You did well, the other disciples will respect you from now on."


Noah shrugged his shoulders at that remark.


"If respect allows me to cultivate in peace, then it is welcome."


Roy sighed at that answer and followed Noah as he continued to return to his cave.


"The other factions have taken interest in you, my next days will be filled by meetings with the other rank 3 cultivators because of you."


Roy's comment made Noah slow his pace, he knew that there were factions inside the sect but he wasn't clear about their areas of interest.


"Can't I just join your faction?"


He asked.


Roy was honest and seemed ready to solve any of his doubts, if Noah could choose, he would rather pick him as his captain.


However, Roy shook his head at that question.


"I handle the recruitment and supervise the human matters inside the sect while answering directly to my mother. Also, I'm forbidden from creating a faction: I have the backing of a cultivator in the heroic ranks after all, how could the other factions compete with mine if I were to form one?"


Noah listened to his words and understood a few things.


The first one was that every faction had a rank 3 cultivator in charge, those in the heroic ranks couldn't influence or help in human matters.


The second one was that he would be forced to join a faction at some point, Noah knew that the missions in the building were just the most basic occupations inside the sect, the real gains had to be where the powerful cultivators were.


"Could you tell me more about the factions?"
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                        Noah was in his cave, a deep wound was on his waist as he cultivated the Dantian's opening technique.


Breath of the darkness element was attracted inside the dark vortex, entering his dantian and enlarging its form.


That was the second time that week that he cultivated, only three days had passed since his last training session.


After a few hours, he stopped, injecting the liquid Breath in the membrane around his heart inside his circulatory system to heal his injuries.


In about ten minutes, all his wounds were healed.


Then, he took a bottle containing a dense azure liquid from his space-ring and drank half of its contents.


A cold sensation filled his low waist, Noah focused his mental energy on that spot to inspect the effects of the potion.


His dantian, which seemed perfectly healthy before, showed signs of further healing.


The scars created after Noah's unorthodox cultivation technique slowly disappeared and the walls of the organ seemed to assume a metallic nature under the nourishment of the potion.


After half an hour, the cold sensation disappeared and Noah heaved a sigh of relief.


'This potion is indeed perfect for my situation, my dantian feels stronger already.'


Noah thought as he retracted the mental energy from his body.


That was the third time that he used the Sea snake's tears and he could clearly feel the positive effects that it had on his center of power.


Not even two weeks had passed since his battle with Perry and had exited his cave only once in that period.


The reason for that was because he wanted to spend his merit points to purchase more potions.


'Each bottle is enough for two treatments. This is my second bottle and half of its contents are gone, considering that I still have nine bottles left, I can cultivate peacefully for nine weeks and a half.'


With the help of the potion, Noah resolved himself to perform the Dantian's opening twice per week, meaning that he would expend one bottle of the Sea snake's tears each week.


'A bit more than two months, I will be forced to complete more missions after that.'


After testing the effects of the potion, Noah didn't dare to cultivate without it.


Unorthodox techniques were dangerous, Noah had been forced to train in the Forging of the Seven Hells in the past because the Balvan family didn't give him any other option.


Yet, this time, he was training in a dangerous technique by his own will.


Since his cultivation speed was already fast, he would rather train safely now that he found a method to reduce the aftereffects of his technique.


Also, he had nothing to do in the days between each training session, he could easily use that time to gather merit points.


'Roy should be almost over with the meetings, I wonder if the various leaders will agree to my request.'


The last time that he spoke with Roy, Noah had asked information about the various factions.


Yet, Roy could only give him a general overview of their fields of interest, he wasn't aware of the actual benefits that each faction enjoyed.


He was only a supervisor after all, he had to make sure that there weren't major conflicts inside the sect while recruiting new members, he wouldn't investigate the factions as long as they did their job.


The Chasing demon sect had the Chasing Demon as its leader, that alone was enough to suppress any thought that could harm the sect.


It must be said that there were methods to safely break the restrictions applied by the oaths, a strong power and peculiar practices were needed but it was possible.


Heaven and Earth were fair, if methods to bind people existed, then methods to free them had to exist too.


For the members of the underground organizations, gaining access to those methods wasn't hard.


Both the Hive and the representatives of the continent had them, their interrogations would always be fruitless if the oaths were unbreakable.


Yet, with such a mysterious and fearsome leader, every disciple of the Chasing demon sect was proud of its status, they belonged to one of the strongest organizations of the archipelago after all.


Since Noah couldn't discover much about the factions, he had ultimately asked Roy to set up a meeting with the various leaders or their representatives, he would rather be the one to decide which side he picked.


Another week passed but no traces of Roy could be found.


Noah didn't mind it, he limited himself to cultivate during that period, his dantian was progressing incredibly quickly, Noah guessed that he would reach the peak of the second rank in less than three years.


Then, a buzz hit his mind, Noah stopped practicing his martial art as he picked an inscribed item from his space-ring.


That item had the form of a notebook, it had been given to him by Roy after their last conversation.


Noah opened the notebook to the first page, the name "Roy" could be seen written on it and Noah probed it with his mental energy when he saw that it was shining.


'The meeting is tonight, in the residential area of the cultivators in the third rank. I'll be there as a mediator.'


Roy's words resounded in his mental sphere.


The notebook was a simple inscribed item that could store the mental imprint of a mage, it created a connection between another item of the same kind and allowed for two cultivators to send messages even when they were far apart.


Of course, the communication distance depended on the level of the mage and on the quality of the item, Noah's notebook was only in the first rank, it barely covered the surface of the sect.


Noah closed the notebook and prepared himself, the sect was underground but it wasn't hard to understand what time it was for a cultivator, especially for someone with a rigid schedule like Noah.


A few hours later, he came out of his cave.


A few disciples were sitting on the ground and happily conversing but they stood up and performed a polite bow when they saw the entrance of Noah's cave opening.


"Zach, would you like to join us?"


One of the strongest disciples tried to invite him but Noah shook his head.


"I'm sorry, I have an important matter to handle. Let's do it another time."


Noah's answer was plain but it satisfied the disciple who simply watched him entering one of the purple tunnels to leave the residential area.
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                        The residential area of the rank 3 cultivators was placed near the center of the sect, the matrixes in that area led to the islands that were more important to the sect or toward those that were more valued by the representatives of the continent.


Rank 3 cultivators were the most powerful asset in the human ranks, of course they would be assigned in the areas connected to the high-value zones.


Noah had only gone once in that area when Roy accompanied him on the tour of the sect.


The density of the Breath there was far higher, it even surpassed that of Noah's cave when his Breath blessing was placed on the ground.


'I bet that the concentration of Breath inside the caves surpasses even that generated by the big boulder that I found in the Royal Inheritance… If only I could train here.'


Noah's mind wandered as he thought about that.


That area was specifically created for cultivators in the third rank, their dantian was stronger, they could withstand such density.


Noah had personally tested the aftereffects of cultivating in an area unsuitable for his cultivation level: he had to take a long period of rest after the events in the Royal Inheritance and his dantian was so stressed that his breakthrough to the second rank had been delayed because of that.


'Now that I think about it, I've really been reckless at that time. If I hadn't shared that Breath between my body and dantian, I might have had harsher repercussions.'


Noah thought as he reviewed those past events.


'Well, I was still in the same nation of the Balvan family, I needed to become stronger as fast as I could. Now I'm doing the same but at least I'm learning to control myself.'


Noah desired power over everything, his entire life was built on that pure pursuit.


That's why he found it hard to control himself whenever a chance to accelerate his growth appeared, methods to quickly improve the cultivation level were everyone's dream and Noah wasn't an exception, he yearned for those even more than other cultivators.


Yet, as time passed, he learned that there weren't shortcuts when it came to the cultivation journey.


Heaven and Earth were fair, they would always place a price next to such methods.


Even if Noah was to obtain a cave in the residential area of the cultivators in the third rank, he would probably avoid cultivating there, he won't use it as a stable training spot at least.


A stable growth was always the best option, unorthodox techniques pushed their practitioners to the limit already, anything that surpassed them would only create more harm than good.


Noah spotted Roy as soon as he entered the residential area, he waved his hand, gesturing to near him.


An open cave was behind him, Noah could sense that there were other people inside it but he couldn't understand their cultivation level.


'Rank 3 mages.'


He immediately reached that conclusion, the only beings that could hide from his investigation were mages with a stronger mental sphere than his and he didn't believe that cultivators in the heroic ranks would be interested in him.


Roy entered the cave when Noah reached him, he waited for him to enter before closing the entrance.


The outside light was blocked but the same purple halo illuminated the insides of the cave, Noah could clearly make out the contents of the large room that filled the main hall.


The cave was large and had many rooms, it was far more luxurious than Noah's one.


A few beds and a large table were placed on the ground, six cultivators could be seen sitting around the table and they began to inspect Noah as soon as he became visible.


Noah didn't falter under those powerful gazes, his mental waves fought the probing of the external forces, managing to hide some of his power.


The cultivators' eyes widened before they nodded enthusiastically, their interest rose when they saw that Noah could really defend against their minds.


Roy pointed a chair and Noah followed his silent order, he sat there, on the opposite side of the other cultivators.


Then, Roy sat between him and the others, he was acting as a mediator, his position on the table was a sign of that status.


"Let's start with a few clarifications."


Roy began to speak as a few servants bought wine and food, he continued only after they left.


"This is my cave, we are on neutral ground so your status can't be used to suppress the representatives of the other factions."


He eyed the other cultivators before he pointed at Noah.


"Zach is a cultivator in the solid stage of the second rank but also a rank 3 mage. This achievement alone speaks for his talent so obtaining him will surely add a rank 3 cultivator to the ranks of your faction in the future."


Noah listened to Roy's words and analyzed them as he gazed at the reactions of the representatives.


'They were willing to set up a meeting only because they were sure that I will enter the third rank of the dantian, I don't believe that they would go through this process with every member of their faction.'


The biggest obstacle in the breakthroughs between ranks was the control that a cultivator had on the process.


To succeed, the cultivator had to contain the impurities expelled by the solid Breath and use them to improve its dantian, a great amount of concentration was needed.


If the dantian didn't manage to improve its qualitative form because too many impurities escaped its walls, then the breakthrough would fail, heavily injuring the cultivator in the process.


However, Noah's mind was far stronger than his dantian, there was virtually no chance that he would fail in the breakthrough.


That's why the envoys and Roy were so sure that he would enter the third rank in the future and that it was better to make him join a faction now rather than then.


"Zach, however, isn't his real name. His real identity is that of Noah Balvan, I'm sure that some of you are already aware of that name."


Roy suddenly revealed that information, Noah could feel six surprised gazes staring at him with even more intensity than before.
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                        Information about Noah had been on the archipelago for a few months by then.


The Chasing demon sect, as an underground organization, was aware of the reports sent by the continent.


Criminals and traitors could be used in many ways by the Hive, it was normal to have at least a general overview of those individuals.


"I'm sorry but it seems that my faction can't take him, he is too renown."


One of the representatives on the other side of the table spoke.


"I know, Holly, but I believe you will still be interested in which faction he joins."


Roy replied to her and she nodded in answer before moving her gaze back on Noah.


"My faction handles the gathering of information throughout the archipelago. Our members are usually asked to join legal organizations to pass information to us. I believe you can understand why I can't use you."


Holly briefly explained her situation, Noah could only nod in understanding at that.


'I can't really become a spy, not only I won't like to go undercover, my identity would be at risk in those missions.'


Noah concluded in his mind.


He was still a fugitive, preventing his identity from being exposed was still on top of his list, he felt glad that Holly had refused him before he could do it.


He was facing influent cultivators of the sect after all, he had to make sure that none of them would feel offended by his decision.


"Let's start with the introductions then."


Roy stood up as he said those words, he waved his hand toward each cultivator while describing its identity.


"Holly is the leader of the faction in charge of the investigations, the intel of the sect comes from her hard work and impeccable management. Most of our missions are possible only thanks to the reports that she provides."


"Byron's faction handles the basic needs of the sect. He makes sure that every disciple has access to food and basic services. We would be forced to eat on the surface if it wasn't for his excellent work."


"Joel is the envoy sent by Edgar, the leader of the faction that handles the defenses of the sect. His faction is the first line of defense of the sect and the one suppressing any possible threat on the surface, if we managed to survive for all this time is also thanks to their amazing services."


"Marcia is the head of the inventory. Her faction handles the many items that our missions provide and makes sure that our disciples are well equipped. The merit points' system was her creation which helped in bringing the sect to a new height!"


"Linus is the envoy sent by Kate, the leader of the faction that handles the inscribed items and manages the teleportation matrixes. Everyone in her faction studies formations or inscriptions and it's pointless to express the importance of her services."


"Seth is the envoy sent by Bruce, the leader of the faction that handles the raids on the resources that the continent sends to its representatives here. His faction makes sure that our sect doesn't lack cultivation resources or techniques, allowing us to continue to nurture promising disciples."


The last of the cultivators was introduced and Roy sat again, taking short sips from the cup in front of him as waited for Noah's reaction.


Noah, on the other hand, was still sorting the information just obtained, his mind worked at full speed to decide which faction was better for his situation.


'Holly, Byron, and Marcia's factions are definitely a no. Holly needs cultivators with a clean record to turn into spies while Byron's work is just boring. As for Marcia, her faction seems to be quite remunerative but I don't want to be stuck in the inventory for long periods.'


Noah discarded three factions immediately, he wanted to join a group that could value his strongest qualities.


'Edgar's faction is interesting, the defense of the sect would surely earn the respect of the other disciples and would make my battle prowess shine. Yet, do I even want respect?'


Defending the sect was a noble job but Noah wanted to find methods to become stronger, the remaining two factions seemed a better match for him.


"Could I know more about Kate and Bruce's factions?"


Noah's words caused the appearance of displeased looks on the representatives of the other three factions, only Holly remained impassive as she memorized the events in the meeting.


It must be said that Kate and Bruce didn't come personally but had sent envoys, Byron and Marcia in the specific didn't like being discarded without even having the chance to speak.


However, when they felt Roy's stern gaze on them, they soon calmed down.


What angered them was Noah's lack of consideration rather than the actual loss of a future rank 3 cultivator, they felt as if their factions weren't equally valued by the man in front of them.


Linus and Seth smiled, they were happy that Noah had taken interest in them and gladly explained more about their work.


"Kate is a genius when it comes to formations, she makes sure that our connections with the surface remain hidden to the continent's investigations. The member of our factions can study under her or under other inscription masters. Also, they have free access to the research facilities of the sect where precious materials and peculiar environments are provided."


Linus was the first to speak, he had a calm demeanor as he described his faction.


'My ability in the Elemental forging method would further improve if I was to join them. Yet, I can't use normal inscription methods, those masters wouldn't be able to teach me much.'


Noah sorted the information in his mind, evaluating the pros and cons.


"We are thieves. We raid the precious shipments that arrive from the continent or attack the secret inventories that the legal organizations set up on the islands. Our work is not exactly safe but we are the ones who provide the cultivation resources to the sect, which means that we are allowed to keep a few of them for ourselves."


Seth spoke and Noah's eyes lit up.
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                        Noah was immediately interested in Bruce's faction.


Raiding inventories and stealing the cultivation resources belonging to the representatives of the continent was, by itself, a double victory.


On one hand, the Chasing demon sect would grow stronger thanks to the new resources.


On the other, the legal organizations in the archipelago would be weakened since they would find it hard to nurture their members.


After all, the most important requirements to advance in the cultivation journey were resources and techniques, being able to steal them from your enemy could be considered the best possible option.


"Does your faction assign merit points with each successful mission?"


Noah asked Seth, it was clear that he was more oriented in choosing his faction.


"Of course, we might be attacking our enemy but we are still doing it for the sect's interest, any valuable deed is rewarded with merit points."


Seth answered with a smile on his face, he had understood that Noah had been captivated by his previous words.


'Kate might help in improving my ability in the Elemental forging method but that's something that will happen anyway as I continue forging. Instead, resources and techniques are irreplaceable, I don't think I'll find a better opportunity than this.'


Noah quickly cleared the last bit of indecision in his mind and stood up when he reached a conclusion.


He performed a polite bow toward Seth as he spoke a few words.


"It would be my honor to join Bruce's faction."


Displeased looks appeared on the other four cultivators, only Holly seemed disinterested.


Seth stood up and laughed as he walked on the other side of the table to straighten Noah.


"No need to be so formal, my faction is quite open-minded about ranks and cultivation level. Come, I'll lead you to your captain, he will explain more about our work."


Seth began to lead Noah outside of Roy's cave.


Noah turned his gaze toward Roy but the latter only nodded with a slight smile, he was trying to reassure Noah with that gesture.


The entrance of the cave opened and Seth hurriedly pushed Noah outside it, the sound of the wall closing again after they left could be heard behind their backs.


"Why such a hurry?"


Noah couldn't help but ask that question seeing that Seth wouldn't let go of his shoulder.


Seth showed an awkward smile but he didn't stop dragging Noah along the way.


"You know, cultivators can be petty and our faction has a bad reputation, I didn't want you to question your decision."


"Bad reputation?"


Noah couldn't understand Seth's words, the sect was an underground organization after all, it was obvious that bad rumors were spread about it.


"Well, we are the chaotic group of the sect, we recklessly chase resources and there have been occasions where Edgar's faction was forced to intervene due to some misunderstanding."


"Misunderstanding?"


Noah continued to question Seth's words, he didn't like where that conversation was going.


"Look, there was a time when we received a report about a safe house on island seventy-one. The report didn't come from Holly's faction but we were quite sure about its source. When we barged inside the house, we discovered that the "resources" were instead female slaves intended for the harem of one of the representatives of the continent. We were angry and disappointed so we indulged in that temporary pleasure. You should have seen the faces of the soldiers when they found our whole team naked the following morning."


"Wha-"


Noah didn't have time to question him that he resumed speaking about the misadventures of his faction.


"Another time, we raided a ship that was supposed to have some slices of miraculous meat. We managed to take all of it but we missed the cooking recipe and sold it to Byron's faction. All the disciples below the second rank weren't able to exit their caves for two entire weeks at that time."


"Wai-"


"Oh! There was a time when a batch of rank 3 inscribed weapons arrived in the archipelago. We immediately raided the building that contained it but we didn't gather enough information and we found ourselves against an entire troop made of rank 3 cultivators. The sect was forced to hide for a few months after that matter."


'I understand! They are mindless idiots!'


Noah gave up on trying to question Seth for fear to discover more misadventures.


'It seems that I need to be careful about my captain too.'


Seth continued to speak as he dragged Noah through the passages between each area.


Apparently, there was also a time when they ended up in a trap and unleashed destruction upon that island to ensure their escape.


Noah's mood became gloomy as the number of misadventures piled up, he couldn't help but reconsider his previous decision.


Seth led Noah to a peculiar training area where a few dozens of disciples were sitting on the ground.


They sat in small circles and each group seemed focused on a different activity.


"Hey, you cheated! No Breath allowed when gambling!"


"Who are you to accuse me of cheating!?"


"I'm your father! I took pity on your mother long ago and gave her my heroic essence!"


"What did you say about my mother!?"


BOOM BOOM!


A series of attacks were launched after that brief bickering, the two disciples arguing seemed drunk or under the effect of some medicine.


"You bunch of worthless scoundrels, can't you see that your vice-leader has arrived?"


Seth shouted and his voice filled the large training area.


Only then did the disciples notice that Seth had arrived and that he wasn't alone.


Their eyes lit up when they saw Noah, some of them immediately stood up and wore the widest smiles that Noah had ever seen.


"Oh, mighty vice-leader, who is he? Is he a new recruit?"


"Why don't you leave him with us? We will surely give him a tour of our exalted quarters."


"Yes, yes. We will take good care of him."


The chaotic behavior from earlier disappeared in an instant only to be replaced by a peaceful and trustworthy one.


Seth sighed at that sight and turned his head to warn Noah.


"Never trust any of them unless you are in a mission, I wouldn't dare to shake their hands when we are in the sect."
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                        Noah stared at the expression of the disciples in front of him and couldn't help but feel that they were somewhat familiar.


'Don't tell me that I had that face when I scammed the guards in Balvan mansion?'


Complaints resounded in the area as soon as Noah had those thoughts.


"Come on, vice-leader, we have talked about this! You agreed to warn the new members only after they had a game of card!"


"Or dice!"


"Or a spar with extremely favorable conditions for us!"


The disciples turned toward the one that spoke for last.


"What!? We have already lost him, I'm allowed to crack some joke at this point."


Noah stared at the disciples' interactions with wide eyes, he cursed his greed when he saw the situation of that faction.


'If I have to speak the truth though, they all seem quite strong.'


Noah analyzed.


Under that messy behavior, Noah could clearly sense that each one of them had a powerful aura.


It wasn't a matter of cultivation level, the students in the area were either in the first or second rank, it was more about the battle experience.


'They all seem experienced warriors, maybe their many misadventures have tempered their character.'


Every cultivator had unusual peculiarities in its personality.


Noah was addicted to cultivating, June was a battle maniac, Roy didn't seem able to lie, these qualities were only enhanced as the level of the cultivator increased.


That's why he didn't feel too strange that the disciples in Bruce's faction were like that.


They were thieves after all, their missions were dangerous, it was normal for them to relax as much as they could when they were inside the sect.


"Shut up, he is a special case. Is Alison in her usual spot?"


As soon as Seth said those words, the disciples were silenced and only the bravest among them managed to nod to answer his question.


"Come, I'll take you to your captain."


Seth grabbed Noah's shoulder again and dragged him across the training area, the disciples that they crossed shot pitiful gazes at him as they watched him disappear in the distance.


"Poor guy, he has just joined our faction only to be sent in that hag's clutches."


"We couldn't even take one Credit from him, what a waste."


"Hey, who wants to play cards?"


Noah listened to those whispers and moved his attention away when heard that they had resumed in their gambling activities.


"Is this Alison that bad?"


He asked Seth.


"No, she actually is one of the strongest captains in our ranks."


"Then, why were the other disciples speaking as if I was going to die?"


"…"


Seth was speechless for a moment, he had momentarily forgotten that Noah was a rank 3 mage and that he could clearly hear the whispers of the disciples behind him.


"Let's say that you should be careful. She is the oldest among the rank 3 cultivators in the faction but her cultivation technique allows her to appear to us in the form that we like the most."


"I still don't see what's so bad about it."


Noah complained when he saw that Seth didn't explain further.


"I hope you won't see her bad side, just don't trust your eyes, too many good disciples have been traumatized."


Seth led Noah toward the end of that training area where a series of caves could be seen.


"Does your faction live here? Why don't they use the residential areas?"


Noah saw that the area was inhabited, there were many mats and pillows on the ground along the road.


"Well, the disciples here have tried to scam those belonging to other factions or caused some mess. Edgar's faction forces them to live here because they disturb the environment of the sect."


'This is basically exile!'


Noah was astonished.


He had joined Bruce's faction because of the evident advantages but he had only seen the bad traits of its members until now.


They arrived in front of an open cave, an awful smell was exuded by it which seemed able to affect the purple halo radiated by the exoskeleton of the coral.


"Alison, I have a new member for your team."


Silence reined after Seth spoke, he and Noah stood firmly in front of the entrance, waiting for any reaction.


"MHHHH! Seth, my date yesterday went pretty bad, I want to be alone."


A loud grunt followed by words spoken in a guttural tone came out of the dark cave.


"This new member is good-looking."


Seth replied and shook his head to reassure Noah, yet, his hand forced him to stay still with even more strength than before.


Noises resounded in the cave and a gracious figure came out of it after a few minutes.


It was a woman with dark skin and silver hair, Noah couldn't help but think that her facial features resembled June in some way.


"Oh my, he is indeed good."


The woman spoke with a young voice, the guttural one from before was nowhere to be found.


'So that's what he meant with a form that we like the most.'


Noah thought, repressing any kind of self-analysis about his tastes, Alison's figure seemed a mixture between Nina and June's features after all.


He didn't have time to analyze himself because his mind sent warnings about Alison, Noah felt as if he was in danger even at that distance.


He forced himself to bow at her but his focus never wavered, he really couldn't understand the cause of that unsettling feeling.


"He is so formal! I like a guy that knows his manners, why don't you come inside and tell your story to aunt Alison?"


Seth let go of Noah's shoulder and began to retreat.


"I'll leave you two be then, welcome to our faction Zach, I hope you enjoy your stay."


Noah wanted to shoot a cold gaze at Seth but Alison began to near him, increasing the dangerous feeling in his mind.


"I refuse, I need to return to my cave."


"Oh, don't be so shy. I'm your captain now, I'm more than happy to share my bed with you."


Alison replied to Noah's refusal, she continued to get close to him as she spoke.


She stretched her hand toward him and the dangerous sensation reached its peak, Noah sensed some sort of invisible gas nearing him at fast speed.


He instinctively activated his Demonic form, black smoke came out of his figure and devoured the incoming threat before dispersing in the air.


A change occurred after that.


Noah's spell seemed to counter the illusion created by Alison, her appearance changed right before his eyes, revealing an elderly woman whose skin was filled with pulsating pimples.
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                        Noah's Demonic form seemed to have opposed the hallucinations that Alison's gas caused.


Noah became able to clearly see her true form as well as the cause of her strange power.


The pulsating pimples all over her skin seemed ready to explode but there were small pores on them from where the strange gas came out.


Noah could see how the entire area around her figure was covered in the secretions of her pimples, he had been previously affected because he had breathed them.


Yet, when he had activated the partial Demonic form, the previous effects were dispelled, allowing Noah to see what was really happening.


Noah's eyes darted between the many pimples and the invisible gas that caused the dangerous feeling in his mind, he couldn't help but retreat at that sight.


Alison noticed the changes in Noah's gaze, she stared at him in confusion before understanding what was going on.


"You, you can see me!"


She loudly exclaimed and traces of anger began to appear on her expression.


Seth was already far behind but he sighed when he heard her words, a small notebook appeared in his hands and he used his mental energy to send a message to one of the mental imprints on it.


Noah didn't understand that turn of event, he simply continued to retreat at the sight of the extremely repulsing old woman nearing him.


"No one can see my true form! Come here! Let me affect you!"


Alison continued to shout but Noah had no intention of ever coming close to her again.


'What the hell is even happening!? Why is my tattoo not reacting to this threat? And what kind of cultivation technique is that? It seems to work alongside her body but it also uses mental energy to create the hallucinogenic gas.'


Noah inspected Alison's peculiar state and was surprised to see that her technique seemed to use all three of her centers of power.


'It is quite interesting.'


When he understood that her cultivation technique seemed to form a connection between her centers of power, Noah became extremely interested.


However, he had to put those thoughts in the back of his mind since Alison jumped on him using the full power that her body was capable of.


Noah activated the Shadow sprint, a shockwave was generated after he stomped his foot twice, creating a sudden acceleration that made him dodge Alison's charge.


"Don't run! I just want to fix your sight!"


"What fix! Keep that damned gas away from me!"


Noah replied to Alison's complaints as he kept retreating.


Alison didn't give up though, she continued to pursue Noah with all her strength but he always managed to dodge with impeccable timing.


From time to time, Noah's vision would become affected again by the hallucinogenic proprieties of her gas but he would promptly create strands of black smote to fight it.


Like that, they returned in the central zone of the training area where the other members of Bruce's faction were uncaringly gambling and drinking.


Noah landed in the middle of a group of disciples, crashing a rolling dice that those in the group were staring with hopeful expressions.


"Noooo! You destroyed the dice!"


"It was definitely even!"


"What are you saying? I swear on my mother that it was going to be odd!"


"Do you want to hear the story of your mother again?"


The disciples began to bicker but they soon redirected their anger toward Noah who was uncaringly continuing to escape.


"Hey, newbie! Come back here!"


"The price for disrupting a round is to pay back all its participants!"


"Yes! And my mother was a good woman!"


However, they were soon surprised to see that another figure appeared between them.


Their attention was immediately attracted by her figure, Alison's gas made her appear as the most beautiful person according to each of their tastes.


'It affects even women! What a powerful ability.'


Noah analyzed the situation behind him as he continued to retreat.


He saw that even the women seemed affected, the invisible gas entered their lungs and caused their vision to change.


"You are all so cute but aunt Alison has something to do first, I'll play with you later."


Alison spoke to the disciples around her but her polite words only awakened the strongest of them.


"Wait, it's captain Alison!"


"Run! Run while you are still able to think!"


"Josh block her for a while! You have already become immune to her mind control"


"No way! I don't want to get close to her ever again!"


'Immunity?'


Noah listened to the disciples' words and began to think about the recent events.


'Maybe, the tattoo didn't work before because Alison's ability isn't harmful. It just affects the mind of a cultivator but Alison herself doesn't have bad intentions.'


Noah turned to watch how Alison had started to bicker with the disciples around her, she really seemed to hate anyone who knew about her true form.


'No, someone with that body shouldn't get close to anyone, the sect should make a special oath just for her.'


Noah looked at the pulsating pimples and had those thoughts, he really felt bad about that Josh.


Then, an immense pressure appeared behind him, he felt as if all his centers of power were being suppressed by that suffocating atmosphere.


He turned his head with difficulty only to see that giant man was behind him.


"Are you the cause of this mess?"


The man spoke and his words made Noah's mental sphere tremble, it was with extreme difficulty that he regained control of his body to back away from him.


Yet, a hand appeared on his shoulder as he tried to escape, Noah felt completely powerless in that situation.


"Leader, it's not his fault. Alison was already in a bad mood and he managed to dispel her hallucination, I couldn't control the following events."


Seth appeared next to the giant man, his stature paled when he was next to the more than two meters tall Leader.


"Oh, did he fight Alison's gas so soon? Is he the new member of my faction?"
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                        'My faction!?'


Noah listened to those words and understood the identity of the man that was keeping him still.


'Is he Bruce?'


"I told you that he was a special case but you were busy with your stupid rumors. We were lucky that you arrived before he changed idea about our faction."


Seth rebuked Bruce, he seemed really annoyed by his behavior.


Bruce made an awkward laugh while scratching the side of his head.


"The source this time seemed accurate, it's a pity that he was just a drunkard looking for booze…"


Seth shook his head and pointed toward the mess at the center of the training area.


"Could you at least handle this situation?"


Only then did Bruce remember that Alison was still chasing the other disciples and he nodded as he lifted Noah with both hands to hand him to Seth.


"Keep him here until I come back, we can't give him to the other factions."


Seth grabbed Noah and placed him on the ground, his expression showed tinges of shame as he tidied Noah's clothes.


"I'm so sorry, the leader is an idiot but he is really reliable in battle. He can't control his power very well so he rarely interacts with rank 2 cultivators, I believe you can understand why."


Noah listened to Seth's words and his cold gaze was slightly eased, the recent events had put him in a complete battle mindset and Bruce's suppression had almost made him decide to change faction.


"ALISON!"


A loud shout resounded in the training area, the disciples that were escaping from Alison felt as if their heads were going to explode while those in the first rank directly fainted.


Alison stopped her tracks, she turned slowly, a wide smile was on her face as she faced Bruce's arrival.


"Leader! This is all a misunderstanding! I wanted to, ehm, know the new member but he was so impolite, I had to teach him a lesson!"


Alison lied but Bruce's stern gaze forced her to retreat.


"Please Leader. I'm just a young woman stuck in this horrible body, don't I deserve to find love too?"


Alison pleaded but Bruce's gaze was unmoving.


"What did I say about getting too close rank 2 cultivators? The last time you brought someone to your cave it took us two months to make him forget that trauma."


A few disciples patted Josh's shoulders when they heard Bruce speak, a few tears could be seen running down Josh's face as he remembered those events.


"But, but!"


"No buts, go back in your cave, today's events made you lose the new member."


Alison tried to complain but Bruce had already turned, she could only stomp her foot in irritation as she went back to her cave.


"Bring the injured to Byron and undo this mess."


Bruce ordered and Seth bowed, he immediately picked his notebook and began to send messages to some of his contacts.


"You, come with me."


Bruce's words made Noah's sea of consciousness tremble, he closed his eyes to resist that pressure before following him.


They crossed the entirety of the training area before reaching its deepest parts, Noah was surprised to see that the density of Breath in there was so high that drops of liquid Breath could be seen on the purple walls.


'This is indeed worthy to be the habitation of a rank 3 expert.'


An entrance appeared on the purple walls, a large cave made of only a single room unfolded in front of Noah's eyes.


"Come, sit, let's talk."


Bruce spoke, creating again the intense pressure on Noah's mind.


"Ehm, Leader, could you please control your mental waves when you speak?"


Noah couldn't hold back anymore, the series of events that had happened since he joined the faction had really pushed his patience to its limits.


Bruce turned and seemed to remember something, he closed his eyes and knitted his brows, he seemed really focused on what he was doing.


"Is this better?"


He spoke again, Noah could still feel a bit of pressure on his mind but it was way more bearable than before, he nodded at him when the pressure disappeared.


"Good. I'm sorry for everything that has happened since you arrived. Seth usually handles these things well but he can't control Alison's mood, more and more members are leaving her group to join other captains lately."


'That's quite obvious.'


Noah could clearly understand the behavior of those disciples, not even an hour had passed and he wanted to leave her group too.


"Also, as you saw, we are a bunch of messy people when we are inside the sect. Our faction does the riskiest work inside the sect but this is what allows us to have the best rewards, it's normal for our members to have extreme personalities."


Noah nodded at his words, the behavior of the disciples had surprised him but it wasn't that different from those of the guards in Balvan mansion.


The more a work puts you closer to death, the more extreme your activities will be when you need to relax, that's how it worked in most cases.


"As for me, I find it hard to control myself so I usually don't go near the areas where the weak disciples are. I'm almost at the peak of the third rank, I fear that I might kill one of them if I'm careless."


Noah continued to nod, he had personally endured Bruce's power.


'A rank 2 mage wouldn't be able to talk with him for more than a minute before suffering an injury, I could continue to listen to him only because my mind is in the third rank.'


"So, what now? Just to be clear, I'll never join Alison's group."


Noah spoke, he expressed his thoughts without holding back.


"She isn't that bad, her cultivation technique can't really harm anyone, it just renders those affected by the gas more benevolent toward her. You will soon develop an immunity toward it but I advise you to allow your vision to be affected at least, you don't want to see that body every day after all."


Bruce explained but Noah's expression remained cold, he was set on not joining her group.


Bruce sighed before he continued to speak.


"Seth is busy with the management of the faction and the other captains are either on missions or have enough members in their teams. It seems that you will be joining me, young man."
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                        Bruce was more than two meters tall, he had short black hair, thick and messy eyebrows, and a large nose.


He appeared extremely wild but Noah could see that his mind endured the weight of his faction, he wasn't a mindless idiot.


'Peak of the third rank, no wonder he is wary about being near weaker disciples.'


Noah had faced two rank 3 cultivators in his life.


The first one was the black robe in the valley in Odrea nation while the second one was Alison.


However, the black robe was just in the lower tier of the third rank, Noah with his just obtained rank 3 sea of consciousness was able to fight back his pressure.


As for Alison, she wasn't using her real power or her tattoo would have interfered with her chase.


Yet, Bruce had a dantian in the solid stage and a mental sphere nearing the heroic ranks, coupled with the fact that he found it hard to hold back, it made his sole presence a threat for the weak disciples.


'Not being able to hold back at his level means that even his words are backed with the full power of his cultivation level and mental energy, the suppression was so strong because I was extremely close too.'


Noah analyzed Bruce's power, he would be his captain from that moment onward after all.


The mental sphere applied pressure depending on its width.


Being in the third rank didn't mean having the same power, the larger the sphere the more pressure it could generate.


Noah could be considered a newbie of the third rank while Bruce was at its peak, the difference between their seas of consciousness was simply too vast.


'His words could be considered fully powered attacks due to his peculiarity, I wonder how strong he actually is when he uses spells and techniques.'


Breath and mental energy were energies, they could be used in their raw form.


Yet, to express their true power, they had to be channeled in martial arts and spells, Noah couldn't help but be amazed at Bruce's power since just his raw power was enough to suppress him.


"Joining you, what does it imply?"


Noah asked, he was happy that he could stay in the faction while avoiding Alison.


"Let me explain the hierarchy of the faction first."


Bruce answered as he took a blank sheet and a stick from his space-ring.


"Rank 1 and rank 2 cultivators are pawns, they can only be ordered around. They are all assigned to captains that will send them into missions according to their cultivation level."


Bruce drew small dots at the bottom of the sheet, they represented the pawns he was speaking about.


"Rank 3 cultivators are all captains, they can form their own teams and pursue treasures on their own when they find a source that is reliable enough in their eyes. My faction has more than twenty rank 3 cultivators, we are quite powerful in the sect."


'More than twenty? If there is the same number of rank 3 experts even in the other faction, then just the human division of the sect has more than one hundred cultivators at the peak of the human ranks!'


Noah was amazed at those numbers, he felt extremely glad that he had joined the sect.


"Seth is above the captains, his words have the same weight as mine when I'm not around, be sure to trust him and don't let the events of today affect you, he is really reliable."


Bruce vouched for Seth but Noah only nodded, trust was something that had to be earned, especially in his case.


"I'm at the Leader of the faction, we can't have the backing of the monsters in the heroic ranks because it will affect the human matters too much so I'm the biggest power that you will meet while you are here."


Bruce continued to draw small dots on the sheet, some of them were bigger according to the level of the cultivators he was speaking about.


Then he made a big circle around those dots while drawing other circles of the same width around it.


"These are the six factions in the Chasing demon sect but not all its members want to join a faction, many of them only want to cultivate in peace and not aim for the precious resources of the inventory."


Bruce drew many dots outside of the circles, the whole sheet was filled with dots by then.


"What is this?"


Bruce picked the sheet from the ground and pointed at it, Noah understood what he wanted to hear.


"The sect."


He answered and Bruce nodded at his words.


"Exactly, the factions might work in different areas of interest and might have some minor conflict between each other but we are all members of the same sect, the good of the sect will always come before our personal interests."


The sheet then caught fire, blue flames burned in Bruce's hand as he fixed his gaze on Noah.


"Always remember: if the sect falls, you fall with it; if the sect shines, you shine with it. Also, don't ever forget that we are just humans, the elders in the heroic ranks might appear absent but they are always watching us, they hope to see more of us joining their ranks where the real matters between cultivators unfold."


The sheet was completely burned by the blue flames, not even its ashes remained in Bruce's hand.


"As for now, the sect has more than two thousand cultivators between the first and second rank, more than a two hundred in the third rank, and, for what I was able to understand, at least ten in the heroic ranks. I hope to join them soon but I still lack a proper cultivation technique that allows me to continue training after the tribulations, that's why I'm slowing down my improvements."


Bruce sighed when he finished speaking, techniques in the heroic ranks seemed hard to find even for a cultivator in a large sect like him.


"Now, let's talk about your situation."
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                        Noah listened with interest, Bruce was finally going to speak about him.


"You are quite strange, rank 3 mage while being a cultivator in the second rank, truly strange."


Bruce loudly pondered as he stared Noah, he found it hard to believe that someone like him existed.


"You would be generally used as a pawn until you reach the third rank but you can be considered already halfway in that level, consider that there are rank 3 cultivators that are still rank 2 mages."


Noah nodded.


He was aware that his situation was peculiar, a mental sphere so strong at his age was something unheard of in that world.


"I've decided. You can't be a captain but you can still be the second in command in the team where I send you. How does it sound?"


Bruce smiled but Noah was confused.


"Didn't you say that I was joining your team?"


He replied but Bruce shook his head while suppressing a short laugh.


"No, no. I'm the Leader of the faction, I don't join missions unless they concern resources extremely important for me or the sect. Yet, I have five captains that work directly under me and I consider their teams as if they were mine. I usually send them to raid the places mentioned in the many rumors that I hear on the surface. I won't lie to you, they often come back empty-handed."


'So, not only will I not work with him, but I will also be sent to chase rumors that are most-likely false!'


Noah's irritation began to grow, he had just relaxed knowing that he wouldn't have to work with Alison when he discovered this.


"I will let you choose to which raid take part though, you can see for yourself which reports seem truer."


Three sheets appeared in his hands and he handed them to Noah.


Noah heaved a sigh of relief at that turn of events, if he had to be sent to chase rumors, he could at least decide those that seemed more accurate.


'A batch of precious magical beasts' body parts is going to be sent to the Utra nation from the archipelago. Rumors says that a rank 5 material will be on the ship but there will be only one rank 3 cultivator escorting it.'


'This seems quite unreal, a rank 5 material protected only by one powerful soldier? Impossible.'


Noah discarded the first report in his mind and began to read the next one.


'Batches of rank 4 potions and pills will be sent by the Papral nation and will arrive in the archipelago in two days. Rumors say that there won't be guards at all.'


'This is even more unreal. First of all, where would someone find a batch of such precious drugs? Second, how could they not put guards to such a precious cargo?'


Another sheet was discarded, leaving Noah with only one.


'Rumors about an Inheritance ground below the Great whirlpool next to the archipelago.'


'What!? This is even more impossible! For how long has the archipelago being inhabited? How many experts have investigated its terrain? It's impossible that an inheritance ground has never been discovered until now!'


Noah placed the third sheet on the ground and raised his head to stare at Bruce.


'Now I understand, he is the Leader of all these idiots!'


He cursed his greed again, the feeling of wanting to change faction returned at those thoughts.


"Why would you even go after these? They are clearly fake rumors!"


He decided to give voice to his thoughts, he really couldn't understand how a mighty existence at the peak of the third rank could be that blind.


"Yes, they are but what if they were real? We would obtain rank 4 drugs, or a rank 5 material, or we could also be the first to enter an inheritance ground!"


Bruce answered, his eyes shone when he thought about all those impossible resources.


'He is not an idiot, he is an optimistic one.'


Noah sighed, his luck has never been too good so he was used to always consider the worst possible outcome in any situation.


Bruce was the opposite, he knew that those rumors were probably fake but he wanted to test them anyway, hoping for one of them to be real.


"Can't I just go after real resources? I work better alone anyway, you just have to point out the places that I have to raid."


Noah didn't want to give up on the resources because he was busy chasing his Leader's dreams, he would rather work alone as he had always done.


"You will gain a thousand merit points together with a bonus for each valuable resource that you bring back if you join one of those missions. I will never force the members of my faction to go after my delusions without giving them a good reward."


At those words, Noah's eyes lit up.


'A thousand merit points for a simple raid? Bonuses according to the resources brought back? It means that I can decide whether keeping anything interesting or exchanging it for merit points! This doesn't sound too bad with these conditions.'


Noah pondered about the matter.


'I think I can go after more reliable sources if I insist but I would only gain a few merit points and low-level resources, I'm not considering that I would further share those resources between the other members of my team. With these missions, instead, at least the part concerning the merit points is covered, I can just accumulate them and buy something in the inventory afterward, I won't need for the missions to be profitable in that case.'


Noah had to choose between a slow but steady accumulation of resources and a most-likely fruitless mission but that gave an incredible amount of merit points.


'Now I understand why the members of this faction are so extreme, I'm no different from them after all.'


Noah smiled as he thought of that, his gaze went of the sheets on the floor and he picked one of them.


"I think I will go after the rank 5 material. I don't believe that the ship will have it but there should be at least a few rank 4 magical beasts' corpses for it to be guarded by a soldier in the third rank."
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                        The reason why Noah chose to go after the rank 5 material was simple: It was the only report that seemed somewhat believable!


'I don't actually believe that there will be a rank 5 material but maybe there will be enough rank 4 ones to make a good profit.'


Those were his thoughts as he walked back to his cave.


Bruce sent him away after he had decided his mission, Noah had only to await further orders in the meantime.


'The batch of rank 4 medicines is too unreal, not only are they extremely hard to craft, but it is also impossible for such a valuable shipment to be unguarded.'


Noah thought about the second report, in his mind, the rumor was either fake or a trap purposely set by the Papral nation.


'As for the Inheritance ground, that's simply impossible.'


Noah didn't know too much about Inheritance grounds but he had been in two of them.


They were usually created by powerful beings in the heroic ranks, it would be extremely unlikely for them to remain hidden in environments filled with experts.


The archipelago had been inhabited for centuries after all, many cultivators in the heroic rank had already investigated its surface and even its exoskeleton, something so valuable like an Inheritance ground wouldn't have escaped their eyes.


'Bruce said that the ship will sail in two days, I have time for another Dantian's opening, then I will focus on returning to my peak form.'


Noah did exactly what he thought.


Another cultivation session was completed that night and, with the help of the Sea snake's tears and the liquid Breath in his circulatory system, he was completely healed in less than twenty-four hours.


A buzzing sound resounded in his mental sphere in the night of the second day, Noah picked his notebook and nodded internally when he heard the message carried by Bruce's mental imprint.


He dressed in his usual tight black robe and his hood was momentarily laying on his shoulder, he didn't need to cover his identity inside the sect after all.


His mental energy swept the contents of his space-rings one last time, his Instabilities and Hidden blasts were there as well as his pairs of black and white sabers, he couldn't have been more ready.


Then, he left his cave and went in the direction of the residential area of the rank 3 cultivators.


When he arrived there, he found that some disciples were gathered around a cave.


Noah recognized some of their faces from the training area used to exile the troublesome members of his faction so he neared them without hesitation.


'All in the second rank and their behavior is quite surprising, it seems that Seth was right.'


The disciples in front of the cave had stern expressions and their gazes revealed their dense battle intent, they were ready to fight to the death if needed!


The disciples noticed Noah and opened a path for him, some of them even bowed at his sight.


It couldn't be helped, not all the members of the sect had seen his battle against Perry but rumors about his strength had already spread around the sect.


Perry had gone all out during that battle but Noah had managed to defeat him with only one spell, that feat alone put him far beyond the normal rank 2 cultivators.


"Is this the captain's cave?"


Noah asked as he turned his gaze toward one of the disciples that had bowed.


"Yes, captain Clive always waits for all the members of his team to gather before opening the entrance and brief us about the plan."


The disciple politely answered and a slight smile appeared on his face when he saw that Noah nodded to him.


Clive was one of the captains directly under Bruce, he was one of the five unfortunate rank 3 cultivators that chased Bruce's delusions.


He was the one appointed with the raid of the ship belonging to the Utra nation so he would be Noah's captain for that mission.


Minutes passed and more disciples arrived in front of the cave, Noah counted twenty-five rank 2 cultivators when the entrance of Clive's habitation opened.


A slightly fat man appeared in his vision, he had long white hair combed in an intricate ponytail and long gray braids as his beard.


"Come in, the briefing won't take much."


Clive spoke, he waited for all the disciples to enter before closing the entrance.


Yet, as the crowd passed next to him, he stretched his hand to stop Noah from reaching the depth of the cave.


"Captain?"


Noah asked in confusion, he stared at Clive, waiting for an answer.


However, Clive was silent, he simply stared at Noah with a gaze that revealed his steadily increasing surprise.


Noah could feel that the mental energy of his captain was trying to inspect him but he seemed far weaker than the other rank 3 cultivators when it came to the sea of consciousness, Noah could completely protect himself this time.


'Our mental spheres should be on the same level, I can't understand much either.'


Noah thought as he tried to analyze Clive, he seemed in the gaseous stage of the third rank but he couldn't understand anything more.


"Amazing. When the leader told me about you, I thought he was joking. It seems that you really are a rank 3 mage, how did you do it?"


Clive honestly asked, it seemed that the matter was really important to him.


"Hard work and lucky encounters, I think you know that there aren't shortcuts when it comes to cultivation."


Noah lied.


His biggest advantage was that his mind as a transmigrator had been already stable since his youth, leading him to have no restrictions when he trained at that young age.


That advantage, however, was now gone.


He had reached the third rank faster than anyone in history but everyone at his age had a completely formed mind, his hard-work coupled with his mature mind had only allowed him to have a higher starting point.
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                        Noah wanted to keep his identity as a transmigrator a secret.


First of all, he had no way to explain it, he was unaware of the reason why he was granted a second life and was transported in this world.


Second, he didn't know how those around him would react at such information.


He didn't know if they would believe it but he wanted to avoid becoming the guinea pig of some powerful existence, it was better to address his fast improvements to the lucky encounters.


'If he really insists, I will just reveal the matters about the Bloodline Inheritance, that should explain part of my power at least.'


Noah thought as he waited for Clive to answer.


His gaze was lowered and he seemed deep in thought but he soon recovered himself while sighing loudly.


"Good for you, I thought you had some kind of technique that could speed up the process. I've always been slow with the Kesier runes and my cultivation technique occupies a lot of my free time… Well, nothing I can do, I'll just have to work harder."


Clive accepted the outcome of that conversation quite easily, Noah was actually surprised that he didn't probe further.


'Maybe he has a low tolerance when it comes to pain.'


Noah concluded in his mind.


Enlarging the mental sphere was a slow and painful process, it was no wonder that many cultivators would keep its training for last.


"Right, how do I obtain the fourth Kesier rune? I don't feel good when I'm unable to train."


Noah lied as he asked about the next rune.


He was still enlarging his mind thanks to the Breath inside his sea of consciousness but that pace was slow, it couldn't compare to the number one training method.


"Mh, you can request for it but its price is quite high. You can find it on the second floor of the missions' building but it's one of the most expensive items. Even though it can only be used in the human ranks it is still considered a resource in the heroic ranks so it will cost you a lot."


Clive explained as he went toward a table where the other disciples were gathered.


'So it was like this, no wonder I couldn't find it on the first floor.'


Noah was a rank 2 cultivator, he had never climbed to the higher floor because the missions for rank 3 cultivators were simply too difficult for him.


His spells powered by his mental sphere allowed him to fight on the same ground with weak rank 3 cultivators but his reserves of energy couldn't sustain that power for a long time, they would always be depleted before his enemies.


'I guess I have to accumulate merit points. Joining a faction was the right choice, this is the fastest way to obtain what I need.'


Noah thought as he followed Clive to the table, a large map was laid on it, it depicted a specific island of the archipelago.


"Our target is on a dock on island eighty-nine, we don't know its route nor the crew on it, we actually aren't even sure about the items that it contains but the Leader heard a rumor about a rank 5 material so he ordered for a raid."


Clive began to explain, he didn't even try to cover Bruce's naïve mindset as he summarized the situation.


"Since we don't know its route, we can only attack it when its docked. We have a teleportation matrix near its position but it's not near enough, we will be discovered for sure."


A series of awkward smiles and helpless sighs unfolded in the cave, the disciples seemed used to those kinds of events.


"We do the usual stuff: We run in the direction of the ship as soon as we teleport, we raid it fast, and then we separate to reach these three escape points. Once you are back in the sect, gather in the training area of our faction to assess the gains. Don't hold back, kill everyone that blocks our way, there aren't many soldiers there but more will definitely come after we create such commotion."


Clive's plan was simple, a normal hit and run situation, the key of the plan was the speed at which it had to be executed.


"Zach, what role do you want?"


Clive then raised his head toward Noah, his team was already used to work together but Noah was a new member, he needed a precise role to blend in.


"I'm awful at fighting together with other persons, I might unconsciously harm them if I'm forced to go all out."


Noah answered honestly, he wanted the mission to succeed and he didn't want to harm his fellow disciples, he was a member of the sect after all.


Clive thought for a while before finding a solution to that problem.


"You will be in the rearguard then, your role is to ensure that all your fellow disciples have enough time to escape after the raid. You could also be a runner but it would be a waste of your battle prowess."


Noah showed a confused expression at Clive's words.


'Rearguard? Does it mean that I won't go near the resources? Also, what kind of role is the "runner"?'


Clive noticed Noah's expression and proceeded to solve his doubts.


"If you are worried about the resources, don't. Every team has strict rules, all the items stolen will be taken out when we reach the training area so to better divide them. We can also trade our belongings to take more of them if we are really interested but I'll explain better later. You just have to swear on your horned face that you won't keep stolen items hidden from your team for now, every raiding team does that before a mission."


Noah looked at the other disciples and they nodded to him, he was glad that his role didn't influence the number of resources that he would obtain.


"As for the roles, I'm the vanguard, I'll charge ahead and probe the situation since I'm the strongest in the team. The runners are the fastest among us, their role is to sweep the ship clean and then run away with the loot. The others are soldiers, they have to keep the guards busy until the runners have stolen everything. Is everything clear?"
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                        Noah accepted.


His role was quite dangerous but it allowed him to avoid the raiding and join the battle only when everything was over.


The ship belonged to the Utra nation after all, Noah was afraid that something unexpected might reveal his identity.


The matter about the oath was solved easily, the disciples had just to stretch their hands with the horned tattoo on them and form a circle while swearing not to steal anything from the gains of the mission.


The tattoos resonated between each other and an agreement was formed, Noah couldn't help but feel amazed at how useful they were.


The cultivation world was harsh and merciless, one couldn't trust anyone.


Yet, with the help of the seal of the sect, its members could freely trust each other and focus everything they had on their missions.


"Everyone has been assigned with a role, there won't be any break once we teleport. If you have something to add before the mission, do it now."


Clive spoke but no one in the cave seemed to have anything to say.


"Perfect, see you later on in the training area and good luck!"


Clive didn't waste time in inspirational speeches and directly moved to exit his cave.


Twenty-six cultivators followed him, some of them had already covered their faces with hoods or masks.


Noah was one of them, his hood though couldn't cover the cold aura that he naturally radiated due to his sharp focus.


However, that didn't seem to affect the other disciples.


Their minds were completely focused on the incoming mission, their dense battle intent showed their incredible concentration.


The group followed Clive toward the matrixes next to the residential area, twenty-seven people stepped on one of the biggest diagrams and waited for Clive to act.


He took out many Credits, dozens of crystals with the value of more than ten thousand Credits were placed on the formation, powering the teleportation.


The scenery changed right in front of their eyes, the purple underground area was replaced by tall buildings illuminated by the bright halo radiated from the coastline.


Clive and Noah were the first to recover from the pressure of the teleportation, Clive swept the area with his eyes before identifying the target and pointing toward its direction.


The other disciples had recovered by then, they immediately went after Clive who had already jumped toward the ship that he had pointed before.


Noah waited for everyone to surpass him before chasing after them, his job was to make sure that nothing interfered with their escape, it would be better if the guards didn't see him at all.


Twenty-seven figures with their facial features hidden ran at full speed toward one of the many ships that occupied the dock.


"Identify yourselves!"


A couple of guards appeared when they reached the dock, they wore the golden colors proper of the Elbas family but they were only rank 2 cultivators, they could only retreat when they saw that the group from the Chasing demon sect had no intention to stop.


Clive sprinted, his superior cultivation level was revealed as he reached the two guards in an instant, they didn't even have the time to scream since an extremely thin line severed their bodies in two, killing them on the spot.


'Weaponless martial art, peculiar.'


Noah judged in his mind as he analyzed Clive's attack.


Clive didn't use mental energy but only Breath, being in the third rank allowed him to kill two rank 2 cultivators with just one form of his martial art.


'They are just ants in his eyes… The peak of the human ranks seems amazing!'


Noah couldn't wait to reach that level, only being in the gaseous stage of the third rank made any cultivator virtually unbeatable by those in the second rank, the difference in power was far greater than the one between the first and the second rank.


Yet, he was forced to repress his thoughts since Clive made a turn and directed himself toward the ship that matched his report.


The other disciples followed, they jumped on the ship when they saw that Clive had done that.


Noah waited below it, his mental energy was fixed on the ship but he didn't sense any strong presence, Clive seemed the strongest aboard.


The sound of battles filled the night, the soldiers stationed on the ship tried to fight back the assault of the Chasing demon sect but they had been caught by surprise and they were outnumbered, even without directly looking at it, Noah could predict the outcome of the battle.


Minutes passed, the noise caused by the battles on the ship never stopped.


Explosions would resonate from time to time, they were the sign that spells were being used to fight.


Then, a hooded figure jumped off the ship and nodded at Noah before running in a seemingly random direction.


After that, more hooded cultivators jumped off the ship, they all went in different directions without even taking a look at Noah.


Noah counted the cultivators in his mind, he focused on the main deck when the number reached twenty-six.


He waited calmly, it didn't take much for a soldier to appear in his sight.


'Mental tremor!'


A shockwave shot from his eyes and pierced the unfortunate soldier's mind.


He was only a rank 2 mage and not even that strong, his sea of consciousness broke immediately after Noah's spell.


He fell lifelessly from the ship, his hands were severed by a neat slash before he landed next to Noah, there was no trace of life in his surprised eyes.


Noah stored the white sabers just used in his space-ring and kept the severed hands inside his robe, the was no point in leaving the soldier's space-rings there after all.


Another guard became visible on the main deck, he stared with an astonished expression at the corpse of his colleague and he wanted to retreat when he noticed Noah.


However, he was too slow!


Another mental attack was cast by Noah which successfully hit the second soldier, killing him on the spot.


Its corpse though remained on the ship, Noah couldn't pillage it.
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                        'This should be enough.'


Noah could sense that other soldiers were still alive on the ship but none of them seemed willing to show their face.


'My last attack should have scared them, time to go.'


About a minute had passed since the last member of his raiding team had left, there was no reason to wait any further.


Noah turned and began to run in the direction of one of the escape points.


"The dock is under attack!"


"It's the Hive!"


"Converge on the coast!"


The shouts of the reinforcements of the legal organizations could be heard in the area, they increased Noah's determination in leaving as soon as he could.


Shockwaves were created under his feet, he used the Shadow sprint many times to reach the farther escape point marked on Clive's map.


The soldiers were able to follow Noah's tracks due to the noise that he caused with the activation of his martial art but he was fast and had started to escape at the right moment, he reached the matrix before they could point out his exact position.


The teleportation matrix was in a dark alley behind a seemingly luxurious building, Noah didn't hesitate in placing a few hundred Credits on the ground to activate it.


In a few seconds, he was back in the familiar underground area.


'It's over, that went extremely well.'


Noah heaved a sigh of relief at the sight of the purple walls, he could relax now that he was back in the sect.


He lowered his hood and picked a direction, the rendezvous point was in the training area where the problematic disciples of his faction were forced to stay.


It didn't take long before he reached that area, most disciples were sleeping in corners near the walls but a small group could be seen in the distance, forming a circle as they sat on the ground.


Noah recognized the members of his team and neared them, there was an empty spot next to Clive that Noah guessed he had purposely kept for him.


'I guess hierarchy is really valued here.'


Noah was the second in command in Clive's group so he could sit next to him.


Clive opened his eyes when Noah sat, he smiled when he saw him taking two bloody hands from his robe and throwing them at the center of the group.


"What now?"


Noah asked, he didn't know how they intended to share their profits nor what they actually gained from the mission.


"We place all the loot at the center and divide it. You can request an item as long as it doesn't surpass the value of your share. Yet, if you want it even if it surpasses your share, you can add Credits or other items to the center to make up for it."


Clive answered, he seemed used to that kind of practice.


"What if two of us want the same item?"


Noah questioned, it wasn't unusual for something valuable to be desired by more people.


"You find an agreement, those not interested won't interfere."


Noah nodded at Clive's words and stood up to take back the bloody hands from the center of the group.


Then, he took the rings on their fingers and inspected their contents before emptying them and placing everything back at the center.


The soldier didn't have much, only about twenty thousand Credits, a few potions, and a scroll containing the third Kesier rune.


"We can cover the expenses for the matrixes with this, great!"


Clive exclaimed when he saw the rune, the third one was quite widespread but its value was still high.


The Kesier runes were the most common and effective training method for the sea of consciousness after all, every organization needed as many copies as it could.


Also, the missions of the factions didn't count as proper services for the sect, the missions' building would refund the Credits expended for the matrixes only if the sect greatly benefitted from those missions.


Clive then took a few rings from his robe, he had fought on the ship and managed to loot some of his victims too, the contents of the storage devices were soon exposed to the rest of the team.


'More Credits and potions, one inscribed weapon in the first rank, one in the second one, and a rank 1 cultivation technique, not bad.'


Noah thought as he watched the loot.


Clive seemed to have killed more soldiers but his loot had the same value of Noah's one.


Then, it was the turn of the other disciples, Credits and potions piled in the center of their group as the rings of the dead soldiers were emptied, scrolls containing runes or low-level technique rarely appeared.


Lastly, the runners emptied their rings.


They were the ones appointed to steal the contents of the ship, ideally, most of the gains of the mission would come from them.


Yet, everyone was soon disappointed when they saw that their loot consisted mostly of rank 3 magical beasts' corpses, with only a couple of body parts belonging to rank 4 creatures.


"Rumors are only rumors after all, there wasn't even the rank 3 cultivator mentioned in the report…"


Clive sighed as he said those words, if they subtracted the cost for the activation of the matrixes, the share for each disciple would barely reach a thousand Credits of value.


"Anyone interested in anything?"


Clive asked but no one seemed interested in those items.


'The body parts of the rank 4 creatures aren't bad but there are too few of them and not even one complete body, I'd rather have merits points at this point.'


Noah analyzed the loot and decided that it was better to begin to save for the fourth Kesier rune instead of having materials that were only vaguely useful to him.


"Good, I will send everything to Marcia's faction except for the Credits. We will first subtract those expended in the teleportation and then equally divide the remaining sum."


No one objected to Clive's conclusion, in a few minutes, the Credits were equally divided between the group.


"We are done for now, go back to your caves. I will notify you when the Leader hears another unreal rumor."


Small laughs resounded in the training area, the raiding group divided itself and its members returned to their respective habitations to rest.
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                        Noah's life became peaceful for a while.


There weren't other missions that required his presence and he would rather wait for Bruce's ones rather than pick those in the missions' building.


The number of merit points awarded by doing services for his faction surpassed by a large margin those given by the sect in the normal mission, Noah thought that it was better to wait for another unrealistic rumor to reach Bruce's ears rather than threaten soldiers for an entire day.


Yet, the Dantian's opening occupied only two days per week and his mental sphere enlarged autonomously so Noah found himself with far more free time than needed.


He wasn't used to that, he would always try to make the most out of his days but his centers of power were already improving and there was a limit to how much he could improve in imbuing his meaning inside the Breath, he would need to forge to see if the effects reflected his intended meaning.


However, he had no materials nor did he want to purchase them, he was saving for the fourth Kesier rune and he would rather use his merit points to purchase spells or martial arts rather than use them to accumulate resources that he could hunt by himself.


That's why he started to join the gambling sessions of the disciples of his faction in the training area.


He was a rank 3 mage, his advantage against the other disciples was simply too great so he would often win.


"Even."


Noah spoke for last when the dice under a cup placed upside-down on the ground stopped rolling.


"Damn, I bet odd! Zach, I hate this rule that you have to be the last to speak."


"Shut up, it is impossible to play otherwise, everyone would just pick what he has chosen!"


One of the disciples that had picked even rebuked the other cultivator.


Since Noah's mental sphere was so powerful, he could predict with almost certainty the outcome of the dice by the sounds it made while rolling.


It only took Noah a few games to become used to that practice, he had become almost unbeatable after that.


'These guys, it's not so hard, they could easily learn how to do it too.'


Noah sighed in his mind when he saw that the disciples around him had started another discussion.


He didn't know when, but he had become quite used to that sight.


A few weeks had already passed after his mission with Clive's team and he had spent most of that time in the training area.


After all, the disciples were betting Credits, Noah didn't mind taking them.


The disciples had initially been happy that he had joined their gambling group but they soon discovered that their finances could only diminish when Noah was around, complaints began to accumulate and specific rules for Noah were created because of that.


"I think we need to add another disadvantage to Zach, making him pay more doesn't really affect him."


One of the disciples suggested that and the others immediately agreed with him.


"You know that you can just hear the sound of the dice? You are all rank 2 mages, you can do something this simple."


Noah complained, he didn't mind the additional rules for his presence but he couldn't help but worry about the stupidity of his fellow disciples.


"We know, we know. Yet, if we ever learn to do that, we would find ourselves unable to enjoy gambling anymore, we would have to find another game."


One of the disciples answered and Noah could only shrug his shoulders at those words.


They were spending time in that way only to ease their stress, the few hundred Credits that they lost couldn't compare with the loss of their hobby.


Noah didn't complain anymore, he was happy as long as his Credits increased.


"I think I found it! Zach, turn around and cover your ears, let's see if this works."


The other disciples seemed to agree with that idea so Noah simply turned and put the palm of his hands over his ears.


That made basically no difference in his mind, his mental waves were enough to make him understand everything that was going on behind his back.


'They are either too drunk to realize that this won't make any difference or they simply don't care. Oh well, their loss.'


The sound of a dice hitting the surface of the cup as it rolled could be clearly heard by him, Noah deduced the result of that round already.


'The batch of rank 4 pills and potions was found to be a false rumor too, David's group came back empty-handed.'


Noah thought as he waited for the dice to stop rolling.


David was another rank 3 cultivator that, like Clive, worked directly under Bruce.


Everyone in the faction seemed to know about Bruce's character, they would always compare the rumors that they were sent to investigate with the truth of the matter.


'Right now, David's team has been the most unfortunate, they have only found a bunch of food and low-quality wine, there wasn't a single resource on that ship.'


One rumor led to supplies while another led to a few rank 4 materials, the member of the thieves' faction had, of course, placed a bet on whoever had the best gains.


However, the last team had yet to return so a winner hadn't been decided.


"Odd."


Noah spoke when he heard that everyone behind him had placed their bets.


"Oh, come on!"


"Zach, why did you even learn to do something like that, it ruins all the fun!"


"I think I'm done for today, I've lost too much."


The Credits at stake were divided between the winners and Noah filled a few cups with his stash of Ivor's vine before the disciples could stand up.


"Ohhh! Zach's wine is back! It has been five days since I tasted it."


"I don't have much of it left, enjoy this few cups for now."


Noah answered to the excited praises of the others around him before his attention was attracted by the sudden appearance of a bloodied figure at the entrance of the training area.


The other cultivators turned in the direction of his gaze and were surprised to see the figure covered in blood that was limping toward them.


"That's Sarah!"


One of the disciples exclaimed and Noah identified the woman covered in blood as the captain of the team sent to investigate the Inheritance ground.
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                        Sarah seemed gravely injured.


She was barely able to walk but she kept going, keeping her gaze fixed toward the depth of the training area.


"Bru..ce. Need… Bruce."


Her soft words could only be heard by Noah as she continued to limp in his direction.


Noah acted almost instinctively, he activated the warp spell and teleported right next to her where he supported her with his body.


He was the cultivator with the highest status in the training area at that moment, it was normal for him to be the first to react at that scene.


Sarah fell on him, her strength left her as soon as she had Noah's support but she managed to make one last plead before fainting.


"Bring me to Bruce."


Silence reigned in the training area, Noah inspected her body only to discover that her injuries were quite severe, even her dantian seemed to be wounded.


A notebook appeared in his hands, he quickly found Seth's mental imprint and sent a message before lifting Sarah with both his hands.


"Inform Roy, I'll bring her to the Leader."


Noah ordered before walking toward the end of the training area, he didn't even look at the other disciples as he sped toward Bruce's cave.


It took him only a few minutes to arrive in the area where drops of Breath accumulated on the surface of the purple walls, he could have arrived faster but he was worried that his speed would worsen Sarah's injuries.


He kicked on the entrance of Bruce's cave a few times, interrupting a cultivator during its training could be dangerous but that seemed an emergency.


"Who-!"


A loud shout resounded from the cave, Bruce interrupted it in time when his mental energy swept the two people outside.


The entrance opened, Bruce saw how Noah had his eyes closed and his brows knitted, he had protected Sarah from the Leader's shout but that left his mental sphere unguarded, his sea of consciousness was still trembling when Bruce came out of his cave.


"You really need to learn how to control yourself, she would have never been able to withstand your pressure in her condition."


Noah complained as he slowly opened his eyes, Bruce's words alone weren't enough to wound him but they still generated waves of pain when he didn't protect his mind.


Bruce, however, was speechless.


His gaze was fixed on Sarah and a conflicted expression appeared on his face.


He raised his hand toward her but then he retracted it and pointed toward his bed inside the cave, he seemed scared even to talk in that situation.


'Is he scared that he would hurt her due to his lack of control?'


Noah saw that Bruce was doing his best to control himself, his eyes couldn't leave Sarah but his mind forced his body to stay away.


Noah hurriedly brought Sarah inside the cave, he laid her on the bed and inspected her condition again.


Her body seemed on the verge of falling apart, most of her bones were broken and many of her organs were injured, even her dantian seemed damaged.


"What happened?"


Bruce spoke, his words were softer than water, Noah was surprised to discover that no pressure at all was exuded by them.


"I don't know, she appeared in the training area like this, she was only able to say your name before fainting."


Noah summarized the previous events.


Bruce nodded and neared her, he stretched his left hand toward her face while his right one clenched itself on his left arm, the grip was so tight that almost no blood was able to reach the extremities of the left hand.


Yet, he was able to safely caress her face like this, Noah understood by the affection radiated by that gesture that their relationship wasn't a simple Leader-captain one.


"Do you want me to leave?"


Noah asked, he wondered if Bruce wanted to stay alone with her.


"No, I need to push myself to the limit to control myself, if something happens, I'm afraid that I won't be able to touch her."


Bruce said while shaking his head and retracting his hand.


Sarah's condition wasn't stable, if anything happened, Bruce would only harm her with his scarce control.


"You did good, it seems that you aren't as bad as the reports say."


Bruce spoke as he took a notebook from his space-ring, messages were sent to many mental imprints as he browsed through its pages.


Noah didn't answer.


He knew that he wasn't a good person, he had realized that long ago.


Yet, that didn't mean that he couldn't feel affection for someone or that he didn't know which was the "good" action.


His life had always been on the edge of a knife, one mistake and he would have lost everything, he was used to destroying everything that opposed him.


Also, every organization in the past had always tried to exploit him, it was only in the Odrea country with Nina's affection that he was able to relax a little.


However, he was still an outsider in the Odrea country, he had never blended in too much.


The situation with the Chasing demon sect, though, was entirely different.


He was a proper disciple and most of its members were cultivators with an attitude similar to his.


Noah was still far away from feeling that he belonged to the sect but he had a clear image of his role in his mind.


He knew that he was going to be a captain sooner or later, even though he was a lone wolf, he had to do his best not to isolate himself.


"I just did what seemed right."


In the end, Noah's answered truthfully.


Bruce nodded and didn't speak again, the two of them stood silently with their gazes fixed on the wounded woman on the bed.


Then, Bruce opened the door of his room, Noah turned to see that Seth and Byron were hurriedly running toward the cave.


"Damn, where did you send her? It seems that a mountain has fallen on her!"


Byron yelled before taking a piece of glass from his space-ring, he carefully inspected her body through it, he kept on shaking his head as he did so.
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                        Minutes passed.


Byron would mumble at times when he reached a particularly wounded part of Sarah's body and he lingered a lot when he arrived at her low-waist.


Bruce's gaze never left Sarah, his concern could be seen from his anxious expression.


Seth and Noah stood motionless, Seth had his eyes on Byron, he inspected his movements as if trying to learn something while Noah would often take a peek to the expressions of those in the cave.


Then, Byron stored the lens in his space-ring and heaved a sigh as he lifted his head toward Bruce.


"How bad is she?"


Bruce's worry immediately increased when he saw that gesture, his words carried all the pressure that his mental sphere was capable of, he had completely forgotten to contain himself in that situation.


Luckily for Sarah, Seth was ready to act.


Layers of mental energy were condensed around her body, Seth managed to protect her from Bruce's involuntary attack.


"Calm down, she will survive."


Byron snorted before saying those words, it seemed that Bruce's incapability of controlling himself irritated him.


"Her body can be easily healed now that she is in the sect, the only problem is her dantian."


Byron continued with his diagnosis, he looked again at her low-waist before speaking again.


"She has stressed her center of power too much and she was probably already injured when she did so. There isn't much that I can do about that, only time will tell us if the injury is permanent."


Noah listened to his words and understood, Sarah's cultivation journey was probably over!


Cultivators had a long life but the injuries on the centers of power took a long time to heal.


Also, the older someone was, the harder it was to improve.


An elderly man would find it hard to even reach the second rank of the dantian, Noah didn't know Sarah's actual age but he guessed that if her injury was severe, it might even take decades for it to heal.


"I understand, thanks, Byron. Leave the dantian part to me, just focus on stabilizing her condition."


Bruce remembered to hold back that time.


"I need to undress her to apply the potion."


Byron spoke and Bruce turned his gaze toward Seth and Noah, the meaning behind that gesture was quite obvious.


Seth and Noah bowed before turning to leave, the entrance of the cave opened and closed in a few seconds.


Seth heaved a sigh when they were outside, he started to massage his temples as he fell deep in thought.


Noah, on the other hand, was interested in what had happened to Sarah.


'What did they find under the Great whirlpool? Sarah is a rank 3 cultivator, normal magical beasts wouldn't be able to hurt her that badly.'


The Great whirlpool was a location drawn on his map of the Coral archipelago but Noah had never taken interest in it.


The whirlpool was a danger zone where many magical beasts were gathered but that wasn't its most dangerous feature.


The sea in that zone was rough, there were marine currents so strong that even cultivators with a rank 4 body would have trouble to oppose, only marine magical beasts with their innate swimming ability could inhabit that place.


'Yet, she must have been prepared for the exploration, it's hard to believe that she wasn't ready for the marine currents.'


Sarah was a captain, she had a team.


Noah didn't mention it because, seeing the situation in which she ended up, he was already guessing the worst possible outcome.


'If it wasn't the magical beasts nor the naturally dangerous environment, then what caused her injuries?'


The rumor she was sent to investigate spoke of an Inheritance ground but Noah was still doubtful about that.


Too many experts had lived in the archipelago through the years, the Great whirlpool had already been explored long ago and had been labeled as a simple danger zone.


'Was it a trap? Rumors must come from somewhere after all, maybe some enemy of the sect was aware of Bruce's personality and decided to leak a false rumor on purpose.'


Noah reached that conclusion in his mind, that seemed the most plausible explanation.


"Is it that bad?"


A familiar voice reached Noah's ears, he raised his head only to see that Roy had arrived at the end of the training area.


Noah didn't answer but Seth nodded, he briefly explained the situation to him, without omitting the part about the contents of the rumor.


"So it was like this…"


Roy sighed when Seth finished explaining.


"Holly said that her sources knew nothing about a trap, this matter is unrelated to the legal factions."


Seth continued to explain, his statement denied Noah's hypothesis, only one option remained in his mind.


"Was it really an Inheritance ground? How is that possible?"


Noah expressed his amazement, he really couldn't understand how something like that had remained hidden for so long.


"We don't know for sure, it's better to wait for Sarah to wake up and listen to her report."


Seth's words were on point, it was useless to make conjectures when they had a living witness with them.


Noah nodded and sat on the ground, he didn't know how long it would take for Sarah to wake up but he wanted to hear her report.


After all, a possible Inheritance ground was an amazing chance!


Noah had been in two of them but he had never been able to obtain the complete inheritance of those separate dimensions.


Eccentric Thunder wanted an heir with a thunder aptitude, even if Noah had gained a lot from him, that still couldn't compare to the complete inheritance!


As for the Royal Inheritance, his power had been too low back then and most of his gains would have gone to the Elbas family anyway.


'I bet that June is extremely rich now… Damn, I'm so envious.'


Just when he was about to fall deep in his memories, the entrance of the cave opened.


Inside, Bruce could be seen laid on the bed next to Sarah.


She smiled bitterly as she allowed the big man to keep her in his embrace.


Byron stood up, he was sweating a was a bit pale but he still gestured to those outside to near him.


"Come in, I bet that you want to listen to her story."
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                        Roy, Seth, and Noah entered the cave, its entrance closed behind their backs as they reached the bed where Sarah and Bruce were laying.


"You must be the new member of our faction, thank you for bringing me to Bruce and for defending me from his recklessness."


Sarah thanked Noah, her voice was soft and weak but her condition seemed somewhat stable at least.


Noah performed a slight bow, he didn't feel like he had done anything special.


"What happened under the Great whirlpool? Where are the other members of your team?"


Roy asked, Sarah's expression turned sour when her team was mentioned.


"They are dead, I was the only one able to survive in that mess."


Seth sighed while Bruce softly caressed her hair, they knew how many disciples her team had, they couldn't help but feel bad about their losses.


"Tell us everything, I'll directly report the matter to my mother afterward."


Roy spoke again, his status as the son of an elder in the heroic ranks was the highest in the cave.


Also, many rank 2 cultivators had been lost, that matter concerned the entirety of the Chasing demon sect, it wasn't the time to care about the different factions.


"Yes, give me one moment to sort my thoughts."


Sarah answered before falling deep in thought, Noah took out one jar of Ivor's wine and handed it to her.


She smiled when she saw that and her smile only increased after she took a slight sip.


Ivor's wine had great numbing proprieties, it helped Sarah in calming her messy mind.


"Thank you."


She thanked Noah again after handing back the jar, Noah carefully stored it back in his space-ring as he waited for her report.


"We reached the Great whirlpool two weeks ago, it was nighttime but we still decided to traverse its currents. The route we followed was the safest one, many of the cultivators in my team had a water aptitude so it was quite easy to reach its depth."


Sarah began to explain the events in the whirlpool, everyone in the cave was silent, focused on her story.


"The information about the direction of the currents is renown, I even had a map that depicted their behavior according to the time, it was impossible for us to lose ourselves inside them."


Sarah took out a small scroll as proof of her words, Seth picked it and nodded when he saw its contents.


The scroll was then passed to the other in the cave, Noah could see that the intricate patterns of the marine currents were clearly reported on the map when the scroll arrived at him.


'This map even states the strength of each current, it is as I suspected, the archipelago has been investigated deeply throughout the years.'


The scroll only confirmed Noah's suspicion, too many experts had explored the contents of the archipelago, something unexpected couldn't happen.


Yet, something unexpected had happened which made him even more confused.


"The depths of the whirlpool are often its calmest part, we had expected to find a large number of magical beasts there but we only found another marine current."


"That's impossible, the behavior of the whirlpool has been studied for generations, those that hunt magical beasts in that area have never reported of a marine current there."


Roy spoke but Sarah could only reveal a bitter expression before continuing to speak.


"That's what I thought too, I've informed myself before going inside it and that sight surprised me. Yet, this marine current was soft, it wasn't dangerous at all so I chose to explore it."


Sarah's speech was reaching its crucial point, no one dared to speak at that moment.


"The water in the current was warm, we even thought about dispersing the protective layer around our team and swim through it, we would have never expected for the situation to become so dangerous."


Sarah gave voice to her memories, her expression could only become more bitter when she remembered the thoughts that she had back then.


"We continued to walk on the warm current, the water was so dense that we didn't even need additional spells to help us in the process. However, at some random point, we began to fall."


She stopped speaking to cough a few times, Bruce promptly gave her some water so that she could continue her story.


"There wasn't any indication nor change in the Breath around us, we simply lost our foothold when we reached a certain depth. The water disappeared as we fell and a large underwater structure appeared in our sight, it seemed a maze of some sort but I can't say more because we never entered it."


'Is she telling us that the water suddenly disappeared as they went deeper? This is impossible, unless…'


Noah's mind sorted Sarah's words at full speed, there seemed to be only one explanation to those events.


'Separate dimension!'


That thought hit all the cultivators in the room, their eyes widened when they reached that conclusion but they didn't dare to give voice to their surprise since Sarah's story wasn't over.


"We found ourselves on a dark-brown passage, it was forty meters large and it was connected directly the structure at its end. There was only the dark sea on the other side and even the ceiling depicted the current that we were traversing before. At once, I knew that I was in a separate dimension."


Sarah raised her hand when she saw that Roy was going to ask something.


"I have no idea why no one was able to find it before, it is as if it has appeared out of nowhere."


Roy suppressed his question after hearing Sarah's words, he knew that she wasn't aware of the reason behind the changes in the whirlpool but he found himself unable to contain his curiosity.


"There didn't seem to be a way out of that place so we decided to walk toward the structure at the end of the passage. Everything seemed quite ordinary for a while, with the exception that the space seemed stretched. It took us one week to near the structure but it was at that moment that we were attacked."


"Attacked by who?"


Bruce couldn't suppress himself anymore when he heard of an attacker and asked the woman in his embrace that question.


"By dragons."
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                        'Dragons!'


One word was able to create shock and amazement.


Noah's interest in magical beasts had begun with a dragon, it could be said that even his cultivation journey had started because of it.


That's why, during his studies, he had focused on that kind for a long time.


Dragons were considered as the strongest magical beast, they had powerful bodies and their scales were able to provide one of the best natural defenses.


Also, their innate ability could match some of the weaker spells of the humans, dragons were able to empower and manipulate their fire easily, Noah clearly remembered how the dragon in his childhood created a spear made of flames after its attack was launched.


Yet, since they were the strongest magical beast, they had some natural restriction.


They weren't able to reproduce as fast as the other magical beasts nor could they affect the environment to favor the birth of more dragons, it took centuries for a pack of dragons to be created.


"They came from below the passage, thirty magical beasts in the fourth rank, we had nowhere to go, I saw how my team was slowly destroyed by their assault."


Sarah continued her story, sorrow and regret could be seen on her face when she reached that point.


"I endured as much as I could, I tried to break through their blockage but it was pointless. I used my secret art to breach the walls of the separate dimension and went for the nearest matrix after the last member of my team died, I wasn't able to save them."


Tears fell from her face when her report ended, Bruce did his best to console her but the gravity of the situation could be understood by his expression.


Sarah was a rank 3 cultivator after all!


Rank 4 magical beasts could only run away in front of her.


Yet, when faced with dozens of dragons, even someone as strong as her was forced to escape.


"Which kind of dragons?"


Roy asked, he wanted to give a complete report to his mother.


"I don't know. They had blue scales and large bodies, our attacks seemed to slide over their scales when they reached them."


Sarah's description was quite shallow but Noah was able to pick those clues and transform them into a deduction.


"Sea dragons, they have a great defense and their innate ability renders them almost immune to any type of attack. Were you attacked by sound waves?"


Noah spoke, his words made Sarah widen her eyes.


"Y-yes, how did you know?"


Noah only nodded at her answer, his mind sorted all the information he knew about that particular kind of dragons.


'About ten meters large on average, extremely good defense due to the protective layer over their scales. They can accumulate the power of the attacks that land on their bodies in a strong roar which can instantly kill cultivators in the second rank. No wonder Sarah's team was defeated, thirty Sea dragons can't be matched by rank 2 cultivators.'


Noah had his head lowered as he thought but the other cultivators couldn't help but move their gazes on him after his answer.


"Are you an expert in the magical beasts' field?"


Seth asked, he was the first to accept the situation.


"It is my subject of specialization."


Noah answered quickly, his knowledge about magical beasts wasn't exactly a secret after all.


"What do you think about it?"


Roy's question followed, he wanted to know Noah's opinion before reporting to his mother.


"They are among the strongest creatures when it comes to defense. The best approach would be to kill them in one blow but it is impossible with thirty of them. A team of rank 2 cultivators can't break through unless you send a small army to fight them."


Noah's deduction was accurate.


Rank 2 cultivators would only empower their roars with their attacks, the only method to avoid that outcome was to kill all of them in a short time.


Yet, due to their defense, it was hard for rank 2 cultivators to kill them in one blow, only a team in the third rank would be able to vanquish them without suffering losses.


'This matter is out of my reach, I'm too weak.'


Noah could judge that he wouldn't be able to affect the outcome of the battle with his cultivation level.


He knew that he could kill a couple of them if he went all out but he had no hope of succeeding against thirty of them.


"Did you manage to kill some of them?"


Roy asked Sarah, his question was on point, entering the structure at the end of the bridge would be easier if there were fewer dragons to defend it.


"Of course, but more dragons would come after a few parts of incense to replace the dead, it seemed quite orderly now that I think about it."


Sarah spoke, her words carried a deeper meaning but she wasn't able to realize it due to her situation.


'A separate dimension, dragons that protect the entrance of a structure, dead being replaced after a few minutes… This sounds too methodical to be a wild environment.'


Everyone in the room had the same thoughts as Noah, their minds reached a similar conclusion after that last piece of information.


'Inheritance ground!'


"What?"


Sarah couldn't understand their silence, they had fallen deep in thought all of sudden and their expressions only showed excitement.


"If the dead dragons are exchanged with new ones, then they were placed there for a reason. If there is a reason, then there is a creator. You have probably discovered an inheritance ground."


Bruce explained the situation and Sarah's eyes widened when she realized that.


She had been too focused on surviving, that was the first moment of peace after the events in the whirlpool so she still didn't think about that.


"I will inform Elder Iris, this matter is too important for it to be handled by cultivators in the human ranks. This Inheritance must belong to the sect!"


Roy announced as he went toward the exit of the cave, Bruce immediately opened the entrance at that sight.
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                        The Chasing demon sect was swept by a huge commotion after that day.


Sarah's team had been killed after they discovered a separate dimension in the depth of the Great whirlpool, rumors filled the sect, they spoke about dragons and the possible rewards behind that trial.


Yet, they didn't act.


No mission concerned that place and the higher-ups of the sect were strangely silent about that matter.


Noah had returned to his cave, no matter how interested he was about the separate dimension, his cultivation level was too low for its exploration.


A whole team of rank 2 cultivators had been killed even though a rank 3 cultivator was with them, Noah simply had no chances of surviving in the passage.


However, there was something unrelated to the separate dimension that had interested him.


'Sarah has spoken about a secret art, what is that?'


That detail didn't escape Noah's ears.


'She managed to breach the walls of the separate dimension with her secret art but I've never heard of something like that.'


Noah thought as he sat in his cave.


The academy had given him a top-tier instruction about the cultivation field but its teachings covered the orthodox methods for the most part, the unorthodox and old practices weren't taught to its students.


A notebook appeared in Noah's hand, he sent a message to Roy to question him about that matter.


'Secret arts are special forms that push the centers of power of a cultivator over their limits, they usually cause grave injuries when executed but they are reliable in deadly situations.'


Roy's answer arrived quickly, his always-honest attitude solved Noah's question in a few hours.


'Something to use when everything else fails then, I should learn one of them.'


Noah thought as he reviewed that information.


He had had always liked to increase his battle prowess but the lack of spells for his element was a factor that became more influent as his power grew.


After all, Noah had only three spells that could accompany him through the entirety of his cultivation journey and one of them was a movement-type spell.


Cultivators with a different aptitude had a larger variety of spells at their disposal while Noah only had four of them that were useful at his level.


'Being of the darkness element is a blessing but also a curse, the advantage that my mental sphere gives me will eventually become useless, I need more fighting methods.'


Noah knew that he was extremely strong for his age and level, no rank 2 cultivator could match him.


Yet, those in the heroic ranks had usually lived for a long time, even centuries, their accumulation was enough to make Noah's advantage pale.


He had relied on the Demonic form spell till that moment after all but he knew that he would eventually face strong foes that had many spells at their disposal.


The rarest the aptitude, the harder it was to create techniques and spells, darkness and light element cultivators could maintain their superiority only if they had enough spells to counter the other elements.


That's why he was so interested in the so-called secret arts, Noah could only benefit from adding another attack to his arsenal.


'I can't interfere with the separate dimension for now, I'm too weak. Yet, I can't only cultivate for the time being, I need to expand my combat style in order to be ready for any unexpected situation.'


Noah knew that he couldn't help with the matters that concerned the Great whirlpool, being a rank 3 cultivator seemed the minimum requirement to survive there.


Yet, that didn't mean that he was giving up on it.


The exploration of a separate dimension could take decades, Eccentric Thunder's inheritance ground had stayed in its place for hundreds of years after all.


The same went for the Royal Inheritance, Noah didn't know how deep it was but he was sure that the Elbas family would have some trouble reaching its end because of the restrictions applied to it.


'Cultivate, gather information, increase my attack methods, I need to be ready.'


Noah set a plan in his mind, a black saber appeared in his hands, he was going to perform another Dantian's opening.


Meanwhile, at some distance from the Coral archipelago.


A hooded figure hovered in the air, it seemed to walk on the air as it neared the large vortex in the middle of the sea.


The vortex was more than two kilometers large, its suction force was able to attract and bind even beings with a rank 4 body.


The figure looked at the whirlpool for a while before diving right at its center.


The water of the sea seemed to willingly avoid the figure, an invisible membrane made of mental energy created a cover for the cultivator's body.


The hood of the cultivator flapped, the speed at which it was descending was too high, the hood ultimately slid, revealing the face that it was hiding.


The hooded figure exploring the depth of the whirlpool was, in fact, Elder Iris!


The currents of the vortex reached even the depths of the sea, Elder Iris had to immerse herself for many kilometers before escaping them.


She was now in the place where Sarah said to have found the warm current.


Her gaze swept the area, the water seemed to freeze under the pressure of her mental energy.


However, she couldn't find any trace of the current nor of the separate dimension.


She immediately thought that Sarah had lied to her son but she quickly suppressed that suspicion, Sarah had been a captain in the sect for many years, she had no reason to lie.


'It's either an event happening only at a specific time or…'


Elder Iris began to ponder about the situation, she investigated the area with even more attention.


'Or it's something limited to those in the human ranks.'


Those two possibilities lingered in her mind, she didn't know which one was true.


Nevertheless, she had come there as soon as Roy reported Sarah's story, she needed to discover as much information as she could before the separate dimension was found by the other organizations in the archipelago.
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                        Elder Iris' eyes sharpened, tens of blades made of compressed air were shot from her body in every direction.


The depths of the sea shook, raging currents were created due to her attack.


As the water around her trembled, Elder Iris carefully observed the changes in the environment.


Everything seemed perfectly normal except for a small area that flickered softly, radiating the colors of the rainbow as the wind blades crossed it.


Elder Iris didn't miss that detail, she moved near the area, using the full power of her mind to inspect it.


Yet, she found nothing strange, the colors had disappeared as soon as the blades had vanished.


Another attack was launched, she focused on that area at that time.


The colors of the rainbow reappeared, Elder Iris seemed able to see some sort of passage among those soft lights.


Her hand went on the passage but nothing happened, the hand just crossed the lights as if nothing was there at all.


'This should be the warm current that Sarah found. It seems to be some kind of passage between two dimensions.'


Elder Iris was experienced and knowledgeable like the majority of the cultivators in the heroic ranks, she was immediately able to deduce the proprieties of that invisible warm current.


'Why is it invisible though? Are there conditions to meet?'


Inheritance grounds usually had strict rules according to their creator's intentions, the reason behind their creation would usually concern the passing down of a legacy of some sort.


Cultivators had long lives but they also died, most of them didn't want to disappear or be forgotten due to the passage of time, they wanted for their hard work and techniques to be picked up by the future generations.


Yet, they would be picky about their potential heirs.


Inheritance grounds usually targeted cultivators in the human ranks, not only were they those that needed powerful techniques the most, but they were also easier to shape.


Cultivators in the heroic ranks were already pursuing their individuality, becoming separate existences that had their own training methods.


Those in the human ranks, instead, were still humans, they could still change the training methods to better adapt to those contained in the legacy of an Inheritance ground.


That's why most legacies left behind by powerful cultivators had the restriction that only those in the human ranks could have access to the trials inside the separate dimension.


Nevertheless, just because a door was sealed by conditions didn't imply that there was no other way to open it.


Elder Iris focused, she stretched her hands in the direction of the invisible current.


The water in front of her began to rotate, a small vortex appeared between her hands.


Then, the vortex increased in power, it enlarged and begun to affect more water.


The same radiance reappeared, the warm current wasn't able to conceal itself under the assault of a cultivator in the heroic ranks.


The currents above her head were affected too, Iris' vortex was so powerful that everything in a five hundred meters radius was attracted by it.


Raging waves were created on the surface, the shape of the Great whirlpool was affected due to the powerful spell that was cast in its depths.


The form of the warm current was completely revealed under her attack, its radiance couldn't cover its shape anymore.


Yet, that was all Elder Iris could obtain.


No matter how powerful her spell was, the warm current wouldn't become real, she could only make it visible.


She kept the vortex active for half an hour before she gave up on forcing the entrance of the separate dimension and dispersing her spell.


"Iris, what is happening here?"


A hooded figure appeared behind her, the water around him wasn't able to suppress his words.


Elder Iris had created quite a mess after all, her spell couldn't go unnoticed by the other powerful entities in the archipelago.


"Marcus."


Elder Iris greeted him but her eyes were still fixed on the area where the invisible current was.


"Do you see anything here?"


She pointed toward the area, Marcus followed the direction of her hand but he was only able to see the dark waters of the depths of the sea.


"I need to call a meeting with the higher-ups of all the organizations of the Hive, there is an Inheritance ground here."


***

Days passed in the archipelago, the atmosphere inside the Chasing demon sect was tense due to the recent events.


Noah did his best to gather as much information as he could, he sent many messages to Roy but he had only managed to learn that a meeting between the higher-ups of the Hive was being held.


"Why do they even involve the Hive? We could have kept the separate dimension all for ourselves!"


Those words were heard often in the training area where the thieves' faction was, even disciples of the other faction would come there to investigate the matters about the dimension.


Sarah was the one that had discovered it after all, it was normal for the others to think that her faction was the most informed one.


"Thirty dragons in the fourth rank and that right at the entrance of the dimension. We might be able to take down the dimension by ourselves but the strength of the sect will be greatly affected in the process."


Noah answered the disciple, he was calmly waiting for the meeting to end, he had never left the training area in those days.


"He is right. We have the power to explore it by ourselves but that would mean that we will endure all the losses during the process. Let all the Hive join, we might lose some resource this way but we will also suffer less."


David added weight to Noah's words.


The disciple was still dubious after Noah had spoken but he was immediately convinced when David agreed with him.


He was one of the captains after all, his words had great importance in the sect.


Then, a buzz sounded in Noah's mind and he picked the notebook from his space-ring, the captains in the area did the same, they had been contacted too.


'The dimension is restricted to the human ranks, even the joint power of the higher-ups of the Hive wasn't able to force its entrance. Elder Iris requests for rank 3 cultivators to form teams and begin the exploration, missions will be affixed on the second floor of the missions' building starting tomorrow.'


Roy's voice resounded in Noah and the captains' heads, the exploration of the separate dimension had officially started!
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                        'The first trial of the separate dimension was surpassed, the reward was thirty intact rank 4 dragon corpses.'


'The labyrinth at the end of the bridge leads to different trials, the reports from the survivors of the other organizations speak of peak rank 4 dragons in each of them.'


'A team managed to break through the labyrinth, the sole survivor has gained five dragon's eggs as a reward.'


'The third trial is still inside the labyrinth, reports speak about an endurance test.'


'The third test is inflicting heavy losses to every organization, the exploration will be halted momentarily for the teams to reorganize.'


'The third test was completed today, four rank 3 cultivation techniques and six rank 4 martial arts were rewarded to those that had completed it.'


Reports arrived endlessly in the Chasing demon sect, the disciples read them with vivid interest while they went on with their lives.


The underground organizations were managing to hide the information about the separate dimension from the legal ones but the representatives from the continent soon understood that something was going on.


It couldn't be helped, the Hive had always strictly controlled the archipelago but its grip on the islands was weakening.


That was caused by the large number of powerful cultivators employed in the exploration of the Inheritance ground, some matters on the surface were neglected to focus on the dimension.


Yet, instead of being happy about that, the legal organizations became suspicious.


Soon, they used their methods to make a deal with the Hive, joining the exploration of the dimension.


A truce was made, the rewards of the Inheritance ground were too appealing to lose them over the control of the archipelago, the greed of the legal factions won against the orders of the continent.


As a matter of fact, the continent was unaware of the dimension, the legal factions were stalling on providing that information to make the most out of it.


After all, if the continent was involved, they would lose all the rights over the resources contained in the dimension, they would rather gain as much as they could before the information was spread.


That intention was shared by the Hive which used all its methods to contain the information in the archipelago.


A long period of peace followed, the powerful cultivators in the organizations were too busy with the Inheritance ground to handle the petty matters of the surface, only the weaker rank 3 cultivators were left to oversee them.


The leadership for the matters of the surface was also appointed to some cultivators in the second rank, with most rank 3 cultivators in the dimension, they became the most powerful asset in the human ranks.


There were some exceptions though.


Bruce and Seth had avoided joining the exploration of the Inheritance ground, Bruce cared too much about Sarah's condition, he didn't want to leave her alone while she was injured, and Seth was too busy managing the matters on the surface with the lack of manpower.


Roy was the same as Seth, he had to make sure that the manpower sent in the Inheritance ground didn't affect the position of the sect in the archipelago, losing its grip on the islands was too easy now that their most powerful human assets were away.


As for Noah, even though he couldn't join the exploration of the separate dimension because his cultivation level was too low, he still greatly benefitted from that situation.


The lack of manpower forced the sect to be more generous with the rewards to its missions, the disciples would complete more and more missions with each passing day, attracted by the huge sum of merit points rewarded with each one of them.


Noah, as the strongest cultivator in the second rank, was considered of equal importance with the weak rank 3 cultivators left behind.


He had access to the most important and rewarding missions, he could even lead a team at some point.


"Captain, will you join the exploration of the dimension once you reach the third rank?"


One disciple asked as soon as Noah and his team appeared on the matrixes inside the sect.


"That's the plan."


Noah answered, he lowered his hood and undressed his bloodied robe as he jumped off the matrix.


The last mission required for him to stop the sailing of a ship belonging to the Shandal Empire.


Those loyal to the continent in that organization wanted to smuggle some of the resources gained in the Inheritance ground to gain favor in the eyes of the Empire so Noah was tasked to stop it and steal its contents.


Of course, a huge battle occurred but Noah's team was more numerous and he was in the first line, the soldiers on the ship had no chance to survive.


"How I envy you. When the separate dimension was discovered more than two years ago, I thought I had found my chance to improve quickly. It was disappointing to know that only those in the third rank had a chance to survive."


The disciple spoke again as he too undressed.


More than two years had passed since the exploration of the Inheritance ground began, the reports about the many trials had never stopped reaching the sect.


'Just a month ago, a rank 4 cultivation technique was rewarded to those that had surpassed the seventh trial… Dammit, I hope they don't exhaust all the rewards before I enter it.'


Noah thought as he reviewed the last report about the separate dimension in his mind.


The rewards for each trial had always been resources, techniques, or spells in the third rank but the appearance of a rank 4 cultivation technique had rekindled the greed of the various organizations.


"Go to rest, I'll call you if I need your help in another mission."


Noah dismissed disciples under him and moved toward the missions' building, ignoring the bows that the disciples were politely performing.


When Noah reached the building, he went directly to the second floor.


The room was almost empty, all the rank 3 cultivators were either in the separate dimension or handling the most relevant matters in the islands, the missions on that floor piled up since there weren't enough cultivators that could complete them.


Noah went for the desk, his tattoo interacted with the formation and an egg the size of a man's head was placed there.


The egg was the item that the legal organization was trying to smuggle, it was one of the dragon's eggs rewarded in the second trial of the separate dimension.


The egg disappeared from the desk and a huge number of merit points were given to Noah, that number though saw a sharp decrease once he made his purchase.


A small scroll appeared on the desk, Noah opened it only to see that an intricate rune was depicted on it, his mind immediately began to enlarge at that sight.


'Finally, now I can fully focus on reaching the peak of the solid stage!'
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                        The Chasing demon sect had constantly been provided with reports about the Inheritance ground, its rewards to each trial were like a magnet that attracted all the ambitious cultivators that were nearing the third rank of the dantian.


There were many like Noah who were in the solid stage of the second rank, the previous strongest rank 2 cultivator, Perry, was an example of that.


Yet, they would rather take the slow but steady approach when it came to the breakthrough to the third rank, an injury during that process could be fatal to the cultivation journey of a cultivator and it could even take its life away.


However, that approach changed when more and more rumors about the possible gains behind the trials of the separate dimension became public.


A high number of disciples that were in the solid stage begun to isolate themselves in their caves, trying to concentrate solely on reaching the peak of the second rank.


In the more than two years that had passed since the separate dimension was discovered, many rank 2 cultivators had successfully stepped on the peak of the human ranks.


Of course, there was a high number of casualties due to that reckless approach but the sect couldn't care less about it, rank 2 cultivators could be nurtured easily while one in the third rank was a powerful asset, almost any number of casualties was worth increasing their numbers.


Noah was aiming for the same thing but his approach was quite different.


The Dantian's opening gave him a lot of free time, only three days each week were used for that practice if the procedures and the resting time were summed.


That's why he could focus on the accumulation of merit points in those years, the generous rewards of the sect and the lack of manpower allowed him to reach the needed sum for the fourth Kesier rune even if he only did missions suited for rank 2 cultivators.


As for the secret arts, he had momentarily put their study in the back of his mind.


After all, the level of his centers of power had the priority and the Inheritance ground had items and techniques that vastly surpassed the value of a secret art, the right choice was to hasten his entrance in the dimension.


With the fourth Kesier rune in his possession, Noah could finally seclude himself inside his cave with the intention of coming out of it as a rank 3 cultivator.


That breakthrough arrived even earlier than Noah had expected.


Noah didn't have clear methods of comparison, rank 3 cultivators always appeared like middle-aged people between their thirties or forties so he couldn't really know how fast he was improving.


Yet, he knew that it generally took three years to reach the peak of each stage of the second rank, and a bit more when it came to the solid stage.


Noah had entered the second rank when he was eighteen, a feat possible only thanks to the early formation of his dantian which gave him a head start.


Now, after a bit more than eight years of methodic training and constant battles, he was finally stepping in the apex of the human ranks!


It didn't take much for his dantian to reach the peak of the solid stage, he was using an unorthodox technique paired with an extremely good potion that could remove its aftereffects and the Breath blessing that created an ideal training environment.


Also, his body had been at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank for such a long time and his mind had been in the third rank for three years already, the superior level of his centers of power pushed the improvement speed of his dantian at an even higher level!


He was still a few months away from being twenty-seven but his dantian was already unable to enlarge anymore.


'The Sea snake's tears is indeed a good potion, I didn't even need to rest to relieve the stress of my dantian.'


Noah thought as he inspected his low waist.


His dantian had reached its maximum expansion and capacity, shining black crystals were amassed in its insides.


A bottle containing a shining dense liquid appeared in his hand, that was the reagent needed for the breakthrough in the third rank, Noah had prepared a few bottles of it already.


The contents of the bottle were quickly drunk by Noah, he was virtually at his peak form, there was no reason to hesitate.


The temperature of his low waist rose immediately as the Breath inside his dantian began to heat up.


The black crystals liquefied and then evaporated as the impurities in them were expelled from their composition.


The impurities shot at high speed toward the walls of the dantian, they seemed to be unobstructed and ready to return to the outside world.


Yet, there was a wall around the dantian.


The wall was impenetrable, no matter how fast or dense the impurities were, they couldn't even dent that invisible and cold wall.


The impurities could only slowly fuse with the walls of the dantian, giving it a shining and metallic appearance, it seemed far sturdier than before.


Noah carefully overviewed the process as he used his mental energy to create the blockage that contained the impurities, he had to admit that he had overestimated the difficulty of the process.


It couldn't be helped, his mind was far stronger than his dantian, the pressure that it was capable of was enough to force the impurities to fuse with the latter.


'I wonder if I can avoid the reagents the next time, I should be able to purify the Breath without any external help.'


Noah had that thought as he watched how the situation in his low waist stabilized, his dantian was smaller than before but it was far sturdier.


Inside, a strand of a brilliant black gas was easily contained by his improved center of power, Noah couldn't help but marvel when he sensed the amount of power contained in that little quantity of Breath.


'Rank 3 cultivator, gaseous stage.'


A smile appeared on his face when he had that thought, his centers of power were now a match of William, the man that had introduced him to the cultivation world!
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                        Some emotions couldn't be expressed with simple words.


When Noah realized that he had stepped in the last rank of the human ranks, the memories of his journey reemerged in his mind like an unstoppable tide.


The life as a bastard of the Balvan family, William's training, the near-dead experiences in Twilboia Cliff, the death of his loving mother, the escape from Eccentric Thunder's dimension, the academy, the escape from the control of the Royal family, his journey alone in the continent, the Odrea nation, and, ultimately, the Coral archipelago.


Nineteen years ago, he was only a transmigrated kid trying to scam soldiers to learn what seemed superpowers in his eyes.


Now, he was a dreaded cultivator who had just stepped on the peak of the human ranks, all his pain, all his hard work, all his suffering, the powerful feeling that his dantian radiated made it seem completely worth it.


'This is just the beginning.'


Noah thought as he drank a bottle containing the nurturing Sea snake's tears.


Now, he could be considered a king among the cultivators in the human rank, a true elite.


Yet, he knew far too well that he was just an ant when it came to the entirety of the cultivation world.


Powerful entities could be found everywhere, being an elite among tens of thousands of ants was nowhere near his true objective.


He unconsciously raised his head, the purple ceiling of his cave filled his view but Noah's eyes seemed to pierce that material to gaze at the starry sky.


He felt the light of the stars shining on his face, there was nothing but the ceiling of his cave above him but Noah's eyes reflected the stars that he had once seen in the attitude test of the academy.


'One day.'


It was with that last thought that he lowered his gaze and returned to reality.


***

Noah spent the next month stabilizing his cultivation level, he had just entered the third rank after all, his reserves of Breath were still lacking.


Luckily for him, the training area where his faction gathered featured many spots where the density of Breath suited his new level.


The disciples in his faction stared with wide eyes at Noah placing his Breath blessing near Bruce's cave and cultivating completely in the open.


At once they knew, another disciple had become a captain!


That sight wasn't uncommon during the last few years, many disciples had unexpectedly reached the third rank to join the exploration of the separate dimension.


One day, Bruce came out of his cave and caught Noah performing the Dantian's opening right next to the entrance of his habitation.


Bruce calmly waited for a few hours for Noah to finish the procedure before he dared to speak, he didn't want to risk interrupting him during that dangerous practice.


"Why don't you get a cave of your own?"


Noah opened his eyes, the liquid Breath in his body entered his circulatory system to heal his injuries and a couple of bottles of Sea snake's tears were gulped in an instant by him, his dantian was of a higher quality now, it needed better potions.


Yet, he didn't have time to accumulate more merit points, he could only use more bottles of the potion that he already had.


"The residential area of the rank 3 cultivators is crowded nowadays and the environment here is top tier."


Noah answered in his usual plain tone, he couldn't care at all if the other disciples saw him hurting himself.


"Will you enter the separate dimension?"


Bruce asked, he reached that conclusion after he confirmed Noah's level with his mental energy.


"Yes. Also, I would like for you to form a team that I can join."


Noah's words surprised Bruce, he had never seen him asking for something similar before.


Yet, it made sense.


Bruce was the leader of the thieves' faction, his sheer power made him unable to live near rank 2 cultivators, his actual battle prowess had to be incredible.


However, a bitter expression appeared on his face and his gaze went on the bed inside his cave where a woman was resting.


A warm smile replaced the previous expression as he shook his head.


"I'm sorry, I have more important matters to attend."


Bruce refused Noah's proposal with a few words and was about to return to his cave when Noah spoke again.


"Will you give up to the heroic ranks?"


Bruce's eyes widened, his gaze went back on the young-looking man sitting on the blue mineral.


He understood his determination, that's why he tried to teach him something.


"There will come a day when you will have to choose between love and power. Living for hundreds of years alone isn't something that everyone wants."


Bruce's words came from his experience, he was basically saying that he was going to accompany Sarah through the entirety of her journey.


Yet, when Noah's opened his eyes, the image of Lily appeared in his view.


Her loving smile, her worry for him, her life spent only to give him more time to cultivate, and, in the end, her last selfless act to prevent Rhys from using her to hurt him.


His eyes became cold as he answered Bruce.


"I've already chosen."


Silence reigned in the area, Bruce stared at Noah and, even if he found it hard to believe in his words, his aura seemed to convince him a little.


"Good luck in there, be sure to be fully prepared."


After that, he went back inside his cave and sealed its entrance, leaving Noah alone on the outside.


A notebook appeared in his hands and two messages were sent, it was time to make the necessary preparations.


'The reports about the Inheritance ground are open to the public but why would you request for so many rank 4 materials?'


'David's team is getting ready to enter the separate dimension again, you can join them if you want.'


Roy and Seth's voices resounded in his head as they replied to his requests, Noah quickly sent other messages to justify his demands and organize the next days.


Two weeks later, he entered the separate dimension under the Great whirlpool.
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                        A group of twenty cultivators dove into the depths of the Great whirlpool.


Their auras were suppressed but their fiery battle intent couldn't be covered by layers of mental energy or by the clothes covering their faces.


"A token is given each three trials, we can use it to escape the dimension and it can't be accumulated. We used ours in the eighth trial so we have to start the exploration from the beginning."


The hooded man in the vanguard position spoke to the figure next to him.


The man speaking was David, he was reviewing the known information about the separate dimension with the cultivator that had just joined his team.


Of course, that cultivator was Noah.


He had gathered a huge amount of information in the two weeks before this day, he wanted to be prepared for the exploration after all.


Also, his preparations didn't stop to the simple knowledge of the separate dimension, Roy had lent him a large number of rank 4 materials which were immediately turned into weapons by him.


Indebting himself with the sect wasn't an issue, a quick pact and the promise that he will repay them were enough for Noah to obtain those needed materials.


'The separate dimension gives a chance to leave only after three trials have been completed but it's weaker in its first area, Sarah's full power was barely enough to make her leave.'


Noah reviewed that information in his mind, he had known about it for quite some time now, reports about the Inheritance ground could be found everywhere in the sect.


'Whenever you leave, you are forced to start the exploration from the beginning and surpass the trials again even though you won't receive any reward.'


Noah knew about that and could also understand what it implied.


The first notable thing was that the highest number of casualties would be found in the first three trials, the cultivators of each group would just use their token to escape a difficult situation after that point.


The second one was that the dragons in the dimension were not real life-forms, it was impossible to provide the thousands of dragons needed for so many trials, especially considering the scarce fertility of that kind of magical beasts.


The third one was that the Inheritance was meant to be extremely difficult to obtain.


'Completing previous trials without obtaining any rewards, forced to stay in the dimension for a long amount of time to recover from each battle, the entity that set all of this up was quite ruthless.'


Eccentric Thunder's Inheritance targeted cultivators under twenty years old and the Royal Inheritance had a gradual increase in its difficulty, they were easier to approach.


This one, instead, seemed made only for cultivators at the peak of the human ranks and the many casualties that had happened in the more than two years since it was discovered clearly showed its difficulty.


"The maximum number of cultivators allowed for each team is twenty. One of us didn't activate its token in time and died in the eighth trial last time, that's how your spot came to be."


David continued to explain, it was clear that he wanted to warn Noah about the dangers of the dimension.


It couldn't be helped, Noah was just a newly advanced rank 3 cultivator in his eyes, he didn't completely trust his strength.


Yet, in the years since the start of the exploration, every organization of the archipelago had suffered heavy losses, their assets in the human ranks saw a sharp decrease in their numbers.


The exploration teams were forced to recruit the newly advanced rank 3 cultivators due to a lack of manpower.


It was a good thing that every organization was taking part in the exploration, the balance in the archipelago would have been long broken otherwise.


"I'll be fine, I can just stay in the back and provide information about the type of magical beast that we are fighting if the trials become too hard. Speaking of which, do you know how many real magical beasts are in there?"


Noah asked about what really interested him.


Dragons were an excellent material, he could use their scales if he was to find some kind of the darkness element to create Demonic swords in the third rank.


Also, he wanted to create another Blood companion, he couldn't think about any other magical beast that suited that role more than dragons.


'Finding some darkness-type dragon would be perfect but I can accept even those of a different element. I won't be able to use its ability and its power would be at the bottom of the fourth rank but it's still better than having a spell that I can't use.'


Noah was already planning to replace his Blood companions in the separate dimension, it was hard to find such strong magical beasts after all.


Also, he had a powerful spell that he couldn't use due to its current power, upgrading his Blood companions would boost his battle prowess by a large margin.


"I don't know, they are really lifelike."


David ended their conversation with that plain answer.


The group followed the direction of the marine currents, they easily arrived at the bottom of the Great whirlpool were the warm current was.


Any cultivator could use its Breath to repel the water around it, underwater explorations were extremely easy when it came to rank 3 cultivators.


'To think that such a thing is invisible to those in the heroic ranks… I wonder how strong the creator of this dimension was.'


Noah's mind wandered as his team entered the current, in a few minutes, the environment around them changed and a large bridge connected with a labyrinthic structure appeared in their eyes.


'No trace of the purple halo of the exoskeleton here, this dimension can even fend off that color.'


The Great whirlpool was at some distance from the archipelago but the purple halo still reached its borders.


Yet, inside the dimension, there was no trace of that.


The bridge seemed suspended on the void, only the dark waters of the depths of the sea could be discerned after an attentive investigation to the walls of the dimension.


David led the way across the bridge, reaching the gate of the labyrinth in about ten minutes.


Then, Noah could see with his own eyes the thirty blue dragons ten meters long charging at him from below the bridge.
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                        The Sea dragons had four huge legs and a pair of large wings, their bodies were huge and had a large belly, they almost seemed fat to an inexperienced eye.


Yet, Noah knew, that feature was only a sign of their great defense.


'Extremely lifelike, they could almost fool me.'


Noah stared at the incoming dragons with interest, they weren't like the magical beasts in Eccentric Thunder's inheritance, they seemed made of flesh and bones as if they were real.


However, Noah's instinct told him that they were a creation of the dimension.


After he absorbed the Bloodline Inheritance, Noah's instincts regarding the field of the magical beasts had become extremely keen, it was as if part of the thoughts of the Excavating worm had fused with his mind.


David's team was ready for the battle, they had long instructed Noah about the battle formation that he needed to execute.


Ten cultivators stepped in the vanguard position, Breath and mental energy were expended as many defensive spells were launched.


Water walls, vortexes, huge golems, those protections were laid between David's team and the dragons.


The cultivators there were familiar with the separate dimension, they didn't deploy any defensive spell that could hurt the dragons, their innate ability was troublesome to deal with.


Sea dragons could accumulate the attacks that landed on their bodies into sound waves extremely hard to defend against, it was better to kill each one of them in one strike to avoid their innate ability.


The dragons clashed with the cultivators' defenses, their huge bodies bent the spells but they weren't able to break through them.


They were only rank 4 creatures after all, it didn't matter that they were considered as the strongest magical beast, they were still against rank 3 cultivators.


The remaining ten cultivators jumped as soon as the dragons' assault was blocked, Noah was among them.


They were the cultivators that had to kill the dragons, Noah might have been a newly advanced rank 3 cultivator but his status as a rank 3 mage made him perfect for that role.


After all, not every rank 3 cultivator had a rank 3 mental sphere, someone in David's group was still a rank 2 mage.


Noah shot in the air with David at his side, the plan dictated that groups made of two cultivators had to instantly kill one dragon and continue like that until all the dragons were killed.


Noah was paired with David, David wanted to make sure of his power since he was the new member.


Of course, Noah didn't disappoint him.


Noah's arms multiplied as he shot in the air, he resembled a humanoid creature wielding three pair of sabers as he prepared his attack.


The sabers curved the air as they fused into one and lunged right at the nearest dragon.


The dragon was still in the process of stopping itself during the clash with the soft water wall when a dark saber pierced its left eye, diving deep into its skull.


On the other side, David swung his greatsword with great dexterity, severing the dragon's head in half.


The dragon didn't even have time to release a dying cry, it simply vanished into nothingness, some kind of inscriptions could be seen appearing on its body as it turned into invisible air.


'They are indeed different from Eccentric Thunder's one, the creator of the dimension must have used a different inscription method.'


Noah judged after the dragon vanished, he tried to understand something from the inscription but they were far too complex for his level.


David nodded at his side, he was pleased to see that Noah would be able to face the dragon even by himself.


Yet, the method that they were using was safer, that's why he quickly swept the battlefield with his mental energy and shouted an order before resuming in his assault.


"One part of incense!"


David's order signaled that they only had one minute before more dragons arrived, they had to clear the trial before that or they would be forced to start the battle from the beginning.


However, everyone was familiar with that restriction.


The cultivators in each attacking group didn't waste time, as soon as the dragon in front of them disappeared, they moved toward the next one.


David and Noah weren't an exception, they ran at full speed on the battlefield, targeting the dragons near them.


Five dragons would die with each assault while the ten cultivators not joining the attacks continued to deploy defensive methods to stop their charge.


'They would have already escaped if they were real living beings, it seems that they were programmed to recklessly attack until every cultivator is dead.'


Noah judged as another dragon vanished in front of his eyes, it was already his fourth kill, the number of dragons was reduced to ten in less than forty seconds.


'It is quite easy, rank 4 magical beasts on this level can't match this many rank 3 cultivators.'


A rank 2 cultivator, when it entered the liquid stage, became able to hurt a rank 4 magical beast.


When it entered the solid stage, it became able to gravely hurt it and even killing it alone in some cases.


When it entered the third rank, however, it became able to completely overwhelm rank 4 creatures in the lower tier.


The beasts in the separate dimension were dragons, the widely accepted strongest magical beast, and there were even thirty of them.


Yet, they had the power of the lower tier, twenty rank 3 cultivators with good teamwork could vanquish them easily.


And that was exactly what happened.


David and Noah inflicted a deadly blow to their sixth dragon, they were extremely fast in their killings so they had time to assist other groups.


After that dragon vanished, the bridge hummed, radiating a soft light that converged in the air in front of David's group.


A token appeared after the light dissipated, it had a labyrinth depicted on its front, David immediately took it as he gestured to those in his team to follow him.


The team reached the walls of the structure at the end of the bridge, only then they heaved a sigh of relief and sat on the floor to rest, the first trial had been successfully passed!
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                        David's team sat in front of the entrance of the labyrinth to rest.


The attackers of the team weren't that tired, they had only attacked about five times each, their cultivation level could sustain that expenditure of Breath easily.


Yet, those appointed to the defense were worse off.


They had to constantly activate their defensive spells against the reckless assault of thirty rank 4 dragons, even if their dantians still had some reserves, the expenditure of mental energy wasn't little.


Also, the first three trials were the most dangerous ones, teams couldn't exit the separate dimension without surpassing the third test and obtaining the token needed for their escape.


That's why it was better to recover after each trial, facing a test without being at peak form was simply too reckless.


"You did good, we might even pass the eighth trial this time."


David complimented Noah, he was completely satisfied by his performance.


'It will take a while for us to reach that point, the rewards of the eighth trial will probably be gone by that time.'


Noah thought in his mind.


The separate dimension gave rewards only to the first team that surpassed a trial, all the other groups had to fight and risk their lives for nothing unless they managed to become the first to pass the still unbeaten tests.


That meant that David's team would obtain nothing until it passed the eighth trial and only if they were the first to pass it!


However, teams of various organizations were already inside the separate dimension, it was unlikely for David's team to reach the eighth trial and pass it before the groups that were already inside.


'Our team isn't even the best that the sect could offer, there are three teams stronger than us at least.'


The Chasing demon sect had more than two hundred cultivators in the third rank, it could form many exploration teams.


Even if there had been many casualties and many cultivators had chosen to remain in the sect, there was still a large number of captains willing to attempt in the exploration.


Currently, the Chasing demon sect had five teams actively exploring the Inheritance ground.


Joel's team was considered the strongest, it featured many peak rank 3 cultivators that were attracted by the rank 4 techniques contained in the separate dimension.


Also, Joel was Edgar's right-hand man, his faction was in charge of the army of the sect, he felt that it was in his duties to secure as many resources as possible for the sect.


Alison's team came right after Joel's one when it came to battle prowess, the thieves' faction was specialized in raids, it was normal that its most powerful cultivators would group up to raid the seemingly richest place in the archipelago.


Roy's team was the third, he didn't join the exploration but the heroic cultivators in the sect had still assigned him to form a team made of the cultivators that didn't belong to any faction, the higher-ups couldn't allow for cultivators that didn't perform any service to the sect to simply watch from the sidelines.


Truth to be told, the team formed in that way wasn't weak, the cultivation level of each of its members was high, the only thing they lacked was battle experience due to the large periods of seclusion that they had spent to cultivate.


Under David's team, there was a group formed by the newly advanced rank 3 cultivators.


Many of them didn't have any affiliation to the factions but they still wanted to gather battle experience and, maybe, some glory from the exploration of the dimension, it was needless to say that they weren't performing well but their careful attitude led them to suffer no losses.


All in all, half of the most powerful assets in the human ranks of the sect were engaged with the exploration of the Inheritance ground, if the casualties were to be summed, the power that the sect had on the archipelago was more than halved.


Yet, every organization had the same behavior, more than half of their assets were deployed in the separate dimension, leaving the balance of the archipelago untouched.


The islands were only territories, the separate dimension contained resources so valuable that giving them up to focus on the archipelago didn't seem worth at all!


Another team appeared on the other side of the bridge while David's group was resting.


Noah's attention went on them, only half of them were rank 3 cultivators, the others were only in the solid stage of the second rank.


"Greed sure leads men to death."


Noah loudly thought at their sight.


"Just reckless people from some minor organization, they will regret this action."


David sighed after he commented on Noah's words, they both began to watch as the newly arrived team engaged in the first trial.


Thirty blue dragons flew from below the bridge and charged at the new group, Noah was watching them from the other side that time, he couldn't help but marvel again at their might.


The new team seemed experienced but disorganized, they probably didn't study detailed reports like those of the Chasing demon sect did, the backing of a powerful organization could be seen even from those details.


They reacted quickly, the rank 2 cultivators focused on defending while those in the third rank attacked, it was a battle formation similar to that used by Noah and his team.


The formation seemed to work in the beginning, the dragons were blocked and the rank 3 cultivators managed to kill a good number of them.


Yet, the might of so many rank 4 creatures couldn't be underestimated.


The weaker between the rank 2 cultivators felt their mental energy being drained, not even thirty seconds had passed but their defensive spells broke, allowing the dragons to rampage on them.


It was a slaughter, those in the second rank could only watch as the tide of rank 4 creatures swept them, attacks were launched but they had little effect.


Instead, they only fueled the Sea dragons' innate ability.


Sound attacks began to resound on the bridge, killing even more cultivators.


Then, thirty more seconds passed and more dragons came out from below the bridge to refill the ranks of the first trial, it was with a desperate expression that the cultivators stared at the again thirty beasts charging at them.
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                        The new team found itself cornered.


Thirty dragons were still in front of them but they had already suffered heavy losses!


Almost all the cultivators in the second rank had died after the defenses were breached and even some of those in the third rank couldn't defend from the joint sound attacks of the dragons.


'This is the real difficulty of the trial. If you aren't fast enough in the killings, the number of dragons will be refilled while you will just continue to weaken… They are doomed.'


The team didn't manage to block that dragon's assault when it had twenty members, they couldn't do so after the recent losses.


The rank 3 cultivators tried to use their spells to defend, yet, since they had no one killing the dragons, they could only desperately watch as their reserves of Breath and mental energy were depleted.


In about twenty minutes, all the members of the just arrived team were killed and the dragons simply flew somewhere below the bridge.


"Weaklings should just leave this dimension to the powerful organizations, they don't have a chance anyway."


David spoke while shaking his head.


'Sometimes, weaklings simply don't have a choice.'


Noah thought in his mind.


He could relate to their situation, he had been a lone cultivator for most of his life after all.


'Yet, they were unprepared, they should have bought the necessary information at least.'


He immediately knew which had been their fatal weakness.


Knowledge was power, especially in a place where the trials could be studied.


'If the rank 2 cultivators were the ones attacking, maybe, they would have survived.'


Noah concluded.


The new team found its defenses breached too soon which gave enough time for the other dragons to arrive.


"We should rest too, the path in the labyrinth is quite annoying."


David spoke again and Noah nodded at his order, he cultivated for a few minutes before laying down to sleep.


The Dantian's opening technique didn't require for the bloody procedure to be executed even when someone had to refill its dantian, the procedure was needed only when someone wanted to raise its level.


Simply speaking, Noah could just create the usual vortex and move its center toward his dantian with his mental energy, it expended a bit of mental energy but it allowed him to refill his reserves without piercing his dantian.


Of course, he couldn't enlarge his dantian in that way, the procedure was needed to raise its level.


David's team rested for a half a day before resuming its exploration, everyone was at its peak form by then, there was no reason to waste more time.


David used the token obtained in the first trial to open the entrance of the labyrinth, a heavy pressure could be immediately felt as soon as the huge door of the structure opened.


Massive white walls filled the environment inside the structure, they radiated some sort of pressure that weighed on the mental spheres of the cultivators and prevented them from using their mental energy to inspect the area, they were forced to use their senses in that environment.


Noah's gaze went on the rank 2 mages in his group, they had paled a bit when the door opened but their mental spheres seemed sturdy enough to endure the pressure.


'David has chosen well.'


He nodded internally at that sight, David had given a lot of thoughts in the creation of his team.


David went in the vanguard position and signaled to the others to follow him, the labyrinth had been explored many times by then, it was almost completely mapped.


"We will follow the same route as last time to be sure that nothing unexpected happens."


David explained to Noah as they moved across the large passages of the labyrinth.


'The second trial can be slightly easier depending on where you gain access to it. Well, it should be quite easy considering our team.'


Noah had studied all the reports that his sect was able to provide, he knew exactly what to expect in the road to the eighth trail.


After many turns and a long march, David's team reached a large square where a black monolith stood at its center.


The monolith had many inscriptions on its surface and it also featured a small hole.


David turned to look at the members of his team and they all nodded when their gazes crossed.


Then, he inserted the token of the first trial in the hole, the white walls of the passages connected with the square sealed themselves and a huge figure materialized on top of the monolith.


Noah's eyes shone at that sight, he did his best to hide the greed that he felt toward that figure.


That was because the figure on top of the monolith belonged to a peak rank 4 Bone dragon, a creature of the darkness element!


'If only it was a real magical beast…'


Noah complained in his mind as he retreated to set up the battle formation with his team.


The Bone dragon was the same as the Sea dragons in the first trial, even if it was extremely lifelike, it was only a creation of the Inheritance ground.


'The Inheritance gave completely intact corpses as a reward, I wonder how many of them there will be at the end of the dimension.'


The Bone dragon wasn't suited to become a Blood companion due to the absence of blood but its corpse would be the perfect core material for the creation of new Demonic swords!


Noah couldn't help but wonder if the Inheritance ground had corpses of that creature stored somewhere, waiting to become the reward of some trial.


The battle began.


A peak rank 4 creature was extremely powerful, its power surpassed that of the thirty dragons in the first trial.


Yet, it was alone and it was against twenty rank 3 cultivators, adding the fact that the Bone dragon could only shoot piercing bone shards other than fight using its body, the battle quickly became one-sided.


It was enough for twelve cultivators to focus all their spells on restraining the beast while the other eight relentlessly launched attacks, little by little, the Bone dragon became exhausted and the cracks on its bones became too large for it to suppress them.


'It's good that it behaves like a living being, it would have been a problem if it had an endless reserve of energy.'


Noah thought when the Bone dragon crumbled on itself, the bones that made its body fell everywhere on the battlefield before vanishing in the air.


The passages linked to the square opened and the token inside the monolith shone as it returned to David's hands, the second trial had been easily passed!
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                        Noah eyed the eight cultivators that had been appointed of attacking the Bone dragon.


His role had been to focus on defending the team in the second trial, his status as a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage didn't suit the attacking role, especially against a peak rank 4 creature.


The eight attackers were the cultivators with the highest cultivation level in the group, a few of them were in the solid stage of the third rank while the others were at the peak of the liquid stage, Noah simply couldn't compare to them unless he used the complete Demonic form.


'Such a difference in power, the heroic ranks are incredible.'


As always, Noah deeply analyzed his battle to learn as much as he could from his enemies or to discover flaws in his combat style.


'When entering the liquid stage of the second rank, a cultivator becomes able to wound rank 4 creatures but that only when considering beasts in the lower tier of the rank.'


The comparison between the power level of the magical beasts and the cultivators was clear in his mind, the academy had taught him quite a lot in that field.


Generally speaking, a cultivator became able to safely face a rank 4 beast in the lower tier only when it entered the third rank.


There were exceptions like Noah who could single-handedly kill rank 4 creatures when they were in the second rank but they were considered special cases.


Also, their battles would always involve a large amount of risk, they were forced to go all out in those situations.


After that tier, the difference in power between beasts and cultivators would increase, cultivators had their centers of power which made them naturally stronger than magical beasts but the latter were advancing inside the fourth rank, any breakthrough in the heroic ranks gave far more power than those in the human ones.


'A rank 4 beast in the middle tier can match a cultivator in the liquid stage of the third rank while it can only be safely killed by a group of said cultivators or by someone at the peak of the rank.'


A creature in the middle tier of the fourth rank was halfway through its journey in the first heroic rank, only exceptional cultivators in the liquid stage could face it alone.


'As for those at the peak of the rank, only heroic cultivators can face them without any danger.'


Noah stopped reviewing the situation after that conclusion.


David's team was formed by twenty rank 3 cultivators and four of them were in the solid stage.


Resorting to slowly exhausting the peak rank 4 creature was an excellent choice because it fully expressed the power of the numerical advantage of the cultivators while keeping them safe.


Peak rank 3 cultivators could hurt a peak rank 4 creature but that was it, it was as if a rank 2 cultivator in the liquid stage wanted to kill a rank 4 creature in the lower tier.


Of course, these comparisons were made only considering the stage in which the dantian of the cultivators was, exceptions like Noah had a battle prowess that surpassed their level, allowing them to face strongest foes while being weaker.


"Rest, the next test has taken many lives already."


David ordered before taking a simple mat from his space-ring where he sat.


He looked quite pale, being in the attacking group had depleted a large quantity of his energy, he needed at least a few hours to completely recover.


'The next trial is the endurance one, I wonder how the rank 2 mages here will handle it.'


Noah thought as he sat on the ground, he calmly focused on refilling his dantian as he looked toward the weaker mages.


The third trial required for the cultivators to have a sturdy mental sphere, only rank 3 mages could hope to attempt in surpassing it.


'Well, David has more experience than me in this dimension, if he says nothing about the rank 2 mages then he must have his reasons.'


Noah's conjecture was right.


After they had recovered, David led his team through the deeper passages of the labyrinth that had become available after the second trial was passed, only to stop in front of a massive dark-gray metal door.


Some sort of pressure seemed to come out of the door, the cultivators in the team couldn't help but become stiff when they felt it.


The rank 2 mages were worse off but David promptly took seven pills from his space-ring, handing them to the weak mages who immediately swallowed them.


Their expressions relaxed after the pills became effective, Noah guessed that it was some sort of drug that protected the mental sphere or that could momentarily boost its power.


'Is it worth to risk an injury for a trial that doesn't give rewards?'


Noah couldn't help but internally shake his head at that sight.


Drugs that improved a center of power for a short amount of time usually had severe backlashes or conditions to be met, Noah was fine with endangering his centers of power if that permanently increased his strength but he would never do it for a momentary effect.


Yet, he ultimately put those thoughts in the back of his mind, everyone had different values after all.


David raised the token in front of the door after he saw that everyone was ready, red flames came out of the door as soon as a fissure was created.


On the other side, Noah could see a small room completely covered in flames, the shining red color illuminated his face and tried to affect his mental sphere.


'The effect is similar to the Sulfur domain but these flames seem far more harmful.'


Noah was aware of the contents of the third trial, he had read too many reports about it.


That's why he could instantly make a comparison with the azure flame in one of the training facilities of the academy, the red flames only seemed to release a sharper pressure than the blue ones.


Noah gave another look at the rank 2 mages and relaxed when he saw that they seemed able to endure the pressure released by the room on fire.


Then, David's team entered the room, the massive metal door closed behind them when the last cultivator crossed the entrance.
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                        The red flames didn't affect the body, their heat targeted only the mental sphere.


David's team was sitting on the burning floor, the flesh and clothes of the cultivators were unaffected by the fire but their expressions showed the struggle that they were going through to resist the pressure on their seas of consciousness.


Noah, like the strongest in his group, was a bit better off.


The speed at which his mental sphere enlarged had increased by a large margin after he bought the fourth Kesier rune, he had resumed training at a higher speed after he secluded himself for the breakthrough in the third rank.


Those months coupled with the three years of training using the Breath in his mind put him in a better position compared to the other cultivators in his team, only David and the others in the solid stage of the third rank had a mental sphere that could compare to his.


Also, the third trial didn't target the level of the sea of consciousness but its sturdiness, Noah couldn't have asked for a more suitable test.


'Worthy of the trial that has taken the higher number of lives, no wonder it has taken so much for the exploration teams to cross this point.'


Noah thought after he peeked at the situation of his companions.


The third trial required for the cultivators to endure the heat of the flames for an entire day, many unprepared teams in the past had died inside it.


Even though there were many possible roads inside the labyrinth, the third trial would always feature the same test, more than twenty-five rooms similar to that one had been discovered in the many explorations already and the organizations were sure that the labyrinth had more of them.


Also, it was possible to escape the separate dimension only after passing that test, countless lives had been lost in the attempt to leave the Inheritance ground.


The Chasing demon sect, though, was one of the leading organizations of the archipelago, their resources and information were unmatched.


The sect learnt soon enough the contents of the third trial, the first team that passed the test belonged to one of the underground organizations and, even though it could continue in the exploration, it had decided to escape from the dimension to pass down the information about the test.


That information saved many lives, those of the cultivators belonging to the underground organizations at least.


The cultivators that had passed the information were heavily rewarded, the numbers of lives lost in the third trial had already reached a high number and their services allowed the Hive to preserve a lot of lives.


After all, with the resources held by the underground organizations, even rank 2 mages became able to pass the test.


Hours passed inside the burning room.


The heat of the flames exerted a dense pressure on the mental spheres of the cultivators which attempted to corrode their walls.


The heat could be fought using the mental energy inside the sea of consciousness but doing that would only tire the cultivators faster.


The best approach was to rely on the sturdiness of the mental sphere to repel the corroding force and use the mental energy only when the walls seemed about to give in.


The mental energy would remain around the sphere while the walls recovered and it would be dispersed when they were ready to defend again against the heat, that approach allowed the cultivators to spare a lot of the energy contained in their minds.


Also, they could use drugs that applied a layer of protection around the sea of consciousness, easily allowing them to pass the trial.


The production of those types of drugs had increased a lot in the last two years and the price of those medicines had skyrocketed, any weak mage that wanted to attempt in the exploration of the separate dimension had to purchase them.


Noah didn't bother buying any of those drugs, his mental sphere was strong and he already had a stash of pills that could help him surpass the test if an unexpected situation appeared.


Yet, nothing out of the ordinary happened.


Twenty-four hours passed and the flames retracted, the black surface of the room became visible to the exhausted cultivators of David's team.


David turned to inspect his team, they all had pale expressions and the weaker among them also had blood flowing out from their facial orifices, they seemed in deep need of rest.


He was pleasantly surprised though when he saw that Noah was in his same situation, his eye bags and pale complexion couldn't hide his fatigue but he was far better off than his companions.


All in all, only Noah and the four cultivators in the solid stage could move without endangering the integrity of their mental sphere, the other fifteen needed to rest.


Inscriptions lit up on the surface of the room, they gathered in front of David and a token appeared mid-air when the light vanished.


David stored the token and the walls at the end of the room moved as soon as he did that, a passage was created which seemed to lead to deeper parts of the labyrinth.


At the same time, more inscriptions lit up under the other cultivators, tokens began to appear in front of them, signaling the possibility to exit the separate dimension.


"Everything went as planned till now, we are nearing the eighth trial quite quickly, good job everyone!"


David tried to raise everyone's morale before ordering them to rest when what seemed the peal of a bell resonated from a place far in the distance.


The cultivators in the room could understand that the peal came from far away but they were able to hear it clearly, it was as if the dimension itself was trying to convey that sound to the cultivators inside it.


At once, the expressions of the cultivators in the room turned ugly, they all knew what that sound meant, it had been heard only seven times before that moment.


And now, it was heard for the eighth time.


Noah's eyes sharpened at that peal, the reports that he studied made him immediately understand what had happened even if it was his first time hearing that sound.


'The eighth trial has been passed.'
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                        Each peal signaled the passing of a trial and meant that its rewards had been given.


David's group didn't know whose team had succeeded in the eighth trial but they were sure of one thing: Those rewards were now gone, they would have to pass the ninth trial to obtaining anything!


The cultivators in the group became dejected, they had just passed the third trial and endured a great deal of pain just to discover that their exploration had become longer.


It's not that they didn't have confidence in defeating the trials, they were a group formed by twenty rank 3 cultivators after all, they could deal with any threat that the separate dimension placed on their way.


Yet, they had just returned to the Inheritance ground and they were fairly confident in succeeding in the eighth trial, finding out that surpassing it wouldn't reward them was a heavy blow to their morale.


David put a pensive expression when he heard the peal, his mind seemed to evaluate something as he sat in silence.


Noah wasn't particularly disappointed with the event, it was his first time entering the dimension so he hadn't invested anything yet, his position was different from the others in his group who had already attempted in the eighth trial and were confident in their chances to surpass it.


That's why he was able to focus more on his surroundings and could partially guess what David was thinking.


'He is wondering if we should exit the dimension now.'


Noah could understand those thoughts because that approach was the safest one.


The team could simply give up on this exploration, regroup in the sect, and wait for reports about the ninth trial before attempting on a new exploration.


That would allow them to prepare for the new test without advancing blindly, it would give them a great advantage and reduce the risks that accompanied an unknown trial.


The separate dimension blocked all types of communication with the outside world, powerful items were needed to send messages outside the inheritance ground but they would need a cultivator in the heroic ranks to activate them.


Yet, said cultivators couldn't enter the dimension, leaving only the teams that explored it as a source of information.


'With all the information that we have, it's obvious that this separate dimension targets cultivators at the peak of the human ranks. Also, it allows us to form a fairly large team which further ease its difficulty, the real danger here is the unknown.'


Noah reviewed the known information about the Inheritance ground in his mind.


Twenty rank 3 cultivators could easily handle the trials, even a lower number of warriors could manage to pass each of them.


Yet, the real threats were the different scenarios of the tests.


Generally speaking, only the second trial could have been faced without any preparation, any organized team would have quickly set up a battle formation and dealt with the peak rank 4 dragon.


Yet, the first and third one were more complex, they required meticulous planning and certain drugs to be passed safely.


'The next trials also need a certain degree of preparation, but the teams have become variegated after more than two years of preparation. Our group is ready for any unexpected situation even if our battle prowess isn't the best that the sect could offer.'


Noah continued to evaluate the situation.


After eight trials, the teams from the more powerful organization had begun to modify their composition to cover the various types of difficulties of the separate dimension.


It was normal to think that they could hope to pass the ninth test since they were ready to complete those that came before.


'However, being prepared for the new trial won't assure the rewards. This same situation could happen due to the time wasted to gather information.'


Exploring the separate dimension wasn't a fast process, especially if one wanted to pursue the safe approach.


The time spent to reach the ninth trial from the beginning summed with that used to gather information and reorganize will amount to a few months, which was enough for another team to succeed in the ninth test.


"Let's keep going, David. The way I see it, now we are on equal ground with the strongest teams, we also have a chance."


One of the solid stage cultivators spoke to David when he saw that the latter was still deep in his thoughts.


"I agree. Every team is now equally unprepared, this works to our advantage since we have a team ready for any situation."


Another solid stage cultivator spoke, she shared the view of the previous one.


David sighed when he heard that, the truth was that he was of a similar opinion but he had to think about the entirety of his team, he couldn't just base his decisions on the strongest cultivators.


He turned toward the others behind him before opening his mouth to speak.


"You all know that the eighth trial has been passed so it might seem as if all your efforts have been for nothing. Yet, this might work in our favor: We are already at a good point and the composition of our team can face many unexpected situations apart from being prepared for the next tests."


David took a brief pause to make sure that the cultivators in his team evaluated his words carefully.


"Continuing to explore now will involve a higher danger than you expected but it's also our best chance to seize the rewards of the ninth test. I and the others in the solid stage need a rank 4 cultivation technique to prepare for the heroic ranks so we are willing to risk our lives but you still have time, I don't want to force you in this journey."


David continued, his words carried good intentions toward his fellow members of the sect, the expressions of many brightened up when they heard his caring tone.


Noah wasn't sure if David's performance was an act of some sort or if he was really worried about the well-being of the members of his team but he decided to remain silent, he wanted to continue the exploration after all.


It was with silent nods that David's team decided to continue its journey in the separate dimension before it focused on recovering from the injuries of the recent test.
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                        It took an entire week for David's team to recover.


Most of the injuries on the mental spheres of the weaker cultivators were already healed after three days but David wanted to make sure that everyone was at its peak form before resuming in the exploration.


They would wander in the dark at some point, David couldn't afford to lose any of his companions if he hoped to pass the ninth trial.


Yet, he still chose to increase the speed at which they moved.


The best way to spare time was to run through the passages of the labyrinth and to spend a few hours to recover in front of the next test.


The layout of the labyrinth was almost completely mapped, it wasn't a problem to diminish the time needed to reach each trial.


The fourth trial was in a dark area of the labyrinth, no token was required for its activation, the cultivators simply had to step on a large dark square.


Darkness couldn't affect a cultivator's sight, especially when they had a rank 4 body.


However, the walls of the square seemed to affect the vision of the cultivators, coupled with the inability to use mental energy to scan their surroundings, it was as if they were deprived of that sense.


Of course, David's team was prepared for that.


David took out orbs that emitted a bright light from his space-ring, the features of the dark square were immediately illuminated by the five orbs that levitated in the air after he put some Breath in them.


That light allowed his team to see the Black dragons surrounding it and to avoid the incoming flame spears that had been launched.


The difficulty of the fourth trial was in its scarce visibility but that was countered by David's orbs, leaving the twenty or so dragons in the lower tier of the fourth rank in plain sight.


David's team quickly took care of the dragons, the test was fairly easy after the cultivators regained the ability to see.


Some of them were still hit by the powerful attacks of the creatures, those spears were fast and had high piercing proprieties after all.


The injuries were quite superficial though, everyone was relatively fine.


'To think that I would see again a Flame dragon and fight it, time surely has passed.'


Those thoughts hit Noah's mind when he saw the last Flame dragon vanish right in front of his eyes.


Flame dragons were the most common kind of dragons, their scales were black and they could change the shape of the flames that they created due to their innate ability.


Yet, what made Noah so emotional was that the dragons he had just fought belonged to the same kind as the one that had attacked Balvan mansion in his childhood!


Noah clearly remembered, he was just a newborn in his mother's embrace when one of those magnificent beasts attacked.


The void inside him was filled with an endless ambition that day, the image of Thomas' back as he fought the dragon in the air was still engraved in his mind.


Twenty-seven years had passed and he was now able to fight them, even an aloof character like Noah couldn't help but feel something.


"Are you ok?"


David noticed that peculiar behavior when he saw that Noah was staring at the floor where the Flame dragon had disappeared.


Noah simply nodded at that question and turned to join his resting companions, his cold gaze was hidden behind his hood.


'These were just bottom tier beasts, Thomas is a heroic cultivator, I'm still a child in his eyes.'


With that last thought, Noah suppressed again his emotions, he couldn't allow himself to be distracted in that place.


The fifth trial featured a floorless area, the aim of the test was to cross the void below them and reach the passage on the other side.


Flying wasn't a problem, David had personally chosen a rank 3 cultivator of the wind element with a spell that could carry all twenty of them.


Yet, dragons would randomly peek from the cavities in the walls at the sides of the area and launch lightning bolts aimed at the cultivators flying at its center.


A large number of lightning bolts were launched, nineteen cultivators did their best to fend off the incoming attacks in order to protect the wind mage.


David's group struggled a bit, lightning attacks had innate piercing proprieties and they were able to destroy everything on their path.


It took the full effort of all nineteen cultivators to safely reach the other side, they found themselves exhausted and without any energy left but they had succeeded in passing the fifth trial!


Some discord, though, began to appear on the expression of the weaker cultivators when they saw that Noah wasn't as tired as the others.


The other cultivators had long noticed that Noah wasn't using spells, he simply relied on his martial art and on his inscribed sabers to fight.


That wasn't a problem when that behavior was enough to safely pass the trials but the fifth one had almost completely exhausted them, they were annoyed to see that he wasn't doing his best to help them.


'Ignorance is a bliss…'


Noah thought as he avoided those angry gazes and focused on refilling his dantian.


The truth was that he had informed David about the dangers involved when he used spells and the Mental tremor couldn't affect magical beasts too much.


'As long as David is ok with that, the others won't dare to complain.'


He didn't care that the others thought that he was a dead weight, he knew that his moment would eventually come, he was doing his best to avoid injuring his companions after all.


Then, it was time for the sixth trial.


That test forced the cultivators in a harsh battle between the two kinds of dragons that they had met in the previous two tests.


Forty or so Flame dragons and Flash dragons attacked David's team in a wide area with some pits on the floor.


The pits only showed the void below the labyrinth, falling inside them would probably lead to death.


Also, a few rank 4 specimens in the middle tier were leading the dragons' assault, it wasn't a reckless charge like in the first trial.


The battle was harsh, many cultivators were injured and a lot of energy was expended.


Yet, David and the other three cultivators in the solid stage took care of the vanguard and slaughtered their way inside the enemy lines, beheading the dragons in charge of the battle formation.


It took almost an hour but, in the end, David's team succeeded in defeating all the dragons and passing the sixth trial.
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                        More than one month had passed since Noah entered the Inheritance ground.


David's team needed to rest after each trial which wasn't a simple matter of hours.


The centers of power of the cultivators in the team needed time to be refilled and their mental spheres were under heavy pressure due to the walls of the labyrinth, they couldn't just rush through the trials.


Yet, the hurried feeling caused by the passing of the eighth trial from one of the exploration's teams forced them to accelerate their pace, they wanted to be proper contenders for the rewards of the ninth test.


The seventh trial put them against a horde composed of many kinds of dragons.


David's team was forced to fight its way across a large area of the labyrinth, the cultivators in the group had to change their battle tactic according to the kind of dragon they were facing, a fixed battle formation would only fall in front of the might of the different types of attacks coming at it.


Yet, they managed to win even though some of them suffered heavy injuries.


Resting and healing took them two weeks, some injuries were severe, it took time to heal them before they were ready for the eighth trial.


Then, they moved toward what seemed the deepest part of the labyrinth, where the next test was held.


Noah could personally witness the reason why the cultivator that occupied his position previously was slow in the activation of its token.


The walls in the square of the eighth trial were black, they radiated a pressure so heavy that the mental processes of the cultivators inside it were affected.


Noah found himself thinking at a slower pace as he fought against another peak rank 4 beast, the responses of his body were slow due to that peculiar environment, the claws of the Earth dragon managed to scratch his body many times before it died.


Earth dragons had a powerful body and a seemingly endless resilience, their dark-yellow scales had an innate weakening effect toward the attacks that landed on them.


David had to buy a large number of precious elixirs to boost the vitality of the cultivators in his group, even Noah who had a body that emphasized regeneration was forced to drink it.


It couldn't be helped, the Earth dragon was too strong and the pressure radiated from the walls slowed their movements, every team needed an external help if they hoped to succeed.


Nevertheless, David's team was already experienced with that trial, they were prepared to pass it at that time.


In the end, the Earth dragon was killed but the cultivators had to deal with the aftereffects of the elixirs.


Pale complexions and tired expressions could be seen in the square where the eighth trial was held, their bodies seemed devoid of any energy, it was obvious that a long period of rest was needed.


'We have finally reached a turning point!'


Noah felt extremely tired but he was still eager to approach the ninth test, that feeling was shared with his companions, they had just crossed the point where they had escaped during the last exploration, heated gazes could be seen under their ill bodies.


It took them some weeks to dispel the aftereffects of the elixirs and recover from the trial, David made an inspirational speech before advancing in one of the passages connected with the square.


"The pressure coming from the walls of the labyrinth is increasing and the trials are becoming harder to pass, I believe we have reached the last part of this separate dimension."


David had a tired expression but his body had recovered, only a dense battle intent was radiated as he spoke.


"I don't know what we will face in the next trial nor where it is, yet, our team is ready for any situation, we just have to calmly analyze the environment before engaging in risky measures. Don't hesitate to activate your token if you feel that your life is in danger."


Those words were the last ones spoken after the eighth trial was passed, David's group advanced silently through the dark walls that made the deepest part of the labyrinth.


That structure was huge but they had spent more than two months inside it, they were fairly sure that the trials were coming to an end.


'I hope there won't be another test faculty after this one, there is only so much that a cultivator in the human ranks can sustain.'


Noah evaluated in his mind, the separate dimension was accessible only by cultivators in the human ranks, it was obvious that its difficulty had to be tuned according to that restriction.


Yet, the fact that teams were allowed made the harshness of the trials somewhat accessible even to weak cultivators, David's team was an example of how even rank 2 mages could help in each trial.


Then, as they marched through the various passages of the labyrinth, a big door appeared in their vision.


Noah didn't take part in the first explorations but David did, he knew that every trial that they came across counted as the next one.


The labyrinth was huge and filled with test rooms, its deeper parts became accessible only after a test was passed.


That indicated the difficulty of the trials, it had been already attempted to pass more low-level trials in one exploration but it was soon discovered that they weren't summed, tests of a higher difficulty were needed to progress in the labyrinth.


"Be ready for anything and good luck!"


David spoke again before raising his token toward the door, a metallic sound resounded in the area before the door began to move.


A dark room appeared in the cultivators' view, it resembled the fourth trial due to the dark environment but the amount of danger radiated from its insides forced them to wear stern expression.


David's team was extremely excited, that was the ninth test after all, surpassing it would give them rewards!


As the last cultivator in the team entered the dark area, the door closed behind their backs.


David acted quickly, he took a few shining orbs from his space-ring and injected his Breath inside them to activate those items.


The orbs illuminated the area, the floor of the room became visible, as well as the more than one hundred rank 4 dragons staring at them with hungry eyes.


"Don't fear the depths."


An aged voice resounded in the room, David's team could only be slightly surprised by that before their attention went back on the dragons, they had begun to move as soon as the phrase ended.
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                        Panic!


That was the first emotion that the cultivators felt.


The more than one hundred dragons were coming at them, they were all of a different kind, they resembled a scaled tide ready to engulf them.


Yet, David's team was composed of experienced cultivators, they didn't pass the test just thanks to their preparations.


"Hold your ground!"


David yelled as he cast a defensive spell, the cultivators behind him did the same, water walls, vortexes, lightning nets, and golems appeared between them and the dragons.


That situation was different from the first trial, there weren't only Sea dragons in the incoming tide, there was no point in trying not to hurt them during the defenses.


However, there were more than one hundred rank 4 beasts, that number alone was enough to make even a heroic rank cultivator falter.


The layer of spells was broken almost immediately, it couldn't halt the dragons' advance by even a second.


Seeing the drooling maws of the nearing beasts, there was only one thought that remained in the cultivators' minds.


'Retreat!'


The ninth trial seemed unreasonably hard, the cultivators could only form teams made of twenty persons, that difference in number alone made the trial impossible to pass!


Tokens began to appear in the cultivators' hands, they started to pour Breath in them to activate the escape mechanism.


Noah wasn't an exception, he took his token even before the rest of his team, his instincts as a lone cultivator kicked in as soon as he saw the tide of dragons reaching for him.


Yet, to the surprise of everyone in the area, nothing happened.


According to the reports, injecting even a small quantity of Breath in the tokes was enough to activate the teleportation ability inscribed in them, many cultivators that had escaped the Inheritance ground praised how quickly they were teleported outside thanks to said tokens.


However, the tokens didn't work which caused another wave of panic to sweep the cultivators.


A dragon's head was severed when it reached the panicked team but the beast following it managed to stab its fangs on one cultivator, ripping off its arm in the process.


Another dragon died under the joint assault of the calmest cultivators but those behind it thrashed their bodies on the left side of the group, a trail of blood was left on the dark floor as three cultivators died in an instant.


'Fuck, calm down! There must be a way!'


Noah's situation wasn't that better.


Black smoke came out of his figure which prevented the faster dragons to focus him, the amount of danger radiated from his figure was enough to make the beast prefer the others in his group.


He couldn't care less about the cultivators around him, his life was in danger, it wasn't the time to hold himself back.


There was nowhere to retreat, the door behind them had completely disappeared in the darkness after it closed, only a black wall could be seen behind their back.


Also, Noah's spell forced them to avoid being near him, he was managing to scare the dragons away but the same could be said for the cultivators in his team.


'Think, think! The creator of the Inheritance ground couldn't have set this place up only to kill a bunch of cultivators in the human ranks!'


Noah's mind worked at full speed to find a way out of that situation.


The tokens didn't work and the door that led back to the labyrinth had disappeared, there didn't seem to be a way out of that trial.


Then, Noah remembered the aged voice and the contents of its phrase when the door closed.


'Don't fear the depths… Does it want us to advance?'


Only darkness could be seen behind the huge tide of dragons, there wasn't any insurance that advancing was the right move.


Yet, there wasn't any other option!


He could defend from the dragons' assault for some time if he was to enter the complete Demonic form but the energy contained inside his centers of power would only be quickly depleted.


There was also no hope in killing all the dragons, they were simply too many, even twenty rank 3 cultivators could do nothing in that situation.


Noah's conclusion was shared by the remaining cultivators, they weren't stupid after all, the only clue about that trial was the aged voice which resounded when they crossed the door.


David and the three solid stage cultivators charged ahead, their spells created wonders as they slaughtered their way across the dragons' tide.


Noah followed them, he ran between the empty spaces left after their attacks and the black smoke exuded from his body made the dragons unwilling to come close to him.


Of course, his spell also stopped any other cultivator from following him, the black gas left a trail which corroded anything that came in contact with it, Noah's companions weren't an exception.


Under normal circumstances, Noah's tattoo would stop him from harming his fellow disciples but his life was at risk, its restrictions were laxer when death was right behind the corner.


The other cultivators were forced to open a way by themselves but the dragons were too numerous, Noah stopped paying attention to them when the first dying cry resounded behind him.


However, even David's group of strong cultivators began to face some problems, there were simply too many beasts, others would constantly block their path no matter how many were killed.


'These are real dragons!'


That realization hit Noah's mind when he saw the corpses accumulating on the dark ground, the dangerous situation didn't allow him to pay attention to that detail until now.


Yet, he was forced to focus on his surroundings when he sensed that four dragons had disregarded the danger radiated from the black smoke coming out of his body and pounced at him.


Those were all rank 4 beasts in the lower tier, Noah could kill them rather quickly but the situation didn't allow him to waste time.


The world seemed to slow down in his eyes, his sabers appeared in his hands and two pairs of additional arms were created on his torso.


Even the sounds of the battle seemed to stop as he swung his blades, a swift but soft movement was performed as he put all his focus on that attack.


Veins bulged and turned black, Noah seemed to push his body to its limit to perform that blow.


'Third Form: Void!'



						




                    


                
				
                    387. Void

					
					

                    
                        Noah had obtained his rank 4 martial art when he entered the academy.


Generally speaking, a rank 4 martial art was able to express the power of the heroic ranks when completely mastered.


Yet, the body and the dantian of the cultivator performing it had to be at a decent level for it to express its full power.


The Three Forms of the Ashura was composed of three powerful attacks and basic movements that added two pairs of additional arms on the cultivator's torso.


The First Form, endless assault, multiplied the cultivator's attacks, making him able to fight when outnumbered.


The Second Form, fusion, concentrated all the blades into one to perform a powerful but slow attack, it had been Noah's strongest blow until a few months ago.


When he entered the third rank, his centers of power had reached the level needed to perform the Third Form.


'Void'


Noah shouted in his mind as his concentration reached its peak.


The black veins on his body bulged and pulsated to no end, his muscles stretched to their limits, it seemed as if his limbs were going to break due to the pressure applied on them because of that attack.


Veins exploded as his arms completed the required gesture, he had memorized that form long ago but he had always been too weak to use it.


In the slowed world reflected in Noah's eyes, four shadows shot out from his sabers.


Noah heaved a tired sigh as he resumed to run, the injuries caused by his body surpassing its limits healed in a few seconds thanks to the liquid Breath in his circulatory system.


One of the four dragons that had attacked was in front of him but Noah simply marched toward it as if it had stopped being a threat.


When Noah reached it, the dragon's body divided in half, allowing him to run right in the middle of the two halves.


The other three dragons were the same, they were still in the process of pouncing at him when their bodies were suddenly halved, their eyes radiated the surprise that they felt when they realized that they were dead.


An unlockable attack that fused the ethereal aspect of the First Form and the power of the Second Form, the Third Form was the apex of Noah's martial art.


'I should probably enter the complete Demonic form if I want to use this attack repeatedly, the pressure on my body is simply too much.'


Noah evaluated as he continued to run inside the dragons' tide, more and more dragons were starting to disregard the dangerous feeling radiated from his black smoke and were turning their heads toward the hooded figure chasing after the four powerful humans in the lead.


David and his group of solid stage cultivators were wreaking havoc at some distance from Noah, the dragons had tried to encircle them but they were too strong, just one of their spells was enough to repel six to seven dragons at the same time!


Noah chased them, they were naturally creating an escape route for him and were the strongest in his team, he would have better chances to survive with them.


Yet, at some point, they disappeared.


'Where did they go?'


Noah was confused, they were right in front of him for the whole time but now he couldn't see them.


Also, the dark area still maintained the features of the other parts of the labyrinth, the mental energy of the cultivators was suppressed and their sight was starting to be affected since they were leaving the place where the shining orbs were levitating, Noah had betted everything on following David and his group!


'Fuck!'


More smoke came out of his body as he cursed in his mind, his hooded figure was slowly replaced by a fiendish one that had horns and a tail.


Noah was going all out!


The tide of dragons turned to the remaining cultivators in the area, four of them had suddenly disappeared while many had already died, only about seven rank 3 cultivators remained in the dark area.


Noah felt many hungry gazes staring at him, he was the one that had marched deeper in the darkness after all, he was surrounded by dragons!


The dragons didn't care about their well-being, there was only an endless hunger in their minds.


They pounced through the black cloud formed by Noah's spell, uncaring that their scales were being devoured by the smoke.


Noah, on the other hand, was extremely calm.


He had survived in hopeless situations already without being that strong, his mind was working at full speed to analyze the ninth trial and to find a way out of that place.


'David and the others have disappeared after they reached that point, maybe the depths are right there.'


The only real clue about the test was the aged voice that had resounded after the door closed behind their backs, Noah believed that to be the vital information about the trial.


'I can warp near there and run but it doesn't hurt to make a short stop before.'


Noah's eyes sharpened as he swept the battlefield, he inspected every dragon that entered his field of view.


Then, when a few dragons managed to surpass the black smoke and near him, black flames enveloped his body, making him disappear in an instant.


A fiendish figure reappeared in another part of the battlefield, the dragons there roared when they discovered the unwanted guest but there was nothing they could do, they found themselves severed in half before they were even able to finish their battle cry.


Only one of them had its head severed, which then immediately disappeared along with the rest of its body.


Then, black flames covered again the fiendish figure, making him disappear from that place.


Noah reappeared where David and his group had disappeared, the dragons there had already marched toward the remaining humans in the area, they didn't expect for someone to suddenly appear behind their backs.


Yet, Noah didn't exploit that surprise effect, his attention was on his surroundings, he was trying to find clues about David's disappearance.


Countless roars resounded as attacks were launched against him, the dragons felt challenged when Noah had appeared behind them.


Then, Noah noticed that the floor ended at some point and that only the endless darkness of the depths of the separate dimension remained.


The attacks were almost about to reach him when he gathered his determination and jumped off what seemed a cliff, his figure disappeared in the void below the ninth trial.



						




                    


                
				
                    388. Seabed

					
					

                    
                        Noah descended slowly.


Two pairs of wings flapped behind his back and small black circles appeared under his feet as he balanced himself to fly.


Endless darkness surrounded him, Noah wasn't able to see anything, he only knew that he was descending.


'No trace of dragons behind me, it seems that they were restricted to the area above.'


Noah thought as he inspected his surroundings, his mental energy was suppressed and his eyes couldn't help him, he could only rely on his instincts.


'This place should be an area below the labyrinth… Wait, don't tell me that we could have just jumped off the bridge and skip the trials!'


That realization hit Noah's mind as he continued to descend.


The darkness below the labyrinth was a common sight in the trials, many of them featured pits connected to that area.


'This is so strange. Why the ninth trial forced us to escape? Why did the other tests emphasize teamwork? What is the damned aim of the creator of this separate dimension?'


There was only confusion in his mind.


The dimension seemed to test the teamwork of a group under many different situations, it didn't make sense to just put an impossible trial at the end.


Humans had reasons behind their action, one wouldn't create a separate dimension just to play with some human cultivators.


'At least I hope so.'


Noah suppressed his question when he reached that point, he couldn't understand every human being, maybe the creator of the dimension was just a sadist watching the trials with a cup of wine in his hands.


Noah continued to descend, he guessed that he had already fallen for a few kilometers but there had yet to be a change in the environment.


It was only after another couple of kilometers that a sandy ground appeared in his view.


The sand shone with soft azure light, illuminating the environment at the bottom of the void.


'This resembles the seabed, how strange.'


Noah didn't understand his situation nor the place where he was.


His escape token didn't work, he was separated by his teammates and he didn't even know if he had passed the ninth trial, there had been no peal after all.


Yet, he was happy that he had finally found a foothold, there were things he needed to do before he resumed in his exploration.


Noah landed on the sand and inspected his surroundings, there seemed to be nothing except for a few rocky constructions in the distance.


'Just normal sand.'


Noah concluded after he inspected the terrain, he decided to find a place to rest before nearing the rocky constructions.


A small hill appeared in his view, there seemed to be a cave of some sort on its surface which Noah didn't hesitate to explore.


He had used all his strongest attacks together, the Demonic form and the Warp spell expended a lot of mental energy and the Third Form pushed his body to its limits, even the liquid Breath in the membrane around his heart had to be refilled.


However, when he entered the cave, he was surprised to find a chained dragon surrounded by inscriptions.


The dragon seemed to be sleeping but there was a detail that surprised Noah even more: It was a Sea dragon identical to those on the bridge!


'What does this mean?'


Noah neared the creature with caution, the inscriptions seemed focused on restraining it but there were other effects that Noah couldn't understand.


'They seem to scan it but for what reason?'


The dragon woke up when he sensed the new presence in his prison, his hungry eyes stared at Noah but it didn't seem willing to fight.


'It's the first time that I see a beast so docile.'


There were carriages carried by magical beasts but they were suppressed by inscribed chains or similar.


The dragon, instead, seemed to have completely given up on escaping, even its instinct as a magical beast was destroyed.


'For how long were you here?'


Noah couldn't imagine the amount of time it spent chained like that, it wasn't malnourished after all, it had simply given up.


Then, he just walked to the bottom of the cave, the dragon was restrained and Noah had no intention of interfering with inscriptions that he didn't understand, it was simply better to rest and to prepare for the incoming exploration.


His eyes shone when he inspected the contents of his space-ring, a headless dragon was laying in an empty area, its blood flowed on the floor, tainting some of the items in the distance.


Noah quickly took out the corpse and placed a large barrel under its neck, then, he proceeded in gathering the blood spilled on the floor inside his space-ring.


It was at that time that he noticed a small old scroll in a corner.


'That isn't mine.'


Noah always kept the space inside his rings quite organized, he wanted to be always ready for battle after all.


That's why he could immediately see that the scroll wasn't something that belonged to him.


The shock he felt when he took it and unfolded it couldn't be expressed by simple words.


That was because the scroll depicted the diagram of a spell up to the fifth rank!


'When? What!?'


Noah was even more confused, that spell had appeared out of nowhere directly inside his space-ring and without him even noticing!


'Don't tell me, this is the reward of the ninth trial! Why there wasn't any peal then?'


Even more doubts assailed his mind but he faced them with renewed happiness.


The spell was of the wind element but its sheer value would allow him to exchange it for basically anything in the human ranks, he could also hope to obtain something in the heroic ranks from the sect.


'Amazing! I believe that the dimension has given something of equal value to all the cultivators that have passed the ninth trial. The creator must be filthy rich!'


Noah's determination in reaching the end of the dimension increased, there seemed to be simply too much wealth inside it!


His eyes went on the dragon's corpse which was slowly filling the bucket with its blood, as he willed, the bat and panther half-transparent figures inside his mental sphere crumbled, leaving no traces of their existence.



						




                    


                
				
                    389. Imagination

					
					

                    
                        Noah undressed his upper clothes to allow the blood of the previous Blood companions to be expelled.


The tattoos slowly vanished as the black blood abandoned Noah's body, only the deep cuts that made the pictures of the beasts remained for a few seconds before the healing proprieties of his body closed the wounds, leaving no traces of them.


Echo and Shadow were completely dead!


Shadow hadn't been of much use to Noah since his power was too high when he created it but Echo had played an important role in his adventures, it had stayed with him since he escaped Eccentric Thunder's Inheritance ground.


Yet, power came before everything, Noah didn't think twice to destroy its figure inside his mental sphere, he had to make space for a new beast.


A white saber appeared in his hands and he proceeded to stab the chest of the dragon to rip off its heart, Noah didn't use the Demonic swords because he was afraid that their innate corrosive proprieties would damage the core of the beast.


As for the dragon, what Noah had killed and successfully stored was an Abyssal dragon.


It was a kind of dragon that relied mostly on its body to fight and that had an innately strong defense due to the sturdy scales all over its body.


It was also quite big for its kind, nine meters long and a muscular body with a pair of wings and four huge legs, it was slow but its frame made up for that weakness.


Abyssal dragons would usually live in dark places where their vision was obstructed, that's why their defenses were so good: They had to protect themselves against beings able to see in those environments.


There were strongest kinds of dragons among the tide in the ninth trial but that was the only one of the darkness element that Noah had managed to find.


Also, it had large wings and was at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank, Noah wouldn't be too picky when he found such a good match for his needs.


'I'm not used to creating wills that enhance defense but it would be a waste to imbue it with other meanings.'


Noah thought as he held the dragon's heart in one hand while he drew a few sketches on the sandy terrain.


He was a rank 3 mage, it took him only a few attempts to draw a figure of the dragon that met the standards required by the Body-inscription spell.


Then, he closed his eyes to focus on the world inside his mental sphere.


Noah dispersed the solid Breath stored for the activation of the Shadow Sprint, his sea of consciousness seemed extremely empty, only the three Kesier runes and the non-refined solid Breath remained together with his half-transparent figure.


'Defense, defense.'


He repeated that word in his mind, sorting through the various memories that could help him in creating a strong will.


His first thought led him back inside the Royal Inheritance where he fought the rank 4 Cloud eagle, his level was too low at the time, his sabers couldn't even scratch the surface of its skin.


'Too shallow.'


Noah immediately disregarded that memory, the level of the beast was simply too high, it wasn't a matter of good defense.


It took a while but Noah eventually found a method to create the meaning that he needed.


His imagination played one of its first creations, a saber that flew undisputed in the skies, cutting through everything on its path.


Then, the saber changed its route and went upward, trying to reach for the space outside the world.


Yet, it was met with a seemingly endless wall that covered the entirety of the planet.


The wall seemed to have metallic proprieties and it was formed by countless black scales placed on top of each other.


No matter how many times the saber tried to pierce it, it wasn't able to even dent the first scale that it met.


Noah interrupted his dream at that moment and imbued those emotions in the solid Breath inside his mind.


The chunks of black crystals were immersed in the sea below them and came out in the form of a dense scaled shield.


The shield radiated the helplessness created due to its impenetrability, Noah had a cold expression when he looked at it.


That was because he had used the feelings that he felt toward the restrictions that the world applied on lone cultivators, no matter how strong one became, there would always be stronger powers ready to suppress it.


The strongest of all was Heaven and Earth which was represented by the wall around the planet in Noah's imagination.


'Such a good result from something that I hate so much, it seems that all my training in the creation of wills wasn't useless.'


Noah felt a deep hatred for any restriction that the world tried to apply to him.


He used that strong emotion to create a fantasy that reflected how he felt in his most helpless moments.


He felt like that saber, alone in the vastity of the sky, trying to break through an impenetrable wall.


His mood was about to turn sour but then he remembered where he was and what he was attempting to do.


'I can finally use this spell again.'


Noah quickly imbued the Breath just refined in the blood contained in the barrel and the heart in his hand.


Then, he proceeded to draw the figure of the Abyssal dragon on his chest and ate its heart when he was done.


The new tattoo seemed to become alive as its temperature rose but Noah had already closed his eyes, his complete focus was on the huge half-transparent figure of the dragon inside his sea of consciousness.


Noah was a bit surprised by its frame.


'It's at least three times bigger than my previous companions, I guess I can't compare the wills of rank 3 creatures with rank 4 ones.'


He concluded as he quickly acted to suppress the beast.


The three Kesier runes hummed and the connection created between Noah and the dragon thanks to the Elemental forging method further restrained its movements.


Two ethereal sabers appeared in his hands, Noah directly flew toward the restrained beast to suppress it.


The battle was long, the dragon didn't have a chance to win inside Noah's sea of consciousness but it still fought with all it had, its pride as a rank 4 beast wasn't something to underestimate.


Yet, its figure eventually crumbled, falling on the sea below it and reappearing near the center of the sphere.


The rank 4 dragon had been successfully tamed!



						




                    


                
				
                    390. Scum

					
					

                    
                        Noah waited for his form to return to its peak before exiting the cave where he rested.


He had refilled his mental sphere with Breath already refined for the usage of his martial art and the Sea dragon restrained inside the cave wasn't of any use to him, he simply cleaned the place before leaving.


The internal pressure caused by his new Blood companion was powerful but Noah was able to endure it, he simply had to disperse the useless Breath inside his mind to avoid incurring in the familiar headache.


He didn't know which route would lead him to the end of the Inheritance ground nor how far it was but staying in one place was pointless: The escape token didn't work, he could only hope to exit the dimension by exploring further.


'Those rocky buildings are the only change in the environment, they should have some clue about this place.'


Noah began to walk toward the structures that he saw in the distance, his mental energy was still restricted but his vision wasn't, the azure light radiated by the sand allowed him to use the senses of his body to their full potential.


Along the road, Noah found other hills with caves on their surface.


He was surprised to discover that there was a living dragon caged in each cave, their kinds matched those in the trials, Noah was beginning to understand the reason behind the inscriptions around their cages.


'They should be used to create the fake dragons in the labyrinth. If this hypothesis is true, then the creator of the dimension was an expert in formations and also an inscription master. This world is filled with monsters.'


Noah concluded in his mind.


According to his idea, the creator of the dimension was able to cage a large number of different dragons, create a system that kept them alive, and also set up a network that copied their forms on the building above him.


'Hypothetically speaking, this expert would be able to create an endless number of fake dragons by copying the features of an imprisoned one… This is too unreal, how many restrictions would be applied to a technique like that?'


Heaven and Earth were fair, a technique that could endlessly create copies of restrained dragons seemed simply too strong!


'Who is this person? Eccentric Thunder was a monster but his dimension only had rank 3 beasts at best, this place is on a completely different level.'


Noah knew that the answers to his many doubts could only be found at the end of the Inheritance ground, that's why he only quickly examined each cave that he found before continuing with his exploration.


It was only after a few hours of exploration that he found other humans.


Noah stopped his tracks, there were two rank 3 cultivators, a man and a woman, in front of him.


Their facial features were out in the open and their robes had the emblem of the Empire sewed on them.


'Legal organizations!'


Noah was still wearing his hood as he had that thought, he was part of the Chasing demon sect after all, his organization was still illegal on the surface.


The two cultivators also noticed Noah, they turned to look at him, showing displeased expressions when they saw his clothes.


"Unorthodox scum."


The man exclaimed as he spat on the ground to further show his disgust toward the members of the Hive.


'Of course the first people I met would be unfriendly, it would be strange otherwise.'


Noah cursed his bad luck and continued on his way, he would rather preserve his energies in that dangerous environment.


"Hey you, where are you going?"


The woman spoke but Noah ignored her, his gaze was fixed on the structures in the distance.


"Hmph!"


A loud snort resounded in the area as the woman vanished from her spot and reappeared in front of Noah, what seemed half-transparent wings were on her back as she landed in front of him.


'A movement-type spell, this might be troublesome.'


Noah evaluated as part of his attention went on the man who ran to place himself behind him, Noah found himself surrounded in a few seconds.


"Lister carefully, there is no grudge between each other so just give us the rewards of the ninth trial and we will let you go."


"If you don't…"


The man behind Noah released his pressure as he continued the woman's words.


'Right, the rewards.'


Noah's eyes shone as he remembered that detail, he had been too focused on the exploration and on the creation of the new Blood companion that he had totally forgotten that each of the cultivators he encountered in that place would have the rewards of the ninth trial with them.


'I've been too focused on finding the end of the dimension that I didn't consider the other gains available here… I've become too soft.'


Noah suppressed his laugh as he focused on his enemies, they were two rank 3 cultivators in the gaseous stage, both rank 3 mages.


Yet, their mental spheres were weaker than Noah's, he could make out most of their strength with a simple inspection.


"I might be a bit rusty at this."


Noah spoke before a shockwave resounded when he stomped the ground twice, in an instant, he appeared in front of the woman with his sabers aimed to her head.


The two of them were rank 3 cultivators, they couldn't be taken by surprise that easily.


The woman reacted quickly, a dense layer made of air appeared in front of her, ready to block Noah's assault.


At the same time, the man shot in his direction, fire came out of his hammer as he directed its trajectory toward Noah's head.


Everything seemed to happen slowly in their eyes but not even a second had passed since Noah attacked.


Noah's black sabers clashed with the spell, they weren't able to pierce the wall made of air but the woman didn't show a happy expression, her eyes sharpened when she saw that Noah didn't even use his martial art in that attack!


"Greg-"


She tried to warn the man about the possible trap but it was too late, Greg was already too close to Noah to stop his descending blow.


It was at that moment that Noah's clothes were torn apart and the sharp fangs of a dragon stabbed themselves on Greg's waist, stopping his attack and injuring him.



						




                    


                
				
                    391. Chase

					
					

                    
                        Noah's new Blood companion was a rank 4 beast at the peak of the lower tier, it was fully capable of injuring rank 3 cultivators with its body alone.


Also, one of the strongest features of the Body-inscription spell was the speed at which the Blood companion was released by the cultivator's body, it was really easy to be caught by surprise if the opponent wasn't aware of that ability.


Greg saw the enormous reptilian head trying to crush his body, the gaseous Breath inside his dantian and the liquid one inside his body were depleted at a fast pace as he tried to block the dragon's fangs.


Then, his mental energy was expended and a huge ape made of flames appeared behind his back.


The fire ape wielded a pair of hammers that it didn't hesitate to smash on the dragon's head.


A loud impact resounded in the area, the hammers crashed on the companion's head, breaking a few scales in the process.


However, to Greg's surprise, the dragon had still more than half of its head intact and, even worse, the missing parts destroyed in the attacks were already reforming!


Greg was a mighty rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage, he had fought many rank 4 beasts in his life and had survived the trials in the separate dimension, he knew exactly the power behind his spells.


Yet, a spell that should have destroyed any rank 4 beast's head and even take a big chunk of its neck with it wasn't able to do much against that black dragon!


Abyssal dragons were specialized in defense but those scales seemed to surpass the actual level of the beast, putting its power directly in the middle tier of the fourth rank!


Greg's surprised gaze went on the hooded figure in front of him but he soon discovered that he had disappeared, only some tongues of black flames were still lingering in front of the shield deployed by his teammate.


The woman seemed to stare at him, yet, she wasn't looking at his figure but at a place behind him.


That was because Noah had warped right behind Greg and was already attacking him with his most powerful attack!


Noah's veins turned black and black smoke came out of his six sabers as he performed a slash so fast that even those with a rank 4 body would find hard to follow with their eyes.


Greg's survival instincts kicked in, the fire ape placed itself in a protective stance to block the incoming attack only to be severed by the six invisible slashes that reached it.


Noah's attack didn't stop there, it reached Greg's back and inflicted six deep wounds on it, cutting through a spell had greatly reduced its power.


Greg was about to cast another spell when a fuming head covered his upper body, he could only see the gaseous insides of the dragon before the corrosive smoke exuded by its figure attacked his skin.


Muffled screams resounded from inside the dragon's body, its fuming fangs closed on Greg's already injured waist, severing his body in half and leaving his lifeless legs on the azure sand.


The woman watched the scene with wide eyes, everything had happened too quickly, one mistake was all it took for the hooded figure to kill her companion, Greg was defeated after only three attacks!


Screams continued to sound from the dragon's body, the vitality of a rank 3 cultivator was incredible but his injuries were too severe, only half of his body remained after all.


Noah landed on the dragon's head, the dragon then softly lowered its neck to allow him a comfortable descent on the ground.


Noah stepped off the dragon slowly, he seemed to take his time and he didn't even deign the woman of his attention.


Then, the screams ended and Noah raised his hand toward the dragon's mouth.


The beast opened its maws and three half corroded rings fell directly in Noah's hands which he quickly stored inside his pants.


The woman watched the scene and she quickly made up her mind: She had to escape!


It wasn't a matter of strength, she was quite sure that she was a match for the hooded man.


Yet, she was outnumbered and he had killed her companion, a battle against him, while she was still in the Inheritance ground, wasn't the best option.


"We will meet again!"


She shouted before the wings behind her back flapped and made her disappear from that place, Noah saw how she was running in the distance, toward the rocky structures.


Black flames covered his figure, he wasn't going to give up on a free reward!


Noah reappeared on a spot in front of the escaping woman, her eyes widened when she saw the dragon coming out of his body and charging at her with all its might.


She quickly changed direction, cutting diagonally as she tried to use the maneuverability of her spell to her advantage.


It was at that moment, though, that shockwaves resounded in the area, she turned only to see that Noah was repeatedly using his martial art to chase her.


She sighed in relief when she saw that Noah was slower than her, he was using a martial art after all, it couldn't compare to the speed produced by a spell.


Yet, she suddenly felt as if her mental sphere was going to break, she was forced to stop her escape to focus on stabilizing her sea of consciousness.


The walls of her mind trembled to no end, it took her a while to stabilize her condition.


That time was enough for Noah to reach her position and to perform the Third Form together with the partial Demonic form.


The woman reacted quickly, her complexion was pale due to the mental energy expended to defend against the Mental tremor spell but her life was in danger!


Twenty or so needles were launched from her hands, they clashed with Noah's attacks.


Noah's slashes were fast but the needles weren't any slower, they pierced each other, expending some of their power.


Six deep cuts appeared on the woman's torso, her robe was soon tainted by the blood flowing out of her wounds.


Noah wasn't better off, a few needles surpassed his defenses and were about to stab his body when a scaled tail enveloped his figure.


The woman saw the tail and was reminded of the dragon that accompanied the hooded man but it was too late, darkness filled her vision as a reptilian head closed itself around her head from behind her back.


The last image she saw was the fuming fangs of the dragon stabbing her neck, ripping off her head from her shoulders.
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                        The headless woman's body fell lifelessly on the ground, a bit of sand was raised in the process.


Noah quickly inspected her body, taking the storage devices that he found in the process before releasing some smoke from his hand to remove any trace of the battle.


Greg's lower body was somewhere behind him, Noah didn't have time to clean the battlefield since he had to chase the woman but he also couldn't bother to go back to do so.


His priority now was to find a place where to rest before resuming in his exploration, more enemies could approach him any time.


He stored the space-rings together with Greg's ones and was about to search for one of the many hills placed along the way when he felt four pairs of eyes on him.


He quickly turned toward the source of the stares, his Blood companion was still out in the open so it was pointless to hide it at that moment.


Yet, Noah quickly relaxed when he saw four familiar figures staring at him in the distance.


"Zach, is that you?"


David's voice resounded in the sandy area, Noah waved his hand toward him before greeting him in a plain tone.


"Captain, I knew you were down here."


***

Sometime later, in a cave where a peak rank 4 Bone dragon was restrained.


Noah, David, and the other three solid stage cultivators from the Chasing demon sect were speaking as they looked at a simple drawing on the ground.


The drawing depicted the known area below the ninth trial, the five cultivators had put together the events they went through after they flew through the darkness between the labyrinth and the seabed.


A dragon was quietly guarding the entrance of the cave, its tail was connected to Noah's naked back as he stared at the map.


"We took care of a group of survivors that we found along the way, they were strong but injured, their fall didn't go too well apparently."


David explained with a smile on his face, the cultivators in the cave had undressed the clothes that covered their faces, they were in a relatively safe area now.


"Ehm, Zach? What exactly is that? Some sort of puppet?"


Cora, one of the two females in their group, asked while pointing toward the dragon.


"Sort of. It's thanks to it that I managed to survive the assault of those two cultivators from the Empire, I think I will call it Heilong."


Noah vaguely answered, he wanted to make them understand that his Blood companion was strong while still hiding its real power.


David's group had found Noah due to the chaos created as he fought, they were aware of some of the details of his battle and he didn't find any reason to hide his strength.


Also, he had seen how David and the other three had uncaringly abandoned the other members of his group, he wanted to appear somewhat valuable in their eyes.


"No wonder, no wonder. Let me tell you, defeating two rank 3 cultivators is a really impressive feat for someone who has just reached the gaseous stage, you have my respect."


Helga commented on Noah's explanation, her words seemed honest.


"Well, why don't we place the loot in the middle and divide it according to our needs? We all belong to the thieves' faction after all."


Nate, the other man in the solid stage, proposed.


However, Noah shook his head as he revealed a smirk.


"No way. You have a total of seven rewards from the ninth trial divided between the four of you while I have three of them on my person alone, dividing them would be as if I was giving away one of them."


Nate's smile froze after Noah's answer, he thought he could trick him using the faction as an excuse but Noah had immediately seen through his façade.


"Nate, give up, let's just exchange them."


David continued to smile as he patted Nate's shoulder, the latter could only cough a few times as he nodded wearing an awkward smile.


"Then, I guess it's up to me to start. I have a water spell and a lightning spell, both of them up to the fifth rank. Helga, do you want the lightning one?"


Nate spoke, explaining the spells in his possession.


David's aptitude was fire, Nate and Cora's one was wind, and Helga was of the lightning element.


"You know I received a spell of the earth element from the ninth trial. It doesn't match your element and its value it's also lower, what do you really want?"


Helga spoke, expressing her doubts.


The lightning element was rarer than the earth one, it was normal for spells of the former to be more expensive.


"I wouldn't mind losing a few thousand Credits if you were to put some nice words to that apprentice of yours. She thinks I'm some kind of scoundrel that wastes his time in the brothels on the surface."


"But that's exactly who you are!"


Cora complained when she heard Nate's request, she shook her head when she understood that Nate was willing to lose tens of thousands of Credits over a woman.


"Deal."


However, Helga didn't hesitate to accept Nate's offer, a scroll appeared in her hands which she quickly handed to him.


Nate revealed a happy expression and did the same, the exchange was completed.


"Do you have anything related to the darkness element?"


That time, it was Noah the one who spoke.


David sighed, he knew about Noah's aptitude, but the other three were extremely surprised.


They were mighty rank 3 cultivators, they couldn't care less about the matters between weaker cultivators.


That's why they weren't aware of his battle against Perry nor of its specifics.


"I have a spell of the darkness element, its power is up to the fifth rank. I thought I was the lucky one when I found it in the ring of those from the Papral nation but, apparently, this luck is yours to take."


Cora spoke, her eyes were sharp as she stared Noah.
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                        "I have a spell of the wind element, one of the fire element, and one of the water element, all three of them up to the fifth rank. Just choose which one you want."


Noah answered plainly, he wasn't aware of Cora's aptitude but he still chose to reveal his belongings.


He had already inspected the belongings of the two cultivators of the Shandal Empire that he had killed, he found those two spells along with a huge amount of resources.


Those two cultivators were both in the third rank, their belongings didn't stop to potions and pills needed to pass the trials, Noah had also found a huge number of Credits, some techniques and spells, and even a few inscribed weapons.


He could have been considered rich before but now his finances and resources had tripled!


Of course, the spells, techniques, and weapons had to be sold since he had no use for them but Noah was still considering if it would be better to just exchange them for merit points once he went back to the sect.


He was still stuck in the Inheritance ground after all, there was no point in planning his action for when he went back already.


"That won't do."


However, Cora shook her head as she refused Noah's offer.


"Darkness and light are the rarest elements, just by giving the spell in my possession to the sect, I would almost obtain enough merit points to purchase two spells of the wind element of similar power. You need to make a better offer if you want my spell."


Cora's reply made Noah fall deep in thought.


He was aware of the rarity of his element, the prices for techniques and spells that suited him could only increase as his level rose.


'Her words make sense, why would she accept a random spell of her element when she can just pick one up from the missions' building? Well, I don't know if the third floor has something so powerful but there should be ways to have access to heroic-level spells.'


Noah's attention went on the insides of his space-rings, he analyzed the spells rewarded in the ninth trial and he tried to evaluate their power.


Spells could be strong or weak, battle-related or not, these qualities influenced their values and prices in the market.


Noah didn't have a meter of comparison with spells of an element different from his but one thing was clear: The spells in his possession that came from the separate dimension were all battle-related and seemed quite powerful!


'This means that there is a high chance that the darkness spell in Cora's rings is also powerful and useful in battle.'


After a few minutes of silence, Noah opened his mouth to make another offer.


"I'll give you the wind and water element, you won't find a better offer in the archipelago."


"Why not the fire one instead of the water one?"


Cora didn't seem moved by Noah's generous offer and promptly asked to change the contents of the second spell.


Yet, Noah only smiled at that question.


"David has a fire aptitude, I'll gain more from giving the fire one to him rather than to you. Mind you, this is my last offer, I can just purchase your spell once we go back in the sect but you would have lost the favorable price that I'm making."


Noah gave her an ultimatum, he wouldn't just give up on free money after all.


Noah had fought with David and he was also his captain, it was normal for him to know about his aptitude.


Cora stared Noah in the eyes and sighed when she saw that he didn't seem to care about not obtaining the spell now.


"Deal."


She took out a long scroll from her space-ring and handed it to Noah, he, on the other hand, handed her the scrolls containing the wind and water spells.


Noah didn't even look at his new spell, he simply stored it before turning to look at David.


"What do you offer for this?"


He asked as he unfolded the scroll containing the fire spell to him.


David wore a complex smile as he went through the contents of the scroll and sighed, taking out a folded scroll too.


"I have only this earth spell up to the fifth rank to offer, the other one in my possession matches my element so I won't give it away."


"Deal."


Noah didn't hesitate to accept the exchange, spells of the earth element were more valuable than those of the fire one.


The round of exchanges was concluded, everyone ended up with two spells except for Helga who had one and Cora who had three.


Cora seemed the one who had the biggest gains but, in truth, it was David the one who had benefitted the most by those exchanges.


He had obtained two spells that matched his element, it was a great advantage considering that they were still in the separate dimension.


As for Cora's remaining spell, she didn't speak about it so the others didn't ask, there was no point in probing her belongings if she had no intentions to trade them.


The fact that they were still in the Inheritance ground also played an important role in making the cultivators in the cave willingly to trade their spells so easily.


Each one of them could have pushed for better prices but their priority was to find a way out of the dimension, the best way to improve their chances was to increase their battle prowess as much as they could before resuming in the exploration.


David and his group stayed inside the cave and in its surroundings for a couple of weeks, they spent that time learning their new spells and thinking of a way to add them to their battle styles.


Noah did the same, his days though were spent mostly outside the cave where he also trained in flying with Heilong's wings.


Dragon's wings were far more suited than bat's wings for flight and Noah's ability had increased a lot during the years when he relied on Echo.


A bit more than two weeks passed before they decided to resume in their exploration, their destination was the rocky structures in the distance.
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                        David's group had no more reasons to wait.


They had learnt their new spells and they had also tested them in private, they were at peak form too, it was time to continue in the exploration.


The azure sand illuminated the environment, the rocky structures in the distance were the only stark change in the scenery, they were the only element that seemed to contrast with the seabed and the many hills placed along the way.


That's why they became the only possible destination in the cultivators' minds, they would just think of something else if even those structures led to a dead end.


The group of five moved slowly, they didn't talk much but they spent time exploring the caves on the surface of the hills that they passed.


Every cave seemed to have a dragon restrained inside it, its kind and aspect always matched those in the trials of the labyrinth.


Noah's hypothesis seemed accurate, even the others in his team were amazed when they learnt about it.


"No matter its restriction, a technique like that would be the best defense mechanism of every place."


David commented when he heard Noah's theory.


His words were on point, the ability to endlessly replicate restrained magical beasts was amazing.


After all, what if a mansion had the protection of an endless number of rank 4 creatures?


Who would have the power needed to break its defenses?


Also, how many losses would such invaders suffer during the process?


"It would be wonderful if we could get our hands on the theory behind these formations, our sect would likely become undisputed on the archipelago thanks to them. We would also be able to lay those formations all around the islands and finally isolate ourselves from the continent!"


David continued to evaluate the power behind that technique.


The creator of the separate dimension was able to set up trials that took almost three years to be passed with the joint effort of the strongest organizations of the archipelago, using the theory behind that technique to defend against the control of the continent seemed the chance that the Hive had been waiting for centuries!


Yet, his enthusiasm was suppressed shortly after, David knew nothing about inscription methods and he wasn't sure if Noah's theory was correct, he could only focus on the dimension for now.


The others were the same, they weren't knowledgeable in inscription methods nor did they have any interest in them, they would just pass down such a technique to the sect if they ever were to obtain it.


The group's march was usually silent, their senses were spread toward their surroundings, wary that other cultivators would discover them.


Truth to be told, the five of them were eager to find small groups of survivors from the ninth test, anyone on the seabed would have the rewards of the trial, their instincts as thieves would kick in as soon as they found a defenseless prey.


Yet, there seemed to be no more lone survivors there, they only met groups of cultivators that had a similar number of members.


Those encounters had been quite tense, the two groups would just stare at each other for a long time, probing the power of their opponents.


It was normal for any survivor on the seabed to have the same thoughts, who wouldn't want more valuable spells after all?


Noah heaved sighs of relief when he saw that the auras of the four solid stage cultivators in his team were able to prevent any battle from happening.


He was only a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage, even though he was strong for his level and his battle prowess had recently increased by a lot, he would still have a tough time against liquid and solid stage cultivators.


The teams met along the way were mostly made of such cultivators, Noah preferred to avoid a battle with such strong opponents.


It wasn't a matter of fear, Noah was aware that he was weaker than solid stage cultivators but he was confident in surviving their assault at least.


The problem was in the reaction that his companions would have to a possible battle: He had seen how they acted in the ninth trial, Noah bet that he would be left behind without a second thought if the situation was to become too dire.


Luckily for him, everyone seemed to prefer going on their way rather than engage in battles.


"Seems as if all the small groups have been already taken care of. Only those with a strength similar to us remain."


Helga commented when they crossed another team wearing clothes similar to theirs.


They probably belonged to underground organizations like them but there didn't seem to be any friendly feeling coming from their behavior.


There seemed to be only one thing in the minds of those that had reached the seabed: Finding the end of the separate dimension!


Almost all the groups there were moving toward the rocky structures, they all had a similar idea about the layout of the dimension.


Soon, the features of the rocky buildings became clear.


They seemed to be some sort of uneven portals that opened a path inside short mountain ranges.


Each mountain range had a different portal but they were all linked to a huge mountain in the distance.


David's group inspected the structure, it seemed that to explore its insides, it was necessary to enter one of the portals.


Groups of cultivators could be seen in the distance, a few of them crossed the entrance of the portals closest to them before they sealed themselves, it seemed that each passage could accommodate only one group.


David and the others exchanged glances before nearing the portal closest to them.


It was without any hesitation that they crossed its entrance, the rocks of the walls behind them spread to completely block their way back, they quickly understood that it was too late to turn back.


Yet, that had never been their intention!


Cautious gazes went toward the insides of the mountain range.


An underground building unfolded in front of their eyes, pillars and straight walls made from the azure sand illuminated the way deeper in the mountain.


Inscriptions filled the entirety of the surface of the building, their quantity was something that Noah had never seen in his whole life!


The underground building seemed the core of the whole dimension!
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                        The light coming from the inscriptions, coupled with the azure halo radiated by the sandy material of the building, illuminated the figures of the five cultivators in David's group.


There didn't seem to be any immediate danger, the large corridor inside the mountain range was filled with an eerie silence, it appeared completely deserted.


A series of glances were exchanged by the five cultivators as they silently decided to explore deeper, everything inside that place was telling them that the end of the Inheritance ground was near.


Yet, a problem immediately occurred.


"I feel watched."


"Me too."


"Same here."


Helga's feeling was shared by the others, the light coming from the inscriptions around them seemed to inspect their bodies and it even passed undisturbed inside their centers of power.


Though, there wasn't any harmful intention behind that light and messing up with the inscription of the separate dimension didn't seem like a good idea so they just ignored that issue after some time.


'These inscriptions are similar to those restricting the dragons inside the hills, they seem far more complex though and I can't shake off the sensation that we are looking at them from their insides.'


Noah thought as he continued to follow his teammates.


He was the only one in the group who had some knowledge in the inscriptions' field, he could understand more than his companions even if his inscription method diverged from most usual practices.


'I have a bad feeling about this…'


According to his theory, the purpose behind those inscriptions was to replicate the beings restrained inside them.


Since there were now cultivators in their insides, there was a high chance that their next enemy would be a human!


The illuminated corridor was straight and seemingly endless, David's group carefully marched in its insides for more than a week before the first change occurred.


Right between two tall pillars placed at the sides of the passage, the entrance of a large area became visible.


"We should still be at some distance from the central mountain. Careful, this should be another trial."


David warned as the five of them entered the large area and prepared themselves for a battle.


The area was a large room with a wide formation on both floor and ceiling, it completely resembled a battle arena.


Then, the sandy walls of the entrance behind them began to enlarge, not even a few seconds had passed but the way back to the corridor had been sealed!


The cultivators weren't scared nor disappointed, they were ready for the incoming battle but there were no enemies there.


Their gazes went on the walls of the room, they felt confused since there seemed to be no way out of that place.


Noah went to inspect the formations, they resembled those that filled the dimension but with a few more complex elements.


In the end, he gave up on trying to understand their purpose, not only were formations different from his method, but those in the arena were also at a high level.


"Nothing?"


David asked when he saw Noah raising his gaze from the formations and he sighed when he saw that Noah shook his head to answer him.


"What do we do now?"


Nate asked David, it was clear to everyone that the latter was the leader of the group.


"Let's wait for a bit. We'll try to force this place open if nothing happens."


David spoke, ordering them to take the safe approach.


Messing up with the inscriptions of a dimension that could remain hidden from the eyes of heroic cultivators wasn't a good idea, David would keep that option only as a last resort.


Another period of training occurred, Noah and the others resumed testing their new spells and adding them to their combat style.


They were all rank 3 mages after all, learning the diagram of spells up to the fifth rank hadn't been a taxing process.


Yet, it always took time to become proficient with every new technique, Noah would always throw himself into a pack of magical beasts whenever he obtained a new technique.


With the absence of magical beasts though, he could only visualize his improved fighting style in his mind for now.


One thing that improved quickly though was his flying ability.


Heilong's wings were bigger and stronger than Echo's ones, allowing him to fly at a higher speed and without the need of the Shadow step spell to remain in the air.


Yet, they lacked maneuverability, an aspect that Noah could only compensate with experience and other techniques.


'I'll think about improving my flight when I exit this damned place… We have been stuck in this area for one month already!'


Noah thought as he softly landed on the ground, the wings behind his back retracted inside his naked back where the large tattoo of a dragon was.


The other four in his group had long become used to his training routine and couldn't help but be surprised when they saw the many uses that his Blood companion was capable of.


"Maybe I should have asked for this puppet instead."


Cora commented as she watched Noah reuniting with them, she believed that her gains in the exchange had been great but the young-looking man in front of him seemed to have things more valuable than powerful spells.


"Limited to the darkness element, sorry."


Noah shrugged his shoulders as he casually lied, the Body-inscription spell was one of his strongest abilities as well as his first spell, he wouldn't give it to others so easily.


The cultivators in David's group weren't tired, they were still in the Inheritance ground so they limited themselves when they trained.


Noah wasn't an exception, flying consumed virtually no energy and he only used his new spell three to four times each day.


Their priority was to be ready for any kind of trial that the dimension placed in front of them, they didn't know the reason behind that waiting but they didn't dare to train till exhaustion in that situation.


Then, before Noah could wear something to cover his upper body, the formations on the floor and the ceiling lit up.


Light gathered at the center of the arena and human figures formed as the light slowly dissipated.


In a few seconds, five cultivators appeared in front of them!
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                        The cultivators that had just appeared didn't look completely real, their features were covered with inscriptions and they all wore expressionless faces.


David's group immediately stood up, they had wielded their weapons as soon as the formations lit up.


The inscribed cultivators wore the golden armors of the Royal army of the Utra nation, Noah and his group had spotted them along the way but they went on different paths and entered a different portal.


"It seems that this technique can even copy cultivators."


David judged as his eyes were filled with greed, the possibility of obtaining the copying technique from the separate dimension seemed to become more real with every new trial.


'I guess I was right.'


Noah thought as he inspected the inscribed cultivators, three of them were in the solid stage while two of them were in the liquid one, it was pointless to say that they were all in the third rank!


Also, the mental waves that they radiated belonged to rank 3 mages, they couldn't be underestimated.


'I wonder if a copy of ourselves has appeared in front of another group, that should be the purpose behind the inscriptions in the corridor after all.'


Noah guessed again, he felt a bit bothered to be used in that way especially considering that he had so many secrets.


However, his thoughts were interrupted since the five inscribed cultivators recklessly charged at them.


"One each, winners help those in need!"


David gave simple orders as he shot toward a woman that seemed the strongest in the enemy team.


The others in his group did the same with Nate and Noah charging toward the liquid stage cultivators.


Explosions resounded in the arena as the battle began, spells and attacks were launched as soon as the two sides clashed.


Noah was completely focused on the liquid stage inscribed man in front of him, spears made of ice shot in his direction as shockwaves resounded from under his feet.


Noah managed to dodge the spell thanks to the speed generated from the Shadow sprint and immediately used his strongest attack.


Time seemed to slow down in his eyes and black veins bulged all over his body as six fast slashes were launched.


The Third Form of the Ashura fused the most powerful aspects of the other two Forms, it had the destructive power of the Second Form and the ethereal aspect of the First one.


Noah was at about ten meters of distance from the inscribed man but six extremely fast slashes still cut through the air and managed to reach his enemy!


However, he was against a liquid stage cultivator.


The Third Form was fast and powerful, it could be said that it was a perfect attack method, yet, it was still only a martial art.


A layer of ice covered the man's chest and six deep marks appeared on it but the skin under that protection remained untouched!


The Third Form had been blocked!


'I used the weakest version of the Third Form but I didn't expect it to be blocked so easily.'


Noah evaluated in his mind but was forced to summon his Blood companion since his enemy had cast another barrage of ice spears at the moment when Noah's attack was blocked.


Heilong appeared in front of Noah, its huge scaled body completely covered Noah's figure as it endured the enemy's spell.


The spears stabbed its body, the reinforced scales couldn't stop such a powerful spell.


Ice spread on Heilong's body from where the spears were stabbed but Noah quickly controlled his companion and the frozen parts together with the spears where cut off from its body.


Blood companions could immediately recreate their missing parts using the Breath of the cultivator linked to them but they couldn't properly heal, they weren't living beings after all.


Noah had decided to cut away the damaged parts to accelerate the reconstruction of its body, he needed a defensive method against the piercing ability of those spears.


'Let's try with three.'


Noah thought and the world in his eyes slowed again.


Heilong was absorbed in his body and three fast slashes cut the air toward the inscribed man.


The power behind the Third Form would increase according to how concentrated Noah's attacks were.


Its weaker version was when Noah used his six arms to attack, those arms contained the many ethereal copies of the First Form and could project his slashes in the distance thanks to that.


The strongest was, of course, when Noah focused his everything in one slash: The First and Second form would be used to their peak at that moment, creating a seemingly unstoppable attack.


Of course, such a move would put his body under heavy stress, Noah preferred to use its weaker version since he had other powerful abilities available.


Three powerful slashes crashed on the layer of ice that the inscribed man had created as soon as he saw that an attack was nearing him.


Deep marks appeared on the ice and white shards shot in every direction due to the collision.


Yet, the man behind it was completely unharmed.


'This won't do.'


The veins on Noah's arms healed as Heilong appeared again to block the third barrage of ice spears, the man was always using the protection of the ice layer to cast more spells.


Also, the number of spears was increasing, it seemed that the shards of his previous spells could be used to increase the power of his attacks.


'I don't know if this will work against non-living beings but the dragons in the labyrinth were extremely lifelike, that should apply to cultivators too.'


Noah focused and his mental energy was expended.


Three ghostly claws appeared in front of him which flew through Heilong's body as they reached for the inscribed man.


Another layer of ice appeared, the man used his reliable defensive spell to block the incoming attack.


Yet, those claws were not material, they passed unobstructed through the ice shield and stabbed themselves in the man's chest.


No wound appeared on his flesh, the man didn't seem to have suffered any kind of damage.


However, a few drops of blood came out of his mouth and traced straight dark lines on his jaw as they fell on the floor, Noah's eyes shone when he saw that his new spell was effective!
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                        'Ghostly claws spell, power up to the fifth rank, limited to the darkness element. The caster launches several ethereal claws that can pass through any kind of matter and inflict a limited amount of damage.'


The description of the spell ran through Noah's mind as he saw the lines of blood coming out of the inscribed cultivator's mouth.


Noah's new spell wasn't spectacularly powerful but it was extremely troublesome to deal with.


First of all, the claws were ethereal, they could pass through any kind of defense or material, specific methods were needed to defend against them but they were hard to find and consumed a large amount of mental energy.


His Mental tremor spell was the same, both the mental shockwave and the ethereal claws were mainly made of mental energy, it was obvious that only a defensive method mainly composed of mental energy could block them.


Also, the claws didn't necessarily have a straight trajectory, Noah could control them at will and avoid eventual defenses that his enemies deployed.


In that situation, the Ghostly claws were only slightly affected by the ice layer and maintained most of their power when they hit the internal organs of the cultivator.


'This spell is a proper long-range attack that I've always lacked. Its consumption is even quite low considering that it is a spell of the darkness element.'


Noah quickly evaluated the effects that his new spell had in an actual battle.


Spells of the darkness element usually had explosive effects capable of great might, the Demonic form and the Mental tremor spells were a perfect example of that.


Yet, the consumption of Breath and mental energy for the activation of such spells was extremely high, a sort of balance was enforced by the fairness of Heaven and Earth after all.


The Ghostly claws, instead, lacked the usual power of the spells of the darkness element but they expended far less energy to be created.


Also, their ethereal form made up for that lack of power, Noah could just focus on the sensible areas of his enemy when he attacked.


That was exactly what had happened in the battle.


Noah had launched his new spell which passed through Heilong and the ice layer, crashing on the internal organs of the inscribed man and inflicting some damage.


'Being able to attack while defending is nice but my opponent has deeper reserves of energy since he is in the liquid stage, the dimension made a perfectly lifelike copy of him, it's safe to assume that even his dantian contains the proper amount of Breath.'


The inscribed man's battle style was quite straightforward: He would create the ice layer when attacked and use that moment to launch ice spears.


Also, the ice shards that accumulated on the battlefield could be used to empower his spells which, coupled with his deeper reserves of Breath, favored him in a long battle.


Another round of spears crashed on Heilong's body, the pain endured by the Blood companion was shared by Noah but his mind couldn't be bothered by that, he was completely focused in finding a way to end that battle quickly.


His attention went to his companions, Nate was suppressing his opponent but the other three seemed on a stalemate, their power seemed evenly matched.


'Nate will likely defeat the liquid stage in front of him and help the others but I don't know if we will be given time to rest after this battle, it's better to let them preserve their strength.'


Noah thought that he could just passively defend and wait for his teammates to help him but he didn't know what kind of trials they will face deeper in the mountain range.


The strongest assets in his team were the solid stage cultivators, it was better to let them preserve their energy.


Also, he wanted to see if he could really defeat a liquid stage cultivator on his own.


'Complete Demonic form is a no, I'll just risk disrupting the other battles. The partial one has to be enough.'


Noah decided his approach and waited for the barrage of spears to end.


That was already the inscribed man's fifth attack, more than thirty sharp spears were created and launched toward the black dragon defending the human with its body.


When the last of the spears hit Heilong's body, Noah absorbed the intact part of his puppet and shot in a straight line toward the inscribed man.


Shockwaves resounded under his feet as he sprinted at full speed, it didn't take him even an instant to cross the ten meters dividing him and his enemy.


The man watched Noah raising his sabers to attack but his expressionless face didn't even flicker, he simply waved his sleeve, shattering the layer of ice in front of him.


Noah hadn't expected such a move but his reaction time wasn't slow, Heilong's body engulfed his figure as soon as he saw the sharp white shards nearing him.


Some cuts appeared on his body, Heilong had blocked most of the attack but some shard still managed to hit him.


Also, ice began to spread from his wounds, Noah felt a piercing cold sensation that tried to affect his movements.


Black smoke immediately came out of his body, the Demonic form destroyed anything except for its user, the ice soon stopped spreading and was quickly devoured by Noah's corrosive smoke.


The liquid Breath in his circulatory system was expended at a fast pace to heal his injuries, the ability of his Yin body kept Noah battle-ready in any situation!


'Fuck!'


Noah cursed in his mind when he saw that another defensive layer of ice was forming right between him and the inscribed man, according to his calculation, his sabers wouldn't be able to reach him before the shield was formed.


Heilong roared as it bit downward, another layer of ice appeared right over the man's skin, preventing the dragon's fangs from stabbing deeper, only some superficial wounds had been inflicted.


Meanwhile, the ice-shield continued to form, it began to envelop Heilong's figure and even Noah felt a cold sensation trying to affect his mind.


Noah's face appeared at the bottom of his companion's throat, his eyes were bloodshot as a mental beam was shot from them.


The Mental tremor spell successfully hit the sea of consciousness of the inscribed man, his sphere trembled violently as it tried to defend against the piercing force that was making its way on its walls.


The man's focus was finally disrupted and the two layers of ice crumbled as he stopped providing mental energy and Breath to them, Noah had finally broken through his defenses!
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                        The inscribed man was expressionless, his face didn't change even when his mental sphere trembled violently.


Ice shards fell everywhere, his body became completely exposed and Heilong's fangs finally managed to dig deep into his flesh.


Black smoke came out of its fangs, the defenseless flesh and muscles of the cultivator could only be consumed under the assault of Noah's corrosive spell.


Noah, on the other hand, was about to directly attack his opponent when the latter's mental sphere stopped trembling and he recovered his focus.


A torrent of water engulfed the man, Heilong and Noah were flung away by the explosive power of the spell.


'Another defensive method!'


Noah cursed in his mind as he controlled Heilong's wings to stop himself mid-air, his gaze was fixed on the inscribed man as he quickly landed on the floor, ready to assault him again.


However, he was surprised to see that all the ice-shards on the battlefield were gathering around the man, surrounding him and forming a big block of ice in his position.


'What kind of spell is that?'


Noah tried to guess the effect of the spell but he could only sense that a large amount of Breath and mental energy were being converged in the inscribed man's position.


It took only a few seconds for Noah to decide his next move, large amounts of mental energy and Breath were expended as more than ten Ghostly claws were created.


The claws flew through the air, entering the block of ice and looking for the man's body.


Noah shared part of the sensations of the claws, that sharing wasn't as accurate as with his Blood companion but it was better than blindly attacking the spell nonetheless.


The ice composing the big slab was white, sight couldn't reach its insides.


Also, the arena had the same proprieties of the walls of the labyrinth, mental energy couldn't be relied on.


That's why Noah immediately used the Ghostly claws spell, he didn't know the purpose behind the man's spell but, from the amount of energy gathering around him, he knew that he didn't want to face its effects.


Ethereal claws entered the block of ice and searched for the internal organs of the inscribed man, the chunk was about six meters large, a grown man didn't have many places where to hide inside it.


Soon, the claws hit something soft, Noah's eyes sharpened when he felt that vague sensation and commanded the remaining claws to attack that position.


Then, he summoned even more claws and launched them in that position, ice shards and ethereal claws converged on the chunk of ice at high speed.


Noah didn't stop, he continuously activated his spell, it was only when more than forty claws had been created that he started to feel some kind of tiredness.


His mental energy was nearing depletion!


Yet, when the thirty-eighth claw stabbed itself on the soft spot inside the chunk of ice, a change occurred.


Cracks began to appear on the white surface of the block and the shards flying in the air stopped their tracks and fell on the floor, shattering in hundreds of small fragments.


The cracks on the block enlarged, large pieces of ice separated from its body and fell on the ground, shattering in the process.


White chunks continued to fall on the floor, the spell of the inscribed man was dismantling itself and it had also stopped absorbing energy.


Then, the pale face of Noah's opponent appeared among the ice, a large amount of blood had come out of his mouth, eyes, and ears, it had formed red frozen stains on the white world inside the spell.


His eyes were still open but, to Noah's relief, his figure soon vanished and the ice all around the battlefield evaporated into nothingness.


Noah's opponent had been defeated!


Noah heaved a tired sigh as he sat on the floor, his hood had flown away after the torrent of water appeared, allowing him to rub a hand on his short hair as he supported himself in the process.


Heilong was by his side, it supported Noah with his scaled body and coiled himself around him in a protective manner.


Noah felt exhausted, he hadn't used much Breath nor his most powerful spell but most of his mental energy had been depleted in the continuous activation of the Ghostly claws spell.


'Maybe I could have obtained better results if I had covered the area with the corrosive smoke but that would have affected the other battles.'


Noah, as usual, pondered about the recent battle.


He was satisfied with the power of his new spell, it was an attack method that he lacked after all.


Also, he was extremely happy when he realized that his battle prowess was on par with liquid stage cultivators!


His opponent hadn't been weak, he had used four different spells that were even connected!


'Heilong has also played an important role, I don't know if I could have endured so many spears with the protection of the Demonic form.'


Noah patted the dragon's body as he thought of that before standing up to inspect the other battles.


The fights of his teammates had evolved as he had predicted.


Nate had killed the liquid stage cultivator in front of him and went to help the others.


He, Helga, and Cora were successfully suppressing their two opponents in the solid stage.


On another corner of the arena, David was surrounded by an army of beasts made of flames.


The temperature in that place was so high that Noah could feel warm waves reaching his face and dispersing some of the innate coldness of his body.


Also, David was wielding a flaming bow.


His opponent was cornered, fire-beasts recklessly assaulted her, exploding and dispersing scorching flames whenever they were destroyed.


Meanwhile, David shot fire-arrows from his bow, aiming for the defenseless spots on the body of the inscribed woman.


'David usually uses a greatsword, I'm surprised that he can handle a bow so well… Those two should be his new spells, powerful indeed.'


Noah judged from his position and decided to focus on recovering his energies when he saw that the outcome of the other battles was pretty much decided.
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                        David continued to assault his opponent, his corner of the arena was soon filled with flames due to the reckless assault of his flame-beasts.


Then, a flame-arrow hit the inscribed woman's head, finally ending the battle.


David had won before the other three solid stage cultivators in his team!


He then dispersed his spells and turned his head toward the other areas of the battlefield.


His gaze lingered shortly on the battle of his three companions before moving toward Noah.


Noah stared him back, he was paying attention to the battlefield too as he sat cross-legged on top of Heilong to refill his dantian, he could see the traces of surprise in his captain's eyes as he looked at him.


'No wonder he is our captain.'


Noah thought before David nodded, Noah's performance in the separate dimension had surpassed all his expectations, that gesture was his way to formally recognize his power.


He then sat too, there was no reason to help the other three, they were just using their numerical advantage to slowly exhaust their enemies, it was a safe approach in a situation that didn't require them to go all out.


It took about twenty minutes for the remaining two inscribed cultivators to deplete their reserves of energies and being killed by the joint assault of the three solid stage cultivators, their figures quickly vanished as fatal wounds were inflicted on their bodies.


All the enemies had been defeated!


The formations in the area lit up as soon as the last inscribed cultivator vanished, the sandy walls on the opposite side from where David's group came from moved, creating a passage that led deeper into the mountain range.


"Good work everyone, let's rest now."


David ordered before closing his eyes to focus on his recovery, the others did the same without adding a word.


An entire day passed, the five cultivators sat silently and then slept to quicken their recovery.


Then, they formed a circle right in front of the corridor that had just opened.


"There were no rewards this time, this should be a good sign."


Cora spoke as she scratched her space-ring, the absence of rewards after such a tough battle was disappointing but that could only be explained by the fact that they were getting closer to the end of the dimension.


"It's probably a method to preserve resources. The ninth trial gave spells to anyone surviving the fall through the void, it means that the creator isn't sure that we will survive the next tests."


Noah added.


He had been in two different Inheritance grounds already and met with a creator.


There was always some kind of purpose behind the creation of a separate dimension, it wouldn't make sense to spend a large deal of effort and resources otherwise.


"It is strange though. The trials in the labyrinth had specific requirements while all of that was thrown away after the ninth test… I wonder what the creator was thinking when he set all of this up."


Nate gave voice to everyone's doubts.


His complaints were on point, it seemed as if the trials had purposely skimmed the cultivators in each team to allow only the most complete ones to reach the seabed.


"No point thinking about that now, we will ask the creator once we reach the end."


David spoke as he stood up.


The others in his group understood the meaning behind his actions, they were going to continue in the exploration!


The other part of the corridor was identical to the first part, tall pillars and inscriptions filled the large azure passage.


The light of the inscriptions continued to scan the cultivators and their centers of power, Noah guessed that even the next test would feature humans.


'I hope that the copy of our team has killed its opponents, it would be a problem if my powers were to be exposed.'


Noah thought as he imagined his copy recklessly entering the complete Demonic form to fight the other cultivators in the mountain ranges.


'It shouldn't be a problem if the copy was sent against the real version of our opponents, we were stronger than them after all, but I can't be sure of that.'


The march through the corridor gave him a lot of time to think, he couldn't help but feel worried about his identity being revealed.


'Well, I'm not on my own right now, I have the backing of one of the most powerful organizations in the archipelago… Everything should be fine.'


Noah suppressed those thoughts as he continued to walk with his team, he was still in the Inheritance ground after all, his biggest problem was surviving the trials.


It took even more than last time for a change in the scenery to appear.


After about one and a half weeks of travel, David's group saw how the corridor divided itself into five different passages.


Hesitation could be seen in David's eyes as he inspected the passages, no matter how much he probed, he couldn't find any difference between them.


"Let's go to the central one."


David spoke, leading his group into the central passage.


The familiar corridor appeared but, that time, it took only one day for a change in the scenery to occur.


The five cultivators were surprised to see that the same five passages had reappeared in front of them!


"Were we teleported back?"


Helga asked but none of her companions could give her an answer, they were as confused as her.


David took an orb from his space-ring and activated it before leading his teammates into the leftmost passage.


The scenery was the same and, after exactly one day of travel, the same passages appeared and a shining orb was hovering in the air in front of them.


It was clear now that they were stuck in a sort of loop!


"Let's try all of them before evaluating other possibilities."


David ordered as he led his team through the rightmost passage.


The same event occurred, they reached again the five branches of the corridor after marching for one day.


No one spoke that time, the group went directly for the remaining corridors only to find out that they always bought them back at their entrances.


The felt confused, they had wasted five days already in that spot but they had no idea how to advance.


Then, Noah had an idea when he thought about Nate's words.


"The creator allowed us to face the trials with teams but the trials slowly forced us to separate. We fought five cultivators in the previous test but we know that there are more and less numerous teams. Also, their power was similar to ours but we know that there are more and less powerful teams. Five passages, five cultivators…"


Noah's eyes shone with understanding as his gaze went on the entrances in front of him, he was beginning to understand the reason behind the Inheritance ground's layout.
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                        First, there were the impossible trials in the labyrinth, a single rank 3 cultivator, no matter how strong it was, couldn't face them alone.


Second, the trials had specific requirements, be it flight, teamwork, or ability to fight in the darkness, the tests could be passed only by teams that were prepared for every situation.


Then, it was time for the ninth trial, where only those with the best survival instincts would survive.


Also, those cultivators had to have methods to slow their descent to survive the fall toward the seabed.


In the end, there was the journey toward the mountain ranges, where one had to survive against enemy ambushes and fight to protect its rewards.


Once inside the corridors, an opposing team that matched your level would appear.


'And now the corridor divides itself into five branches, which is precisely the same number of cultivators in our team. This can't be a coincidence.'


Noah's thoughts brought him to that conclusion.


'The creator was probably looking for certain types of cultivators, teams that could fight in a group but that won't panic when divided, teams that could fly and also fight in the darkness, teams stronger than their competitors and…'


His thoughts stopped at that point and his gaze sharpened as he looked at the five passages, he knew that the other requirement would be clear after the trial hidden behind them.


'Still, the creator could have just set different trials if he was looking for a small group of people, it would have been easier than capturing so many different dragons!'


Even if Noah felt that he had understood part of the creator's intentions, there was still a lot that he didn't comprehend.


"Are you suggesting for each of us to enter a different corridor?"


David asked as he turned his head toward the entrances too, Noah's theory made sense.


"Yes, the number of corridors matches ours, this can't be a coincidence in a place that can teleport us back at will."


Noah answered, he didn't give voice to all his thoughts but focused on those that concerned the current issue.


Time could be another requirement after all, he didn't want to waste more of it discussing his theories about the creator's intentions.


"I guess it's time to disband the team, I hope to meet all of you on the other side."


Nate exclaimed as he moved toward the rightmost passage, it was clear that he was leaving the central one to David.


Noah shrugged his shoulders and went to the leftmost one, he then turned to wait for everyone to take their position.


David neared the central entrance and Helga and Cora took those at his sides, everyone turned to David as they waited for him to give the order.


"Good luck."


David didn't shout nor instructed, he simply said those words in a soft tone before turning and crossing the entrance behind him.


At that gesture, the others entered their respective corridors.


Noah found himself in the same passage that he had already crossed five times in the previous days.


However, the light radiated from the inscriptions had stopped investigating his centers of power and was only illuminating the environment.


'I was right.'


That change proved that Noah's idea was on point, all he had to do now was reaching the area where the next test would be held.


'What will it be now? A single cultivator from an enemy team? One of my team?'


Noah's thoughts ran wildly inside his mind, he was quite sure that the next trial would feature a human opponent, he simply wasn't sure about its power.


It took him about two days to reach the end of the corridor where a dark-looking area appeared in his view.


The sandy walls closed behind him as he crossed the end of the passage, Noah warily watched his surroundings as he waited for his opponent to appear.


There was a formation at the center of the area and its lines lit up a few seconds after the arena was sealed.


The light gathered to form a human figure, it had a medium stature and a peculiar cold aura was radiated from it.


Also, it wielded a pair of black sabers which Noah recognized immediately.


'The cultivation level isn't a requirement then.'


Noah could be sure of that because the opponent in front of him was a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage with centers of power at the exact level as his.


The trial featured a fight against a copy of yourself!


Noah calmly walked ahead, he undressed his upper body and stored his hood as he wielded his Demonic swords.


The copy did the same, Noah felt as if he was watching a mirror, white skin, delicate facial features, short black hair, the copy was identical to him.


Also, on the bare chest of the copy, the tattoo of a dragon could be seen staring fiercely at the incoming Noah.


'To think that I could test my own power!'


Noah's battle intent surged, he was finally alone and was facing an opponent that he knew was strong enough to be a threat to his life.


Black smoke came out of his body, Noah's figure vanished only to be replaced by a horned fiend.


The copy did the same, Noah soon found himself facing a fiend covered with inscriptions.


Demonic form against Demonic form!


'Let's see if I can defeat the spell that has allowed me to reach this stage!'


Shockwaves resounded under his feet as he shot in the direction of his copy.


The copy stood still, the smoke exuded from his figure created a black cloud that was almost about to hide his features.


When Noah was at less than five meters of distance from his opponent, a fuming Heilong came out of his chest and pounced his copy.


However, an identical fuming Heilong came out of the copy's chest and clashed with Noah's Blood companion.


The two dragons clashed and the smoke from the two Demonic forms began to devour each other.


Time seemed to slow down in Noah's eyes as the veins on his arms exploded due to the pressure that they were enduring.


His sabers became one and the most powerful attack that his martial art was capable of was performed.


An extremely quick fuming slash was released from his weapons, its ethereal proprieties traced a sharp line along its trajectory that was about to cut in half everything in the twenty meters area in front of him.


Yet, the Third Form met an attack that had its same proprieties and its same power, the copy had executed the Third form too!


Two sharp lines clashed, the air seemed to shatter under the power generated by that confrontation.
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                        The clash of the two Third Forms generated an explosion between Noah and his copy, they were both flung back by the power released in the blast.


Meanwhile, Heilong and its copy had also separated, they returned to their masters as they prepared themselves to charge again.


Noah wore a stern expression behind the armor of smoke, his eyes carefully analyzed his opponents as he tried to plan his next approach.


'My copy is virtually unharmed and Heilong's one has just a few scratches, I need to find an opening before I deplete my reserves.'


The Demonic form was extremely powerful, Noah had yet to find someone on his level that was able to fight it.


However, when matched with his copy, every little advantage mattered.


Noah was about to charge again when he noticed that his Blood companion had recovered before the opponent's one.


'What is happening?'


Yet, his thoughts were interrupted since he saw his copy being covered in black flames.


Noah's pupils shrunk as he hastily turned, slashing in a certain point behind his back.


Black flames appeared in that position and an attack of identical might clashed with his slash, the copy had warped behind him and used the Third Form, even its battle style matched Noah's one.


The two dragons came out in the open again, they protected their respective masters as they entangled themselves in a violent battle.


Shockwaves resounded under Noah's feet as he charged toward his copy, another piercing line tried to vertically sever the world in front of him but it could only clash against a similar attack.


BOOM BOOM!


Explosions resounded in the arena as the Third Forms of the Ashura continued to meet each other mid-air.


Noah attacked madly, he was doing his best to expose his own flaws.


Yet, that wasn't easy.


Noah had always pursued power, his battle style had been perfected through his constant training and hundreds of battles, it could be said that there weren't actual flaws in his technique.


However, as the battle continued, it was clear that Noah was gaining the upper hand which didn't make sense considering that his copy seemed to match his every move.


Another clash between the two martial arts occurred, Noah tried to understand the reason behind his advantage but his thoughts were soon forced to a stop when he felt a piercing pain to his heart.


A few drops of blood came out of his mouth but the liquid Breath in his circulatory system quickly healed the light injury on that organ.


Noah knew his abilities better than anyone else, he immediately understood what had happened.


'It hid a few Ghostly claws behind the Third Form!'


Noah had obtained that spell only a short time ago and he had only tested it once in battle, it was obvious that he hadn't explored all the possibilities that his new attack method offered.


Yet, his copy had used it in a way that he still hadn't tested and it seemed even more skillful than him in that aspect!


'Don't tell me, my copy can express the full potential of my abilities even if I'm still unable to do so!'


That thought worried Noah but it also confused him: If his copy could coordinate its abilities better than him, why was he gaining the upper hand?


Black flames covered the copy and Noah quickly recalled Heilong as he shot in the air.


Black flames appeared behind his previous position but a fuming dragon soon came out of them as the copy realized that a simple-looking needle had been thrown toward it.


BOOM!


Another explosion resounded, Heilong's copy endured the might of Noah's Hidden blast, its scales were shattered but they soon regenerated.


Noah carefully observed from his position in the air, his eyes analyzed every detail of the battlefield as he tried to understand what he had missed until now.


Then, a smirk appeared on his fiendish form, he had finally understood the flaw in the copying technique!


'Heilong's copy has the same power of my Blood companion but its defense is only at the peak of the lower tier; my copy has never used the Shadow sprint but only relied on the Warp spell as a movement method; my corrosive smoke is slightly more abundant than its, its sabers might be black but they don't contain any corrosive ability.'


All those little details became obvious once he watched the battlefield from above, the weakness of the copying technique became even more obvious when he used one of his new Hidden blasts to attack the copy.


'The effects of the Elemental forging method can't be copied!'


Noah's eyes shone when he realized that, the battle had suddenly become extremely easy!


Noah dove toward his copy, once he knew about its weakness, he had no more reason to act cautiously.


The fiendish copy raised its sabers and was about to perform the Third Form when it saw five spiked spheres falling toward it.


Heilong's copy immediately covered its features, the spheres exploded when they reached the borders of its cloud of smoke.


BOOOOOM!


A loud blast made the whole arena tremble, Noah was using the Instabilities that he had prepared before joining David's team, which meant that he had used rank 3 Breath in the gaseous stage during the forging!


His newly forged Instabilities and Hidden Blasts were rank 3 inscribed items at the peak of the lower tier!


The scene in the arena was quite peculiar, there were two black clouds, one high in the air and one on the floor, a third gray cloud was between them.


A dragon was at the center of the black clouds, both Noah and his copy were relying on the protection of their Blood companions to defend against the fuming spikes released by the Instabilities.


Heilong's defense had reached the middle tier of the fourth rank thanks to Noah's forging but that of its copy was still in the lower tier, the amount of damage it took from the spikes vastly surpassed that of Noah's Blood companion.


That forced the copy to deplete more Breath to reform it.
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                        Noah recklessly dove between the barrage of fuming spikes, his Blood companion took less damage than the opponent's one, he couldn't care less about his reserves if the enemy's expended more of them!


Also, he wanted to find a chance to clash directly with the copy's weapons.


When using the Third Form while in the Demonic form, the increased sharpness and corrosion of the Demonic swords could almost be neglected because they didn't directly touch the opponent.


However, if Noah managed to force a direct clash, he was sure that the capabilities of his sabers would cut his copy in half!


The copy's sabers were strangely at the peak of the second rank like his, yet, they didn't seem to carry the same corrosion nor his same meaning, they were just good inscribed weapons.


'The technique has probably tried to compensate for what it wasn't able to replicate… Well, this battle is mine anyway.'


Endless coldness was radiated as his focus sharpened, Noah was ready to take the approach that would end the battle in the quickest way.


Heilong flew through the barrage of spikes and crashed on its copy, the latter was already heavily damaged by the Instabilities and its body further broke under the weight of the Blood companion.


Noah couldn't find an opening in the copy's defense so he simply threw more Instabilities.


The two Blood companions were entangled as they fought while protecting their masters inside their bodies.


The Instabilities exploded, their blasts together with the spikes they released injured the dragons.


Yet, while Heilong was still able to fight due to the low number of injuries that it suffered, its copy was beginning to have difficulties in its reconstruction.


Heilong assaulted recklessly, its copy was able to endure its attacks but the damages suffered from the spikes forced it in a passive position.


Meanwhile, Noah threw even more Instabilities and Hidden blasts toward the copy of the dragon.


Also, ten ethereal claws came out Heilong's body and entered its copy, they quickly found Noah's copy and attacked its internal organs.


Noah was going all out to force an opening in his opponent's defense!


Whenever Heilong's copy was about to reform, Noah would throw more bombs.


Ethereal claws would follow the explosions, a barrage of attacks filled the area where the two dragons were fighting.


Heilong had started to break apart, the corrosion from the opponent's Demonic form, the clash with a companion of similar strength, and the spikes of the Instabilities had ultimately started to affect even its superior defense.


However, since it was in that condition, its copy was in a far worse state.


The dragon's body was in pieces, Noah was almost able to see the fiendish figure of his copy inside it.


Hidden blasts were launched together with ethereal claws inside the fissures of the enemy dragon, Heilong stabbed its head in those fissures as soon as the needles exploded.


A hole was created in the copy of the dragon, Noah's copy was out in the open, enduring the damage that the Ghostly claws caused.


Noah came out of Heilong's head as he ordered it to keep the hole open, his sabers became one and the air around it curved, the veins on his arms exploded as the Second Form was performed.


The Second Form after he mastered his martial art was Noah's strongest attack in close combat!


The copy couldn't do much, it raised its weapons as it mimicked Noah's attack, two black sabers clashed inside Heilong's copy.


Just like Noah had predicted, the copy's sabers couldn't endure the sharpness and the corrosive abilities of the real Demonic swords.


Noah's attack cut through the enemy's Second Form and reached its body, dividing its torso diagonally.


The copy's abilities seemed to freeze when that slash was completed, the smoke released by its Demonic form stopped moving and even its companion halted its reconstruction.


Then, everything started to vanish into nothingness.


Noah saw that and dispersed his spells, he had gone all out in that battle, the only reason why he didn't suffer injuries was due to Heilong's protection.


Yet, once he had understood that the copying technique couldn't reproduce the effects of the Elemental forging method, the battle had been completely one-sided.


Using the Instabilities and Hidden blasts that he had prepared before joining David's team, he has slowly destroyed the companion's defenses.


Then, he used the superior defense of Heilong to pave a way toward his copy, it was just a matter of making their sabers clash at that point.


'It didn't hesitate in using the Demonic form though, I hope that those who have faced our team are dead.'


Noah sighed when he saw how uncaring his copy was in revealing its abilities, he couldn't help but think again at the possibility of having his identity revealed.


He was about to sit on the floor to recover when the light of the formation shone again.


'What now!? I'm almost exhausted!'


Noah had fought using the Demonic form for the entirety of the battle, it was the only method he had to defend against the enemy's corrosive smoke.


Also, he had used the Ghostly claws many times, together with both his martial arts and the expenditure of Breath needed to reconstruct Heilong, it could be said that he was almost empty of energies.


No matter how he cursed in his mind though, he couldn't stop the light from surrounding him and applying a familiar pressure on his mental sphere.


'I'm being teleported!'


Noah immediately recognized that pressure but there was nothing that he could do to oppose it.


The scenery changed in front of his eyes, the dark-area transformed into a large hall filled with the light radiated by the azure sand.


Twelve pillars stood straight at the sides of the hall, six per each side, Noah saw how one of them was broken.


Void surrounded the hall, that place resembled some sort of isolated platform.


A tall throne made of an azure mineral was placed at the end of the hall, a middle-aged man could be seen silently resting with his head supported by a hand.


'Who is he?'


Noah thought as soon as he managed to have a complete view of the hall.


The mouth of the man moved and an aged voice resounded throughout the entirety of the hall.


"I'm the Divine Demon, the creator of this dimension."
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                        Noah's eyes widened, not only did the man just answered his thoughts, but he had also used the word "divine".


'Is he a God?'


"My main body is, I'm just the will that he left before ascending in the Immortal lands."


The man on the throne spoke again after Noah thought, he opened his eyes and straightened his posture after he finished his phrase.


Noah felt naked under the man's gaze, he felt as if his entire life could be simply read by that mighty being.


A torrent of questions arose in his mind, be it his godhood, the Immortal lands, or the many doubts that he had about the separate dimension, his mind was filled with uncertainties.


"Slow down, young one. The Inheritance is already yours, there is no point in being so anxious."


Divine Demon spoke again and tapped his index on the armrest of his throne.


Light came out from the void that surrounded the hall, it converged on the powerless Noah, entering his body and centers of power.


Noah felt his mental sphere and dantian being refilled at an unimaginable speed, even the small cracks on Heilong's half-transparent image inside his sea of consciousness were fixed.


The membrane around his heart was refilled as well, it took only a few seconds for Noah to return at his peak form.


Also, his centers of power seemed even more sturdy after the light dissipated, Noah felt as if his condition had slightly improved.


"Don't even bother to bow, I know how little those gestures mean to you. Mh, Elemental forging method, what a reckless inscription method, no wonder it has almost vanished."


Divine Demon continued to speak, it seemed to be sorting Noah's knowledge as he casually commented it.


Noah didn't feel good to have his mind read so easily, he suppressed the irritation growing inside him and masked it with his usual cold aura as he waited for that mighty being to finish playing with him.


'He calls himself "Demon", does he have some connection with my sect?'


"Exactly, the Inheritance would have opened only when one of the twelve demon sects reached the Coral archipelago and was strong enough to use it. Well, eleven right now."


Divine Demon answered Noah's thoughts again as he moved his gaze toward the broken pillar, traces of anger appeared in his eyes but they were soon suppressed as he focused back on Noah.


'Strong enough? Is it because of me that the sect met the standard required by the dimension?'


That time, Noah's thoughts were answered by a loud laugh.


Divine Demon laughed and shook his head before he finally decided to reply to Noah's thoughts.


"Don't think too highly of yourself. You are surely amazing for your level but you are just a mortal, the dimension opened because the Chasing Demon has recently reached the sixth rank, I guess that you weaklings weren't aware of that."


Those words reverberated throughout the hall, Noah was speechless when he heard them.


'The Chasing Demon, my patriarch, reached the sixth rank?'


Noah's mind was a mess, the sixth rank was one step away from godhood after all!


"Hmph, don't be so surprised, that kid had the right attitude for cultivation and he also had my guidance, he should have reached this level long ago"


Divine Demon snorted and continued his explanation before Noah could even think about anything.


"As you have already guessed, I'm the ancestor of the demon sects of the Papral nation. I and the God who created the orthodox sects left the Mortal lands long ago but we made sure that our Inheritances would be accessible by our descendants."


'How exactly is this place accessible? All the organizations in the archipelago are attempting to obtain the Inheritance.'


"Spare me your sarcasm, young one, I'm actually disappointed that it took someone like you to make a demon sect succeed. Your fellow disciples are a bunch of demons just in name, they have long lost their instincts as unorthodox cultivators due to the lofty lifestyle that they make here. Truth to be told, only a lone cultivator like you reflects the characteristics that I'm looking for in an heir."


Noah was now used to the fact that his thoughts were directly answered, he even gave up on trying to cover them and he couldn't just stop thinking.


"I know nothing about formations."


Noah spoke for the first time, the meaning behind his words was quite obvious, he was referring to the copying technique of the dimension: Even if he was to obtain it, he wouldn't know how to use it.


Also, a lot of work was needed to place the various formations: Noah recognized the power behind that technique but he would rather have something that increased his personal power.


"I think that you have misunderstood my intentions regarding this dimension."


Divine Demon spoke and stood up from his throne.


He had long black hair and was dressed in a seemingly luxurious robe, he stretched his hand in front of him and images began to appear in his palm.


"Teamwork, ambition, a various set of abilities, survivability, those were all the characteristics needed to pass the tests in the labyrinth."


The images in his hands depicted the nine trials that Noah had faced, he didn't dare to move his eyes from the being's hand.


"Yet, all of these are useless if you can't fight other cultivators, hence the tenth trial."


The images fused into one that replayed the battle of David's group, everything that had happened inside the mountain range had been registered.


"However, even that would be useless if one wasn't able to take a path different from the one chosen by Heaven and Earth."


The images changed again, Noah's battle against his copy played out, the fight between the two fiends seemed spectacular when seen from outside.


"My copying technique is the maximum expression of the Attunement inscription method, it can't reproduce things in the divine ranks nor creations that aren't under the rule of Heaven and Earth. Tell me, young one, why was it so easy for you to defeat your copy?"


Divine Demon asked and Noah's eyes were filled with understanding.
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                        Noah knew the answer to his question but he felt that he was still missing the main detail behind that reason.


'The Elemental forging method is strong but it is just another inscription method…'


Divine Demon didn't speak at that time, he calmly waited for Noah to finish his mind process.


'Maximum expression of the Attunement method he says… The theory behind that method is to understand and copy the meanings contained in the Breath so it can't emulate the meanings set by cultivators. Wait, did he mean that the Attunement method can't go past the heroic ranks?'


Noah raised his gaze when he reached that point in his thinking, he looked Divine Demon in the eyes, waiting for further explanations.


"That's not exactly correct. The method isn't flawed in its form but Heaven and Earth would never let anyone hear ways to reach the divine ranks. In my long life, only one being was able to reach godhood with a cultivation technique created with such a method. You have heard of him, I'm talking about the God of the Shandal Empire."


Divine Demon revealed with a smile, the surprise felt by Noah had long surpassed what his face was able to hide, his mouth was open in amazement when that information entered his mind.


"So, there is a way around it!"


Noah exclaimed but his phrase was met by a loud snort.


"What's the point of reaching godhood if the path ahead is blocked? Will you ever be satisfied in forever being the weakest God?"


Some pressure was released by the mighty being's will as he spoke, Noah could only honestly shake his head in answer, he knew that he would never pursue a flawed training method like that.


"The Attunement method leads to a dead-end, it is how Heaven and Earth forbid the paths to true divinity. Only an entity who has created its personal road can hope to reach the realms after the seventh rank!"


Divine Demon lifted his head toward the sky, his hair fluttered as a dense aura was exuded from his body.


Ambition!


Pure ambition!


His figure reflected in Noah's eyes seemed to take the place of one of the stars in his imaginary sky, Noah suddenly realized that he was looking at the will of one of the stars that he wanted to reach.


"Please, teach me."


Noah bowed as he said those words, the emotion behind that gestures were real, he was asking for the guidance of a God after all!


"Sure, but let me ask you something first. Why do you think you are here while the others that have managed to defeat their copies are still in the mountain range?"


That piece of information was revealed to the unknowing Noah, he was speechless when he heard that.


'So, I wasn't the first.'


Divine Demon pointed his hand toward Noah as he answered his thoughts.


"You weren't the first, nor the strongest. The reason why I've chosen you is that you are the only one who has created a technique. The Shadow sprint martial art was your ticket to this place."


Noah's eyes widened but he chose to remain silent, there was too much that he didn't understand.


"Currently, you have three spells that can accompany you through the entirety of your journey: The Demonic form which bases most of its power on the Kesier runes inside your mind; The Body-inscription spell which needs a magical beast of a matching rank; The Warp spell which needs for your mental energy to see the place where you want to teleport. As you can see, all spells without a rank have restrictions, it is hard to create something that can last till the divine ranks."


Divine Demon took a step forward, he walked on the air as he closed toward Noah.


"However, you were able to modify a rank 0 spell and transform it into a rank 4 martial art through your inscription method. This proves that you can walk the path to godhood."


The middle-aged man landed in front of Noah and pointed a finger toward his mind as he spoke.


"The sea of consciousness is easy, the Kesier runes already are a sort of defiance against Heaven and Earth but keeping the Breath inside it works too."


His finger then pointed at his low-waist, where the dantian was.


"Dark vortex cultivation technique enhanced with the Dantian's opening. I suggest you create a personal technique before breaking through the heroic ranks to maximize your individuality."


In the end, he placed his hand on Noah's shoulder.


"Sadly, your body is already in the heroic ranks but it's not too late. Always remember that you must pursue individuality, your Yin body is not your body, it's just a training method invented by someone in the past, it will never suit you as well as something you create."


Divine Demon let go of Noah and crossed his arms as he stood in front of him.


"The difference in power between the cultivators in the heroic ranks is found in the amount of individuality that they can express through their cultivation techniques and spells. Ideally speaking, a cultivator able to enter the heroic ranks with all its centers of power thanks to techniques of its creation will be the strongest heroic cultivator ever, but I know that such a feat is almost impossible. Yet, your situation is just one step away from that."


Noah finally understood.


The academy had already taught him that cultivation techniques of different sources won't produce the best results but he had never thought that there would also be a sensible difference in power if one pursued that method.


"Your patriarch chose to go on his way and created a cultivation technique only after he reached the fifth rank. He was already a messy entity at that point, his centers of power couldn't express his true essence which is why his cultivation was slowed."


"Are you implying that I should stop searching for cultivation techniques and body-nourishing methods in the heroic ranks and create them myself? How? My level is simply too low!"


Noah complained, he would have already created them if he had the needed ability.


Divine Demon smiled when he heard those words, he knew that Noah had finally understood the true path.


"It's time to receive your Inheritance then."


Noah was stunned when he heard those words, he could only watch as Divine Demon raised his hand again and placed a finger between Noah's eyebrows.


An incredible pain hit his mind as inscriptions appeared on the walls of his mental sphere.
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                        The lines of the inscriptions dug the walls of Noah's mental sphere as they fused with it.


Noah wanted to fall on the floor and hold his head but Divine Demon's finger kept him standing, it was as if his forehead was stuck to him.


Noah endured the pain, it wasn't the first time that a spell was directly transferred to his mind but the process seemed slightly different from the last time: What was being passed wasn't a diagram but some sort of formation that directly attached itself to his mental sphere.


The inscriptions enlarged, filling even the part of the sphere hid by Noah's mental energy, it took a while but the entirety of his mind ended up filled by those shining lines.


Divine Demon retracted his finger and Noah fell on the floor, his eyes were closed as he tried his best to stabilize that center of power.


Then, light came from the void once again, it entered Noah's head and helped him heal his sore mind.


The walls of his sphere healed, the small cracks and holes caused by the inscriptions were mended, Noah's half-transparent figure opened its eyes only to see that the environment inside his sea of consciousness was filled by the light radiated by the inscriptions on its walls.


"What did you do to me?"


Noah struggled to give voice to his worries.


His mind had always been his real advantage in this life, he was extremely careful when it came to it.


"I gave you a way to create techniques and methods. Try to insert your mental energy into the inscriptions."


Divine Demon spoke and Noah sat cross-legged on the floor before following his instructions.


A small amount of mental energy rose from his sea and entered the inscriptions on the walls.


The inscriptions shone with a blinding light and the mental energy was consumed but nothing else seemed to happen.


'What is happening?'


'The light seems to have some kind of smoothing effect on my thinking but that's it, I don't feel anything else.'


'Did I just become the slave of a deity?'


'Is this guy a real God?'


'The God of the Shandal Empire is stuck at the bottom of the seventh rank, maybe that's why it didn't leave the Mortal lands.'


'What are the Mortal lands anyway? What about the Immortal ones then?'


'I wonder if I ended up in some mess.'


'Now that I think about it, each pillar in this room should correspond to the twelve demon sects, the broken one should be the Ravaging demon sect.'


'Wait, why isn't this old geezer answering my thoughts anymore?'


It was only when his thoughts reached that point that Noah raised his head to stare at the smiling will.


A drop of sweat was running down Noah's forehead, yet, in Noah's eyes, its falling speed was incomparably slow!


"Does it enhance my thinking faculties?"


Noah found the answer to his question quickly, his mind was working at an unimaginable speed after all, the answer appeared almost naturally in his mind.


"That's just one of the many usages. This technique is something I made to create my rank 5 cultivation technique. Of course, I've already given you the version that I perfected after becoming a God, it will be a huge help in analyzing and creating techniques and spells."


Analyzing and creating!


Divine Demon's words meant that Noah could use the inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere to study the diagrams of his spells!


A sort of eagerness filled Noah, he wanted to test the limits of this new technique as soon as possible.


"Calm down, we aren't over yet. You are my heir now but I wish for most of the wealth that I've left behind to go to your sect. You can keep the Credits, the resources you need, and anything related to the darkness element of course, but leave everything else to the sect. Also…"


Divine Demons stopped speaking for a moment as he raised his hand and an old book materialized seemingly out of thin air.


"The copying technique is recorded here. My inscribing method is something that I've personally created, it fuses the attunement method with the study of formations but this technique can't go beyond the heroic ranks. I reckon your sect will need it if it wants to take control of the archipelago."


Noah was about to take the book when its form disappeared, a black ring replaced it in the palm of Divine Demon's hands.


"This ring contains everything left in the dimension, you can keep it but remember to share the items that you don't need with the sect."


Divine Demon handed the ring to Noah and then disappeared from his spot, only to reappear on the throne at the end of the hall.


"My main body is still alive somewhere in the Immortal lands, I can feel it. Look for me when you ascend, I'm sure he will want to see your progress."


The hall began to tremble, cracks formed on the floor and pieces of the pillars detached from their surfaces before falling into the void.


"Remember, only true individuality can reach godhood, the rank of a center of power means nothing if it doesn't carry the will of its cultivator. Keep using the runes and the Breath to improve your mind, replace your Yin body with something that reflects yourself, and create a cultivation technique that doesn't follow the paths laid by Heaven and Earth. The world doesn't want you to become a God that's why all its paths lead to dead-ends. Avoid them, destroy them! Become an entity that Heaven and Earth can't imitate nor suppress!"


The hall began to crumble, only the azure throne remained intact as Divine Demon's will spoke.


"Oh, right. When you have time, kill that ungrateful kid who has betrayed the unorthodox sects."


After those last words, Noah's vision turned dark.


A heavy pressure was applied to his mental sphere, Noah couldn't help but faint after he failed to oppose it.


Divine Demon's words resounded in his mind as he slept, the information about the path to godhood, the individuality, and the limits applied by Heaven and Earth rumbled as he tried to wake up.


When his eyes opened, he found himself in a purple environment, with David and the rest of his team angrily arguing with someone.
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                        Noah inspected his surroundings.


He was on a shore, sand illuminated by the purple halo radiated from the sea was all over him.


'This is an island of the Coral archipelago.'


He immediately understood where he was, the events inside the azure hall were still vivid inside his mind but the change of the scenery was too sudden, he was almost inclined to believe that he had dreamt his meeting with Divine Demon.


Yet, two things negated that thought: The first one was the inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere, the second one was the ring tightly held in his left hand.


'I wonder why he didn't speak about my first life, maybe he wasn't able to see it.'


That was his first thought when he accepted that his meeting with the creator of the dimension had been real.


He hadn't been able to hide his thoughts during that encounter but there was something that he had been able to suppress thanks to all his efforts: The fact that he came from another world.


'I don't know if it was thanks to me that this information wasn't revealed or if it was due to some other reason… Well, who cares, I have far more important issues to consider right now.'


Noah couldn't bother to think about past events when the road in front of him had just become steeper.


'According to Divine Demon's words, using techniques and nourishing methods created by other cultivators will ultimately hurt my individuality other than lower the power that I'll eventually obtain. Also, he said that the path toward godhood will be harder if I don't purse my essence.'


Noah summarized the core of Divine Demon's teachings in his mind.


He knew that techniques and methods created by others would become less effective as his level rose but he had never considered the fact that they could endanger his future prospects, that information made the inventory of the sect far less appealing in his eyes.


"We didn't obtain the Inheritance, I won't say more."


David's voice resounded in the area, Noah was forced to return to reality when he heard it.


Noah had long noticed that his teammates weren't wearing their hoods, their facial features were exposed to the sight of the other cultivators on the shore.


As for the others, Noah recognized some of them from the seabed in the Inheritance ground.


"How could we trust the words of the unorthodox scum! Put your belongings out in the open for inspection, I suppose it won't be a problem if you didn't obtain the Inheritance!"


A man wearing the colors of the Papral nation spoke to David, he exuded a righteous aura but some traces of greed could be seen in his eyes.


Noah wasn't an idiot, the situation on the shore became clear in his eyes.


When he received the Inheritance, every cultivator in the dimension was kicked out and sent on this island.


Luckily for him, his status as heir wasn't exposed so the cultivators from the various organizations could only ask to inspect the rings belonging to the others.


Of course, two factions were immediately formed, dividing the shore between legal and illegal organizations.


To Noah's surprise, his side had fewer cultivators even though the underground organizations dominated in the archipelago.


'Divine Demon was right, these unorthodox cultivators are demons only in name.'


"What happened?"


Noah asked while wearing a confused expression, it took all his concentration to suppress the sighs that the current situation caused inside him.


"Oh, you are awake! Nothing much, the separate dimension kicked us out before disappearing completely. The cultivators that you see here are those that were still alive when the dimension closed."


Helga answered him, she hadn't noticed that Noah had awakened but her brows arched when she inspected his body.


Noah's upper body was naked so it could be seen that he wasn't injured.


Meanwhile, almost everyone on the shore had still open wounds or pale complexions, only Noah had benefitted from the healing light of the azure hall.


Helga was about to give voice to her doubts when she felt a piercing cold gaze landing on her, she raised her head only to see that Noah had a threatening look on him.


Helga was a cultivator in the solid stage, there was very little that Noah could do against her.


Yet, she understood the meaning behind his gesture and kept her mouth shut, that wasn't the time to ask questions.


"Don't think that you can act as you wish, remember that your rule on the archipelago is just a façade."


David answered the man from the legal organization, his words were sharp and many cultivators in the latter's group almost exploded due to the anger they felt.


The domain of the underground organizations was something that everyone knew but that no one dared to speak of, pride was something important for orthodox cultivators after all.


However, since they had decided to act in such an overbearing way, David had decided to speak openly, he was threatening them not to go too far.


"I wasn't aware that demons were blind. Can't you see? We are far more than you."


The man spoke again, he hinted that a battle would occur if they didn't ask as he requested.


"Stop speaking nonsense, everyone must return to their organizations. This is an order."


A voice filled the area as a middle-aged man wearing a white robe appeared in the sky.


"The same goes for you, return to your headquarters."


Another voice resounded, the group from the Chasing demon sect recognized it as they raised their gazes on the sky.


Elder Iris was standing in the air, her white hair fluttered in the wind as she stared at the other heroic cultivator hovering over the legal faction.


Noah heaved a sigh of relief, he couldn't bother being surprised by the appearance of a heroic cultivator after he interacted with the will of a God.


The cultivators on the shore separated, each group returned on their respective organization to report about the events in the dimension.


David's group was the same, they followed Elder Iris as they moved toward one of the teleportation matrixes hidden on that island.
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                        As Elder Iris led the way toward one of the matrixes connected with the insides of the exoskeleton, the group of cultivators behind her became more numerous.


The Chasing Demon sect had sent a total of five teams in the separate dimension and, from their survivors, it was clear that its losses had been huge.


Joel walked slowly, all the members of his team were nowhere to be seen and their state could be understood from his discouraged expression.


Alison was right behind Elder Iris, she and two cultivators were the only survivors of her team, her stern mood showed how much she had suffered in the dimension.


David's team was in the middle, five of its members had survived which was an incredible feat considering that only the non-affiliated newly advanced rank 3 cultivators surpassed that number, the latter hadn't even reached the seabed but that had allowed for more of them to survive.


As for the team created by Roy, none of its members could be seen on the shore, they had probably died due to their poor battle experience.


All in all, only twenty-six cultivators survived the exploration, the assets in the human rank of the Chasing demon sect had suffered heavy losses!


"Elder Iris, I-"


"We will speak once we return to the headquarters, there are too many prying eyes on the surface."


Joel tried to speak but Elder Iris promptly stopped him.


She had taken a risk in exposing herself in the open but she needed to salvage as much as she could, the balance of power will tilt toward the organization that had obtained the Inheritance after all.


Noah remained silent, Helga's curious gaze would fall on him from time to time but he simply ignored it.


His mind was still a mess, he had always thought that it would have been enough to simply obtain stronger techniques to pursue power, he had never considered that his approach would eventually endanger his future progresses.


The powerful group slowly walked through the streets of the island, it was as if Elder Iris was purposely showing their path to anyone spying on her.


When she reached a certain building, she exhaled and a warm breeze swept the twenty-six cultivators behind her.


The cultivators were surprised but there wasn't much that they could do, the breeze ruffled their hair and made their torn robes flutter, seemingly without any additional effect.


Yet, some almost invisible golden grains were carried away by the breeze, the cultivators looked at them in surprise, it took Elder Iris' explanation for them to understand what the grains represented.


"Hmph, did he think that he could spy on my sect so easily? He must be confident that the legal factions have obtained the Inheritance."


Her words explained the current situation: Apparently, the survivors from the dimension had been unconsciously hit by an investigative method!


Elder Iris continued on her way, she took many turns and she even released more of that breeze to cover her path.


The group then reached another building and entered it, a matrix appeared on the floor when they stepped inside the main hall.


The pressure of the teleportation arrived and the scenery changed, the shining purple walls of the exoskeleton appeared in the cultivators' views, signaling that they had finally returned to the sect.


Sighs of relief and tired curses resounded in the area, the cultivators finally dropped their stern looks and relaxed, they were safe there.


Linus and a woman stood at the sides of the matrix, they began to trace lines on it and modify the formation as fast as they could, Noah understood that they were covering the tracks left by their passage.


"We don't know who obtained the Inheritance nor to which organization it belongs, yet, we won't give up on our rule over the archipelago. War will probably occur, the scales of power between the Hive and the legal organizations will shift, this is no time for sorrow!"


Elder Iris spoke, she was trying to lift the cultivators' morale while explaining the events that will engulf the archipelago in the future.


In her view, whichever organization obtained the Inheritance will have a sharp increase in power, the domain of the Hive and the Chasing demon sect will be endangered due to that.


The scene on the shore was quite self-explaining, the cultivators from the underground organizations had suffered far more losses and there was a high chance that the Inheritance was with someone from the legal ones, it was normal for her to predict the arrival of a battle.


'This is awkward.'


Noah thought as he kept an expressionless face.


Her speech and the rekindled will of his companions were quite pointless since he was the one who had obtained the Inheritance.


"These events have to be a lesson: Never allow yourself to be weak! The weak dies while the strong survive, this is the rule of the world. Use this experience to pursue power with even more dedication, I won't accept that the captains of my Chasing demon sec-"


"Elder Iris, a word?"


Noah interrupted Elder Iris' speech and the gazes of the other cultivators went on him.


Noah felt as if he had committed a huge crime due to the anger carried by those stares, his natural cold expression came out when under such pressure.


"Did you think that my words are so pointless that you can freely interrupt them?"


Elder Iris wasn't an exception, she was quite tense due to the repercussion that will eventually hit the underground organizations in her prediction, she hadn't expected for Noah to behave so improperly.


"Divine Demon told me to leave everything that I don't need to the sect. I intend to do so if the sect is willing to provide benefits of matching value."


Noah completely disregarded her question and gave voice to his intentions, he had yet to inspect the contents of the black space-ring after all.


"What do you mean? How do you know that name?"


Elder Iris didn't understand and expressed her confusion but Noah couldn't be bothered to answer now.


"I'll go to my cave in the residential area for rank 2 cultivators. Just wait for me to sort out the items of the Inheritance, we can decide my benefits later."


With those last words, Noah left the area, twenty-five cultivators in the third rank and one in the heroic ranks stared at his naked back with speechless expressions.
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                        Noah hurriedly returned to his old cave.


He wasn't afraid that the other members of the sect would try to steal his belongings, the restrictions of the oath prevented that, yet, he was eager to inspect the contents of the Inheritance.


The black space-ring contained the items left behind by a divine being after all, he couldn't even begin to imagine the amount of wealth contained in it.


The entrance of his cave opened, Noah didn't change his habitation after he became a rank 3 cultivator because he was too focused on the separate dimension but now he could feel how lacking the density of Breath was for his current level.


He casually sat on the ground and held the black-ring in his hands, there was no mental imprint on it, Noah could easily inspect its insides.


The first thing he saw when his mental energy entered the ring was a sea of shining crystals.


Credits!


There were Obsidian Credits everywhere he looked.


Noah was able to divert his gaze only after he realized that it would take too much to count them, they value had long surpassed ten million Credits when he decided to look away.


Then, he was astonished by the width of the space inside the ring.


'This is simply too huge.'


Noah thought when he saw that the space inside the ring had the width of many kilometers.


'It seems that I won't need my rings anymore, this one is definitely above the human ranks!'


The black-space ring was already an extremely valuable item, coupled with the incredible number of Credits contained inside it, Noah felt as if his efforts in the dimension had been worth it!


Yet, that was only the beginning.


Noah moved his gaze toward a few hills at the bottom of the area.


He soon realized that the hills were just piles of items of different nature!


Noah's attention went to the most striking ones.


He saw how countless dragon's corpses were piled to form a small scaled mountain.


All the corpses belonged to rank 4 creatures of different elements and each one of them was in a perfect state, it was as if those dragons had just died!


'How is this possible, Divine Demon's time had to be even before the previous Royal dynasty, does this ring have improved storage capabilities?'


Noah quickly moved the Credits that surrounded the pile of corpses and he soon discovered that his hypothesis was right.


There was a large formation around the corpses which was similar to the one surrounding the inventory in Odrea nation.


Its purpose was clear, the formation kept the materials stored inside it in a perfect state!


'The value of this ring has just doubled.'


Noah noted that in his mind before inspecting the next pile of goods, he was just doing a quick overview of the resources obtained in the Inheritance, the sorting process would come only after he had a general idea of what he could find useful.


There was a smaller hill right behind the beasts' corpses.


The pile that time was made of inscribed weapons of various types and rank, Noah found some blades that radiated an ominous feeling as his attention focused on them.


Another formation that prevented the corrosion of the items in its insides was around the pile of weapons, Noah decided to stop guessing the value of the ring after he saw that.


The next pile was filled with shining bottles and luxurious caskets, that hill contained a seemingly endless number of potions and pills, the power held by some of them even surpassed what Noah was able to sense.


The last hill was composed of scrolls and books.


Noah's eyes shone when he saw it, it was clear that the accumulation of spells and techniques of Divine Demon was there.


His mental energy went to the first scroll in his sight, he wanted to analyze its contents and start sorting the resources in the ring when inscriptions around the walls of the separate space lit up.


'What is happening!?'


Noah was about to retract his mental energy from the ring when the light of the inscriptions converged in the air and a young boy wearing a luxurious black robe appeared out of it.


The boy had long black hair and icy-blue eyes, his facial features were delicate, almost womanly, he resembled a younger version of Noah.


Noah was about to speak when the boy's eyes shone and words resounded in the insides of the ring.


"Recollecting last known orders."


"New master: Noah Balvan, heir of the Divine Demon."


A robotic voice echoed in the area, the boy's eyes stopped shining when it ended.


He then performed a polite bow before speaking in a more human tone.


"Greetings to master, I'm the spirit automaton of the space-ring. My previous master, Divine Demon, has instructed me to help to handle this rank 6 storage device and has also left some guidelines on how to handle the resources inside."


Noah heard the words and was a bit surprised but he soon calmed down.


The ring was a rank 6 item, it was obvious that it would have special features.


Also, considering how big the space inside it was and how many items were stored, it was understandable that its creator had set an automatic helper.


"Did you copy my aspect or were you created like this?"


Noah asked as he relaxed, his mental energy transmitted his words inside the separate space.


"Spirit automatons usually imitate the aspect of their masters, though, I can modify it if you wish."


The boy politely answered but Noah didn't mind that aspect, he was just curious about the reason behind it.


"How precise are your estimations of the items inside the ring?"


Noah moved the topic to what interested him, the items contained in the Inheritance.


"I don't need to make an estimate, I know all the resources contained in the ring as well as their number, purpose, and name."


The automaton answered in an emotionless tone, it wasn't a will after all, it was more similar to a program.


"Give me a complete report then, don't be too specific though."


"Processing."


Noah ordered before the robotic voice of the automaton answered him.


"The ring currently contains eighty million Credits, five hundred rank 4 dragon' corpses of a various element, eight thousand four hundred thirty-three inscribed weapons of various rank, more than ten thousand potions and pills of various rank and usage, and about a thousand spells and techniques of various rank."
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                        Noah listened to those numbers and his mind began to evaluate the many possibilities that such an amount of wealth gave him.


'I bet I'm richer than a medium-size noble family right now.'


He smiled internally when he realized that.


Yet, he knew that most of those items would be wasted in his hands, not only many resources required an element different from his, but he also had almost no use for the inscribed weapons.


Noah knew that the Demonic swords were the most suitable weapons for him and he couldn't use blades in the heroic ranks, his level simply didn't allow that.


"You spoke about some guidelines, what are they about?"


Noah asked the spirit automaton as his mental energy took a human form, it was easier for him to inspect the items from inside the ring rather than taking them out one at the time.


"First of all, there is a description of the four formations inside the ring, each one can almost stop the aging of specific items. As you can see, the formations must be used respectively for magical beasts, weapons, drugs, and scrolls or books. Placing an item in a formation that doesn't suit its type won't activate its effects. If you wish, you can just send everything causally in the ring and leave the division process to me."


The boy spoke, pointing a formation whenever he mentioned its suitable type of item.


"Also, Divine Demon left some messages, would you like to hear them?"


"Sure."


Noah was surprised by the boy's statement but he was quite eager to listen again to Divine Demon.


The automaton opened his mouth and his eyes shone, it seemed that he had entered the "robot" mode again.


"Young one."


Divine Demon's voice resounded inside the ring, Noah's complete attention went on his words.


"I'm sorry that our meeting has been short, I had to preserve enough energies to destroy the separate dimension and to erase all my traces. Yet, you have my legacy now."


A short moment of silence occurred before his voice sounded again.


"The walls of your mental sphere now contain my Divine deduction technique, it is fueled by mental energy so it will give you better results once your rank as a mage increases. Oh, your version is limited to the seventh rank, you might want to upgrade it once you become a God."


Noah suppressed the urge to smile, Divine Demon seemed sure that Noah would reach the divine ranks.


"Just one thing. If I was to discover that you wasted my technique and trained in one of the cultivation techniques contained in my Inheritance, I will personally travel to the Moral lands and kill you. Be safe, young one."


"…"


Silence.


A long silence followed those words.


Noah stood still, the expression of his half-transparent figure inside the ring was still stuck in the suppressed smile from before.


'I guess I don't have other choices now.'


"Oh, one last thing."


Divine Demon's voice sounded all of sudden, slightly startling Noah.


"I have a message for that kid, your patriarch. Remember to tell the automaton when you meet him. Hmph, I have a thing or two to say about how he trains the members of his sect."


After that, the boy's eyes stopped shining and he closed his mouth, only then was Noah sure that no more messages were coming.


"Anything else?"


Noah asked the automaton hoping that the threats of the God were over.


"Divine Demon advised giving most of the contents of his Inheritance to the sect. The Obsidian Credits are excluded of course."


Noah nodded, he didn't hate that idea.


After all, only a small part of the Inheritance was useful to him.


He didn't need any of the inscribed weapons.


He was just one cultivator, ten thousand drugs were simply too many for him.


The techniques and spells of the darkness element were just a small fraction of the entirety of the pile, everything else could just go to the sect.


As for the dragon's corpses, he was quite tempted to keep all of them.


Like everything else, only a few corpses belonged to creatures of the darkness element but, thanks to his bombs, Noah could easily transform the other dragons in disposable weapons.


'I can simply process their scales, fangs, and teeth to make the spikes for the Instabilities, I won't even need to exchange them for spiked magical beasts.'


Noah ran the various possibilities in his mind but he ultimately decided to keep all the dragon's corpses.


Dragons were considered the strongest magical beast, Noah wasn't willing to let go of any of those materials.


'I think I should start sorting everything out, I'll leave the scrolls for last.'


As the thought about that, Noah, with the help of the spirit automaton, began to choose the items that he wanted to keep.


***

A few days passed, Noah's mental energy had never exited the space-ring during that period.


There were simply too many items to evaluate!


The thought of selling any of the items in the ring has never crossed his mind, he saw Credits everywhere his gaze went, what was the point in obtaining more of them?


The spirit automaton was an extremely useful helper, not only was he aware of the name and capabilities of every item inside the ring, but he was also able to advise Noah basing his judgment on his current level.


Sorting the pile of weapons didn't take much, Noah eventually chose to keep a few weapons that matched his element and that he could find useful in the future.


He was keeping the white sabers for the same reason after all, being picky in front of all that wealth wasn't exactly the smartest choice.


With the pile of drugs, he had been far greedier.


The space-ring contained resources till the fifth rank, Divine Demon had carried everything in the sixth rank or above with him in the Immortal lands.


Yet, when it came to pills and potions, anything in the heroic ranks was enough to make Noah stupefied.


Of course, they were only a small fraction compared to the entirety of the pile, yet, they were still miraculous items!


Also, they were specific for each center of power: There were pills able to fix any injury on the mental sphere in a matter of seconds, potions able to regrow bones, even pills that contained Breath of various elements.


Noah simply couldn't let go of those drugs, they could save his life one day!


However, he gave up to the majority of the low-level drugs, to those that didn't suit him, and to those of which he had too many copies.


Only the pile containing the spells and techniques was left.
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                        "Hand me everything related to the darkness element and divide it according to their ranks."


Noah ordered, the spirit automaton could manage the insides of the space-ring far faster than him, it was better to leave those matters to him.


"Do you wish to create a separate block for those that don't have element requirements?"


"No, put everything together."


The spirit automaton began to divide the pile of scrolls and books after Noah's order, his eyes shone as he entered the "robot" mode.


Noah watched him work, he had probed his capabilities as he inspected the other piles and was quite surprised by the amount of information that he held.


As the spirit of a rank 6 inscribed item, the automaton contained a vast knowledge that allowed him to recognize almost every item that was being stored inside the ring.


'The ring itself is incredibly useful, just the four formations inside it are priceless. If I was to add the knowledge of the automaton, the price of this item would skyrocket!'


Noah thought as he waited for the spells and techniques to be sorted out, he was beginning to understand that the ring was one of the most important items of the Inheritance.


The automaton soon finished his task, less than eighty scrolls and books had been taken out from the main pile.


Noah wasn't disappointed, he knew that the rarity of his element was a troublesome issue, one of the reasons why darkness and light cultivators were so few was due to that.


'I think it's the first time I'm eager to read rank 0 spells.'


Eagerness was showed in Noah's half-transparent figure as it neared the sorted items.


According to Divine Demon, the Divine deduction technique allowed him to study the diagrams of the spells more easily, Noah wondered if he could create more rank 4 martial arts thanks to that.


After all, martial arts were the foundation of the battle prowess of a cultivator, they didn't deplete much energy and some of them had a power that matched spells!


Spells were generally used as supportive methods or finishing blows, they expended a lot of mental energy and Breath, preventing a cultivator from using them recklessly.


Noah had currently mastered two rank 4 martial arts and their effects in battle were amazing.


The Shadow sprint art could be performed far carelessly than Warp spell, making him extremely mobile without the need for huge expenditures of mental energy.


If a spell couldn't lead to a finishing blow, it was better to use its weaker but cheaper version.


The majority of the items in the pile were rank 0 and 1 spells, techniques, and methods.


Noah recognized some names that he saw back in the inventory of the academy, rank 0 diagrams were easier to copy after all, it was normal to have the same scrolls spread in the world.


Blind, Shadow step, Void cover, Piercing darkness, Noah swept through those names quickly.


There were some effects that he would gladly integrate into his battle style but he was too eager to reach the scrolls of a higher rank.


Cultivation techniques and nourishing methods of such a low rank were simply worthless in his eyes, Noah had already decided to keep them only for research purposes.


The spells were his main concern, their diagrams could be turned into martial arts with enough study and those up to the third rank and above were useful for his level.


It was then time for those in the second rank, Death spire, Entangling darkness, and other spells that Noah had never heard of appeared in his eyes.


Noah quickly read their effects and put them aside, that was not yet the time to start studying their diagrams.


Only about twenty items remained in the pile that he had yet to inspect, most of them were rank 3 nourishing methods and cultivation techniques but there were some spells among them.


'Demon summoning seems strong, it's a pity that it's only up to the third rank, my Body-inscription spells is simply stronger right now.'


'Dark ray seems good, it might be worth memorizing it.'


'Dark cover increases my hiding abilities but only at night, it should be something worth learning.'


The rank 3 spells soon ended and it was time to step on those of a higher rank.


Noah had three books in front of him, they contained two body-nourishing methods and a cultivation technique, all in the fourth rank.


Noah held the cultivation technique in his hands, his eyes were glued to its contents, that was an item that he had searched for a long time, the key to become a heroic cultivator!


There was a lot that he didn't understand in its description, it seemed that he had to have access to rank 4 Breath before understanding some of the contents of the technique.


'It feels like another world. I wonder if I can create something like this.'


It took a while before he managed to let go of the book, he was only doing a general overview at that moment, he was just deciding what to keep of the Inheritance.


Three scrolls remained from the almost eighty items, they contained two spells up to the fourth rank and one up to the fifth.


'Ethereal form, up to the fourth rank. It's a defensive spell that allows me to become immaterial for a short time. It seems to consume a lot of energy though.'


'Death area, up to the fourth rank. This is an area of effect spell that weakens the living beings in its insides. Really, really strong, but also high consumption.'


The high consumption of mental energy and Breath of the spells of the darkness element was something Noah was used to, the Ghostly claws were the only exception that he had found.


'Black hole, up to the fifth rank. Defensive method able to absorb any type of attack, allowing the cultivator to use the pure energy absorbed in an attack.'


At once, Noah knew that he had to memorize that spell.
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                        "Give me the book containing the copying technique."


Noah ordered when he finished inspecting all the darkness related books and scrolls.


The spirit automaton didn't hesitate, a big and old book rose from the pile of goods next to Noah and landed in his hands.


Noah carefully swept through its pages, the copying technique created by Divine Demon defied common reason, it was able to create an endless stream of rank 4 creatures by restraining just a few of them, it was normal to be interested in such a power.


However, he soon understood that he couldn't even make out the meaning of the initial lines that described the technique.


'This can be considered a peak rank 6 technique, maybe even a quasi-rank 7 one. It doesn't even match my areas of expertise.'


Noah sighed as he looked at its contents.


There were written descriptions that he could read, they instructed about the restrictions and procedures to follow to place the many formations down before the technique could be activated.


It was clear that the wealth of a single cultivator, no matter how rich it was, wasn't enough to set it up.


'Heaven and Earth don't allow me to pursue the Attunement method and I have no knowledge whatsoever about formations. Also, there are specific materials needed for the restriction of the magical beasts inside the formation, I don't even know what some of these names mean.'


Noah didn't want to give up on such a strong technique so soon but he knew that he wouldn't be ever able to use it.


The requirements for the usage of the technique were harsh, one needed to be experienced in the Attunement method, able to understand formations, able to capture and restrain magical beasts, and also have many exotic materials.


Only a divine being could meet those standards, even cultivators in the heroic ranks would need the backing of an organization to perform the technique.


'I guess I can only give it to the sect along with everything that I don't need. There is one problem though, what can I even ask in exchange?'


***

During the days in which Noah was secluded inside his cave, a shocking piece of information was spread throughout the Coral archipelago.


The information came from a team that had survived the trials inside the Inheritance ground, those cultivators came from an organization belonging to the Utra nation.


The information spoke about a known criminal of the Utra nation whose identity was most likely linked to the outsider that had unleashed chaos on the battlefield of the Odrea nation.


The criminal identified in that report was, of course, Noah Balvan.


The cultivators of the Utra nation were the only one that had access to the drawing featuring his facial features so, when they met the copy of David's team, they were able to identify Noah when his hood came off during the battle.


Also, the spells used by his copy matched the reports about the Hooded devil in the Odrea country, that last piece of information was the confirmation needed to link the two identities.


Noah would curse his bad luck if he was to know that his copy had appeared right in front of cultivators of the Utra nation, learning that the copy of David's group had managed to kill most of them wouldn't console him much.


The information soon became renown, the social environment of the archipelago was different from that of the continent, keeping something hidden to the other organizations wasn't possible.


The Hive learnt about it and the Chasing demon sect wasn't an exception.


Many disciples and captains could be seen walking in front of Noah's cave, curious about the real identity of the honorary disciple that they called Zach.


Yet, there was something that prevented them from investigating further.


Two figures sat on the purple ground in front of Noah's cave.


One was the renown Roy, the only cultivator in the human ranks that held the title of elder.


The other was a woman with white hair whose cultivation level was hidden to the others.


The rank 2 cultivators weren't aware of her identity but all the captains trembled and bowed when they saw her.


That was because the woman waiting for Noah to exit his cave was Elder Iris, Roy's mother, and the manager of the human assets of the entire Chasing demon sect!


The news about Noah obtaining the Inheritance contained in the separate dimension had been kept a secret from the sect but the presence of a heroic cultivator in the residential area for rank 2 cultivators raised many suspects.


After all, cultivators weren't stupid, especially considering that they were aware that Noah had survived the exploration of the dimension with David's team.


Also, according to David's reports, his team had approached the last trial that many had escaped.


In fact, there was something that his team had completely missed: The escape tokens could be used to forfeit the matches against the copies!


It couldn't be helped, David and the others were confident in their power, they had no reason to test again the tokens after they had failed to work in the ninth trial.


Yet, that didn't apply to all the teams in the dimension: Many cultivators relied on them when death was nearing in the tenth and eleventh trial and, to their surprise, the tokens had worked!


They didn't bring them outside the dimension though but only at the beginning of the mountain chain.


Also, the tokens broke after that activation.


That was one of the reasons why the legal organizations ended up with more survivors, they were used to be on the losing side in the archipelago, the careful attitude developed due to that helped them discover the detail that many cultivators belonging to the underground organizations had missed.


Noah was unaware of all that stream of information that had enveloped the organizations of the archipelago and focused on sorting his space-ring.


He wasn't in a hurry, he could calmly memorize the new spells as he thought about what to ask in return for the items useless to him.


It took him a month and a half to exit his cave and he was quite surprised to find the pair of mother and son waiting for him right in front of the entrance.
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                        "You might want to listen to the recent developments in the archipelago before saying your conditions."


Roy spoke before Noah could say anything, the latter gestured for the two elders to enter his cave.


A few seconds later, the three of them were sitting on the ground at the center of the cave, the entrance was closed, sealing away any noise and the curious gazes of the onlookers.


"What developments?"


Noah went straight to the point, he had only learnt the spells that he knew he could find useful but there was far more to do.


He wanted to study the many diagrams in his possession, he wanted to isolate the effects that he wanted to reproduce, he wanted to test the Divine deduction technique, and he wanted to take anything that he found useful from the inventory of the sect.


Each one of those tasks would keep him busy for long periods, he simply wanted to solve all the immediate issues before slowly absorbing the Inheritance.


"Your identity has been revealed, your copy appeared in front of cultivators of the Utra nation. Here, this is a summary that I've prepared for this meeting."


Roy answered as he handed him a pile of sheets, Elder Iris silently sat on her knees with her eyes closed during that conversation.


The sheets described the events in the archipelago that followed the disappearance of the separate dimension.


They covered the discovery of Noah's identity, its connection with the Hooded devil, the matter about the escape tokens, and even some final consideration personally added by Roy.


'No one is aware of who obtained the Inheritance and, even though my identity was revealed, the legal organizations only know that I belong to the Hive, they don't know to which branch I belong.'


The situation was far better than what Roy had hinted, the Hive controlled the archipelago after all, Noah barely felt the need to hide for the time being.


As someone who had remained hidden and had escaped for all his life, Noah could remain perfectly calm when he learnt that information.


"The sect is willing to offer you protection from the continent in exchange for the contents of the Inheritance. You can keep anything that you find useful for your cultivation of course."


Roy said with a smile but Noah's next words made his expression freeze.


"I believe that the sect is bad at telling jokes."


Noah had always been overbearing, he simply rarely had the chance to be in a position of power.


"Don't think that the oath can keep you safe. We might not be able to take your life since you are a member of the sect but there are many ways to seize the Inheritance without causing a backlash from our horned faces. Remember your position and let's have a peaceful transaction."


Elder Iris spoke without opening her eyes, Noah felt some that some sort of pressure accompanied her words but he had been prepared for a similar situation.


In the month and a half in which he had isolated himself, he didn't just sort the contents inside the ring and learnt some spells.


He had also thoroughly questioned the spirit automaton to learn about the many features that the space-ring offered.


The ring was a rank 6 inscribed item after all, its functions weren't limited only to a large space and a vast knowledge!


Noah's Breath entered the black ring on his finger and an ethereal figure slowly materialized next to him.


The figure had the aspect of a young boy with long black hair, he was the spirit automaton of the ring!


"Tell them what I can do in case the sect becomes hostile."


Noah ordered as he filled a cup with the wine contained in his space-ring and coldly observed the reaction on his two guests' faces.


"Yes, Master!"


The automaton answered before his eyes shone and he explained in a robotic voice.


"Master can freely decide to destroy all the items inside the ring, he can also just destroy one item at the time to show his leverage."


Elder Iris opened her eyes at those words, she inspected the spirit automaton with interest, she wanted to understand if he was speaking the truth.


"As a last resort, Master can decide to use the Credits inside the ring to activate the self-destruction mechanism. The power behind the blast generated in this way will match the attack of a rank 6 cultivator since the ring is a peak rank 6 inscribed item. According to my calculations, the entirety of the Chasing demon sect would be wiped out in the explosion."


Roy almost puked blood when he heard those words and began to stare at Noah's ring in fear.


Elder Iris furrowed her brows, she had a better idea of the power held by rank 6 cultivators and was quite doubtful about the automaton words.


However, she was only a rank 4 cultivator, she would die even if the self-destruction of the ring matched only cultivators in the fifth rank.


"Would you rather die than accept unfavorable terms?"


She spoke, her brows relaxed when she realized that the blast would take Noah's life too.


Noah shrugged his shoulders and emptied his cup before explaining.


"The Chasing demon sect treated me well but humans tend to lose their reason when wealth is involved. Also, I'm dealing with entities about the Inheritance of a God, I need to put my life as a mortal on the line if I want to negotiate on equal ground."


Noah's uncaring attitude stuck Roy's deeply, he had never seen someone using its own life as a bargaining chip.


"What do you want?"


Elder Iris spoke.


She had far more experience, she could instantly understand that Noah wasn't playing around.


Truth to be told, she was ready to give away as many resources as needed to obtain the Inheritance, she had just tried to exploit Noah's peculiar situation to her advantage.


Needless to say, that approach only worsened the atmosphere in the cave.


Noah smirked before revealing the price that, in his opinion, matched the contents of the Inheritance.


"Simple, I want everything."
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                        An unsightly expression appeared on Elder Iris' face, she wasn't clear about Noah's intentions so she simply waited for him to explain further.


"What do I mean by everything is simple: I'll be granted the ability to purchase anything I want from the inventory for free, to freely use any training facility of the sect, and, if needed, to request for the help of heroic ranks cultivator when I'm in peril. Of course, my requests can only be applied for matters and resources up to the fifth rank, just like the items in the Inheritance."


Noah exposed one piece of information about his wealth to show how valuable the Inheritance was, it was clear from Elder Iris' struggling expression that his words were effective.


Roy had long since lost any will to speak, Noah was negotiating with resources that even his privileged position couldn't grant him, it was better to leave the matter to his mother.


Yet, he couldn't help but feel some tinges of admiration when looking at the young man uncaringly sitting in front of him.


The will of most cultivators in the human ranks would just break when dealing with an entity in the heroic ranks but Noah wasn't even sweating under his mother's gaze.


'Such a cold-blooded attitude, to think that he could have ended up in a legal organization.'


Roy heaved a sigh of relief as he thought of that, he felt glad that such a spectacular cultivator was on his side.


On the other hand, Elder Iris felt conflicted.


She knew that she had no leverage on Noah.


The man in front of her had no relationships to exploit and his position didn't have any weaknesses.


You either accept my conditions or I make everything blow up!


There wasn't much room for negotiation after that ultimatum.


"I don't have the authority to accept your requests."


In the end, Elder Iris sighed as she revealed the truth.


She was just a rank 4 cultivator after all.


She was an unparalleled existence in the eyes of the human cultivators but her power didn't allow her to have much influence on the heroic matters.


"I kind of expected that."


Noah revealed too, he knew that he couldn't ask for the complete support of the heroic assets to a single elder.


It was with a bit of hesitation that he decided to give voice to his next words.


"Please, bring me to the Chasing Demon, Divine Demon has also left a message for him."


***

If a cultivator in the human ranks was ever to ask for a meeting with the patriarch of the Chasing demon sect, it would become the biggest joke in the entire sect, it might even be punished due to its lack of respect.


The Chasing Demon was a legendary figure after all, one of the pillars of the defeated unorthodox sects of the Papral nation.


Yet, when the legacy of a God was involved, exceptional measures had to be taken.


It took a few hours for the higher-ups of the sect to be notified of Noah's requests, the news that he had obtained the Inheritance had been hidden from the human assets but all the elders had been informed about it.


Also, most elders had interrupted their cultivation due to the closure of the separate dimension, like Elder Iris, they saw war looming over the archipelago.


The elders had a long discussion through their inscribed communication items, some of them wanted to directly punish Noah for asking something so disrespectful but they soon calmed down when they heard that Divine Demon had left a message for their patriarch.


Moreover, that message was detained by Noah, they didn't want to indirectly hurt the Chasing Demon by preventing the meeting from happening.


After the matter had been decided, Noah was brought by Elder Iris in the center of the sect, where the patriarch's personal training ground was.


The route didn't follow the usual passages, Elder Iris needed to unlock many secret and underground tunnels with her authority to reach the place where they were standing.


Noah stood still as he tried to contain his amazement at the sight that had unfolded in front of him.


The last underground passage ended in a vast underground area.


The area was so large that it could match the width of the entire sect with its size.


Noah was at the entrance of a shining purple environment, it would resemble one of the plains near Balvan mansion if it wasn't for the fact that the ground was made of barren crystals.


Also, a short mountain stood at its center, its peak seemed to have been cut off since a perfectly horizontal space could be seen at its summit.


"The patriarch has accepted to see you but I can't go further, you must walk to the summit alone."


Elder Iris spoke, her eyes looked at the summit of the mountain contained in the large underground area with reverence, her complete devotion could be seen in her expression.


On the other hand, Noah was interested in the environment: That was the training area of an entity in the sixth rank, he wanted to learn as many secrets as he could!


However, he soon discovered that he couldn't feel anything, there didn't seem to be even the slight trace of Breath in the plain.


"Go, don't let the patriarch wait."


Elder Iris gave those last words and retreated, leaving Noah alone at the end of the passage.


'I hope I didn't bite off more than I can chew this time.'


Noah thought as he carefully stepped on the purple plain.


He had the vague suspicion that only the Chasing Demon could grant his requests but he still felt anxious at the thought of meeting him.


Part of his mental energy was ready inside the space-ring, he maintained his connection with the item to be ready to threaten any existence that wanted to exploit him.


However, he wasn't completely sure that his methods would work against a rank 6 existence.


The path toward the mountain was barren, nothing but the purple light of the exoskeleton was in sight.


It took him only about half an hour to reach the base of the mountain where he finally felt something different from the complete desolation of the plain.


The mental sphere of a cultivator was extremely sensitive to dangers and Noah had also absorbed the Bloodline Inheritance, further improving that ability.


When he looked at the plain summit, there was only one sensation that he felt: Powerlessness.


A feeling that, no matter what he did or what schemes he tried, gave him the certainty that they would fail.


It was while enduring that pressure that Noah gulped and began to climb the mountain.



						




                    


                
				
                    414. Chasing Demon

					
					

                    
                        Noah climbed the side of the mountain quite quickly, its steepness was easily overcome by his rank 4 body.


Another quarter of an hour went by before he could reach the summit, Noah ended his climb with a jump, softly landing on the plain peak.


A series of inscriptions entered his field of view, lines covered the surface of the summit, forming an intricate formation that seemed to have peculiar runes in its core spots.


The surface of the plain on the summit of the mountain had the width of almost a kilometer, a formation that could cover its entire surface was surely the work of an expert!


A human figure sat at the center of the formation, his back was turned toward Noah and he could see the many scars that filled his bulging muscles from his position.


Noah didn't dare to take a step forward, he performed a polite bow and remained in that position, waiting for the patriarch's permission to enter his training area.


Minutes passed but nothing happened, the human figure sat silently, it didn't even seem to be breathing.


All of sudden, shining lines began to cover the ceiling of the underground area, they resembled white veins that expanded over the purple mineral as they converged toward the mountain.


Then, when the lines reached the area above the mountain, shining drops began to fall from the ceiling.


The drops contained small crystals and they precisely landed on the runes laid around on the formation.


The runes began to shine, some sort of mechanism was activated which made the entirety of the formation take life, illuminating the surface of the summit.


Noah watched everything with wide eyes, he still couldn't feel anything but he recognized the material that made the drops: It was Breath!


Yet, it also seemed different from the Breath that he usually absorbed, it wasn't just a matter of purity, it was as if its composition had been altered, bringing it to a higher state.


The lines of the formation slowly illuminated as drops continued to fall on the runes, they reached for Chasing Demon as the light spread.


When they reached his body, Chasing Demon forcefully inhaled.


All the light on the formation was sucked as he inhaled, it entered his body in less than an instant, leaving only the purple halo as a form of illumination.


Then, Chasing Demon exhaled, a shining gas came out of his mouth which then was absorbed by the ground, disappearing almost instantly.


Noah observed everything with great interest, he hadn't been able to understand the absorption process of the rank 4 cultivation technique in the Inheritance but what had witnessed was slowly solving his doubts.


'The Breath in the heroic rank isn't only purer, it has a completely different composition!'


Yet, even if he had understood that, he was still unaware of the method to extract and absorb it.


"Did you gain some enlightenment?"


An aged voice spoke, those words seemed to weight as they reached Noah's ears.


"Yes, but I still don't understand how to gain access to such Breath. Does it have a different source? Or is the cultivation technique that alters its composition?"


Noah answered, his eagerness to expand his knowledge about the heroic ranks had made him abandon any pretense of politeness.


"Both."


Chasing Demon spoke again as he stretched his hand to point at the formation and then at the ceiling.


"The veins on the ceiling attract Breath of extreme purity from the sea, making it fall on the runes of the formation which carry my will. They then subdue the Breath, condense it, and direct it to my body. This is the cultivation technique that I created to reach the sixth rank."


Noah took a glance at the formation before raising his head to stare at the ceiling.


Chasing Demon didn't explain why the Breath absorbed by the veins was different but they were invisible now, only the purple mineral could be seen by Noah's eyes.


"It seems that you are smart, lone cultivators usually are quick learner after all."


The patriarch stood up as he gave those praises, he turned to face Noah and slowly walked toward him.


Noah could see his face now, he had short brown hair, piercing red eyes, sharp features, and slim eyebrows.


His upper body was covered in scars but his skin seemed to glow, giving an otherworldly appearance to his figure.


"What heroic cultivators absorb isn't the Breath commonly found in the air but that inside the matter of the world. In other words, we steal the Breath contained inside the matter."


Noah's mind rumbled, many ideas popped inside it as he analyzed the patriarch's words.


He first thought about the atoms, particles that were common knowledge in his previous world seemed to be unknown on this one.


Yet, it seemed that the Breath the patriarch was referring to was contained in an atomic environment.


'Maybe, the physic of my previous world can't be applied in this case. This world has been modified by the Breath, this energy is too miraculous, it doesn't seem to match with anything I've seen in my first life.'


Since science couldn't solve his doubts, Noah decided to ask the entity in front of him.


"How do I see it? How do I manage to absorb it? Why would it need to be subdued?"


Noah stormed the patriarch with questions, he had completely disregarded his situation when a chance to better understand the road in front of him appeared.


"Seeing it's hard, only rank 4 mages or above can look at the essence contained in the matter. Absorbing it's easy, you just need a cultivation technique with a suction force strong enough to affect the internal composition of the matter of this world. As for the subduing part…"


Chasing Demon freely explained, he didn't seem to mind Noah's curiosity as he neared him.


"The Breath contained inside the matter carries a purer will, it carries the laws imposed by Heaven and Earth, only a stronger will can force it to stay in a dantian and be used for a different purpose. This is also the reason why cultivation techniques personally created have better effects: They reflect more of your will, preventing from less Breath to escape your clutches."



						




                    


                
				
                    415. Agreed

					
					

                    
                        The world that only heroic mages could see, the laws of Heaven and Earth, the will that the cultivation techniques must carry.


All those pieces of information entered Noah's mind, adding fragments to the puzzle that was the heroic ranks for him.


"Stealing the Breath that carries the laws, won't it interfere with the matter?"


Chasing Demon was freely explaining those subjects to Noah and he even wore a faint smile as he did so, Noah didn't want to let go of that opportunity.


Knowledge was what he lacked the most at the moment, the academy had given him a solid foundation but the matters of the heroic ranks had always been too vague, there wasn't much that he could learn about them.


That's why the pointers of a rank 6 experts outclassed any other priority he had before going to that meeting.


"Of course, that's the reason why all the divine beings eventually leave for the Immortal lands, this world would become a wasteland or worse if Gods started to cultivate here."


Noah fell deep in thought, it was as if a door leading to a bigger and more amazing world had been opened by the patriarch's words.


"Now, let me hear my Master's voice again."


Chasing Demon asked as he stepped outside the formation and sat in front of Noah, a childish smile appeared on his face when he mentioned Divine Demon.


"Patriarch, I would like to hear my requests fir-"


"I agree to all of them."


"…"


Noah had returned to reality when the message of Divine Demon was mentioned and wanted to set the matter concerning his conditions first but the patriarch immediately agreed, leaving him momentarily speechless.


"But, you don't even know what I'm asking!"


Noah complained, the patriarch's attitude didn't match with his idea of a cultivator in charge of a sect.


"All the resources and techniques up to the fifth rank inside the inventory will be yours to take freely. I also authorize you to use all the training facilities of the sect without the need for merit points and the sect will provide help whenever a danger that surpasses the human ranks befalls on you. Now, the message."


Noah was once again speechless, all his requests had been accepted so easily!


"Come on, these are just resources, they are there to nurture promising cultivators anyway and you have already met those standards by obtaining my Master's approval. Don't make me repeat my orders a third time."


After those words, Noah gave up on trying to understand his patriarch and simply sat in front of him while using his mental energy to summon the automaton.


The ethereal boy was already informed about his orders and his eyes lit up as soon as he appeared in the open.


"Rufus."


Divine Demon's voice came out from the open mouth of the automaton, Chasing Demon's eyes widened when he heard that name.


"I know that you've chosen to train a rank 5 cultivation technique to kill that traitor, mining your path to godhood for the sake of vengeance wasn't your smartest choice."


Chasing Demon snorted when he heard those words but a bitter smile appeared on his face, his eyes seemed to wander between the memories contained in his mind.


"Well, you have always been the most short-sighted and emotional of my disciples after all, you are being true to your nature at least."


Noah shifted his gaze when he heard that, he didn't want to look at his patriarch when he was rebuked.


"You've reached the sixth rank though, it means that you've finally managed to fuse your runes with my formations, maybe you still have hopes in becoming a God… Anyway, what I'm concerned about is how you handle your sect!"


"Back in my days, I would throw all those useless disciples that entered my dimension into a pack of dragons and allowed them to live only if they brought enough heads back! What kind of lofty life are they having here? Luckily for you, my dimension has killed all the useless ones, you can nurture better demons now."


Noah's expression froze, hearing the more than seventy rank 3 cultivators died in the dimension being labeled as useless was something that he hadn't expected.


He began to see his patriarch under a new light, his status as a disciple of the Divine Demon meant that he had to be extraordinary even among his peers!


"I think war is always the best way to forge the character of the young ones. Just use the conquest of the archipelago as mean to nurture better human assets while you go around gathering the materials needed for my technique, you should have obtained it by now."


Chasing Demon shot an inquisitor look toward Noah and he didn't hesitate to take out the book containing the copying technique and hand it to him.


The patriarch's eyes widened when he saw the book and he held it with great care as he began to inspect its contents.


"Oh, right. The kid is promising, use him in the war, I don't want him to isolate himself to cultivate like those orthodox bunch, battle prowess must come before the cultivation level in the mind of a demon. Anyway, I hope to see you in the Immortal lands, I still need to punish you for your recklessness. Luckily, there are dragons here too."


The recorded voice ended and the spirit automaton closed his eyes before Noah made him return inside the ring.


Chasing Demon had an awkward smile on his face, his Master seemed to have given birth to conflicting emotions inside him.


Then, he simply focused on the book in his hands, his fingers traced the lines of the formations described on the pages as if he was trying to understand their meaning.


"He is really a genius, this technique would be considered a masterpiece even if it was limited to the human ranks."


The patriarch spoke without raising his gaze from the book, he seemed completely immersed in its pages.


"Ehm, what should I do now?"


Noah asked, he didn't give much weight on Divine Demon's words, he had just obtained unlimited access to the inventory and wanted to take anything darkness related before going in seclusion, there was still a lot that he needed to test.


"Well, you heard him, didn't you? You are going to war."
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                        Noah returned to the underground corridor where Elder Iris had left him.


He had discussed with the patriarch for some time but, in the end, he was forced to accept his orders.


'I must lead the human assets to war while he prepares the copying spell, he wants to take complete control over the archipelago. However, how am I even supposed to command the other captains? I'm still in the gaseous stage.'


Elder Iris entered his field of view as he evaluated that issue.


Noah knew that he was strong, he had defeated a rank 3 cultivator in the liquid stage after all.


Yet, the sect had many solid stage cultivators, it was pointless to mention the leaders of each faction at that point.


Elder Iris had an old notebook in her hands, her furrowed brows showed her disappointment toward the message that she had received.


"What is it?"


Noah asked when he saw that her gaze went on him and remained still, he felt uncomfortable under the inspection of an elder.


"Nothing, Lord Prince."


"Wha-"


Noah wanted to ask about the title she used when the walls of the exoskeleton trembled and the patriarch's voice resounded through the entirety of the sect.


"Orders for all the cultivators in the human ranks: The Chasing Demon sect is going to war! We are taking over the entire archipelago. You have six months to prepare, the battle will start after that."


Some cheers could be heard coming from the residential areas, the sect had always been one of the strongest organizations of the Hive but its members were forced to hide to give the appearance that the legal organizations were in control.


Those restraints weighed on the minds of the disciples, what was the point of being strong if they were then forced underground?


Also, most of them were extremely loyal to the sect and could relate with its history, they had longed for the moment when they could take over all the islands and rule out in the open.


"All the cultivators in the second and third rank will be forced to take part in the war, any deserter will be considered useless and disposed of."


The eyes of the weak and secluded cultivators widened when they heard those words, the patriarch didn't give them any choice on the matter.


"Though, every war needs a general. I hereby give the title of Demon Prince to Noah Balvan, the cultivator that has successfully retrieved the Inheritance of our ancestor. He will lead you to battle, follow his orders as if they were mine."


That was the moment when Noah's eyes widened too, not only did the patriarch use his real name, but he had also given him a title!


The walls of the exoskeleton stopped trembling and Noah's horned face shone for a few seconds, he realized that some permissions had been granted to his oath.


"What does my title do?"


However, Noah had always been a lone cultivator, he knew almost nothing concerning the titles in a sect.


Elder Iris was still looking at him, she didn't seem surprised by the news, it seemed that she had been informed before the patriarch's speech.


"Being the Demon Prince means that you'll most likely become the next Chasing Demon, it's needless to say that this title isn't given easily."


"I meant its applications."


Noah couldn't be bothered by the meaning behind his new status, he only wanted to know what it implied.


"You have now the authority to punish or restrain your fellow disciples, as well as injuring them. You are still forbidden to kill them however, such decisions can only be ordered by us elders."


Elder Iris' words echoed in his mind.


'It gives me some leverage on the other captains at least, it should be enough to make them follow my orders.'


"Let's go to the inventory, I need to empty my ring and retrieve some items."


Elder Iris nodded at that order, she led Noah outside the patriarch's habitation and through the passages connected to where all the wealth of the sect was stored.


Marcia was waiting for their arrival on an area were the light radiated by the exoskeleton was less powerful, that sight was quite unusual for the environment of the sect.


"Elder, Prince."


Marcia bowed to both of them, she was the captain in charge of the faction handling the inventory but she still performed that polite gesture to Noah.


"Open it."


Elder Iris ordered, Marcia touched the wall behind her in specific spots before a formation lit up and the purple minerals moved, revealing a descending dark path.


The three of them went in the passage, many inscriptions could be seen on its walls which illuminated that dark path.


A large basin was at the end of the corridor, items of a various kind could be seen orderly stored there and surrounded by an intricate formation.


"You can leave the items here, I'll take care of putting them inside the formation according to the order needed."


Marcia spoke and Noah didn't waste time.


All the items that he had decided to give to the sect were taken out in an orderly way with the help of the spirit automaton, the Credits, the precious drugs, the dragon' corpses, a few weapons, all the scrolls related to the darkness element, and a copy of the fifth Kesier rune remained inside the ring.


Noah inspected its contents, the wealth inside the ring remained incredible even after taking out all the useless items.


'If I was an ordinary cultivator or even one without lofty ambitions, the road to the fifth rank would be extremely simple with even a fraction of these items.'


Resources formed a pile in front of him while he was deep in thought, even Elder Iris was surprised when she became aware of the quality of some of those items.


There were rank 5 weapons, drugs, and techniques after all!


Elder Iris was still in the fourth rank, she couldn't help but be attracted by some of them.


Marcia, on the other hand, was completely amazed, her jaw hanged open as her eyes darted between the items of the Inheritance.


However, Noah couldn't be bothered to wait for their stupor to fade and directly asked for the things he needed.


"I need all the darkness spells, cultivation techniques, and arts of the inventory. I will probably give them back soon but I would still like to inspect them."
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                        Noah quickly obtained what he had requested, Marcia didn't avert her eyes from the pile of goods even when he left.


He had finally obtained all he needed to go in seclusion and properly absorb the Inheritance, it was a pity that he had to start a war in six months.


'This timing is probably what Chasing Demon needs to learn the copying spell. Well, maybe he has increased it a little to give me more time to prepare.'


Noah explored the possibility that the patriarch had been somewhat kind to him as he walked alone through the corridors of the sect.


He wasn't going to return to his cave in the residential area for rank 2 cultivators nor was he going in the residential area for those in the third rank.


He wasn't even going to the training ground where his faction was, Noah needed a quiet place where to study his many spells, the disciples in the thieves' faction were simply too noisy.


Where he was heading to was another training ground.


The Chasing Demon sect was large, it had many facilities that could help the cultivation of its disciples.


Yet, they were accessible only to those willing to use merit points, Noah had saved for the fourth Kesier rune back then, he couldn't afford those places.


That was, of course, different now.


Noah could freely use all the facilities of the sect, it took him just a few questions sent through his inscribed notebook to Roy to choose the area that suited him the most.


The path to the training area forced him to cross some of the crowded areas of the sect, Noah felt many gazes on him as he uncaringly walked on the purple ground.


Not many disciples knew Noah, he was quite famous among those in the second rank due to his battle with Perry but most of the captains had never seen him.


Yet, the whispers that followed his passage soon informed everyone about his features, he was supposed to lead the human assets to war after all, recognizing him was somewhat required.


"You are just a newly advanced rank 3 cultivator, don't act so haughty."


Of course, the matter of him being appointed as Demon Prince by the patriarch wasn't something that had been happily accepted by everyone.


Noah turned his head toward the cultivator that had spoken.


He recognized Joel, the only survivor of the team sent by the defense faction.


Joel had a dark expression when Noah looked at him, he spat on the ground and snorted when he saw that Noah continued his cold stare.


'He is right but I can't appear weak.'


Noah sighed internally as he neared Joel, the latter was surprised to see that he had chosen to answer to his provocation.


No words came out of his mouth, a black dragon suddenly tore Noah's upper clothes and threw itself at Joel.


There was no warning nor hesitation, Noah had directly attacked!


Heilong pounced Joel but the latter was a solid stage cultivator, he snorted when he saw that the dragon only had the power of the lower tier.


A sword appeared in his hands, its tip traced lines in the air as Joel waved it, the lines then clashed on Heilong, digging deep wounds on its scales.


Generally speaking, small fights were allowed inside the sect as long as the cultivators contained themselves.


That's why Joel was surprised to discover that his tattoo burst with a menacing light and attacked his internal organs as soon as his attack hit Heilong.


A mouthful of blood came out from his mouth, destabilizing him and preventing him from further battling against the dragon that had already regenerated.


Heilong pushed Joel on the ground, its open mouth hung over his head like a guillotine ready to take his life.


The bodies of the cultivators were far weaker than those of the magical beasts, any rank 4 creature was able to inflict a deadly blow to a rank 3 cultivator.


Joel was confused, he had only reacted to Noah's attack, he was completely on the right side in that situation.


Yet, the tattoo had reacted to his actions while it didn't mind Noah's behavior, the latter stared coldly at the cultivator on the ground, no one could understand his thoughts from his expression.


The truth was that Noah's position as Demon Prince gave him special permissions and authority over the other cultivators, it didn't allow for anyone in the sect to attack him.


Heilong senses were shared with his, he suffered its same pain.


Joel's attack hurt Noah, triggering a reaction on his tattoo.


The area where they were was near the residential area for rank 3 cultivators, the commotion generated by the fight had attracted the attention of many disciples and captains.


A small crowd formed around Noah and Joel, the cultivators encircled the two of them, interested in what was happening.


Noah sensed about fifty cultivators in the third rank around him, that number amounted to a bit less than half of all the rank 3 cultivators in the entirety of the sect.


The separate dimension had hit hard the human assets of the sect, there were more than two hundred rank 3 cultivators before the dimension opened but now only a bit more than a hundred remained.


Also, many of them were newly advanced cultivators that, just like Noah, had focused on their cultivation level to enter the dimension.


'I think I should make some sort of speech.'


Noah sighed internally as he thought of that, he was completely disinterested in having a social life but the patriarch had cornered him, giving him the position of a general.


"Listen, I don't like my status more than you do, I just wanted to cultivate in peace."


Heilong returned inside his body as he spoke, even Joel paid attention to his words at that moment.


"Yet, it is true that I was the one able to obtain the Inheritance. The will of our ancestor, Divine Demon, has personally expressed his disappointment toward our power and the patriarch agrees with his view. The incoming war won't only establish our domain over the archipelago, but it will also forge your attitude, making you all more similar to the demons that should fill an unorthodox sect."


Noah spoke the truth, many of those that had survived inside the Inheritance lowered their gazes in shame, after all, Noah had succeeded where they had failed and he was only in the gaseous stage!


"Rest, analyze your battle style, improve as much as you can, a high cultivation level is useless if you can't express its power! In six months, weakness won't be tolerated!"


Noah ended his speech and sent a series of cold gazes to the cultivators around him.


Then, he simply left, the crowd created a path for him when he moved toward the training area that he had chosen.
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                        Noah sat on top of his Breath blessing at the bottom of a bright but narrow area.


He was at the bottom of what seemed a pit, he had to use Heilong's wings to safely reach that place and he couldn't lay down since there wasn't enough space for him to stretch.


Yet, that was the training area that he had chosen.


The pit was in one of the deepest parts of the exoskeleton, in what was supposed to be the leg of the dead beast.


Being so close to the sea and at such a depth created an environment rich of Breath, its density surpassed that of Bruce's cave when the Breath blessing was out in the open.


Also, the purple light radiated by the walls was almost blinding, the mental sphere of a cultivator would be under heavy pressure in that place.


That training area was also used as a special punishment for certain cultivators, being at the bottom of a deep pit, unable to lay down, and under the constant assault of the purple light could break most cultivators' morale on the long run.


However, that place met all of Noah's requirements.


The density of Breath there would be amazing even for solid stage cultivators, it reached the limits of what rank 3 cultivators were able to absorb without suffering injuries.


The pressure applied by the light forced the mental sphere to oppose it, such a constant effort would increase the sturdiness of its walls, allowing for longer training sessions that used the Kesier rune.


Also, that area was completely isolated, disciples would rarely venture at the top of the pit, it was impossible to be disturbed at its bottom.


Noah opened his mouth and exhaled a mouthful of a multicolored gas.


The gas then dispersed in the air and Noah relaxed, supporting his head on the wall behind him.


'He said not to make the breakthrough in the heroic ranks with a technique created by someone else but he has never said that I can't use it before that.'


Noah wore a faint smile as he thought that, the feeling of improving his training speed had always put him in a good mood.


The reason behind that improvement was the new cultivation technique that he was using.


'As expected from a rank 4 cultivation technique, its efficiency surpasses any rank 3 technique, no matter if unorthodox or not.'


A book appeared in his hands after that conclusion, Noah swept through its pages but a disappointed expression appeared on his face when he reached a certain point.


The book in his hands contained the description of the rank 4 cultivation technique Dark convergence!


Noah had ultimately decided to use it to replace his Dantian's opening, Dark convergence was simply a better technique.


Cultivating faster and without the need to injure the dantian, Noah would be a fool if he decided to keep using the unorthodox technique.


'I should be fine if I use it till my breakthrough in the solid stage, I hope Divine Demon didn't expect me to stop cultivating until I created a technique.'


Noah decided and put the book away, he wanted to see if he managed to understand the part related to the heroic ranks after practicing it but he obtained no results.


The part related to the human ranks was quite simple, Noah had to form a rotating sphere around his dantian with his Breath which would attract the Breath in the environment.


That energy would be filtered by the sphere so that only the Breath of the darkness element could enter, all the leftover had to be expelled through his mouth.


A scroll appeared in his hands after he put the book away, a bit of eagerness could be seen in his eyes when he studied its contents.


The scroll contained the diagram of the rank 0 spell Shadow steps, a spell that he had already analyzed in the past to create his martial art.


Yet, Noah wanted to see if he could learn more from it thanks to the Divine deduction technique.


As for why his first thought concerned the Shadow steps spell, it was because Noah wanted to increase his battle prowess as much as he could before the war.


To do that, he had to remove the limitations of his martial art and become able to perform it while flying.


Noah now had a rank 4 creature as a Blood companion, Heilong's wings were powerful, the speed at which he flew had surpassed his running speed thanks to them.


Magical beasts had stronger bodies compared to cultivators, the power contained in Heilong's wings far surpassed that of Noah's legs.


However, if Noah was to improve the Shadow sprint art and use it while flying, his speed in the air would skyrocket!


Noah began to trace the lines of the diagram with his eyes, last time he had only focused on isolating the propulsion effect contained in the circles that appeared under his feet, but now he wanted to completely understand the spell.


After all, he was only a rank 2 mage when he first attempted to study the diagram and he didn't have the technique of a God!


The lines of the diagram began to appear over the sea in his sea of consciousness but Noah's half-transparent figure quickly moved them toward the inscriptions on the walls.


The inscriptions sucked the lines right away and mental energy was consumed to activate its capabilities.


A stream of information entered Noah's mind, Noah felt as if he was able to understand the creator's intentions when he drew the diagram.


Also, the meaning behind those lines became clear, Noah felt the urge to start over the testing of his martial art.


However, while he was focused on that incredible state, his mental energy continued to be depleted until it eventually reached a critical quantity, awakening Noah from his deductions.


'This fairness of Heaven and Earth sure is annoying.'


Noah cursed when he saw the pitiful state of the sea inside his mind, about sixty percent of it had been expended while he analyzed the diagram.


'It takes almost all my mental energy to study the diagram of a rank 0 spell but there are no dangerous repercussions and it's an extremely quick procedure. I don't lack drugs to refill my sphere and I can always ask for more of them from the sect… Six months, I must become able to defeat solid stage cultivators in six months.'


It was with that determination that Noah took a potion from his ring and gulped its contents before resuming his training.
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                        In the six months that followed, the political situation of the archipelago was particularly tense.


Generally speaking, retrieving an Inheritance from such a dangerous dimension would boost the power of any organization by a few levels.


After all, the Chasing Demon had recently broken through the sixth rank, it was normal to think that beings at that level weren't many in the archipelago considering that his sect was one of the strongest in the Hive.


The Inheritance contained spells and resources up to the fifth rank, the power of any organization would instantly reach the apex of the archipelago after obtaining it.


Yet, the dimension had closed and no consequences occurred.


What was even stranger was that no exotic or powerful item had appeared in the markets of the islands in that period, excluding the possibility that a weak organization had succeeded in the trials.


That calm, coupled with the fact that every organization has suffered huge losses for what concerned their human assets, led to a tense atmosphere.


Noah was still cultivating in the pit, he had climbed on the surface of the training area only when he needed to test some of his deductions.


A mental message arrived on his inscribed notebook, Noah listened to its contents before standing up and storing his Breath blessing.


He knew that the time to attack had come!


Heilong's wings appeared behind his back, they supported Noah as he climbed where he could completely unfold his wings and fly back to the surface.


"I hope your seclusion gave good results, Prince."


Roy greeted him with a bow when he saw the winged figure coming out in the open and landing in front of him, Noah simply nodded at that gesture before speaking.


"Did the elders already make a battle plan?"


"Yes, the information is here."


Roy handed Noah a simple-looking scroll but that caused a reaction in his horned face.


Noah controlled his tattoo and made it touch the surface of the sheet, a series of information entered his mind as the connection was maintained.


Even though Noah had been appointed to lead the human assets to war, he didn't have the authority nor the knowledge to make battle plans.


The truth was that Noah was simply following orders, human cultivators were just pawns in the eyes of those in the heroic ranks, the real battles would be fought in a realm where he couldn't interfere.


Yet, human cultivators reflected the power of an organization, winning the battle in the human ranks would show which organization had the best foundation.


As for the battle in the heroic ranks, the Chasing Demon sect had a mighty rank 6 cultivator, Noah didn't think that their heroic assets were lacking compared to the other organizations.


"Inform everyone, we will attack in three days."


Noah ordered as he stored the sheet, Roy wanted to question him about that delay but stopped himself when he realized the state Noah was in.


Pale skin, large eye bags, a seemingly ill complexion, Noah appeared completely exhausted and drained of any energy.


Even his weight had been affected, his soft facial features had become sharp due to how caved his cheeks were.


"As you order. In three days, I'll gather everyone in front of the cave that has been specifically prepared for you in the residential area for rank 3 cultivators. Do you want me to send Byron or some outer disciple to attend you? Your hair has grown quite a bit."


Roy commented when he saw Noah's aspect but the latter shook his head as he moved toward his cave before adding something.


"They already know that I'm here, there is no point in changing my aspect anymore. I'll keep my hair long, that's how I like them."


***

Noah's reappearance created a wave of rumors that engulfed the sect again.


His return simply meant one thing: Battle was near!


Yet, some concern rose due to Noah's aspect, he didn't appear as someone ready to lead his troops.


Nevertheless, six months ago Noah had clearly expressed his stance.


He was following the orders of the patriarch who had been inspired by his master, no cultivator dared to defy Noah's position when they learnt that.


Three days passed quickly, Noah focused his everything in returning to his peak form, he had really gone all out in those six months.


He had cultivated and trained his mental sphere without break, using the many drugs in his ring to keep those centers of power healthy.


He had activated the Divine deduction technique at least once a day, relying on potions to make up for the consumption of mental energy.


He had also tested his deductions from time to time, that training schedule had inevitably affected his aspect, especially considering that he had barely eaten or slept during that period.


Two days were spent to return to his normal aspect, long periods of sleep and a large amount of nutrient food did the trick.


It had to be said that Byron didn't let go of that food happily but Noah's contributions to the sect had far surpassed what merit points could evaluate, he was simply forced to prepare the best meals that he was capable of.


The last day of rest was spent analyzing the reports of the events occurred in his six months of seclusion.


The situation in the archipelago seemed to be in a sort of stalemate, every organization was wary of the others, all the different forces seemed to be bombs ready to explode.


After all, they could only be sure that they didn't obtain the Inheritance, anyone else could just be lying.


Also, the dimension had closed, the focus of the organizations went back on the islands and, since everyone had been somewhat weakened, there seemed to be a lack of manpower everywhere.


Noah came out of his cave before the sunset of the third day, Roy wore an inscribed black robe as he stood in front of a hundred or so rank 3 cultivators.


Those cultivators were the full power of the human assets of the sect, all the captains were forced to gather there due to the orders of the elders.


The elder's battle plan was clear but Noah had to divide the captains according to their power and assign specific tasks, it was needless to say that the plan forced Noah to take care of the most valuable parts.


"Make way, form a circle! I'll give a task to each one of you. Complete it or die trying! In one week, all the peripheral islands of the Coral archipelago must carry the banner of the Chasing Demon sect!"


It was with that speech that Noah entered the crowd of captains and began to explain the battle plan.
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                        On one of the peripheral islands of the archipelago, about two hundred cultivators were sitting on the floor of a large hall inside a seemingly ruined building.


Peripheral islands were generally the poorest in the archipelago, only weak and poor cultivators inhabited them and their quality of life could be even worse than that of commoners.


Yet, that island had some luxurious buildings on its surface, it was clear that some powerful organization had set an important facility there.


To be more specific, that island was a dock used by the Shandal Empire as its main connection with the continent, it was needless to say that it was far better protected than the other peripheral islands.


Noah sat in the middle of the crowd of cultivators with a map in front of him.


There were about fifteen rank 3 cultivators around him while the others in the crowd were all in the second rank.


Between the many groups formed for the assault on the islands, that one was the strongest.


Of course, that implied that their task was more dangerous.


Noah's role was clear, he had to lead the human assets, one way to do that was to take care of the most troublesome issues.


"We will encircle the building and focus our spells on its surface, the protective formation should break after a few rounds of attacks."


Noah explained the plan to the other captains, they would lead part of the rank 2 cultivators in their respective tasks.


"The defensive formation will give enough time for the soldiers on the island to gather in our position, that's your signal."


Noah pointed at three captains.


They were tasked with the destruction of the teleportation matrixes, isolating the island was needed to prevent the arrival of reinforcements.


"We have far more rank 2 cultivators than them. Your role is to overwhelm them with your numbers and salvage as many resources as you can before they manage to destroy them. I and the other captains will take care of their rank 3 assets."


Noah finished his explanation.


The plan was rather straightforward, there was no need for complex battle formations, it was a simple full-power offensive.


Yet, that was possible only because the other teams would take care of the islands belonging to the Shandal Empire and connected with this one, the organizations on the archipelago didn't have the power to defend so many areas at the same time.


"Uncover your faces, we are done hiding underground or behind the Hive. We will take this island in the name of the Chasing Demon sect."


Noah spoke again and lowered his hood, his delicate facial features had returned to their normal state after three days of complete rest and his cold attitude was completely reflected by his icy eyes.


Black hair fell on his face, his aspect was slowly returning to the one that he used to have in the Utra nation.


The other cultivators were slightly inspired by his words, being powerful but unable to use that power had weighted on their minds for a long time.


Also, they had to always be careful when venturing on the surface, the legal organizations wouldn't let go of a member of the Hive when they found it.


Noah stood up, his gaze went on a fissure on the wall, he could see the sun slowly disappearing on the horizon.


"It's time, focus and try not to die."


The crowd stood up and followed Noah outside the building.


Three rank 3 cultivators separated from the group and went in the direction of the teleportation matrixes on the island, they would wait until the soldiers defending them left their position to help in the siege of the central buildings before destroying the formations.


Meanwhile, Noah ran toward the luxurious buildings followed by the remaining disciples.


Two rank 3 cultivators in the solid stage stood at his sides, they were the strongest warriors in his team and had the additional role of protecting Noah in case of danger.


Two hundred cultivators running in the direction of the core facilities of the island wasn't something that went unnoticed.


Shouts and alarms immediately filled the island but no soldier dared to approach the disciples of the Chasing Demon sect as they reached for the formation, there were simply too many of them!


Noah raised his hand as his targets became closer in his view, Breath and mental energy were expended as a black ray shot from his index and landed on the surface of the building.


The lines of a formation lit up where the ray landed, they flickered as they tried to block the piercing spell, revealing part of their form.


There were runes with a floral shape in certain areas of the formation, they radiated the energy that fueled the defensive formation.


"Focus the flowers, attack!"


Noah ordered as soon as the formation stopped shining, his Dark ray spell had been successfully blocked but a minute fuming mark had appeared on the surface of the building anyway.


The cultivators behind him didn't hesitate, they launched their most precise attacks, focusing the runes that had been revealed previously.


A torrent of shining attacks shot from the cultivators, it was as if a messy rainbow had been created due to the many colors carried by those strikes.


The runes flickered to no end, their light dimmed when the energy needed to repel the attacks was expended.


"Again!"


Noah's voice sounded a second time, another series of attacks was launched and landed on the runes.


The flowers on the formation began to lose their petals, that was the sign that the reserves of energy contained in the runes were reaching a critical state.


Also, some cracks began to appear on their surface, it didn't seem as if the formation would be able to hold much longer.


"Again!"


Another order, another series of attacks.


That time, the cultivators successfully managed to destroy five of the runes that formed the core of that side of the formation.


The shining lines that surrounded them slowly lost their light and began to fall apart, the precious materials used for their creation fell from the surface of the building and broke when they landed on the ground.


The formation had been breached!


Yet, that took some time, enough for the soldiers on the island to gather in that position and surround Noah's group.


About thirty rank 2 cultivators came out of the buildings and another thirty gathered there, leaving their position on the island.


About seven rank 3 cultivators came out in the open with only one of them in the solid stage.


"Prince, leave her to me."


One of the solid stage cultivators next to Noah said, pointing toward the woman in the solid stage.


However, Noah shook his head and took a step forward.


"No, I'll handle her."
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                        Noah had never been in charge of a team, he had always been forced to rely on himself.


Yet, he knew which was the most important quality that a leader had to have: Strength!


The battle plan had been prepared by the elder of the sect, he didn't have a say in that matter.


The information about the defensive formation had been provided by Holly and her faction, its destruction wasn't something that could be added to his merits.


However, if he wanted the other captains to follow his every order, he needed to show that he was worthy of the title of Demon Prince!


As for why he cared about that, it was because he needed the complete support of the sect.


Noah's identity had been revealed and he had already given away part of the Inheritance, he had obtained incredible benefits thanks to that but he didn't know for how long the sect would permit such an overbearing behavior.


Even the patriarch with his easygoing attitude could suddenly decide that he wasn't worth the many resources that he expended.


After all, Noah was a criminal in the Utra nation and a troublemaker in the Shandal Empire, the only reason why heroic cultivators weren't after him was that he was still in the human ranks.


Yet, if he managed to maintain the complete support of the sect through his feats, he would have the backing of a rank 6 existence!


That alone would scare away many of his pursuers, after all, who would want the enmity of the Chasing Demon in exchange for a single human cultivator?


Also, Noah didn't hate the idea of taking control of the archipelago, that place would become a safe nation where he could make steady progress without fearing unexpected ambushes.


The solid stage cultivator was a bit surprised by his words but Noah suddenly disappeared from his view.


'Such speed!'


Those were the thoughts of the solid stage cultivator as wind swept his hair, his gaze unconsciously went in the direction where Noah had gone.


Noah was in the air, a pair of large black wings flapped on his back and his legs casually kicked the air, creating circular shockwaves under his feet.


What surprised the cultivator the most was that Noah accelerated every time he kicked, small dark spheres appeared under his feet whenever his legs were about to stretch completely.


Most of Shadow steps, a small part of Blind, about half of Dark empowerment, and the last part of Forced harmonization, the diagrams of four different rank 0 spells had been analyzed by Noah who had taken the lines he was interested in and recomposed to create an improved version of the Shadow sprint!


During six months of seclusion, Noah had mostly focused on his centers of power but he didn't forget to improve his combat abilities.


The new Shadow sprint martial art didn't need a foothold to be performed, the cloud created by the Blind spell would be condensed by the effect of Forced harmonization and imbued with the effects of the Shadow steps.


Also, Dark empowerment simplified the movement that Noah needed to perform to obtain that result, replacing the previous form with a simple kick.


Of course, Noah would have never obtained such a great result in that short amount of time without the Divine deduction technique.


The inscriptions on the walls of his sphere not only analyzed the diagrams at an unimaginable speed, but they also gave him many inspirations on how to recompose the lines he was interested in.


That method couldn't be used to create new spells but Noah had managed to link those lines that had different sources with his body, obtaining a powerful martial art.


He was still using the theory behind the Elemental forging method to activate its effects, the consumption of the Breath inside his sea of consciousness had increased but the improvements far overcame that flaw.


After all, Noah flying speed was surpassing that of a rank 4 magical beast in the middle tier and it seemed to be increasing even!


That speed though wasn't entirely thanks to his martial art, his wings also played a big role.


The wings of a rank 4 creature and a rank 4 martial art, it was as if a magical beast was using a real martial art!


Noah arrived on top of the group of rank 3 cultivators of the Empire in no time, his mental energy was expended as lines appeared in the air around them and began to emit an ominous dark light.


The seven cultivators felt as if their bodies were being weakened under the dark halo and quickly moved to leave the rectangle that had formed around them.


However, when the cultivator in the solid stage was about to exit the area, a fuming ethereal slash dug a deep cut on the ground in front of her, blocking her path.


She turned her head to look at the winged man in the air, his cold gaze was fixed on her, it was clear that she was his target.


Meanwhile, a battle exploded around her, the rank 3 cultivator from the Chasing Demon sect attacked the six that had escaped Noah's Death area spell while those in the second rank overwhelmed the soldiers on their level.


The outcome of the battle was basically decided, the soldiers of the Empire didn't have a chance to win unless some backup arrived from the other islands.


The only option was to stall for time!


"Hmph, you are only in the gaseous stage, know your place!"


The woman snorted when she saw Noah's level, she felt that her enemy had underestimated her.


A phoenix made of yellow flames formed in front of her and flew in the air, trying to reach for the winged man.


Noah felt the terrifying power behind that spell, he knew that Heilong would be destroyed a few times before it could block it.


Yet, using his Blood companion had never been his intention.


A black dot appeared in front of him, his image behind the dot began to curve due to the suction force exuded by the spell.


Then, the dot enlarged.


It first reached the size of a fist, then that of a human head.


It stopped growing only after it became as big as a man's chest.


The light around the now sphere curved and was sucked inside, only Noah seemed immune to its suction force.


The phoenix couldn't maintain its trajectory, its flames were slowly absorbed by the Black hole spell before its entire body disappeared in the darkness of the sphere.



						




                    


                
				
                    422. Fighting a solid stage

					
					

                    
                        As the woman's spell was absorbed by the sphere, its entire composition was destroyed and turned into pure energy.


Noah felt a mixture of Breath and mental energy entering his body, the Black hole spell allowed him to momentarily store those energies.


Yet, even in that pure form, those energies didn't belong to him.


Noah felt as if his body was going to explode while he resisted the urge to dispel the energies in the air, he had a far better use for them.


The world in his eyes slowed as he performed an extremely fast slash with all his sabers fused into one.


The veins on his arms exploded, the muscles under his skin were torn, and he also felt as if his bones were cracking, the woman was in the solid stage after all, his body at the apex of the lower tier was barely able to handle the energy that her spell contained.


Yet, black veins quickly filled Noah's entire body, they empowered his condition and increased his recovery by a large margin, some of the wounds caused by the execution of the Third Form healed while he was still completing that gesture.


The woman felt a dangerous sensation coming from the winged man, her instincts told her that she had to avoid that attack!


However, the Death area spell affected her condition and even her thinking speed, she realized what was happening one second too late.


After all, she had been surprised since her spell had been blocked, it took her some time to realize that her own power was being used to power the enemy's attack.


A fuming mark appeared on the ground, black smoke came out from it, devouring everything in the area.


'As expected from a solid stage cultivator, they aren't easy to surprise.'


Noah thought when he saw that a wall of yellow flames had appeared before his attack could reach the cultivator.


The flames detonated when they clashed with the Third Form, dissipating a large amount of its power.


The woman's figure became visible after the flames dissipated, part of her robe had been burned during the explosion and deep wound was on her shoulder.


However, the smoke released by the mark and from her wound was restricted by tongues of yellow flames, it seemed that the woman was able to fight the corrosive effects of the Demonic form!


Her attitude though wasn't as arrogant as before.


She inspected the gaseous stage cultivator in the air with wary eyes, only then did she realize that there were two aspects of him able to threaten her life.


The first one was his mental sphere, it was unusually strong for his cultivation level, she felt as if the enemy was a stronger mage than her.


The second one was the pair of real sabers wielded in two of his six arms.


They looked rather simple, with no handle nor inscriptions, they seemed just sharp black slabs.


Yet, she could feel that they matched her level.


'Rank 3 inscribed weapons in the upper tier! He even has two of them!'


The woman realized that when she inspected those blades, they didn't look like inscribed items but the power they held was unmistakable.


Those were the new Demonic swords that Noah had forged during his six months of seclusion!


It took the help of the sect to purchase their core material, the Undead chameleon bones, they had to use their contacts in the continent to obtain it.


Yet, every other material used in the forging came from the dragon's corpses of the darkness element contained in the Inheritance.


Also, Noah had used the peak rank 4 corpses which made up for the gaseous Breath used in the forging, allowing his blades to reach the upper tier of the third rank anyway.


Of course, forging while using materials so powerful would be hard considering Noah's level, yet, he managed to reduce the number of failures thanks to the Divine deduction technique.


Noah had relied on the technique to enhance his thinking speed and find the mistakes in the forging, as well as solutions to them.


It had taken him only six forgings before he was able to create his new weapons, that feat alone showed how useful Divine Demon's technique was.


Noah saw that the woman had no intention of attacking and decided to dive toward her, his descending speed was incredible due to the continued usage of his martial art.


The solid stage cultivator wasn't slow in her reaction though, she had already prepared a spell in advance since her mental faculties were affected in that area.


Four flaming spears appeared in the air in front of her and she wielded an inscribed hammer as she waited for Noah to dodge her spell.


Noah saw the spears shooting in his direction but he didn't dodge, Heilong came out of his body and stood in the spell's trajectory.


Its body was pierced, its improved defensive proprieties could do nothing against a spell powered by solid Breath, the spears pieced its scales and came out from the other side of its body.


The woman prepared herself, she waited for Noah to came out from the dragon's back.


Yet, she felt a sudden dangerous sensation from behind her.


She instinctively swung her hammer in that position only to see that black flames had appeared behind her back and that Noah was almost done performing his attack.


'Even inside the Death area, she was able to react… Impressive.'


Noah praised the woman internally, he knew that fighting a cultivator in the solid stage would be hard but, even with all his methods, he had only been able to hurt her once.


Noah saw the hammer closing with his face, he knew that her attack would arrive before his but he still kept going.


When the hammer was about to hit him, his entire body became ethereal and passed through her attack.


Even his weapons became ethereal, Noah easily passed through her body as he continued in his way.


The woman was surprised but she still pressed on, she waved her hammer to follow Noah's figure, waiting for the moment when he could be hit again.


However, right when she was turning, she felt a grip on her heart, as if a hand was squeezing that organ.


Her attack was interrupted as blood came out of her mouth, she could only watch as Noah returned real and stared at her with bloodshot eyes.
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                        The woman felt a piercing shockwave crashing on her mental sphere, she was able to resist the mental attack only after a small crack on the wall of her sea of consciousness was created.


She had also closed her eyes while she resisted the Mental tremor spell, a fuming slash was in front of her when she opened them.


In that fraction of an instant before Noah's attack hit her, the woman let go of every restraint and exploded with her full power.


A phoenix began to form in the trajectory of the slash and she used the hammer in her hands to perform a quick but powerful attack.


Noah's slash cut through the half-formed phoenix, the spell wasn't completed yet so it was destroyed quite easily.


However, the yellow flames that made its body consumed part of the power contained in the attack.


Then, the slash clashed with the hammer, the woman lost her balance due to the Death area around her and was flung away, landing on the ground at a few meters of distance.


The woman left the Death area in that last clash but she wasn't able to savor that moment since she realized that the inscriptions on her weapon had been broken, it was only a normal hammer now.


Also, she felt an external force squeezing her heart, blood flowed out of her mouth as her organ was injured again.


Her situation was quite bad: Her mental sphere had a crack, his heart was slightly injured, and the wound on her shoulder had never fully healed.


She was outside the Death area though, she could use her full power now!


The woman quickly stood up, she stared at the winged man with a venomous gaze as she prepared herself to counterattack.


"I would lay down that broken weapon if I was you."


A voice sounded next to her and she turned only to see a man in the solid stage looking at her with a curious gaze.


Only then did she realize that the battles around her had ended, her mental energy swept the battlefield, the pain coming from the crack on her sphere didn't prevent her from realizing that she was the only soldier of the Empire left alive.


The Chasing Demon sect had killed everyone while she was busy fighting Noah!


Twelve rank 3 cultivators surrounded her, a bitter smile appeared on her face when she understood that no reinforcements had arrived.


"Capture her and bring her to the sect, she might have valuable information. I expect a report with our losses in an hour."


Noah ordered before turning toward the raided building and leaving the battlefield under everyone's gaze.


The rank 2 cultivators directly bowed at his passage, they had watched his battle and felt deep admiration even if they didn't completely understand the difference in the cultivation level between him and the woman.


The cultivators in the third rank were different, they knew that Noah was only in the gaseous stage and they were aware of the difference in power between each stage.


They watched Noah with interest, he didn't defeat the woman but he had been able to keep her busy for a few minutes.


That gave the chance to the other captains to quickly defeat the rank 3 soldiers.


Also, the woman was the strongest of them, using a gaseous stage cultivator to isolate her was an incredible accomplishment.


Many of them had never seen Noah before the events concerning the Demon Prince and were doubtful about his actual power.


However, when they saw that he was able to fight solid stage cultivators while being in the gaseous stage, most of those doubts were solved.


Noah was still weak but it was clear how promising he was!


Meanwhile, Noah quickly walked through the corridors of the raided building, looking for a place where to rest.


The truth was that his cold appearance was only a façade, he felt incredibly tired due to the battle that he had just fought.


After all, he had used the Death area for the entire duration of the battle, Warp, Ghostly claws, Black hole, Dark ray, Mental tremor, Ethereal form, and the partial Demonic form!


All those spells were used while fighting a solid stage cultivator and performing his two rank 4 martial arts, it was obvious that his condition wasn't optimal.


Yet, he didn't want the others to see him in his moments of weakness, he wanted to build the image of a prodigy leading the army of demons, he couldn't appear tired in front of them.


'Even with all my methods, I was still unable to kill her.'


Noah thought as he entered a room and sat on the floor.


There was the corpse of one of the rank 2 soldiers of the Empire in the room but Noah didn't mind it, he just wanted to refill his dantian in peace for the time being.


As for his mental sphere, he chose not to use his many potions, their best usage was when he performed the Divine deduction technique so he would rather let his mental energy refill normally after the battle.


An hour passed quickly and the two cultivators in the solid stage in his team appeared at the entrance of the room where he was cultivating.


They had restrained the woman from the Empire and learnt about her injuries, traces of respect could be seen in their eyes as they stared Noah.


"Speak."


Noah ordered without opening his eyes nor interrupting his cultivation.


"We lost fifteen rank 2 cultivators and a captain is heavily wounded. However, we've managed to retrieve all the resources contained here before they were able to destroy it. Also, all the teleportation matrixes have been destroyed, only those of our sect remain on the island."


One of the solid stage cultivators spoke, Noah couldn't help but shake his head when he heard the report.


'How did they even manage to die? They were two hundred against sixty! Divine Demon was right, the sect has too many useless disciples.'


"What about the other islands?"


"All the other teams have completed their missions and isolated the islands, their losses aren't heavy either."


Noah nodded at that report and gestured for the cultivators to leave.


'Six more days to go, six more solid stage cultivators to face.'


In the solitude of the conquered structure, Noah pondered about his next moves.
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                        The first part of the elders' plan was simple: The human assets of the sect had to isolate the peripheral islands of the archipelago by destroying the teleportation matrixes on their surface and by defeating the forces belonging to the other organizations.


Without the matrixes, the only route available toward those islands would be the sea but that matter was left to the cultivators in the heroic ranks to handle.


After all, swimming was already prohibited, the other organizations could only ask for the help of the continent.


Yet, the continent was far away while the Chasing Demon sect had been abrupt with its attack, help wouldn't be able to arrive in time.


Nine islands fell on the hands of the Chasing Demon sect during the first day of battle, the organizations belonging to the Empire suffered heavy losses in the process as almost thirty rank 3 cultivators had been killed.


"Today we will target the peripheral islands controlled by the legal organizations of the Papral nation. They have deployed more troops after yesterday's attack so don't expect the battle to be as easy."


Noah spoke to his fellow captains in the residential area for rank 3 cultivators in the sect.


He was assigning the various tasks to each captain and forming the teams to send to each island.


Of course, most of those assignments had already been planned by the elders, there wasn't much decision making in his choices.


One thing he noticed though was that the captains had begun to look at him with strange gazes.


The news of his battle against the solid stage woman wasn't spread to the other organizations but the members of his sect had been informed about that rather quickly, it only took a day for the captains to be aware of his feat.


Some of them were still doubtful, matching a solid stage cultivator with gaseous Breath seemed completely impossible in their view.


Yet, they were starting to believe that Noah didn't retrieve the Inheritance out of luck, the young-looking man surrounded by a cold aura had some talent at least.


Of course, having talent and being willingly accepted as a leader were two different things, it would take time before Noah was able to thoroughly convince them that he was worthy of his title.


That, on the other hand, didn't bother Noah too much.


He had already decided to show his battle prowess in the fights, that was all he could do at the moment.


Also, he was one of the few captains that was aware of the reason behind their focus on the peripheral islands.


Those who had reached the seabed in the separate dimension had some suspects but only Noah was certain about their purpose: They had to empty those territories of enemy troops to prepare the archipelago for the copying technique!


The battle of the second day was far harsher.


Most of the peripheral islands of the archipelago were worthless, they were used as docks by the many rank 1 cultivators that worked as sailors or simple merchants.


Yet, there were a few of them which had valuables structures for each organization.


Noah was tasked once again to lead the biggest group in one of those important islands, thirty rank 3 cultivators and more than three hundred disciples in the second rank were with him that time.


The reason behind such a force was that the organizations in the other islands had become wary of any possible attack after the branches of the Empire were destroyed, they had gathered their troops on the islands with valuable structures, leaving completely defenseless the other useless ones.


Their target that day was a deposit where precious materials were stored, that organization of the Papral nation gathered the resources aimed for the wealthy markets, the deposit contained all the resources that had yet to be sorted out.


The defensive formation fell rather quickly, the Chasing Demon sect had its roots on the Papral nation after all, it was experienced about those kinds of formations.


However, Noah's group soon found about twenty cultivators in the third rank waiting for them, the number of solders in the second rank reached one hundred and fifty.


Noah once again charged toward the strongest in the enemy group, a cultivator in the solid stage with water aptitude fought him with everything he had but Noah's defense seemed impenetrable.


The Black hole spell protected him from any attack that he couldn't dodge or that was too powerful, allowing him to counterattack using the energy absorbed.


The Ethereal form spell saved him from any close-range attack, the cultivator's sword had never been able to touch his body for the entire duration of the battle.


Also, ethereal claws were constantly hidden inside his attacks, they slowly wounded the cultivator while Noah tried to force an opening in his defense.


The internal wounds of the cultivator began to accumulate and he didn't have a large variety of attacks methods, Noah's flying speed was enough to render most of his offensive useless.


Then, another series of Ghostly claws were hidden behind his Third Form, the surface of the water shield of the cultivator wavered as he spat a mouthful of blood, giving Noah enough time to near him.


A shockwave was sent by his eyes and landed on the mental sphere of the cultivator, the water shield completely collapsed at that point and Noah cut with his sabers toward him.


The cultivator managed to recover at the last second but he was weaker than the woman from the previous day, Noah's fuming slash managed to pierce the reformed water shield and land of the cultivator.


Its trajectory though was slightly affected by the man's spell, Noah's Third Form was only able to hit his elbow, cleanly severing his arm on that point.


The solid stage cultivator became furious at the sight of his severed arm being consumed by the black smoke exuded by Noah's attack, he was about to charge at Noah when three solid stage cultivators surrounded him.


Only then did he realize that the battle around him was over, his side had lost and he was the only survivor.


"Kill him, we don't need to investigate him."


Noah ordered and turned to leave, the curses of the man behind him reached his ears but he couldn't be bothered by them, his complete concentration was on his balance, he was so drained that he was barely able to walk!
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                        Why was Noah able to fight solid stage cultivators even if his dantian was still in the gaseous stage?


There were many reasons.


The most influential ones were his aptitude and the level of his mental sphere.


Noah had always been advantaged when it came to the sea of consciousness, the level of his mind didn't match at all the normal level that gaseous stage cultivators would have, many of them were still rank 2 mages after all.


Also, his element expressed more power than the others, the huge depletion of mental energy and Breath was a normal consequence to those more powerful effects.


Then, there was the variety of spells that he had and the rank 3 Demonic swords in the upper tier.


Noah had profited greatly from the Inheritance, especially when it came to his defensive methods: Heilong, the Ethereal form spell, and the Black hole spell were amazing defensive methods that Noah could apply for any different threat, it could be even said that his defense had no flaws now!


In the end, there was his improved martial art with his flying ability.


Heilong was a rank 4 magical beast, its wings were strong enough to make the huge body of a dragon fly!


When they were coupled with a martial art in the fourth rank and with a relatively light body, the speed that Noah was capable of even surpassed that of magical beasts in the same rank.


All these factors allowed him to explode with a burst of power that could match solid stage cultivators for a short time!


His large variety of spells allowed him to fight safely in every situation and to find a flaw in his opponent's defense.


His martial art allowed him to avoid most of his opponent's attacks when he was in the air, making him also able to escape at will.


His new weapons gave him the ability to execute attacks that almost reached the solid stage, making them a threat even for solid stage cultivators.


Of course, that explosive power couldn't be supported for a long time by his centers of power.


His mental sphere wasn't that of a problem, its level was high for a cultivator in the third rank and Noah smartly used spells that mostly required mental energy for their execution to exploit his advantage.


Yet, the Breath stored in his dantian simply wasn't enough to fuel all his spells.


The mental sphere set the power of his spells, leading to huge consumptions of Breath since his dantian was on a lower level.


That's why, even if his many methods allowed him to obtain some sort of initial advantage against solid stage cultivators, he wasn't able to sustain those fights till their end.


'I went a bit over my limits today... Well, nothing I could do, the organization from the Papral nation was prepared.'


Noah thought as he found an empty room in the raided deposit and sat on the floor.


A simple looking potion appeared in his hands and he directly drank its contents, the potion was quite precious but it was the least precious one in Noah's ring.


The drug increased the quantity of mental energy produced for a short time, Noah needed it to start refilling his dantian immediately.


'Being in the gaseous stage is a bother but I've just reached this stage, I won't be surprised if I was to face the Earth Tribulation before entering the solid stage.'


The amazing sensation of having the fatigue of his mind slowly swept away by the potion gave Noah time to think about his future prospects.


'I might have a clearer picture of the heroic ranks after I become able to see the world behind the layer around the human ranks, I wonder if I should just wait for the breakthrough.'


Noah had made no progress in the creation of a cultivation technique.


It was true that its creation hadn't been his focus in the six months of seclusion before the war, Noah had used the Divine deduction technique only to improve his martial art and to reduce the number of mistakes in the forging of his new weapons.


Yet, it was also true that he didn't have many ideas about it, the cultivation technique from the Inheritance and the one that he found in the inventory of the sect gave him a general idea but he still didn't know how he could affect the Breath contained in the matter.


As for what concerned a body-nourishing method, Noah was even more lost.


Methods that improved the body were very different from each other, they didn't need just better Breath but also some specific application that would ultimately modify the nature of his body.


For example, Noah had the chance to choose between two rank 4 body-nourishing methods when he was in the academy: The Way of the phantom, which produced effects similar to his current Ethereal form spell, and the Yin body.


He had ultimately chosen the Yin body because he preferred to improve his survivability but the differences between those two methods were clear.


Even the two rank 4 methods that he found in the Inheritance and the one retrieved from the inventory followed that behavior, they used the Breath absorbed through the nourishing method to modify the body in specific and different ways, they weren't limited to a simple enlargement or improvement like with the other two centers of power.


Also, Noah didn't want to limit himself to create a method that just improved his body, he wanted something that gave him additional effects like his Yin body.


The additional effects were the sign of a top tier nourishing method after all, Noah wouldn't accept mediocrity when it came to his creations.


"Prince, I have the report of today's battle."


One of the solid stage cultivators in his group appeared at the entrance of the room where he was cultivating, Noah gestured him to speak without opening his eyes.


"We lost a total of forty rank 2 disciples while five of the captains are injured, some of them even heavily. I don't think we will be able to take over so many islands in only one week if we continue like this, even our mighty sect can't face so many organizations at the same time."


The solid stage cultivator spoke politely, there was even some insecurity when he gave voice to his doubts about the current battle plan.


Noah opened his eyes and decided to reveal some information to appease those doubts.


"Don't worry, the other underground organizations will join us from tomorrow onward."
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                        The underground organizations were the true rulers of the archipelago and they were simply labeled as Hive by the legal organizations.


Yet, the Hive had many branches as well as a hierarchy.


The Chasing Demon sect was already one of the strongest branches of the Hive before the Chasing Demon had his breakthrough, it could be easily considered the strongest one now that it had a rank 6 entity leading it.


The other ones though weren't weak, especially when the human assets were compared.


The underground organizations had suffered heavier losses than the legal ones in the separate dimension but they could be still considered stronger than them, their heroic assets and the cultivators in the second rank had been unaffected by the trials after all.


Noah wasn't aware of the reasons that led the elders of his sect toward the creation of the battle plan but he knew that they had considered the other underground organizations in it.


On the third day, Noah led again his team to battle.


He had to secure the islands with a valuable geographical position that day, these islands didn't belong to just one organization but their control was shared between the three powerful nations of the continent.


Of course, Noah had been tasked to take care of the most important one.


Yet, even if Noah expected for more than twenty rank 3 cultivators to be in its defense, his group only featured five captains and a few dozens of disciples.


"Are you sure about this? My hallucinogenic abilities can't affect that many of them."


Alison asked as she followed Noah through the narrow streets between the poor-looking buildings, she was aware of the number of soldiers stationed on that island and she couldn't help but have some doubts about the plan.


Noah didn't turn toward her, the smoke of the Demonic form countered the hallucinogenic gas released by Alison's body so he was able to see her real form, he would rather avoid looking at her unless it was necessary.


He didn't need to answer though since a group formed by thirty rank 3 cultivators and more than one hundred rank 2 cultivators appeared in their sight when they reached a small square.


The cultivators wore gray robes and had proud expressions, Noah couldn't help but accept the fact that they really came from the central part of the continent.


They were the members of another underground organization called "Resistance", it was formed by cultivators that had managed to escape from countries conquered by the Shandal Empire in its unceasing expansion.


The Resistance aimed to destroy the Empire and to free all their enslaved companions but the presence of a God, no matter how weak it was compared to other beings in the divine ranks, was enough to put a stop to that dream.


The countries near the Empire had benefitted from how freely techniques and nourishing methods were handed by the Empire, giving birth to many strong cultivators.


Yet, they had still been unable to defend themselves when they were attacked, the majority of the cultivators that had survived the war were enslaved but some of them had managed to escape in the archipelago, forming one of the branches of the Hive.


The Resistance was quite strong in the archipelago, it was considered a match of the Chasing Demon sect in terms of power.


Of course, that was before the Chasing Demon reached the sixth rank but this news seemed to be known only to few people.


One of the members of the Resistance stood up and neared Noah's group, he was an elderly man with white long hair and a long beard of the same color but that had its ends tied together with a red ribbon.


He directed his gaze toward Alison and bowed slightly before speaking.


"I'm Willis, I'm the leader here. I wanted to make sure of a few things before helping your sect in the conquest."


Alison smiled when the man gave her attentions but she quickly returned to reality and coughed before pointing at Noah with her gaze.


Willis was confused, he had gone to the cultivator with the highest level in the team but she had actually indicated the weakest one instead of answering!


"Are you already thinking about retreating? I didn't expect that from someone trying to dethrone a God."


Noah shook his head as he spoke, his inscribed notebook appeared in his hands and he swept through its pages, preparing himself to send a mental message.


Willis didn't like Noah's tone but he had orders too, he politely bowed toward Noah before explaining the meaning behind his previous words.


"No one spoke about retreat. I just wanted to make sure that your sect will keep its part of the deal."


Noah shot an uncaring gaze toward Willis before continuing on his way, he spoke as he surpassed him, waving his notebook in the process.


"What's the point of asking? We in the human ranks have no part in these decisions. I have orders and so do you, I will simply contact another organization if yours isn't willing to help in the conquest of the archipelago."


The others from the Chasing Demon sect began to follow Noah as soon as he moved but Willis stood still, slowly processing his words.


Noah was right, he had orders by the higher-ups of the Rebellion, his questions were simply the personal doubts of a curious and cautious man.


Yet, he didn't expect such a resolute behavior from a cultivator in the gaseous stage, he was beginning to understand that Noah wasn't in charge because of some sort of social status.


That was further proved after he followed Noah with his group and fought the battle near the teleportation matrixes of the island, the legal organizations had understood by then that those formations were being targeted.


The soldiers were set on protecting them but they didn't expect Noah to suddenly warp inside their formation and launch a barrage of Instabilities before hiding inside Heilong's body and warp away.


The chaos of the battle didn't allow them to keep track of every cultivator and they didn't expect someone in the gaseous stage to have that amount of firepower.


However, that ended up being a fatal mistake!


Without the matrixes, the soldiers from the legal organizations couldn't be provided with reinforces and were crushed by the joint force of two underground organizations.


The battles on the other islands were a success too, the third day ended with another series of peripheral islands falling on the hands of the Chasing Demon sect.


Also, differently from the previous days, Noah's feats began to spread.
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                        When conquering and isolating an island, rumors would be kept inside the Chasing Demon sect, they couldn't reach the other organizations.


Yet, the sect had received the help of the Resistance on the third day, it was impossible to contain some of the most amazing matters a secret.


One of those was the fact that the Chasing Demon sect controlled and had isolated more than thirty peripheral islands by then, that matter wasn't a huge blow to the main branches of the legal organizations but it would surely affect them in the long-run.


The other one concerned Noah.


A rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage able to fight against solid stage cultivators wasn't a small matter, some of the witnesses to his battles still suspected that he couldn't maintain that power for too long but that didn't decrease the value of such a feat!


Also, Noah seemed in charge in the eyes of the cultivators belonging to the Resistance, that alone was already enough to raise his status.


It didn't take much for those pieces of information to spread to the other underground organizations, completely freeing the archipelago from the continent's control was something that the Hive had always hoped for but never had the strength to pursue.


However, the Chasing Demon sect had taken the first step and even managed to be successful in those initial days of battle, many began to suspect that the Inheritance had fallen in its hands.


That led to many other branches of the Hive to come out in the open and join the fight, the precise terms of the alliance between those underground organizations were negotiated by the elders, the assets in the human ranks simply saw more and more cultivators helping them as the battle continued.


Days passed quickly, the circle of siege and rest didn't give much free time to the cultivators but any successful battle provided incredible gains.


It wasn't just a matter of territory, a vast stream of resources was successfully stolen from the legal organizations and divided between the branches of the Hive that had taken part in those battles.


Of course, the Chasing Demon sect took the biggest share since they had started that war.


The battle on the seventh day ended, more than eighty rank 3 cultivators together with an army of cultivators in the second rank successfully conquered an inscribed castle that was created for defense purposes.


The battle had been harsh, the formations on the surface of the castle were intricate and the structure contained deep reserves of Credits, making it able to sustain the siege for a long time.


Yet, that huge number of strong cultivators, coupled with the joint pieces of information shared by the organization from which they came from, was enough to take the defenses of the castle down.


After the defenses went down, it was just a matter of overwhelming the few soldiers inside with their numbers, it was a simple and quick onslaught.


Many casualties occurred on the unorthodox organizations' side though, especially when considering the rank 2 cultivators that had been used as cannon fodder.


Noah read the reports as he sat on the battlefield surrounded by his troops, he didn't provide much help that day since the only way to take down the castle was through sheer power so he didn't need to hide and rest.


'Almost two hundred rank 2 cultivators lost and even one in the third rank has died, we definitely need to reorganize after today.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the losses suffered from his sect.


The battle against the inscribed castle had been the harsher one so far, many rank 3 cultivators had died under the counterattacks of the defensive formation or due to the attacks launched by the soldiers in its insides.


All in all, the Chasing Demon sect had suffered more losses than the other underground organizations: The sect had fought for seven days straight, deploying its human assets in many different islands to maximize the conquest speed.


Yet, that approach wasn't fruitless.


The sect now controlled more than fifty islands and had pillaged the valuable resources contained in them.


That type of control wasn't the hidden one that it was used to have, it was a proper rule over the islands, the captains stationed there were quite thrilled to openly rule on the surface.


'Together with the other underground organizations, the Hive now controls more than ninety peripheral islands, we can completely isolate the archipelago now. The legal organizations shouldn't attack too soon, their cautious nature will make them wait for the reinforcements from the continent which should give enough time for part of the copying technique to be set.'


Noah reviewed the situation in his mind.


He knew more details about the reasons behind the battle plan and knew why his next orders were to defend the conquered islands.


'I guess I can resume training for a period now. The sect wants me to stay on the surface and defend this castle once they set another defensive formation, I'll ask to prepare a suitable training room inside it then.'


Noah planned his next moves and was quite eager to go back in seclusion, he still had the strongest spells to analyze and he wanted to spend some time deducing cultivation techniques with the Divine deduction technique.


He quickly sent mental messages to Kate, the leader of the formations' faction, in which he illustrated the precise standards that his new training area must have.


Many gazes were shot in his direction, Noah was still on the battlefield after all, the forces belonging to other underground organizations paid a lot of attention to the sect that had started the war.


Of course, that attention was ultimately redirected toward Noah since he was the one leading the troops of the sect.


His identity had long been linked to that of Noah Balvan, he had fought for four days together with other organizations after all, it wasn't hard to link him to the criminal of the Utra nation when his aptitude was revealed.


Also, his exceptional battle prowess was something that further publicized his name, almost every member of the Hive was aware that Noah Balvan was in charge of the human assets of the Chasing Demon sect.


'I wonder who the Utra nation will send from the continent, I wouldn't be surprised if they learnt about me and were to use this information to their advantage.'


Noah worried as he stood up and led his troops inside the castle which was going to be his home for a while.
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                        Noah's worries weren't groundless.


His identity and some of his abilities had been revealed to the other underground organizations, it could be said that the information about him was mainstream by now.


It couldn't be helped, he was in charge of the human assets of the organization that had started the attack on the archipelago, it was impossible to remain unknown.


Yet, Noah wouldn't worry too much if that information was contained among the underground organization but he had little hope about that.


Not all the branches of the Hive had joined his sect in the war, many still wanted to maintain peace and continue to slowly increase their power by doing secret deals with the legal organizations.


Because information was a valuable currency, Noah felt quite sure that the legal organizations were already aware of him.


'Even if the Utra nation was to send stronger reinforcements because of our personal grudges, there isn't much that I can do. Becoming stronger is always my only available path.'


Noah thought as he deduced inside his training room in the inscribed castle.


The Chasing Demon sect had quickly built an area that met his standards, Noah was actually surprised to discover that it had taken it so little to create something similar to the training area where he had secluded himself in the six months before the beginning of the war.


The density of Breath and the pressure on his mental sphere didn't match it of course, but Noah was still satisfied with the result.


As for his worries, Noah didn't think that the Empire would invest too much in his capture.


After all, he was only a troublemaker that had hindered the events in their training ground for a few years, the Empire had its wars to take care of, it wouldn't chase Noah till the archipelago just for that.


Yet, his ties with the Utra nation were far more personal.


Noah was sure that the Balvan family would never let him go, he had undermined its future prospects by killing three heirs and vanquishing some promising soldiers, he was sure that he was on top of its wanted list.


However, due to the system applied in the Utra nation, noble families rarely had soldiers in the heroic ranks, all the resources and techniques on that level were available only for nobles and trustworthy subjects.


That's why Noah didn't fear his family, he was simply too far away, the Balvan family would just further weaken its position if it was to send powerful soldiers after him.


What worried him was the Elbas family.


Noah didn't directly hurt it, it could be said that he had a worse relationship with the Empire in that sense.


Yet, he was aware of too many secrets.


The Royal Inheritance, the creation of a secret army made of criminals, these pieces of information could single-handedly start a war between the families loyal to the Royals and those loyal to the Cause.


Also, Noah had escaped their control, that feat was a stain on Thaddeus' honor.


That's why he was quite sure that there would be stronger reinforcements from the Utra nation.


'Well, I have to defend this position anyway, I can't go anywhere else for now.'


Noah sighed as he thought about that before drinking a potion to refill his mental energy.


The Divine deduction technique allowed Noah to save hours of thinking, even days, it was an enormous help in analyzing diagrams and mistakes in his forgings.


Yet, it needed huge quantities of mental energy to be activated, Noah constantly requested potions and used his stash of drugs to keep using it.


His deductions at that time concerned his battle prowess and how to increase it quickly.


The Shadow sprint art seemed to have reached its limits, fusing four rank 0 spells was the best that Noah could think of with his current level, he would need to use diagrams of stronger spells or have access to more powerful energies if he wanted to further improve it.


The Three Forms of the Ashura was the same, Noah had mastered it but he wasn't able to modify it without creating flaws in those already perfected forms.


His deductions led him to two options at that point.


The first one was to master a secret art but Noah soon discarded it.


Secret arts could make a cultivator able to push a center of power over its limits but Noah's strongest point had always been the sea of consciousness and his large variety of spells already expressed enough power in his opinion, he was able to fight solid stage cultivators thanks to that after all.


The second one was to create another martial art.


Yet, that option led to another problem: What would this new martial art even do?


Shadow sprint, Warp, and Heilong covered Noah's movement, they were perfect for any situation and Noah could freely choose the one to use according to his opponent.


His many spells, his Demonic swords, the Three Forms of the Ashura, and his explosive creations covered Noah's offensive, he wasn't that deadly against solid stage cultivators but that was caused by his low cultivation level, he had far too many attack methods.


His defense was almost impenetrable with the Black hole spell, the Ethereal form spell, and Heilong, adding some other method would just conflict with the previous ones.


These analyses and deductions were made in a single afternoon where Noah pondered about ways to further improve his battle prowess.


The only conclusion he could reach was nothing!


'Maybe I'm just too greedy for wanting to push my battle prowess even more without improving my centers of power, it might be possible that I've reached the maximum strength that a gaseous stage cultivator is capable of.'


That thought lingered for a while in Noah's mind, he sighed when he decided to give up in finding quick ways to become stronger, only the slow ones seemed to be left.


'I can either study rank 1 diagrams and try to extrapolate the effects that I need or begin the work on my cultivation techniques and nourishing methods.'


All those processes that Noah had thought of would take him a long time and days of deductions, meaning that Noah wouldn't be able to become stronger than he was in the short term.


'I don't see the point on studying diagrams, I can't have better offensive and defensive methods than those that I already have. I have less experience in body-nourishing methods so it would take longer to create something worthy to be trained. I guess I don't have other choices, I need to start the experimentation for my cultivation technique.'


As he decided, his eyes went on the Breath blessing under him, his cold gaze shown some uncertainty as he stared at the blue mineral.
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                        Noah had some sort of inspiration after his continue deductions and a week of battles.


He was aware that his inscription method wasn't suited for the creation of diagrams and techniques but it was amazing at creating items.


He didn't know yet how he would solve that issue in the future, spells needed diagrams after all, he wasn't ready to give up on their creations.


Yet, he knew that, for now, if he wanted to create a cultivation technique, he had to forge an item.


The inspiration came after his repeated use of the Black hole spell in battle, that spell was able to absorb enemy's attacks, destroy them, and direct the energy contained in them in the body of the cultivator who could use it in its next attack.


'A black hole is an unthinkable amount of mass concentrated in a small space, it is even able to curve the light due to its immense gravity… That might be the right path to follow to create a cultivation technique.'


Noah reviewed the little information that he remembered about a black hole in his mind, he felt strange to realize that his cultivation techniques had a similar aspect to that astronomical object.


The rank 2 Dark vortex technique created a black vortex that totally resembled a black hole and the rank 4 Dark convergence created a sphere around his dantian with even more resemblance.


'It should be something mine though and not a modified copy, the Elemental forging method is the only path.'


Noah's deductions ultimately led him to the Breath blessing, that miraculous mineral was able to attract Breath but it didn't have any absorbing capabilities.


'I might not need any other material, I don't think there is something that matches my needs after all. The Breath blessing could be the core of the item that will allow me to cultivate in the heroic ranks!'


An item that worked as a cultivation technique, that was Noah's solution.


'I would need to add an absorption ability and limit it to the darkness element but that's not the main issue. The real problem is that the item would need to be in the heroic ranks.'


To absorb Breath suitable for the heroic ranks, an item in the heroic ranks was needed, that was only logical.


'How big the mineral must be though? Even the boulder in the Royal Inheritance was only suitable for the human ranks! Yet, the bigger it is, the stronger its suction force will be once I compress it.'


Noah's idea was quite simple.


He needed to find a Breath blessing big enough to affect the Breath inside the matter, compress it, and add a function that allowed it to absorb Breath of the darkness element through the Elemental forging method.


Ideally, the item created in that way would have an extremely small size and absorb Breath of the darkness element continuously, Noah would just have to insert the item in the dantian to cultivate autonomously all the time.


However, there were many problems linked to that project.


First of all, he wasn't able to create rank 4 inscribed items yet, his new Demonic swords had barely reached the upper tier of the third rank and most of that was thanks to his experience in their structure and the quality of the dragon' corpses in the Inheritance.


Second, that continuous training would put his dantian under heavy stress.


There was also the issue of the Credits needed to purchase enough minerals with which test the technique but Noah didn't feel as if it would be a problem.


He had eighty million Credits and the complete support of his sect, he couldn't think of something that he couldn't buy.


Yet, before requesting for the minerals, he had to make sure that he could modify them to match his needs.


A white saber appeared in his hands, Noah swiftly slashed at the Breath blessing under him and cut away a small corner of the cube.


Then his mental sphere quickly imbued the unrefined gaseous Breath inside it with a meaning that Noah had created without much thinking.


Following the procedures of the Elemental forging method, Noah controlled the now refined Breath and fused it with the severed corner of the mineral.


Noah tried to modify the mineral according to the Dark convergence technique but hoping to limit its effects to the darkness element.


It was needless to say that his first attempt failed, the small piece of Breath blessing crumbled when Noah tried to modify its internal composition.


'I guess I can only deduce and try again later, I can't hope to succeed so soon after all.'


Thinking that, Noah used again the Divine deduction technique to evaluate the many approaches to his new creation.


Time passed slowly on the archipelago.


The underground organization had suddenly revealed themselves on the surface and conquered all the peripheral islands, the legal organizations felt surrounded in the internal islands where their headquarters were.


They didn't have the power to break through the blockage, the legal organizations there were under the orders of the continent after all, there was a limit to how much they could cooperate.


Also, they had no reason to force the blockage, they had already notified their nations on the continent, they just had to wait for reinforcements to arrive.


The Coral archipelago was at some distance from the continent, a couple of months were needed to traverse the sea.


The closest big nation was the Shandal Empire but the many wars fought on the countries near it delayed the dispatch of reinforcements.


The Papral nation and the Utra nation were a bit more far away and they too had some reserves about the matters in the archipelago.


The situation on the continents wasn't exactly easy, the balance of the three big nations had to be kept, none of them wanted to be the first to send reinforcements.


Nevertheless, unaware to most noble families, a ship still sailed from the shores of the Utra nation on the direction of the archipelago.


On the main deck of the inscribed ship, two young-looking cultivators, a man and a woman, could be seen staring in the distance.


If Noah was there, he would be able to recognize both of them.


The man was Errol, the tall youth that had been part of Noah's team during the exploration of the Royal Inheritance.


The woman was Ruth Eeggi, the red-haired girl that Thaddeus had picked as his disciple.
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                        "What do you feel?"


Errol asked Ruth, she had always had an exceptionally keen perception of the meaning behind the Breath in the air.


That gave her the ability to predict some dangers and even to understand part of their nature, as well as making her extremely talented in the Attunement method.


"I feel as if a wall has been raised around the archipelago. The sea is dangerous, the islands are the same, I think Master has overestimated our power."


Ruth spoke as her pupils shrank when she looked at the horizon, in the direction of the Coral archipelago.


Thaddeus had instructed for her and Errol to lead the reinforcements sent to aid the branch of the academy on the archipelago but they were far weaker than the rest of their group.


Errol and Ruth were simple rank 2 cultivators and only Errol had reached the solid stage, Ruth was still in the liquid one due to her focus on the study of the Attunement method.


"We have fifty rank 3 cultivators who are forced to follow our orders, do you really think that we won't be able to restore a connection with the continent with this force?"


Errol doubted Ruth's words, he was aware that the battle happening on the archipelago was above their level but Thaddeus had sent a small army of cultivators at the peak of the human ranks to accompany them.


Also, their mission only required them to reclaim one island and restore the teleportation matrixes, Errol felt that their power was far more than enough for that task.


It must be said that the political situation on the archipelago wasn't clear to the people of the continent, most of them believed that the legal organizations were in charge, just as the Hive wanted.


"Hmph, we have fifty criminals who are forced by Master's bindings to follow our orders, they'll flee as soon as the battle becomes harsh."


Ruth snorted and replied Errol.


The fifty cultivators that made their force were criminals turned into troops by Thaddeus' branch of the Royal family, just like those sent in the assassination of Samuel Muwlos.


Errol didn't answer her, he knew that she was right but he still thought that they would be able to complete their task.


An image appeared in his mind then, it depicted a young man with long black hair and a cold gaze.


His expression turned to one of sorrow when he thought about the man with whom he had surpassed the trials in the Royal Inheritance.


Noah's identity had been revealed years ago, the information about his crimes was common knowledge in the Utra nation.


Also, some of his feats in his escape had reached the nation, it was when Thaddeus became aware that Noah was a member of the Hive that he decided to send that ship.


"D-do you think that everything we heard about him is true?"


Errol spoke and Ruth immediately understood who he was referring to.


There was another reason behind reclaiming a peripheral island which was gathering information about Noah!


"Vance, no, Noah is a criminal. He has betrayed his family, his master, and the Royal dynasty, our orders are to capture and not kill just because we have to make sure that he didn't share the information about the Royal Inheritance with anyone."


Ruth spoke with a cold tone.


She was aware of the Royal Inheritance, she was Thaddeus' personal disciple after all and her family had greatly benefitted from her position.


Errol sighed when he heard those words, he had always been softer than his fellow students, he was what was generally considered a good person.


"How many years have passed? You and June have moved your respective families near Elbas city and obtained important positions, I've become a captain in the Royal army, Daniel is in charge of a section of the alchemy facility, and Vance…"


Errol stopped speaking, suppressing his memories, he longed for the time when they were simple students, away from all these political struggles.


"Oh, right. You were supposed to convince June to join us, what happened?"


He asked when he remembered that detail.


Ruth answered after lowering her gaze and reviewing the conversation that she had with that wild woman in her mind.


"She said that she liked to be alive."


***

Noah continued to cultivate in his training room inside the inscribed castle.


His attempts to modify the Breath blessing had always ended in failures, the mineral persisted on breaking apart no matter how many times he deduced his mistakes with Divine Demon's technique.


Yet, his centers of power were improving steadily at least.


Cultivating with a rank 4 cultivation technique and training with the Kesier rune in an environment extremely suited for both mind and dantian made his seclusion quite profitable.


Noah would never diminish his cultivation speed for the sake of his experiments, he knew that the centers of power were the foundation of the strength of a cultivator.


That's why Noah wasn't able to defeat solid stage cultivators but just match their power for a short amount of time, his dantian simply couldn't sustain such harsh battles for long periods.


Also, he didn't feel hurried about creating a cultivation technique.


Noah knew that his mind would most likely reach the fourth rank before his dantian neared the solid stage, he could redirect the majority of his focus on the creation of techniques and nourishing-methods after that breakthrough.


The Divine deduction technique consumed mental energy, a higher quality of mental energy would produce better results.


Apart from Divine Demon's technique, a rank 4 sea of consciousness would improve his mental capabilities in ways that Noah couldn't even begin to imagine.


Those were the heroic ranks after all, Noah was certain that once he reached that level, creating a technique would be far easier.


Months passed on the archipelago, the battles had suddenly ceased, leaving the legal organizations in a tense mood.


They couldn't understand why the Hive would stop its campaign after taking control of the least valuable islands in the archipelago, the underground organizations couldn't have possibly ruled in secret for so many years only to reveal themselves to momentarily isolate the archipelago.


They knew it could only be a momentary conquest because they had the support of the continent, the latter couldn't just let the entire archipelago be isolated for too much time.


It was a few months after Noah was stationed on the surface that he received a mental message from Roy.


The message spoke simple words but the orders behind them were clear, Noah was the leader of the human assets after all.


"My mother discovered a ship coming from the Utra nation, it will reach island two hundred and seven in a couple of weeks and it seems to have a decent number of rank 3 cultivators. You can take care of the battle plan."
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                        Roy's message contained detailed information about the force inside the ship.


The Chasing Demon sect was busy setting the copying technique around the archipelago, it was obvious that they would have heroic rank cultivators investigating its borders.


With the human assets occupying the peripheral islands and the heroic ones protecting them from any threat that surpassed their level, the Chasing Demon could completely focus on the technique left by his master.


At least, that was what Noah could deduce.


He wasn't exactly aware of those matters, he had just supposed that those events were taking place while he defended the islands.


After all, he couldn't ask for confirmation from the elders but the battle plan seemed perfect for what he had guessed.


The fact that Elder Iris or someone else in the heroic ranks was watching over the borders of the archipelago was another confirmation to Noah's hypothesis, the sect was securing the borders before moving toward the internal islands.


'Fifty cultivators in the third rank, I would need to ask the other underground organizations' help if I want to contain the losses of the sect.'


Noah thought as he pondered about the incoming battle but there was one detail that didn't fit the power contained in the ship


'What's the point of having two rank 2 cultivators among so many powerful troops?'


The elder of the sect that had spotted the ship didn't describe the facial features of the invaders, only their cultivation level.


However, Noah knew how the Utra nation acted, the noble families were unwilling to see their power diminish, those powerful soldiers had to come from the human assets of the Royal dynasty.


'Judging from my current experience, I'd say that the entirety of the Royal family has at least six hundred rank 3 cultivators between the Royal army and the Royals, probably more. Taking the entirety of the archipelago isn't a problem if they were to use their full strength but this can be said for the other two big nations too.'


Noah thought.


He had only been a lone rank 2 cultivator with no experience when he was in the Utra nation, he couldn't understand the power that each noble family held.


Yet, after seeing so many organizations and countries, he could understand many things that concerned the human matters.


In his opinion, the Chasing Demon sect's power surpassed that of a large-size noble family of the Utra nation, his sect had been one of the strongest organizations in the archipelago for many years, long periods of peace and the constant accumulation of resources given by its position made it grow in ways that the nobles families couldn't hope to do.


Nevertheless, the Elbas family was the ruler of a powerful nation, the Royals had accumulated wealth from an entire country for two thousand years, they had to be at least three times stronger than Noah's sect.


That strength though had to be used to maintain control over the Utra nation, it couldn't be used for overseas campaigns recklessly.


Also, those two rank 2 cultivators were suspicious, they didn't make any sense among those troops.


'If this force is what I think it is, then there is a better approach to their invasion…'


As he thought of that, Noah sent a detailed mental message through his inscribed notebook.


Two weeks passed quickly.


On island two hundred and seven, an inscribed ship arrived and fifty-two figures quickly jumped on the shore.


The sight was quite peculiar, two rank 2 cultivators were wearing golden clothes and were followed by fifty hooded rank 3 cultivators.


Errol and Ruth inspected the area before turning toward the cultivators behind them.


They immediately understood the meaning behind that gesture and a few of them left the group to inspect the seemingly desolate islands with their stronger minds.


Island two hundred and seven was one of the poorest islands of the archipelago, only a couple of rank 3 cultivators would be deployed there in its defense during normal times.


Of course, they would be accompanied by a decent number of rank 2 cultivators but, at that moment, the group from the Utra nation could barely sense any trace of life.


Then, faint steps resounded in the distance, the group from the Utra nation turned in that direction only to see a rank 3 cultivator with cold eyes walking toward them.


At once, Ruth and Errol's eyes widened in surprise.


They knew that Noah was in the archipelago but the details about his cultivation level were conflicting.


Once his identity as the Hooded devil had been confirmed, they were sure that he had to be at least in the liquid stage of the second rank.


Yet, what had appeared in front of them was a cultivator in the third rank.


"Twenty-eight years, rank 3 cultivator, he is still a monster."


Errol commented softly when he saw Noah's nearing his group, he couldn't help but think loudly when he realized how much he had grown.


His surprise though would even increase if he was to know that Noah had been at that level for one year already!


"I see that Thaddeus didn't give up to the idea of forming a secret army, I don't see the point of sending you two along though."


Noah spoke, his uncaring tone didn't match the dangerous situation.


Ruth wasn't overwhelmed by feelings like Errol, she could immediately understand that something was wrong.


She wasn't surprised that the Hive was aware of their arrival, she had never hoped to reach the islands unnoticed but the underground organizations of the archipelago had never dared to oppose the troops of the continent for fear of the repercussions of the big nations.


Yet, their main target had appeared in front of them alone, it was obvious that there was some kind of trap waiting for them.


"Vance, come back with us. You know too much, we are the last warning before the Royal family sends heroic ranks cultivators after you. You can't hope to escape them."


Errol spoke, it was clear from his tone that he still cared about the companion with whom he had cleared the trials in the Royal Inheritance, his position in the Royal army was mostly due to what Noah had managed to save in there.


"You are not the last but the first warning, the truth is that the Royals weren't aware of my position until now. Also, my name is Noah, I thought you would be aware of that by now."


Noah shrugged his shoulders as he answered, the threat of cultivators in the heroic ranks going after him didn't seem to bother him at all.


"Then, Noah Balvan, are you ready to be captured and brought back home to answer for your crimes?"


Ruth took a step forward as she spoke those words, her hand was raised, ready to give the signal to the troops behind her to attack.
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                        Noah stared Ruth, she was only a naïve kid when he saved her in the entrance test.


Now, she was threatening him with a force that surpassed the human assets of the weaker organizations in the archipelago, he couldn't help but sigh when he realized how much time had passed.


However, his gaze didn't linger on her for too long, it quickly went on the hooded criminals behind her.


"Tell me, would you like to be freed?"


Noah's words resounded on the shore, confused expressions appeared on the criminals.


Noah couldn't see their faces but he knew that his words caused the desired effect.


After all, he was once like them, a criminal forced to do the dirty work for the Royal family to obtain cultivation resources.


Yet, he also knew that their situation was different from his, Noah didn't swear any oath back then due to the Royal Inheritance but those cultivators were most likely bound by some restriction.


There would be no reason to send two rank 2 cultivators to lead them otherwise, Noah was sure that they had sealed a pact with the Royals.


"What are you even saying? Do you think that someone like you would be able to break Master's oath?"


Ruth spoke, confirming Noah's hypothesis as her eyes sharpened.


That situation was simply too strange, she didn't have a good feeling about it.


Noah had come alone, there had to be some sort of trap laid somewhere!


Though, she would have never expected the trap to come from the sky.


The air suddenly seemed to freeze, the waves crashing on the shore seemed to soften their assault on the land.


A figure descended at a slow pace from the sky.


It was impossible to miss the arrival of that cultivator, the world itself seemed wary of its presence!


Ruth and her group stared at the man descending from the sky in fear, his piercing green eyes were fixed on them as his long gray hair fluttered in the wind.


He wore a simple black robe with large sleeves, the cultivator had the aspect of a middle-aged man but his skin radiated a light of its own.


The man's gaze then went on the young-looking man bowing in his direction, Noah had promptly made that polite gesture to welcome the heroic rank cultivator.


"Your request is feasible, their oaths weren't made to resist against heroic ranks cultivator."


Noah didn't raise his head, he just limited himself to speak a few words.


"Please, Elder."


The elder was expressionless, it was as if he was going out for a walk instead of facing fifty rank 3 cultivators.


He took an orb from his space-ring and injected his Breath inside it.


The orb began to shine, its light illuminated Ruth's group, making golden runes appear on the bodies of the criminals.


The runes flickered, they seemed to suffer under the orb's light but there wasn't much that they could do.


The runes slowly began to break apart, turning into golden dust that was then swept away by the wind.


The process wasn't painless for the criminals.


They either fell on the ground or puked blood as the light destroyed every trace of the oaths that they had with the Royal family, their destruction naturally caused a backlash to happen in their bodies.


The light thoroughly erased the oaths before the orb stopped shining and the elder stored it back in his ring.


"Many thanks, Elder."


Noah had his head still lowered as he spoke, he had never raised it for the whole process.


He had asked for the help of a heroic rank cultivator from his sect to deal with that matter but he didn't know how well his request was received.


He didn't know if the elder was pissed because he had been asked to deal with a human matter, he would rather play it safe until he was gone.


The elder though didn't seem to mind him at all, he simply left after Noah spoke, disappearing in the sky after he took a single step.


Only then did Noah raise his head, he sighed internally when he understood that his plan had succeeded.


His gaze went back on the group from the Utra nation, Ruth and Errol had scared expression as they watched the hooded figures behind them on the ground and injured.


Removing an oath was a dangerous procedure, it was normal for them to have suffered some relatively heavy injury.


"Move."


Ruth heard Noah's voice behind her back, she turned only to see a pair of icy eyes fixed on her at a short distance.


Her cultivation level was too low, she could only lower her head and make a path when Noah ordered her.


Noah neared the group of criminals and made a speech when he was sure that each one of them was listening.


"I removed the oaths binding you to the Royal family, you are now free to act as you want."


Noah felt a series of gazes landing on him, he knew that he was being probed by the criminals.


"Yet, you are still wanted. I know that all of you are aware of the struggles of lone cultivators, the backing of a powerful organization is necessary to reach the heroic ranks, talent alone can't open that path."


The gazes stopped probing his power and softened a bit, the criminals were starting to understand the meaning behind Noah's words.


"You probably know me, I was once used like you to do the dirty work for the Royals because I lacked the resources needed to pursue power. Now, though, I can ask for the help of heroic cultivators from my organization. I don't want to kill nor force you, your power is valuable for my organization at this point in time. Join me and I promise that your growth will never be hindered."


Noah stopped speaking and waited for their reaction.


He wasn't scared that they would attack him, they had just seen an elder helping him with some human matters after all.


Also, his words were on point.


In the Utra nation, most cultivators in the human ranks knew Noah, especially those that lacked a noble bloodline.


Noah was a bastard who had managed to escape the restrictions not only of his family but also of the leaders of the nation!


Such a character was admired by those that suffered from the same fate, they wanted to be like him and simply escape where their talent wouldn't be restricted.


They would have never imagined that Noah Balvan would be the one offering them that chance.


Noah was clearly a rank 3 cultivator, he couldn't have possibly been restricted during his cultivation journey to reach that level so soon.


Little by little, the criminals gathered their strength and stood up, one by one, they began to bow toward Noah.
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                        Noah watched the scene with cold eyes, seeing fifty rank 3 cultivators bowing toward him didn't give him any happiness or joy, he was simply glad that his plan had succeeded.


'I guess they recognized the importance of having a sturdier foundation…'


Noah thought but he wasn't referring to the criminals in front of him, his mind was on the elders of his sect.


'When a heroic rank cultivator joins the battlefield, all the human assets become powerless. Such a difference of power, and to think that there are even elites among them.'


Fifty rank 3 cultivators were enough to deal a huge blow to the sect's foundation, especially after being weakened by the separate dimension and pursuing the conquest of the archipelago.


Yet, as soon as an elder arrived, those fifty cultivators were dealt with in the best possible way: By making them switch faction!


Noah believed that, if the current situation of the sect wasn't so frail, the elders would have never accepted his request.


However, due to the lack of manpower and the campaign, they had ultimately agreed to help him.


After all, the elders were busy controlling the perimeter of the archipelago, they had to leave the human matters to Noah.


Also, the criminals from the Utra nation were different from the captains of the sect.


They had high battle prowess due to their status but they lacked the resources and technique to fully express their potential, that was the curse of the lone cultivators.


Adding their numbers to the sect would boost its power by a large margin and create a more stable foundation, they would also alleviate the losses suffered in the dimension.


'Maybe, the elders were willing to help me out because I didn't request them to fight.'


Noah evaluated that possibility too.


Heroic ranks cultivators had their pride, they wouldn't easily be ordered around and used as pawns.


Asking them to deal with the invaders would have been simply too unrespectful but Noah had only requested them to deal with the oaths, he wasn't in danger after all, his terms with Chasing Demon didn't cover that situation.


As for the elites among those in the heroic ranks, Noah was referring to those that had already created their cultivation techniques.


Seeing how powerful the elder was made him even more determined to embark on his own path before reaching the fourth rank, he wouldn't willingly choose a road that led to weaker results!


An inscribed notebook appeared in his hands, Noah sent a simple message to Roy before speaking to the bowing crowd.


"And elder is waiting for you on the other side of the island, he will take care of your recruitment. I'll deal with these two."


The criminals raised their heads and felt a bit hesitant when they heard the word "elder", they couldn't possibly know that Noah was speaking of a human cultivator.


Yet, they quickly accepted those orders and left the shore, uncaring of Ruth's loud pleads.


"Where do you think you're going?"


"The Royal dynasty won't let you go!"


"I'll forget what has happened if you come back now!"


Ruth's desperate pleads couldn't affect the criminals and she helplessly watched as they left the shore.


They had just been freed from the control of the Royals and were offered an opportunity that even the renown criminal Noah Balvan had accepted, there was no chance that they would go back to the Utra nation now.


Errol was silent, he had lost any hope after the elder showed himself and was simply waiting for Noah to decide his fate.


He and Ruth were only rank 2 cultivators while Noah was in the third rank and had the backing of an entire organization, they were completely in his grasp.


"Normally, I would just kill both of you, I don't really like to see entitled cultivators whose only merit comes from their birthright. You are just a waste of cultivation resources."


Noah spoke coldly, his gaze was on Ruth, she had been nurtured because of her talent in the attunement method but she didn't accumulate any other merit.


Errol was different, he had fought side by side with Noah in the Royal Inheritance, Noah knew that he was more similar to him than to other nobles.


"Yet, I have a message for Thaddeus and the Royals in general."


Errol saw hope for the first time when Noah gave voice to those words, he had hope to escape from that situation alive!


"Who do you think you are? What can you possibly say to Mast-"


Ruth began to complain, she had less real-life experience than Errol and she had never suffered such a loss before, her mental state didn't allow her to understand that she was completely powerless in that situation.


Her words, though, were interrupted by Noah's slap, blood came out of her mouth as a few teeth flew away.


Then, Noah walked toward her and grabbed her hair, raising her in the air as his mental sphere suppressed her mind.


"You must tell the Royals that if they ever were to come after me, not only the Shandal Empire, but all the nations near the Nerere country would be notified about the Royal Inheritance."


Ruth's expression froze when she heard that, the information about the Royal Inheritance was exactly the reason behind their mission.


Yet, Noah directly used that information to his advantage, threatening to disclose it to all the enemies of the Utra nation.


Noah saw that change in her expression and nodded internally, he knew that they would take him seriously from now on.


He had already informed his sect about the Royal Inheritance when he requested for the help of the elders, the Chasing Demon sect was too busy with the conquest of the archipelago and too far away from the Nerere country to be interested in the Inheritance.


Noah threw Ruth on the ground near the ship and stretched his hands as if waiting for something before speaking again.


"Give me all your belongings, they are wasted on you anyway. Oh, I saw that your robes are inscribed items, I'll take them too."


Ruth wanted to complain but Noah's gaze seemed to dig holes in her mental sphere as he looked at her, her instincts told her to do as he said.


She accepted that the situation was real only when she saw that Errol lowered his head and slowly began to undress his robe.
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                        Noah watched the two naked figures jumping back on the inscribed ship before turning his gaze away.


He had their space-rings and robes in one hand, all he had to do was hope that his threat would be able to buy him some time.


Noah knew that the Royals would never let him go, the information that he held could change their public image, making many noble families join the Cause instead of supporting them.


Also, the matter about the Royal Inheritance could very well bring a war on them: Maybe the other countries under their influence wouldn't dare to challenge them for the Inheritance but the Empire wouldn't let go of such a profitable opportunity.


The Inheritance most likely contained the complete accumulation of the previous Royal family, the Inheritance ground was set up before it was dethroned after all, there was no reason to hold back some resources as Divine Demon had done.


The wealth contained there might surpass that retrieved by Noah, the Elbas family obviously wanted to keep that information a secret.


The current Royal family worked like any other organization, it had factions and sides, they didn't always have a unified opinion when it came to these matters.


That's why Noah was quite confident that his threat would leave him off the hook for some time, it would take a bit before the Royals decided on how to handle him.


Noah went for the other side of the islands, where he had sent the criminals before.


He soon found Roy and the group of fifty rank 3 cultivators, some smirks appeared on their now uncovered faces when they saw the robes in his hands.


"Prince! This will be a huge boost to our power, we have almost completely recovered from the losses in the separate dimension!"


Roy excitedly spoke when he noticed Noah, the latter simply nodded as he dropped Ruth and Errol's belongings next to him.


Heated gazes were fixed on him, the criminals couldn't help but admire Noah even more when they learnt about his position in the sect.


"How did you know that they would switch side? Well, convincing the elders to help you on this matter is already an amazing feat!"


Roy continued to talk, he couldn't contain himself when he saw the human assets of the sect suddenly becoming stronger.


"Criminals understand each other. Be sure to deploy them in the valuable islands after you're done with the introductions."


Noah plainly explained before leaving for the teleportation matrix that would bring him back to the island where he was appointed.


After obtaining the Inheritance, the sect had set a series of special missions linked to the merits accumulated in the war.


In that way, the cultivators with the highest battle prowess would grow even stronger while the weak ones would be forced to focus on their power if they wanted to obtain those benefits.


That method was commonly seen in organizations engaged in a war, it was a way to motivate the captains and disciples while rewarding those worthy.


Of course, the new reward system didn't concern Noah, he could simply ask for anything he wanted from the inventory.


The news of the ship from the Utra nation being defeated quickly spread on the continent.


It was clear for the three big nations that the Hive had stopped hiding now and was actively opposing the domain of the continent.


The specifics of the failed invasion were kept hidden by the Royals, they had only lost criminals after all, their forces out in the open hadn't been affected so it was easy to mask that invasion as a simple probing mission.


Face was something that they needed to maintain due to their peculiar status, they couldn't show signs of weakness to the Empire and the noble families affiliated with the Cause.


Yet, learning that the Hive was openly opposing the continent forced the three big nations to take action, they could turn a blind eye as long as the legal organizations sent valuable resources back in the continent but they couldn't tolerate someone directly opposing their rule.


Ships containing threatening forces sailed from the continent in the direction of the Coral archipelago, rumors said that even a few heroic cultivators were among them.


Noah didn't care about those in the heroic ranks, they were left to handle to the elders of his sect and the heroic assets of the other underground organizations.


However, some preparations had to be made for the incoming tide of rank 3 cultivators coming to reconquer the peripheral islands.


What bothered Noah the most was that he didn't know when the copying technique would be completed, all he could do was hold the ground until the Chasing Demon completed that task.


Once the copying technique was completed, the archipelago would become impenetrable by forces below the heroic ranks, leaving only the internal islands left before the Hive could announce its rule to the world.


'Almost all the underground organizations are siding with us now, we should be able to defend the islands for a few months at least. I wonder if that's enough…'


Noah thought as he cultivated inside the castle, where his training area was.


He had never stopped cultivating, the ships would take a few months to arrive anyway, that period wasn't enough for Noah to drastically improve his strength but it could still improve his foundation.


Also, his mind was improving quickly, the continuous execution of the Divine deduction technique forced his sea of consciousness to work at full speed, further increasing his training speed.


It was a pity though that his deductions didn't manage to produce any satisfying result yet, the Breath blessing on which Noah usually sat was slowly seeing its size being reduced.


Noah didn't mind losing his Breath blessing if that gave him a rank 4 cultivation technique, his piece of the mineral would have become useless soon anyway.


Yet, he was somewhat worried that his mineral wouldn't be enough for him to create something, he began to wonder if he should request for more Breath blessing from the sect or simply wait for his mind to reach the heroic ranks.


Nevertheless, the war impended, forcing him to focus on more reliable sources of improvement rather than on his experiments.


In a bit more than two months, the ships of the continent reached the Coral archipelago.
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                        Noah read the reports sent by Roy and frowned.


The ships coming from the continent were numerous, the elders controlling the perimeter of the archipelago were able to spot more than fifty of them!


What was worse was that they weren't able to tell the exact force contained inside them, it was obvious that the continent had sent even heroic cultivators who were able to block the investigative methods of the elders.


'The heroic cultivators aren't my problem but there are fifty ships, I can expect more than two thousand cultivators to crash on our islands. Also, I can't ignore the cultivators from the legal organizations in the internal islands…'


Noah thought as he reviewed what he knew about the current situation.


Capturing the peripheral islands had been easy but managing to maintain control over them was hard, especially since the continent had decided to send real reinforcements.


The underground organizations were surrounded, they would have to defend two sides while the enemies just had to charge ahead, they were clearly in a disadvantageous position.


Generally speaking, the best course of action for a battle tactic would have been to capture the central islands and slowly expand, it would be impossible to isolate the underground organizations since they had way too many contacts in each island.


Yet, even that tactic would ultimately fail since the continent could simply overwhelm the archipelago with their higher numbers.


The Utra and Papral nation would find it harder to gather the necessary troops for the task because the threat of the Empire required for most of their power to remain inside the nation.


Also, their political system didn't allow them to accumulate that many assets, the powerful cultivators of both nations were divided between the many sects and noble families, the Royals and the Council couldn't force them to hand too many assets.


The Shandal Empire though was different.


The Empire was a constantly expanding nation that founded its economy on wars and slaves.


With a God in its lead, the Empire could gather all its soldiers under one banner and handle them as it wanted.


The reason why the Empire was the strongest force on the continent wasn't just because of the God but also due to its cohesive power.


'I wonder which methods do the other two nations have to deal with the God of the Empire, maybe the God has some kind of weakness due to its peculiar situation.'


Noah couldn't help but think about Divine Demon's words and the continent in its entirety.


He knew that if he was a divine being set on conquering the continent, he would just wreak havoc everywhere, uncaring of the level of his enemies.


Yet, cultivators rarely fought against those on a different rank, especially when considering human and heroic cultivators.


Unless there was some personal matter or someone directly offended them, heroic cultivators wouldn't care about the human world.


Their gazes were fixed on the sky, at the ranks above theirs, they didn't have time to waste minding the ants that human cultivators were in their eyes.


It was also a matter of face but the main reason why heroic cultivators or above let the human cultivators handle the human matters was that they represented the foundation of any organization!


Strong human assets would produce more cultivators in the heroic ranks who could eventually become Gods.


The only way to forge human cultivators was through battles and struggles, they would never survive the Tribulations if they didn't have the right amount of determination and will.


Those reasons only worked for the organizations though, lone cultivators could act however they wanted and don't care about things like pride.


Noah was the Demon Prince of the Chasing Demon sect but, inside, he was still the lone cultivator that was ready to do anything to obtain more resources, he didn't blink at the thought of using an elder to deal with the criminals from the Utra nation after all.


A message arrived through his inscribed notebook, it explained the plan created by the elders for the incoming invasion.


According to their words, the copying technique had been almost completely set up, Noah only needed to maintain control over the islands and the battle would eventually be won.


What made him heave a sigh of relief was that the plan involved all the underground organizations of the archipelago, it seemed that some kind of agreement had been made between the various branches of the Hive.


A united front was stronger than many sparse ones, the Hive was finally fighting together against the forces of the continent!


Noah didn't waste time, he had his orders and the ships were nearing the shores, many preparations had to be made.


The pages of his inscribed notebook turned continuously, Noah sent a series of mental messages as he exited his training area.


The plan of the elders involved formations, traps, and even the usage of many rank 1 cultivators as cannon fodder.


All of that had to be set in one week!


Noah sent orders to anyone involved with the plan and began to help with the preparations, the peripheral islands seemed to burst with life as all the organizations occupying them began to work on the defenses for the incoming attack.


Noah willingly began to forge new Instabilities and Hidden blasts to add on the traps, he worked at close contact with Kate to set as many explosive formations as possible.


Kate was the leader of the faction handling the teleportation matrixes, she was immediately able to modify some of the defensive formations she knew to work together with Noah's disposable weapons.


The week passed quickly.


On the morning of the eighth day, an eerie silence filled the purple shores of the peripheral islands.


Many ships could be seen docking on them, the fleet divided itself into three groups, each of them representing a big nation.


These three groups of ships neared three different valuable islands, they would leave the less important ones to the forces of the legal organization.


Then, groups of cultivators of various strength jumped off the ships, landing on the shores illuminated by the purple light.


The invaders were wary of their surroundings, the fact that they couldn't see anyone in sight was the clear sign that there was a trap somewhere.


As if answering their thoughts, shining lines appeared on the sandy terrain as soon as the troops took the first step, they were unable to react since an explosion immediately followed the activation of the formation, engulfing them with a series of fuming spikes.
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                        Dozens of rank 2 cultivators died in an instant, explosions resounded on the various battlefields that the continent had chosen to invade.


The torrent of fuming spikes pierced the defenses of the rank 2 cultivators used as cannon fodder, they could do nothing against Noah's improved weapons.


A series of attacks followed the explosions, the cultivators of the underground organizations ambushed the soldiers of the continent in that defenseless moment.


Noah was on an island attacked by the forces of the Empire.


The Shandal Empire had been the one to send more troops so it was Noah's duty as Demon Prince to intercept them.


'We only have about eighty rank 3 cultivators here, I need to focus on reducing the number of those in the second rank so that we can overwhelm them.'


Noah stared at the battlefield from his hiding spot on top of a building.


It was morning so he couldn't use the Dark cover spell but the layer of mental energy around his figure managed to keep him hidden even from the inspections of the rank 3 cultivators still on the ships.


There were simply too many cultivators hiding on the buildings near the shore, it would be hard to spot Noah since he had yet to make his move.


More cultivators jumped off the ships, defending was easier than attacking, the Empire had long since predicted that the first assault would fail.


The second group of soldiers had a few rank 3 cultivators in their ranks, they advanced surrounded by the weaker soldiers as a form of protection from the traps.


It took only another series of steps before another formation lit up under their feet.


At that time, the soldiers of the Empire were prepared.


A blast occurred and many fuming spikes filled the battlefield, however, a large dome made of water covered the entirety of the invaders, preventing the spikes from reaching them.


Only the cultivators hit by the blast were injured or killed, the spikes didn't manage to take any life.


'They have come prepared.'


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw how fast the soldiers countered the traps that he and Kate had prepared, that defensive spell perfectly countered the Instabilities hidden by Kate's formations!


'They know I'm here.'


That realization forced Noah to change the battle plan, his notebook appeared and he sent orders to the various captains.


Noah was the Hooded devil, his creations had taken many lives on the battlefield in Odrea nation.


Also, the separate dimension had revealed his position, it was normal to expect that the invaders had prepared countermeasures to his weapons, especially someone like the Empire that had personally tasted their power.


The captains followed Noah's orders and launched another series of spells toward the incoming group, they were prepared to the eventuality that the traps wouldn't work so their reaction was almost immediate.


The water dome appeared again to cover the troops on the ground, that time though it couldn't defend against the spells of so many cultivators and ultimately crumbled under their assault, allowing the attacks to land on the soldiers.


The rank 3 soldiers were able to retreat in time but those in the second rank were annihilated by the more than one hundred spells launched toward them, they had no hope to survive.


The rank 3 soldiers retreated on the ship to reorganize, they were only meant to probe the defensive measures that the Hive had deployed, those losses were totally acceptable.


Minutes of silence passed in the tense atmosphere on the island, the hidden forces of the Hive were waiting for their enemies to make a move.


After all, they aimed to buy as much time as possible, even though most of them didn't know why.


Then, hundreds of soldiers jumped off the many ships docked on the shore.


Noah recognized almost one hundred rank 3 cultivators and about six hundred soldiers in the second rank, that army could almost match the entirety of the human assets of the Chasing Demon sect and they were only a fraction of the full power of the Empire!


That sight was discouraging, the army completely filled the shore, becoming the only visible thing on the horizon.


"Let's bait them."


Noah ordered through his notebook, he expected nothing less from the number one country of the continent and didn't hesitate in switching battle tactic.


A series of spells was launched once again by the forces of the Hive but they didn't manage to break through the defenses of the rank 3 cultivators.


Meanwhile, they counterattacked with spells on their own, fireballs, bullets of various elements, and thunderbolts shot in the direction of the cultivators in hiding.


Attacking had revealed part of their position and it was simply impossible to defend against that sheer number of spells, many rank 2 cultivators in hiding died under that counterattack.


"Again."


Noah had a cold expression as he spoke, ordering them to attack was basically asking them to reveal their position.


However, he couldn't care less and those under him didn't dare to oppose his orders.


Another exchange of long-range attacks occurred, the soldiers of the Empire managed to defend and counterattack again, killing dozens of rank 2 cultivators in the process.


"Again."


Seeing that the soldiers didn't dare to advance yet, Noah could only order to attack.


The same thing happened, the soldiers defended and killed many cultivators in the second rank in the process, the Hive had lost almost one hundred cultivators already!


Then, Noah went silent, he waited for the Empire's reaction to those small victories.


The soldiers of the Empire didn't waste much time, they decided to advance when they saw that no more attacks came.


Formations lit up on their passage but the Instabilities linked to them weren't able to inflict many damages, those rank 3 soldiers were simply too prepared for Noah's weapons.


However, when they reached a certain point, they felt as if a weight had been added to their bodies.


The lines of a formation appeared on their bodies, which seemed some kind of restrictive trap that affected their movements.


Noah saw that they had fallen for Kate's trap and stood up, his orders resounded in the minds of the captains hiding on the island.


"Charge."
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                        Kate was extremely talented in the formations' field.


She was a solid stage cultivator in the third rank who had spent most of her life studying the formations that the sect managed to save in its escape from the Papral nation, she could be considered an expert in the field.


She and Noah had worked together to set traps throughout the most valuable islands but Noah had only provided the Instabilities and explained how they worked, everything else had been handled by Kate.


The first formations would act as a trigger for the Instabilities, the Breath contained in the Credits that powered the formations would be used to trigger the explosion of the disposable weapons, but that wasn't their only purpose.


The explosions would disperse the materials that composed the formations in the battlefield, said materials would then attach themselves to the unaware invaders and could be used by other mechanisms.


The materials resembled dust which the invaders couldn't bother to clean from their clothes in that tense situation, they didn't expect for said dust to be used to restrain them.


The lines of a formation shone on the soldiers' bodies, they resonated with the area, lighting up other formations on the ground.


All of sudden, a large area was filled with shining lines, affecting the cultivators that had been tainted by the dust with effects similar to Noah's Death area spell.


The soldiers from the Empire felt their movements being affected, they anxiously turned toward their leaders, hoping for orders or solutions to that troublesome situation.


Yet, the cultivators of the Hive arrived before they could decide anything.


A series of spells followed by the appearance of the hiding cultivators forced the soldiers of the Empire to put the matter about the formation on hold and focus on defending.


Noah analyzed the battlefield, his forces were less numerous than the enemies but, with the help of the formation, that advantage was affected, almost bringing the two armies on the same power.


His mind deduced at high speed, he wanted to take the course of action that would affect the battle the most.


'It's useless to keep the strongest of them busy in this situation, there are simply too many of them.'


The tactic used during the conquest of the islands wouldn't have the same effects with armies so big and being another rank 3 cultivator fighting among the crowd wouldn't affect the outcome of the battle that much.


Also, there was a high chance to hurt those on his side unless he decided to not use the Demonic form.


'I should just take care of the ants.'


After he thought of that, Noah jumped from the building in a spot filled by rank 2 soldiers, a black dragon was next to him when he landed.


Twenty ethereal sabers were created around him, the First Form was performed in the middle of the enemy's army.


Usually, rank 3 cultivators wouldn't lower themselves to take care of those in the second rank but Noah didn't care for honor and pride, he only cared about victory.


His sabers released a black corrosive smoke as they slashed at the powerless rank 2 cultivators around him.


Those soldiers did their best, they deployed defensive spells, martial arts, and even some protective inscribed items.


Yet, against Noah's First Form backed by his gaseous Breath, his Demonic swords, and the partial Demonic form, those defensive measures were pierced as if they were paper.


Soldiers immediately died under Noah's offensive, Heilong trashed its body on the crowd, uncaring of the attacks that landed on its scales.


Noah swung his sabers relentlessly, no one could escape nor defend against his attacks.


Casualties mounted on the Empire's side, not even a minute had passed but Noah had already killed more than fifty rank 2 cultivators, the power of the third rank couldn't be underestimated.


Then, Noah felt a dangerous sensation coming from above him, he instinctively retracted Heilong and deployed it in that position to block the incoming attack.


Heilong was hit by a spear made of compressed air, its scales were pierced but they managed to deviate the spell, allowing Noah to simply sidestep it to dodge it.


His eyes went in the sky, he saw an old cultivator with long white hair and a short black bear, Noah was able to recognize him, he was the rank 3 cultivator that had tried to assassinate him on the battlefield in Odrea nation!


Yet, his cultivation level wasn't in the gaseous stage anymore, what was standing in the air was a rank 3 cultivator in the liquid stage!


"We have a matter to settle, Hooded devil."


There was no arrogance in his tone, only a pure battle intent was radiated by his words.


Noah looked at him with cold eyes, the soldiers around him didn't dare to attack him, they simply retreated as they shot grateful gazes at the man in the air.


Heilong silently entered Noah's body and a pair of wings appeared behind his naked back.


The wings flapped, Noah slowly rose into the air, his gaze never left the elderly man.


He couldn't continue to slaughter the weak soldiers if a rank 3 cultivator attacked him, it was better to take care of the biggest threat first.


"I've reached the liquid stage in these years while you directly reached the third rank, I don't feel that much shame anymore seeing how talented you are."


The man spoke when Noah reached his height, Noah guessed that he was speaking about the assassination attempt in the past.


The battle continued below them, cultivators that could fight in the air before the heroic ranks were rare and they usually had some restriction that accompanied that ability.


The man in front of Noah was standing on a platform made of air, it was a spell of the wind element that allowed him to move in the sky but that was different from flying.


Two spears appeared on the man's hands, they were the spell that the man usually used to fight but Noah was sure that he had some kind of hidden ace.


However, he wasn't the same cultivator that he had tried to assassinate in the past, he was the heir of Divine Demon, as well as the Demon Prince of the Chasing Demon sect.


His legs kicked the air, a shockwave resounded under his feet when they hit the black cloud that propelled his speed.


The man saw Noah's sudden acceleration and prepared himself for the imminent clash.
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                        Noah was too fast, the man couldn't find a chance to throw his spears since Noah reached his position in an instant.


The Third Form was executed, six sabers became one and slashed at the man with a downward vertical attack.


Danger!


The man was a rank 3 mage, he instinctively knew that he would die if he let that attack hit him.


He crossed his spears above his head in a defensive gesture before Noah's extremely fast saber clashed with them.


Surprise appeared in the man's eyes when he saw that Noah's attack was cutting its way through his spears, those weapons were created by a spell after all, he couldn't believe that a simple martial art was able to pierce them.


His eyes shone with resolve as he controlled one of his spears and made it detonate, Noah was flung back due to the explosion but the man suddenly realized that something was amiss: The spell that he was using as a foothold was breaking apart, the ethereal capabilities of the Third Form had cut the platform in two and the black smoke released by the attack had further destabilized its composition.


Noah didn't target the liquid stage cultivator but his foothold!


The man began to fall, a sort of layer of air enveloped his figure, preventing from the black smoke to reach his skin.


Noah managed to stop himself only after a dozen meters, his body had been covered by Heilong to resist the explosion but some blood could be seen coming out from his mouth and ears, Heilong's defense wasn't able to completely block the shockwaves created.


Yet, the liquid Breath was already inside his circulatory system, those wounds were healing at high speed while Noah focused on the falling man.


'He wasn't injured by the explosion, is it because of that protective layer?'


Instants were perceived like minutes by Noah, his mental energy entered the inscriptions on the walls of his sphere and improved his analyzing abilities through the Divine deduction technique.


Not even a second passed but Noah had already evaluated many different possibilities and found the most likely one.


'Wind can't damage that layer but my attacks can, otherwise he wouldn't have bothered to defend. I just need to press on then.'


Noah kicked the air when he reached that conclusion, he directly flew toward the falling cultivator while raising a finger in his direction.


A black ray shot from his finger and landed on the defenseless liquid stage man, the latter was focusing on activating his flying spell again and couldn't block that fast attack.


The Dark ray spell had good piercing capabilities, it penetrated the layer of wind that surrounded the man and stabbed his skin.


Its power and speed though were depleted to surpass that defensive spell, Noah's attack wasn't able to inflict much damage since the man was able to avoid a fatal damage rotating his body to make the ray hit the right side of his waist, only a superficial cut appeared on his skin.


Then, he threw his other spear toward the nearing winged man.


Noah completely disregarded the spell and accelerated, his body became ethereal when the spear reached him, allowing him to safely cross the spell without changing direction.


The man's eyes widened at that sight and focused even more on restoring his flying spell, he couldn't face Noah in the air without it.


A small platform formed under his feet just before Noah reached him, the man didn't have time to create more spears and was forced to detonate the layer of air around his figure to stop Noah's attack.


The layer had the liquid stage cultivator as its center, its explosion created shockwaves all around him, it left him defenseless but it prevented anyone from attacking him.


Yet, Noah wasn't anyone.


Noah knew that he had to press on, the lower level of his dantian didn't allow him to take the slow and safe path.


Also, he didn't want to give the man enough time to restore his defenses, that was the perfect moment to inflict a fatal blow.


The Ethereal form spell couldn't be cast repeatedly, the body needed a short amount of time to stabilize itself after each usage of the spell.


Thus, Noah resorted to his Blood companion.


A fuming Heilong appeared and enveloped Noah's figure as it charged through the shockwaves created in the detonation of the defensive layer.


The scales of its body were shattered but the black smoke exuded by its figure was able to reduce part of the pressure applied by the explosion.


Noah felt as if his body was going to break inside that dangerous area, he was sure that he wouldn't be able to withstand those shockwaves without the help of his companion.


Yet, the regenerative capabilities of his body continuously healed him and Heilong's protection prevented any fatal attack from landing on Noah.


The liquid stage man felt hopeless when he saw the almost destroyed dragon crossing the threatening area created by the detonation of his defensive spell and pouncing at him with its maws open.


The man had just recovered his foothold, he wanted to cast again the defensive layer before Noah arrived but the latter didn't give him that chance.


The man's battle intent surged, since the opponent didn't give him time to prepare his defenses, he would simply attack!


Air compressed around him as three spears slowly formed, the man was doing his best to repel the incoming dragon.


However, he suddenly felt a series of hands clenching around his heart, blood came out of his mouth as his concentration broke, the almost formed spears dispersed the air they were accumulating back in the world as they disappeared completely.


A human figure quickly came out of the dragon's body when the spear disappeared, Noah had blood coming out of his mouth and ears but his eyes were colder than ever as he stared the defenseless man.


What followed happened in less than a second.


Heilong bit the man's torso and Noah slashed horizontally at his waist, the liquid stage cultivator was cut into two halves and the black smoke exuded by Heilong's interiors consumed the traces of life left in his upper body.


The battle lasted only for a few exchanges but Noah had never been in a passive position for the whole time!


Not even a year had passed since the events in the separate dimension but Noah was already able to face liquid stage cultivators and kill them without exhausting himself!
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                        A normal cultivator, even one in the third rank, would have only that many spells at its disposal.


That was something that varied according to the cultivator's origin and status but it was generally rare for any cultivator to have more than four spells that matched its level.


The man in the liquid stage that had just died had used three different spells which covered offense, movement, and defense, it could be said that his set of abilities was good for someone without any lofty status.


Yet, Noah had completely overwhelmed him using his many methods and a bit of recklessness.


Five different spells, two rank 4 martial arts and a little help from the Divine deduction technique allowed him to force a flaw in the man's defense, which he then exploited sacrificing his body.


Noah would gladly suffer a few wounds if that allowed him to inflict a fatal blow to his enemies, he had chosen the Yin body as a body-nourishing method in the past for that reason too, it matched his combat style too well.


'He didn't use a martial art either, I wonder why so many cultivators think that they can overpower me with their spells.'


Noah thought as he turned his gaze on the battlefield below him.


The cultivators with whom he had fought lately didn't resort to martial arts during the battle, they only relied on their spells to fight.


Noah guessed that they used their most powerful methods to deal with him since he was a troublesome opponent but he still thought that there was something else.


'Maybe it's related to their level, spells are simply stronger than martial arts, wasting Breath in the latter might appear useless when they are rank 3 mages.'


There was also another possibility.


Noah had never given up on his martial arts because his darkness element made them a bit stronger than the others and because his abilities paired perfectly with them.


The Elemental forging method allowed him to create extremely threatening weapons and the partial Demonic form empowered all his attacks, using a martial art allowed Noah to have a relentless offensive that didn't deplete much energy.


For someone with a darkness aptitude, finding ways to preserve Breath and mental energy was a must.


The battlefield was chaotic, the troops of the Empire were weakened by Kate's formation but they were more than the cultivators of the Hive, they managed to hold their ground even in that unfavorable situation.


Casualties mounted on both sides, it was clear that the archipelago would be greatly weakened after that first battle.


Noah decided to resume his slaughter of rank 2 cultivators, he only needed to use the First Form and Heilong to deal with them, he could keep fighting them even if he had just killed a cultivator in the liquid stage.


As soon as Noah dove back into the battlefield, some pressure was relieved from the rank 2 cultivators on his side.


That allowed them to help those in the third rank, they might be far weaker but they could still force the rank 3 soldiers in a passive position if they joined their forces.


A mosquito was clearly weaker than a dragon but a million of them might be able to pierce its scales.


The same could be applied to cultivators, no rank 2 cultivator was able to defeat someone in the third rank but hundreds of them could force the soldiers in the third rank to focus on defense.


Little by little, the soldiers of the Empire began to be pushed back as more and more rank 2 cultivators could freely focus them.


Noah continued his solitary slaughter, the soldiers in the second rank did their best to escape but casualties were inevitable against someone in the third rank.


The losses of the Empire increased, the number of soldiers slowly matched the cultivators of the Hive until they became even less than them.


"Retreat!"


An order was shouted from the group of rank 3 soldiers.


"Retreat!"


"Retreat!"


Other soldiers echoed that order, the troops of the Empire quickly left the battlefield to return to their safe position on the inscribed ships.


The cultivators of the Hive did their best to kill as many retreating soldiers as possible and managed to further diminish their numbers before they reached the ships, the battle on that island ended with a victory for the forces of the underground organizations.


The cultivators didn't dare to chase the soldiers on the ships, the territorial advantage was what led them to victory, they wouldn't risk assaulting the ships and give that advantage to their enemies.


"Regroup, help the wounded, restore the traps! There is nothing to celebrate, this is just one battle! Bring me a report with the situation of the other islands!"


Noah's orders resounded on the shore, suppressing the victorious cries of the cultivators around him.


The battle had been harsh and they had suffered many losses, there was no point on celebrating since the invaders were still docked on their shores.


'We forced them to retreat on the first battle, we might be able to make them return to the continent in the second or third one. We won't be able to survive another wave of reinforcements.'


Noah was expressionless as he inspected the losses on his side.


He knew that, with the territorial advantage, the Hive might be able to defend against that first wave of reinforcements.


However, it would come out of the war extremely weakened, it wouldn't have any chance against another attack from the continent.


The joint power of the underground organizations could match the Royals or the Council in the past but the trials of the Inheritance ground and the conquest of the peripheral islands had almost halved their forces, putting them far below the central powers of those countries.


A report was quickly delivered in Noah's hands, it described the outcome of that battle and the situation on the other islands.


'More than one hundred rank 2 cultivators and about twenty-five in the third rank died on this island while the enemy has lost far more than us.'


Noah read through the contents of the sheets in his hands before sending mental messages through his notebook, there were still ongoing battles on some of the other islands, Noah was going to send reinforcements to seal the outcome of those fights.
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                        The underground organizations managed to survive the battles during the first day and successfully defended the peripheral islands.


Reorganizing the troops though was a problem, the three islands where the forces of the continent had attacked had seen harsh battles with a high number of casualties on both sides, but the biggest issue came from the other battlefields.


The Hive controlled about ninety islands, that number was needed to completely isolate the archipelago, not even an island could be lost or the setting of the copying technique would be hindered.


The cultivators on those other islands had to face the assault of the legal organizations, the Hive had far more human assets than them but they also had more enemies to face.


Considering that about two hundred and fifty rank 3 cultivators had to be deployed to face the forces of the continent, there weren't many powerful troops available for the other islands.


Yet, with the many traps laid by the joint forces of the Hive and the cautious nature of the legal organizations, those islands were successfully defended.


The continent and the legal organizations had no idea that the Chasing Demon sect had gained access to the copying technique, they were even unaware that a technique that defied common sense as that one existed!


That's why they would rather take the slow and safe approach than going for a full power offensive, the Hive had fewer troops and couldn't hope in reinforcements, the continent thought that it could slowly drain the Hive's forces and eventually wait for more reinforcements if it was still unable to reclaim the captured islands.


Noah stared with cold eyes at the ships at some distance from the shore, the atmosphere on the island was tense, especially after the elders' orders.


A week had passed since the last battle, the human assets of the Hive had worked at full speed to reorganize themselves and fix or deploy traps and formations, they didn't know when the next attack would come so it was better to be ready at any time.


'We are left with less than forty rank 3 cultivators to defend this side, the next battle will leave us powerless.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the remaining forces on the island that he was appointed to defend.


Many cultivators in the third rank had died in the first wave of attacks, leaving many islands in a defenseless situation.


Cultivators had to be deployed there to cover those battlefields but the Hive was already using all its human assets, it could only relocate the cultivators deployed in the three important battlefields to refill the ranks of the other islands.


Of course, that relocation weakened the forces that had to face the troops of the continent, forcing the various underground organizations to take drastic measures to improve their battle prowess.


Noah turned his head toward the hundreds of stiff youths in the distance behind him, they were rank 1 cultivators who had a rank 1 sea of consciousness, the Hive had decided to deploy even its weakest assets to slightly boost the defenses on the islands.


Also, the Chasing Demon sect had willingly revealed the large number of inscribed weapons that Noah had retrieved from the separate dimension.


Noah didn't know what kind of agreement the elders of the various branches of the Hive had reached, but he could see that most cultivators wielded brand new inscribed weapons, it didn't seem to matter from which organization they came from.


'Hoping that an army of well-equipped ants might bring us to victory is a bit too desperate, I guess the copying technique is nearing completion at least.'


That was the only reason that Noah could think of when he saw the weapons that he had left in the inventory being freely wielded by cultivators belonging to different organizations.


'War and corpses are the foundation of a country, the Hive will experience a rebirth if it survives this tribulation.'


Noah closed his eyes as he sighed internally, he remembered the struggles that he had endured when he was a simple rank 1 cultivator, he knew the feeling of being powerless against the decisions of those controlling you.


That's why securing the archipelago was so important in his mind, the world was filled by monsters and amazing beings, there was a limit to how much one could escape their gaze.


'Not for love, nor respect, nor honor, nor belonging. I must fight this battle for myself, to lay my foundation toward higher ranks.'


Noah steeled his determination with that reminder.


It wasn't that he didn't like the Chasing Demon sect, he had progressed incredibly quickly in its environment and he was also able to retrieve the Inheritance of Divine Demon thanks to it.


Yet, Noah had always put his personal power above everything, pursuing strength had been the strongest drive of his second life, he would think about the well-being of his sect only after he had secured his position.


Another week passed, an eerie silence filled the peripheral islands of the archipelago as the forces of the Hive waited for the next assault of the continent and the legal organizations, only Noah felt glad of each second that passed without signs of attacks.


Then, a buzzing sound reached his mind, a message saying that the ships near the shore were closing in resounded inside his mental sphere.


Noah didn't cultivate in those days, he wanted to be at his peak form before the battle.


He had sat still in a cross-legged position with his eyes closed, he used that time to sharpen his thoughts as much as he could and decide which role would he play in the next battle.


The ships reached the purple shore and Noah opened his eyes before standing up and sending orders through his notebook.


"Attack the ships."


Noah's order echoed in the minds of the cultivators in the island, a torrent of multicolored lights shot from the ground and landed on the docked ships.


The inscriptions on the hulls lit up and shone with a silver color, forming large silver layers around the ships.


The spells of the cultivators of the Hive could only land on those protective layers, the silver light radiated by those shields repelled the attacks uncaringly of how numerous they were.


'Pointless, as expected.'


Noah thought as he ordered to stop the long-distance assault and wait for the frontal clash, the second battle for the control of the archipelago had started.
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                        The troops of the Empire jumped off the ships, safely landing on the parts of the shore covered by the silver shields.


The Empire didn't send troops to probe the situation at that time, the entirety of the reinforcements jumped off the ships at the same time and prepared themselves for the imminent battle.


There were still about fifty rank 3 cultivators on the Empire's side, Noah's group had managed to inflict heavy losses during the last battle, bringing the forces of both sides on a similar number.


Yet, part of Noah's group had been sent to refill the ranks on the other islands, making the accomplishments obtained in the previous battle almost pointless from their perspective.


Sharing the weight of the trials that the world put on their way was one of the reasons why humans gathered together to form organizations, Noah understood the elders' choice.


His gaze was fixed on the shore as the troops of the Empire began to advance.


Some traps soon detonated, fuming spikes filled the area but those aiming for the soldiers were repelled by a series of water domes, the last battle didn't remove the rank 3 mages specialized in defense from the enemy forces.


Also, a seemingly soft breeze blew between the soldiers.


'They did their homework in these two weeks.'


Noah sighed internally when he noticed the breeze, he realized that the soldiers had come up with a way to counter Kate's formation.


The breeze prevented the materials of the formation from accumulating on the bodies of the soldiers, Kate's weakening formation could be almost neglected without that requirement.


It couldn't be helped, formations were powerful and could turn the tides of a battle if they caught someone by surprise.


Yet, they could also be countered, even with simple methods most of the time.


The stronger the formation, the harsher the requirements for its activation will be, everything had a weakness after all.


The soldiers of the Empire soon reached the area where Kate's formation was laid.


Shining lines appeared on the terrain but they didn't seem to affect the soldiers in any way, only the weaker rank 2 cultivators paled a bit when the light swept their bodies but they quickly recovered, the Hive's defenses couldn't hinder their advance.


At that sight, Noah decided to act.


A frontal clash would inevitably cause heavy losses on his side, the Empire could choose to retreat to contain its losses but the forces of the Hive didn't have that choice, they had to hold the control of those islands!


Noah warped in the air above the enemy's troops, his spell was noticed only by the strongest cultivators in the third rank but even they didn't have time to react to what was happening above their heads.


Noah came out of the black flames, Heilong's wings were spread behind his back as they kept him in the air.


He had a hand stretched toward the troops below him, a black ring could be seen on that hand.


Then, many inscribed items began to appear in front of his hand and fall on the troops.


Noah injected his Breath in every item that appeared, what he was using was his personal stash of Instabilities and Hidden blasts, he even used those in the second rank that he had kept since his battles in Odrea nation!


Noah would always keep some of his disposable weapons for himself even when they were needed for defending the sect but, at that time, he was releasing all that accumulated firepower on the troops of the Empire!


More than a hundred spiked spheres and needles feel from the sky, the rank 3 cultivators on the ground didn't let that sight scare them, they quickly deployed the defensive spells used before.


Noah flew higher in the sky, he didn't want to be too close to the blast and he also wanted to hide the sight of him drinking a potion from the battlefield.


The contents of the potion quickly entered his body, improving the production of mental energy as he kept his attention focused on the events below him.


He felt as if his mind had been split into a hundred different pieces, each one moving in a different direction.


Those pieces surpassed a dense wall and were weakened but they managed to find their targets anyway.


"Attack!"


Noah ordered when he knew that his plan had succeeded.


The truth was that Noah had hidden a Ghostly claw inside each of his disposable weapons!


He had never created that many Ghostly claws at the same time, his mental energy had been depleted in the process but what had been harder was controlling each different spell!


That's why he had escaped in the sky to use his drugs, he needed a safe place where to refill his mental energy while controlling the ethereal claws.


His targets were the rank 3 cultivators in the army of the Empire, especially those deploying the defensive spells.


The ethereal claws squeezed the hearts of the rank 3 cultivators, they had been unable to notice them between the many explosions that resounded on the other side of their defensive spells.


Their concentration wavered slightly, some spikes and needles managed to pass through the cracks created after that lack of focus.


Also, a torrent of spells crashed on the troops of the Empire at that moment, further worsening the stability of the defensive spells deployed by the soldiers.


Some of Noah's weapons, as well as some attacks, managed to pass the defenses of the soldiers and land on them, cries and explosions could be heard from inside the water domes but the exact effects couldn't be seen yet.


Noah didn't wait for the soldiers to reorganize inside the domes, he directly ordered those under him to charge toward the invaders.


A tide of cultivators wielding brand new inscribed weapons assaulted the water domes, it took only a few series of attacks before the defensive spells were broken, revealing the disorganized state of the troops behind them.


Noah's weapons and the few spells that had managed to breach those defenses had killed many rank 2 cultivators and wounded a few in the third rank but the forces of the Empire were still stronger than those of the Hive.


Noah dove into the battlefield, he couldn't let go of that moment of weakness created by using all his stash of disposable weapons.


However, when he was about to reach a defenseless rank 3 cultivator, a thunderbolt and a fireball flew in his direction.


Noah's body quickly turned ethereal, the spells passed through him but were unable to inflict any damage.


Yet, he couldn't stop his descending momentum while using the Ethereal form spell, his figure returned material only when he was about to land on the ground.


Sand rose in the air as Heilong's wings flapped to make Noah land safely but his focus immediately went on two rank 3 soldiers that neared him wielding their weapons.
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                        Two rank 3 cultivators in the gaseous stage neared Noah as soon as he landed in the battlefield, Heilong came out in the open when he felt that incoming threat.


'Do they think numbers are enough to overwhelm me?'


Noah wondered when he saw that those two soldiers had their gazes fixed on him, they had probably been appointed to take care of him after his feats in the last battle.


A sword and a greatsword were in their hands, those cultivators were relying on their martial arts due to the poor level of their mental spheres.


They were rank 3 mages but the level of their seas of consciousness wasn't even close to Noah's one.


It couldn't be helped, reaching the third rank of the mind while being in the gaseous stage was already a great feat, Noah was probably the only exception in that world.


Yet, when facing Noah, the poor level of their minds was a fatal weakness.


Heilong pounced in the direction of the cultivator wielding the greatsword, he was the one who had launched the fireball, his aptitude could be countered by the Blood companion for some time.


Noah, instead, turned to face the lightning cultivator, his bloodshot eyes released a mental shockwave aimed for his mind, the spell successfully landed on his enemy and cracks appeared everywhere on the walls of his sphere.


The lightning cultivator dropped his weapon, his hands went on his head as if trying to suppress the pain he was experiencing.


Then, his experience made him reach for a potion inside his space-ring but his connection with the storage device was interrupted since another piercing mental beam hit his mind.


His mental sphere was already on the verge of falling apart after being hit by the Mental tremor spell and couldn't endure another attack, the walls of the sphere shattered and the sea that was the thoughts of the cultivator dispersed in the world.


The lightning cultivator's eyes became devoid of any trace of life as he fell on the ground, one gaseous stage cultivator had been killed so easily!


The Mental tremor spell was incredibly strong, only a mind that matched Noah's one or a defensive method against mental waves could stop it.


Of course, its weakness was that Noah had to see where the enemy's head was to aim the mental beam, but it was easy to catch by surprise unaware cultivators.


The half-destroyed body of his Blood companion fell behind him, Noah turned toward the fire cultivator whose greatsword was surrounded by blue flames.


Heilong quickly reconstructed expending Noah's Breath and charged again, Noah followed it performing six slashes with the Third Form of the Ashura.


The fire cultivator was assaulted by two sides, one had a seemingly undying dragon that exuded a corrosive black smoke while the other had a rank 3 cultivator that slashed madly in his direction, the fire radiated by his weapon was barely able to fend off the black smoke that was beginning to surround him, he was pushed back after every clash.


His weapon seemed to work as a catalyst for his spell, the fire cultivator used the blue fire that surrounded his greatsword to create fireballs and dogs made of flames but his methods were useless against Noah and his Blood companion.


Heilong spread its wings every time a spell was aimed for Noah while he focused completely on forcing a flaw in the soldier's defense.


Noah could have used his spells to end that battle quickly but he preferred to preserve his mental energy in case a stronger soldier appeared, he was still in the middle of the battlefield after all.


Also, he was completely confident against that gaseous stage soldier, there was no chance that he would lose with Heilong at his side, with the Demonic swords, and with the higher level of his mental sphere.


Noah's Third Form cut through everything that managed to cross Heilong's wings, the blue flames that made the soldier's spells were completely unable to touch Noah due to the black smoke released by his attacks.


Heilong then stomped its frontal legs on the soldier's lower body, hindering his movements and creating an opening that Noah exploited cutting the soldier's head off.


The death of the other assailant gave Noah time to analyze the battlefield.


Many rank 1 cultivators died in each passing second, the Hive had deployed them to buy more time but they were simply too weak for a battle on that level.


The rank 2 cultivators on his side weren't much better off, the casualties among them mounted after every clash.


The situation of those in the third rank was the same, they didn't die as often as the weaker ones but they were still suppressed due to the higher number of soldiers of the Empire.


Noah decided once again to focus the soldier in the second rank to apply more pressure on the stronger soldiers but a liquid stage cultivator appeared in front of him before he could perform the First Form.


The liquid stage soldier was a woman of the earth element, a thick sandy armor covered almost the entirety of her body, leaving uncovered only her joints.


That spell didn't seem to hinder her movements too much due to the openings on the joints and the abundant mental energy contained in the armor countered Noah's Mental tremor and Ghostly claws, she seemed to have come prepared to fight Noah.


Noah slowly rose in the air, Heilong's wings flapped behind his back as he floated at a short distance from the ground.


He had to use his full power against cultivators in the liquid stage and one of his strongest methods was his flying speed, Noah wouldn't choose to fight on the ground.


However, before he could launch himself in a furious offensive, an earthquake shook the ground below him and put a momentary stop to the battle.


Noah was in the air so his senses weren't affected by the earthquake, he could clearly sense that the tremors weren't limited to that island but spread on the islands nearby.


Then, the tremors abruptly stopped, the cultivators were about to resume their battle after a short moment of silence but their attention was drawn on the shore where a pack of rank 4 magical beasts had suddenly appeared.
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                        A pack of rank 4 Giant octopuses appeared on the shore where the cultivators of the Hive and the soldiers of the Empire were fighting.


Something was off with those magical beasts though, the level of those beasts seemed to be exactly the same, they were all in the middle tier of the fourth rank.


All the rank 3 cultivators that had been in the separate dimension and that were on the battlefield felt some similarities with the dragons of the trials, the soldiers of the Empire had only read some reports after all.


Yet, everyone knew that such a sight was rare on the Coral archipelago.


The exoskeleton of the Purple corals scared away the magical beasts in the sea, keeping the islands safe from the invasion of those creatures.


However, their eyes weren't lying to them, magical beasts were really coming from the sea and crawling on the purple shore.


'We won.'


Noah was the first to realize that the copying technique had been completed and that there was no point in fighting further.


"Retreat to the back of the island!"


He immediately gave the order and warped away while the other cultivators were still busy staring at the peculiar scene.


His order awakened the cultivators of the Hive who retreated without hesitation, some of them began to understand what was happening and could barely contain the excitement that they felt.


The soldiers of the Empire though were clueless, they stood still on the battlefield, unsure of what to do next.


The pack of Giant octopuses had more than thirty rank 4 creatures in the middle tier, taking care of them would require their full concentration and the Empire couldn't do that while being on the ground controlled by the Hive.


Yet, the magical beasts stood between them and their ships, even retreating wouldn't be easy since they would have to pass between the powerful creatures.


As for chasing the escaping cultivators, that option was gone in that moment of hesitation.


The cultivators of the Hive were already far away, the soldiers could catch up with the slow rank 1 cultivators but they had no interest in them, they were just cannon fodder after all.


"Return to the ships!"


In the end, the soldier in charge gave that order and the army coming from the Empire decided to retreat through the path occupied by magical beasts.


That situation was extremely unusual, they knew that they would suffer some losses along the way but retreating and reorganizing seemed the best option at that moment.


The army of the Empire charged toward their ships, it resembled a tide ready to sweep the octopuses as it moved toward the sea.


However, most of the soldiers were in the second rank, only about fifty of them were rank 3 cultivators, the strength of both sides was more similar than what appeared.


The Giant octopuses were a kind of magical beasts that lived in the depths of the sea, generally ten meters tall and with long tentacles, they rarely appeared on the surface.


The sunlight though didn't affect their view, their natural environment was something that matched some of their other qualities.


They had a powerful body that was also particularly soft, that quality was something that allowed them to be virtually unaffected by the heavy pressure in the depths of the sea.


Also, they could swim at an unexpectedly fast speed, that quality though didn't apply on the ground.


The Giant octopuses were extremely slow on the ground, the pack had barely crossed three meters when the army of the Empire reached them.


The soldiers focused their firepower at the center of the pack, they couldn't avoid them since they were still too close to their ships so they simply chose to force the blockage.


The pack of magical beasts was hit by the torrent of attacks launched by the soldiers, the attacks focused the specimens at the center of the pack and directly annihilated them, opening a path where the soldiers could pass.


The Giant octopuses were slow on the ground but their tentacles could only benefit from the absence of the pressure of the sea.


As soon as the army entered the ranks of the beasts to reach for the ships, a series of noises that resembled whips cracking filled the area.


The tentacles of the octopuses shot at an incredible speed and created shockwaves wherever they landed.


The cultivators hit by the tentacles were directly torn in many pieces, even the defensive spells of those in the third rank couldn't endure such powerful attacks for a long time.


Yet, the army was in full retreat, no one stopped its escape to care about the soldiers hit by the beasts.


The inscribed ships appeared in the sight of the soldiers as soon as they crossed the pack of magical beasts.


Happy expressions could be seen appearing on their faces, those ships were their headquarters after all and the inscriptions on them offered a great defense, they would be safe once they climbed on their main deck.


Those expressions suddenly froze though since a tentacle six meters large appeared from the sea and coiled itself around the nearest ship.


The inscriptions on the ship lit up, the silver shield was deployed again and opposed the squeeze of the giant tentacle.


However, right in front of the incredulous eyes of everyone on the island, the circular protective layer that surrounded the ship cracked under the squeeze of the tentacle.


The shield then completely broke, allowing the tentacle to coil again on the ship, it took only a few seconds for the ship to be directly torn in two pieces under the attack of that huge magical beast.


Even Noah who was staring at the scene from the distance was amazed.


'That's a rank 5 magical beast! Divine Demon said that the limit of the copying technique was the heroic ranks but I didn't expect Chasing Demon to be able to capture a rank 5 creature!'


His thoughts led him to believe that his patriarch had captured and bound a rank 5 magical beast alive!


He didn't know much about the copying technique but he was aware that the specimen that had to be copied had to be in a specific environment filled by formations and inscriptions.


'The patriarch is indeed a rank 6 existence.'


Noah sighed internally when he realized the amount of power held by such a powerful cultivator, he sat on the ground to enjoy the battle when he accepted that there was nothing else that he needed to do.
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                        The soldiers of the Empire saw their hope to escape that dangerous situation vanish in a few instants.


What had appeared in front of them was a rank 5 magical beast, even their powerful ships could do nothing against that entity.


Meanwhile, the Giant octopuses behind them began to catch up, their tentacles cracked in the air as if they were whips as they resumed to attack the soldiers.


Cultivators started to die again, the assault of magical beasts in the middle tier of the fourth rank wasn't something that rank 2 cultivators could handle and those in the third rank were busy defending themselves to mind anyone else.


The truth was that there was still a glimmer of hope in their minds, something that they knew would be able to face the mighty creature in the sea.


"Enough."


A voice filled the island, the air seemed to stop, the Giant octopuses on the ground shook, only the huge tentacle wrapped in the remains of the ship was unaffected.


A middle-aged man wearing a plain expression appeared in the air and walked toward the pack of magical beasts.


He had short black hair, no beard, and a pair of dark eyes, he slowly waved his hand in a horizontal motion and, all of sudden, the ground shook again.


The terrain under the Giant octopuses began to tremble, a series of snakes made of sand rose from the ground and tangled themselves around the creatures.


The octopuses tried to use the soft capabilities of their bodies to escape the bindings but more and more snakes rose from the ground as time passed, at least one hundred of them were created in less than a minute.


Then, the snakes began to retreat in the ground, carrying the bound magical beasts with them, the pack of Giant octopuses was slowly buried alive, leaving no traces of the beasts.


The soldiers of the Empire began to cheer while unsightly expressions appeared on the faces of the cultivators of the Hive, only Noah remained calm at the sight of a heroic cultivator defeating the pack of rank 4 creatures.


He had seen the power of a rank 5 magical beast and he knew that even a patriarch of a medium-size noble family hadn't been able to defeat it, he didn't know the specifics about their power but he was sure that it wouldn't be easy to defeat the mighty creature on the sea.


The huge tentacle didn't seem bothered by the appearance of the heroic cultivator and simply went for another ship, coiling itself around it.


"Know your place, beast."


The heroic cultivator appeared in the trajectory of the tentacle and stretched a hand to block it.


The tentacle was huge, it didn't seem possible for someone that small to be able to block it.


Yet, when his hand touched the limb of the rank 5 creature, the tentacle stopped.


A proud expression appeared on the face of the heroic cultivator and the cheers of the soldiers on the shore further improved his mood.


However, his expression suddenly froze when he heard a deep cry coming from the bottom of the sea.


Waves rose at a short distance from the shore, it seemed as if the sea had resonated with the cry of the rank 5 creature and was conveying its anger!


The soldiers retreated when they saw the tall waves reaching for the shore, their expressions became worried when they raised their heads to the sky and saw that their savior was slowly being pushed back by the tentacle of the beast!


The man in the heroic ranks stopped playing around and decided to become serious.


Hundreds of snakes made of sand rose from the shore and reached for the tentacle that was pushing him back.


The snakes coiled themselves around the tentacle, some of them directly broke under the pressure that it applied but the man simply created more of them.


Little by little, more than a hundred snakes bound the tentacle and stopped its advance, the heroic soldier heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that he had completely blocked the limb of the powerful creature.


Just as he was about to retract his hand though, two more huge tentacles rose at high speed from the sea and directly slammed on him!


The heroic cultivator couldn't react in time, the newly arrived tentacles were too fast, it seemed impossible to reach that speed due to their size.


Nevertheless, the heroic cultivator was hit by both limbs and was sent flying in the distance, the sand snakes around the third tentacle broke after that.


The soldiers on the shore felt as if their legs had lost all their strength, most of them fell powerlessly on the ground when they saw their last hope vanish in the distance.


The three tentacles then went for a ship each, the silver shields slowly crumbled as the beast focused the inscribed ships.


'As expected, he wasn't enough to deal with the creature, he must have been just in the fourth rank.'


Noah judged from his safe position on the other side of the island.


The power of those in the heroic ranks was a mystery to him but he knew that beasts in the fifth rank weren't something that could be faced easily.


'Maybe one needs to be at the peak of the fourth rank to beat them… I don't really know the difference though.'


The reason why he was so focused on trying to understand the cultivation level of the heroic soldier was linked to his personal vengeance.


The Balvan family had one heroic cultivator that he was sure of but he still didn't know his actual level.


Noah was set on avenging his mother but he wouldn't do so by sacrificing his life, he wanted to be sure that he could deal with the entirety of his family before planning an assault to Balvan mansion.


Then, his thoughts were interrupted since another figure appeared in the air.


It was another man with long gray hair and a short gray beard, the heroic cultivator from before was unconscious in his grasp, he simply let him hang from his hand as he carried him by his robe.


His gaze wasn't on the rank 5 creature nor the soldiers below him, he seemed to stare at some place in the distance with a stern expression.


Then, he spoke and his voice filled the archipelago.


"The Empire is ready to talk."
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                        The attacks of the rank 5 creature stopped after the newly appeared heroic cultivator spoke, its tentacles vanished in the air in a few seconds.


"The Council is ready to talk!"


Another voice filled the archipelago, it belonged to a woman and seemed to come from the direction where the ships of the Papral nation were docked.


'They are trying to preserve troops, the war has reached the point where human cultivators can't affect it anymore.'


Noah sighed internally as he realized what was happening.


The cultivators in the heroic ranks from each faction had tasted the power of the copying spell and were expressing their willingness to negotiate, it was useless to waste all their human assets against those magical beasts.


"The Elbas family is ready to talk."


At last, even the heroic cultivator from the Utra nation gave up on fighting the powerful tentacles coming from the sea and decided to resort to negotiation.


Silence filled the archipelago, all the battles on the peripheral islands had long stopped since the appearance of the magical beasts, all the cultivators on them were waiting for the answer of the powerful beings ruling the underground organizations.


Then, a tall cultivator with a burly body filled with scars, red eyes, and brown eyes appeared in the air above the battlefields.


Noah could recognize him, he was the Chasing Demon!


"Let's talk then."


A faint smile was on his face as he answered the heroic cultivators from the other factions and gestured to follow him, four figures disappeared in a few seconds.


In a purple underground area, on the horizontal peak that was the mountain where Chasing Demon trained, four cultivators sat on a table outside the formation on the ground.


If Noah was there, he would notice that the area around the underground mountain was now filled by the shining lines of a huge formation, Chasing Demon had used his training area as part of the core of the copying technique.


Chasing Demon sat on one side of the table, he seemed completely relaxed as he took long sips from the cup in front of him, the piercing gazes of his three guests didn't bother him at all.


The three guests were the heroic cultivators sent by the three big nations to escort the ships, there were actually more of them with the ships but only the strongest of each faction had joined that negotiation.


They were one man and two women, all three of them in the fifth rank of the dantian, their gazes tried to probe the power of Chasing Demon but, to their surprise, they weren't able to understand his level.


The two women from the Papral and Utra nation seemed somewhat anxious but the cultivator from the Empire was managing to keep his calm, realizing that the man in front of him was in the sixth rank didn't seem to affect him in the slightest.


It was due to that mental tranquility that he was the first to speak and to open the negotiations.


"I've already notified the continent that the Coral archipelago has a rank 6 existence defending it now, I, Gray Fury, have been granted the permission to seal an accord. The Shandal Empire is willing to offer five hundred years of peace and favorable exchanges of resources for the technique used to restrain and put to use rank 5 magical beasts."


His words were spoken proudly, he seemed completely sure that his offer would be accepted.


Chasing Demon acted as if he didn't speak and simply continued to drink his wine as he stared at a vague point in the distance.


"I've also notified the Council and been granted permission to represent the Papral nation in this negotiation. The Council is willing to reinstate the Chasing Demon sect as an orthodox sect and help it in its control over the archipelago. All your benefits can be further discussed once the exact value of the archipelago is decided."


The woman from the Papral nation spoke, she had long brown hair and shining green eyes, she didn't look more than forty years old since not even a wrinkle could be seen in her beautiful face.


"Anthea, you were only a mortal when the demon sects were chased out of the continent, don't speak about things that you can't understand."


Chasing Demon answered the woman from the Papral nation without looking at her, his stance clearly expressed that he wasn't interested in her offer.


It was then time for the heroic cultivator from the Utra nation to make her proposal.


"I'm Lady Edna, the Elbas family congratulates the Chasing Demon for reaching the sixth rank and hopes to seal a deal that can benefit both organizations. The Royal dynasty is willing to recognize the Coral archipelago as an independent nation as long as the stream of resources for the researches of the Royal academy isn't interrupted."


Lady Edna spoke slowly, there seemed to be something bothering her mind but she ultimately chose to leave that matter for later.


She was the heroic cultivator that had helped Thaddeus and Cecil in opening Eccentric Thunder's Inheritance ground, she had the usual golden hair of the Elbas bloodline and green eyes, her position in the Royal family was also quite high.


The offers of the three big nations of the continent had been presented, it was up to Chasing Demon now to speak.


Chasing Demon moved his gaze on the table, his eyes lingered on the almost empty cup in his hand for a while before he decided himself to speak.


"You can stop pretending, we all know that you won't pursue a full offensive on the archipelago, you simply fear each other too much."


Unsightly expressions appeared on the representatives of the continent when they heard his words.


"The Empire alone is enough to deplete all your reserves of energy and reclaim the archipelago under its banner."


Gray Fury complained when he felt the honor of his country being attacked.


"Yes, but doing that will pave the path for a collaboration between the other two big nations. Your three areas of influence are bound to clash at some point, are you really sure that your country wants to be weakened so much before that?"


As he said those words, Chasing Demon raised his eyes and stared at Gray Fury who had lowered his head to hide his expression in front of that mighty existence.


A tense atmosphere was created as soon as the patriarch of the Chasing demon sect decided to express his thoughts.
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                        Chasing Demon's words were on point.


It was clear that the copying technique was extremely powerful but that it also expended large quantities of Credits or other items containing Breath to work.


Reproducing the might of a rank 5 magical beasts wasn't a cheap task, it was clear that the reserves of the underground organizations would be drained in a prolonged war.


Yet, as long as those reserves existed, the Coral archipelago was virtually unbreachable.


Also, the only way to deplete those reserves was to force the activation of the copying technique, meaning that the armies from the continent would have to fight a seemingly endless tide of magical beasts in the meantime.


The underground organizations wouldn't have a chance to defend the islands for much time if the three big countries decided to keep working together but the archipelago wasn't exactly their main focus.


The situation on the continent was tense, the Empire continued to expand while the Papral and Utra nation did their best to secure the borders of their areas of influence, a battle between them was bound to happen at some point and the trigger for that war might as well be the losses suffered while they fought against the beasts created with the copying technique.


After all, the Coral archipelago wasn't as valuable as the entirety of a big nation, the resources accumulated in thousands of years during their domain were simply too many to be neglected.


Conquering the archipelago wasn't worth exposing a flaw in their defense, the generous offers from before were just a way to quickly stop the battles and save as many assets as possible without losing the connection with the islands.


Yet, Chasing Demon knew the power of the underground organizations too well.


Without considering the copying technique, the assets that the continent would have to sacrifice to take the archipelago back would still be too many.


He was a rank 6 existence after all, how many heroic cultivators would die by his hands before the threat of the Hive would be extinguished?


When adding the other heroic assets and the copying technique, the war for the archipelago became simply not worth its cost in the eyes of the three big nations of the continent.


"What does Chasing Demon propose as a solution then?"


Gray Fury asked, he was representing the strongest nation in the continent, his status didn't allow him to appear weak in front of the other envoys.


"Leave. Get out and don't come back."


Chasing Demon's words resounded in the silence of the underground area, it took a while for the heroic cultivators from the continent to fully accept the meaning behind his words.


Angry and irritated expressions appeared on their faces but they didn't dare to be disrespectful in front of him, even their joint power wouldn't be able to stop the offensive of a rank 6 existence.


"C-could you explain yourself better?"


It took all of Anthea's concentration to suppress her anger and speak politely, that wasn't the right time to let her emotions take over her.


Chasing Demon seemed not to care at all about the situation, it was as if he was playing a game where he had nothing to lose.


He took his time, a jug appeared which floated in the air and autonomously filled the cup in his hands.


Then he took a few sips before putting the jug away and finally deign his guests of an answer.


"You have two choices."


He stretched the index and middle finger of his hand to give more importance to his words.


"You can abandon the archipelago. I can guarantee that all the cultivators belonging to your countries will be able to safely leave the internal islands, I will keep some of the resources in those islands of course and even become your trading partner for the exchange of valuable resources. Yet, the Coral archipelago would become an independent nation ruled by the Hive from that moment on."


Chasing Demon lowered one of his fingers, leaving only his index stretched in front of the other heroic cultivators.


"Or we can keep fighting. The war will continue until one of you betrays the others and starts a battle on the continent. You will then put a hold on the campaign on the islands and focus on the continent to stabilize the situation there, leaving the control of the archipelago still in my hands."


He lowered his index when he finished explaining those options, then, he stretched his hand in a welcoming gesture before speaking again.


"The choice is yours, I know that the Hive will keep the archipelago either way, it's just a matter of how many resources will be wasted at this point."


His speech ended, leaving the three heroic cultivators from the continent speechless.


The choices that Chasing Demon had given them were simply outside of what they could decide, they had to contact the continent before answering.


Chasing Demon was aware of that, he waved his hand as a sign that they could go and contact their superiors, he kept drinking his wine as his guests stood up and went in separate areas to use their communication methods.


Chasing Demon knew that as soon as one big nation decided to abandon the archipelago, the other two would be forced to follow its example.


After all, they couldn't endure the expenses of a war while one of their enemies continued to grow, they couldn't expose such a fatal flaw.


It took almost an entire day before the meeting ended.


Noah and the other cultivators on what had been the battlefields were silently waiting for the orders of their heroic assets.


The soldiers from the continent didn't dare to go back on their ships, they warily waited on the shore, hoping to never see those giant tentacles again.


Then, Chasing Demon with the three envoys appeared in the air at the center of the archipelago.


"All the citizens of the Empire must pack their things and near the peripheral islands, the Shandal Empire is officially abandoning any claim over the archipelago."


"Cultivators of the Papral nation, leave for the peripheral islands, you are going home."


"The section of the Royal academy on the Coral archipelago will be dismantled today. Gather all the valuable researches and materials and go on the peripheral islands, you have been relocated."


The words spoken by the three heroic cultivators from the continent resounded throughout the entirety of the archipelago.


What could be heard after them were the cheers of the cultivators belonging to the underground organizations.
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                        Noah stood up as the cheers of the cultivators of the Hive filled the archipelago.


The war was over, the continent was retrieving its assets from the islands, there was nothing else to do.


'I guess fighting a technique that can copy rank 5 magical beasts and rank 6 existence is too much even for the continent. Well, things would be different if the continent had a united front.'


Noah could understand the frail balance between the three big nations of the continent, he had traveled a lot after all, it wasn't hard to guess the complications that would occur once the continent decided to press on with its invasion.


His gaze went on the sky, where Chasing Demon stood proudly behind the three heroic cultivators that were overseeing their respective factions.


Then, Lady Edna moved her gaze away from the ground and turned to face Chasing Demon.


Chasing Demon was slightly surprised by her behavior, they had already reached an agreement concerning the trades of resources and other areas, he didn't think that there would be other aspects to discuss.


"Mighty Chasing Demon, the Elbas family would like to discuss something else in private."


Lady Edna bowed politely as she issued that request, Chasing Demon simply waved his hand to isolate the area with his Breath, the other two heroic cultivators at a short distance weren't able to hear nor sense anything even though they could clearly see them.


Lady Edna decided to speak since Chasing Demon didn't seem willing to do so.


"You must know that a criminal of the Utra nation is among the ranks of your sect. The Royal dynasty is willing to pay a hefty sum and promise a long-lasting peaceful relationship as long as this individual is handed to them."


It wasn't hard to understand the identity behind the criminal that she had spoken of, Noah was quite famous after all.


Fear!


Lady Edna had just finished speaking but she suddenly felt a wave of fear enveloping her body.


She hadn't felt in that way since she reached the fifth rank of the dantian, there weren't many beings in the world able to able to threaten her, especially considering her position as part of the Royal family.


She raised her head only to see a pair of red eyes fixed on her, the pressure they radiated was so suffocating that she felt the air being drained from her lungs.


"Are you threatening the Demon Prince of my sect?"


Chasing Demon spoke slowly and softly but his words caused tremors in Lady Edna's sphere as they reached her.


She, on the other hand, was completely surprised.


Noah Balvan was only a rank 3 cultivator in her eyes, he was a troublemaker and a cunning individual but she had never valued him that much.


She wouldn't even mind such a small character if he didn't know about the Royal inheritance and the secret army, after all, how could a mighty existence like her bother about a single human cultivator?


Yet, removing Noah was something that had to be done as a form of insurance, he was too reckless and wasn't bound to any rule to be left free to wander carrying valuable secrets.


Lady Edna thought to use the newly sealed agreement to deal with the matter but she had underestimated the importance that Noah had in the Chasing Demon sect and, specifically, to the Chasing Demon.


He was the reason behind that war, the reason behind the victory of the underground organizations, how could Lady Edna know that everything had started when he retrieved the Inheritance?


Also, Chasing Demon would at least hear the price that the Royals were willing to offer under normal circumstances.


However, the Inheritance belonged to Divine Demon, his divine master.


Chasing Demon had been able to hear his master's pointers again thanks to Noah, which was something that he valued immensely, and Noah had also received his praises.


The acknowledgment of his master meant too much in his mind, that was the reason why he had immediately shown his irritation at Lady Edna's request.


"Forgive me for my impudence, I'll immediately take my leave!"


Lady Edna bowed when she understood that she had made a mistake, Chasing Demon maintained his pressure for a while before retracting it and dispersing the Breath that surrounded the two of them.


Lady Edna breathed roughly as she bowed again and left in the direction of her faction, she wanted to go back to the continent as soon as possible!


The other two heroic cultivators had been a bit suspicious when the barrier of Breath had been deployed but they heaved sighs of relief when they saw the poor state in which Lady Edna left, they were sure that the secret negotiation had failed.


Chasing Demon remained in the air, his gaze went on the ground toward one particular cultivator that was looking in his direction.


Noah saw that his patriarch seemed to look in his direction but he couldn't be sure due to the long distance, he also didn't feel any kind of pressure coming from it.


'His feet can barely leave the ground but he still keeps his eyes on the sky.'


A smirk appeared on Chasing Demon's face as he thought about Noah.


Even after such a battle, he was still observing the beings in the heroic ranks instead of resting, there seemed to be nothing more interesting in his mind.


Chasing Demon then moved his gaze, he knew that it would take a while for the underground organizations to return to their previous heights but the survivors to those battles would become the foundation from which new generations of strong cultivators will grow.


The Hive now had a vast assortment of cultivation techniques, nourishing methods, and spells.


Valuable resources were bound to reach the archipelago due to the monopoly that the Hive had over specific resources, the agreements previously reached with the other heroic cultivators ensured that the Coral archipelago would benefit from each trade.


The heroic assets had also been untouched, limiting the losses to the cultivators in the human ranks.


The copying technique had to be laid even in the internal islands but the perimeter of the archipelago was secured, Chasing Demon had all the time needed to complete its defensive measures.


All in all, the Coral archipelago was bound to see its power grow now that it was an independent nation, it simply needed time to solidify its foundation.



						




                    


                
				
                    448. Mansion

					
					

                    
                        It was only a matter of days before the legal forces of the archipelago completely abandoned the islands, carrying their belongings and part of their resources with them.


The reinforcements from the continent had suffered many losses, the ships on the peripheral islands that had survived the attacks of the rank 5 creature were enough to carry all the cultivators to their respective nations.


As a place mostly filled by cultivators, the archipelago had many rank 1 cultivators who had been born on those islands and didn't join any organization during their lives, they remained in their birthplace since the ships from the continent didn't have enough room for them.


The underground organizations gladly took them in, what they needed the most other than time was to refill their human assets, they couldn't waste all those citizens now that they could rule out in the open.


A long meeting also happened between the heroic cultivators of the various branches of the Hive, there was the need to choose a political system that satisfied all the organizations left in the archipelago, or that could at least appease the strongest ones.


In the end, it was agreed to set up something that used features of both Papral nation and Utra nation.


The Chasing Demon sect would be the overall ruler of the Coral archipelago, the other organization couldn't even begin to argue on that point since the sect had a rank 6 existence at its disposal and the control over the copying technique.


Also, the sect had been the one to start the war and to lead the Hive to victory, it had even used the contents of the Inheritance retrieved by Noah to limit the casualties.


The victory was indeed its merit, the other organizations simply couldn't argue on that point and willingly accepted the Chasing Demon sect as their ruler.


The remaining branches of the Hive were then appointed to certain economic aspects of the archipelago: The stronger organizations obtained the more remunerative jobs while the weaker were left to take care of the hunts in the sea nearby.


The strong would obtain ways to become stronger while the weak could only eat the scraps, that was an iron rule of the world.


Agreements were also sealed to ensure a swift collaboration between the many branches, matters like the defense of the islands and the negotiations with the continent couldn't be handled only by the Chasing Demon sect.


A group formed by the strongest heroic cultivators of each organization was created, its purpose was similar to the Council of the Papral nation, the group had to handle all the problems that concerned the Coral archipelago as a whole.


Also, the organizations wouldn't be considered anymore as separate entities but would unite themselves under the name "Hive", it was just like the Royals who had branches of their family taking care of different matters concerning nation but without a bloodline linking them.


The organizations had different ideals and customs but a united front was stronger than many separate ones, the continent had peacefully negotiated the terms of its loss but that didn't prevent the creation of grudges, the archipelago needed a strong front against such a powerful enemy.


Yet, only time would eventually truly transform those different organizations and fuse them into one, those arrangements were just a way to increase the merging speed.


Everyone seemed busy in those days.


Be it the various dispositions of the Hive after the meeting of the heroic cultivators ended, the laying of the copying technique in the internal island, the creation of better defenses on the peripheral islands, the recruitment and allocation of new cultivators, the creation of a joint merit system with missions and rewards, and the relocation of some important faculties from the hiding spots previously used during the rule of the legal organizations, everyone, no matter its rank, had something to do.


Everyone except Noah.


He had retrieved the Inheritance that had given hope to the underground organizations to conquer the archipelago, shared his gains with his sect, and led the human assets in the harshest battlefields, all of that while being only a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage!


Everywhere he went, cultivators in the human ranks would perform polite bows and respectful smiles, it must be said that his status as Demon Prince hadn't been removed even though the Chasing Demon sect didn't officially exist anymore.


His habitation had been moved again, his lofty status gave him access to the luxurious internal islands were the central powers of the legal organizations had once ruled.


Most of the resources held in those islands had been brought back to the continent when the ships left the archipelago but the relocation of the resources inside the exoskeleton of the Purple corals allowed the construction of a large quarter containing many useful features and that belonged only to him.


Noah had mostly wandered aimlessly in the islands, overseeing the works of the other cultivators as he waited for the construction of his quarters to be over.


Then, when the construction was over, he had simply used the teleportation matrixes to reach island nineteen, where his new habitation was.


He intended to finally go in seclusion and focus on his cultivation, the matters of the war had forced him to focus mostly on improving his battle prowess in the shortest period possible after all, he had just begun the experimentations on the procedures that required more time.


The pressure of the teleportation vanished and Noah found himself on a small purple island where a large mansion could be seen at its center.


The mansion was about a quarter of Balvan mansion but, knowing that it belonged exclusively to him, Noah felt incredibly amazed.


"Do you like it? It initially belonged to a noble of some sort but it has now been renovated and improved to meet your standards, Prince."


A familiar voice entered Noah's ears, those words carried heavy mental waves as they reached for Noah's sea of consciousness.


However, they were unable to affect the walls of his sphere, Noah had improved too much since the first meeting with the leader of the thieves' faction.


Bruce had waited for him at the exit of the teleportation matrix, a wide smile was on his face as he performed a bow.



						




                    


                
				
                    449. Seclusion

					
					

                    
                        Noah was aware of many small details concerning the cultivators under him, especially those from the Chasing Demon sect, he was the Demon Prince after all.


Bruce had given up to reaching the heroic ranks when he discovered that Sarah would probably be unable to keep cultivating, he didn't want to see the woman he loved die of old age as he strived for power.


Yet, a solution to her condition had appeared when Noah divided the potions retrieved in the Inheritance with the sect.


Divine Demon had left resources till the fifth rank, fixing the dantian of a rank 3 cultivator was easy once gained access to one of those powerful drugs.


The drugs were, of course, purchasable only through merit points, the underground organizations were at war, the sect had to spur its cultivators to accumulate battle merits to obtain them.


Bruce didn't let go of that chance, he wanted to heal Sarah and he also didn't want to give up to the heroic ranks, he fought like a madman in the first line of defense against the Papral nation and successfully accumulated enough merit points to purchase a rank 4 curative drug.


In the end, Sarah was healed and they could continue their cultivation journey together.


That outcome left Bruce with a deep feeling of gratitude toward Noah, he didn't hesitate to apply for the position of guard of island nineteen when he became aware that Noah was being stationed there, he felt the need to repay him in some way.


Noah was aware that Bruce was now part of his personal guards, there were some small buildings all around the mansion where the guards could cultivate and rest so they wouldn't need to live where Noah was.


"Show me around."


Noah nodded as he said that, he didn't understand the need for guards when the copying formation protected the archipelago but he guessed that those kinds of traditions were hard to forget.


Bruce wasn't exactly polite and well-mannered but he smiled for the whole tour as he accompanied Noah inside his quarters.


The mansion featured a large garden that surrounded the entirety of the central building, precious fruits and flowers could be seen growing there, their scent was useful to appease the mind of a cultivator.


The central building featured many rooms with different purposes: There was a reinforced room where Noah could continue his experiments, one with a high density of Breath, one that radiated a pressure useful to train the mental sphere, and many others.


Noah couldn't find anything wrong with the internal layout of the mansion, there seemed to be an area useful for each of his needs.


A series of rank 1 cultivators could also be seen in certain areas working as servants.


They were the citizens of the archipelago who didn't join any faction before the war and who had now been enrolled as outer disciples by the Hive.


Everything seemed so perfect that Noah felt eager to seclude himself as soon as he entered the mansion.


He had still too much of the Inheritance to assimilate and he had many doubts about which path he will take after the human ranks, the deductions concerning cultivation techniques and body-nourishing methods took a long time and were unable to give immediate results.


Also, his centers of power needed to improve, especially his dantian which was still in the gaseous stage.


A notebook appeared in his hands, Noah sent a series of messages toward Roy and whoever was put in charge of the inventory after the underground organizations were fused.


His request was simple, he needed pieces of Breath blessing to experiment with, he hadn't given up to the idea of creating a cultivation technique by forging an item.


'I need some kind of inspiration before attempting to create a nourishing method, I can't just blindly deduce, I would be just wasting mental energy in that way. My focus right now must be on my centers of power and my cultivation technique, I know that I'm on the right path.'


Noah had analyzed his capabilities in depth before choosing to experiment with the Breath blessings, he was almost certain that he would be able to create a cultivation technique with enough experimentation.


As for his body, he would just wait until his mind reached the fourth rank, it would be useless to spend time and mental energy in deducing from nothing.


Having a mind in the heroic ranks would also give him some insurance in forging items in the fourth rank, Ivor had managed to do it while being a human cultivator but he wasn't sure that he could do the same.


It had to be said that such an item would require even some sort of testing, meaning that there was the possibility that he had to forge more of them.


Then, there was the issue with the restraint that the body applied to the growth of the dantian.


Noah's body had been stuck at the lower tier of the fourth rank, it was able to contain a dantian in the liquid stage of the third rank and even in the solid stage but some sort of limitations were bound to appear through the last part of his journey in the human ranks.


"I'll enter a long period of seclusion, I won't come out for social events or anything similar, make sure to disturb me only if it's something that you can't handle by yourself."


Noah gave those orders before entering in the area with a high density of Breath and sealing the door behind him, Bruce simply nodded in approval when he heard that.


The matters of the Coral archipelago spread through the entirety of the continent, it didn't happen often that a nation was able to escape the control of the three big nations and claim its independence.


Those events clearly showed that the three big nations had a fatal weakness: Themselves!


The continent was too big while they were too weak, they couldn't maintain control over all the nations in their areas of influence with the threat of the other big nations.


The period of peace that had filled the continent until that moment was broken, many conquered or sieged countries decided to rebel themselves and attempt to claim independence just as the Coral archipelago did.


Meanwhile, the newly born nation belonging to the Hive grew far away from the struggles of the mainland, making the best out of the years of peace that followed the conquest of the islands.



						




                    


                
				
                    450. Four years

					
					

                    
                        Years passed in which the Coral archipelago developed at a high speed.


The biggest issue in the cultivation journey was the lack of resources and the Hive had now the merged inventory of all its branches at its disposal, spells, nourishing methods, and cultivation techniques were more than abundant.


That, coupled with a relatively lax merit system, allowed the newly enrolled cultivators and the previous members of the underground organizations to improve at a high speed, there were enough missions to satisfy the demand of merit points of the small population left on the archipelago.


The number of cultivators couldn't grow in such a short period but their quality increased sharply, even heroic cultivators saw their power grow thanks to the resources retrieved in the Inheritance.


Noah had never exited his quarters during that period of development.


The position of Demon Prince wasn't linked to any specific task, it became more similar to an honorable status after the underground organizations merged, leaving Noah free from any duty but able to ask for every kind of resource from the inventory.


His mansion featured training areas specific for each center of power and he didn't lack resources, it was impossible for his power to remain the same in that prolonged period of seclusion.


Four years had to pass before he felt forced to come out of his mansion, there was an issue that couldn't be solved by Roy or anyone else handling the human matters.


The issue didn't concern his cultivation, the training of his centers of power had never been so smooth.


In those four years, his sea of consciousness had neared the peak of the third rank, Noah guessed that it wouldn't take much before he underwent the Earth Tribulation.


After all, Noah had become a rank 3 mage when he was only twenty-three, it wasn't a surprise that he managed to near the fourth rank now that he was thirty-two.


Noah had never slacked off, his relentless training allowed him to shorten the amount of time needed to reach the breakthroughs and the backing of the Hive further benefitted him, that training speed was definitely expected.


His dantian had also improved.


Noah was using a rank 4 cultivation technique to cultivate and an area that would be envied even by the wealthiest rank 3 cultivators, his dantian easily entered the liquid stage during his seclusion.


Yet, it was at that point that the issue appeared.


Noah didn't want to use the rank 4 cultivation technique to cultivate until the peak of the third rank, he wanted to avoid using it even in the solid stage.


That's why he dedicated a lot of time of his seclusion to the deduction of his cultivation technique.


He had a general idea about how it was supposed to work but the task seemed far harder than what he had predicted.


It wasn't that he didn't achieve some initial success, he had managed to modify pieces of Breath blessing to make them attract only Breath of the darkness element and he had even been able to add a suction force through his will.


However, the quantity of Breath blessing lost in the process was enormous, the mineral obtained from the Royal family was long gone and he had relied on his sect to have a constant stream of that resource for his experiments.


Also, as his successes increased, he had attempted to raise the level of the modified pieces of Breath blessing by increasing the mass of the mineral that he was going to condense, he needed for the item to be in the fourth rank after all.


That led to an even higher expenditure of resources which ultimately couldn't be supported anymore by the sect alone and needed the collaboration of the entirety of the Hive.


Of course, Noah didn't immediately attempt to forge an item in the heroic ranks by using Breath blessing, he had first experimented with the Demonic swords since he was more practiced with their blueprints.


Yet, even with his improved centers of power and the precious resources from both his ring and the inventory, his creations weren't able to overcome the human ranks.


He had created another pair of Demonic swords which were nearing the peak of the third rank but that was his limit, nothing he did seemed to push their level higher.


At that point, he had simply resumed with his forging of the Breath blessings since they had a clearer path to the heroic ranks in his opinion, they simply needed more mass to be compressed.


Noah exited his quarters and appeared in the garden that surrounded his mansion, Bruce had obviously been notified by him and was waiting for his arrival outside the garden.


Bruce was slightly surprised when he saw Noah for the first time after the events during the war.


Noah was over thirty years old but his appearance was still the same youthful one, his features didn't change at all during his seclusion.


That meant that his level had improved so fast that his lifespan wasn't affected, cultivators would simply stop aging if they constantly improved.


The only thing that changed was his hair which now reached the ground, Noah didn't bother to cut it during his seclusion.


Yet, Bruce's surprise wasn't caused by his appearance but by the aura that surrounded him.


Mages would radiate a peculiar aura as the level of their mind increased, their thoughts carried power after all, the world around them was bound to be affected by their mental state.


Noah wasn't an exception, he radiated a cold aura that matched his aloof personality but it seemed that some kind of sharpness had been added to it.


After sensing that aura, Bruce knew that Noah's mind had reached his level.


'I've halted my cultivation to wait for Sarah to catch up with my level but this is simply unreal.'


Those were Bruce's thoughts as he tried to probe Noah's level, his heavy mental waves weren't able to pass the sharp halo that surrounded the youthful man in front of him.


"Set a meeting with Elder Iris, I have some matters that I need to discuss with an elder."


Bruce nodded when he heard Noah's orders but an awkward smile appeared on his face as he took an inscribed notebook from his space-ring.


"Prince, I think you want to dress up a bit before that."


It was only after Bruce spoke that Noah realized the ragged state in which his clothes were, he was basically naked with only a few pieces of burned pants still on his waist.



						




                    


                
				
                    451. Last step

					
					

                    
                        During his seclusion, Noah had experimented a lot.


The failures with his forgings sometime exploded, ruining Noah's robe in the process.


Noah didn't care about his ragged clothes while he was in seclusion, his mind was completely focused on his training but, now that he had to meet an elder, he had to appear somewhat presentable.


He was the Demon Prince after all, he couldn't reappear after four years in that poor aspect.


"I think I'll call an outer disciple before going out."


Noah said as he sighed under Bruce's approving gaze.


The servants inside Noah's mansion quickly took care of his aspect.


They prepared a hot bath filled with many delicate perfumes to remove four years of accumulated sweat and dirt.


Then, they cut his hair a bit and combed them in a seemingly noble manner, it was pointless to say how bored Noah was through the whole process.


A luxurious robe had also been prepared, it was black and tight just like Noah liked but faint tentacles of a purple color were draped around its sleeves, giving those clothes some aristocratic feeling.


The rank 5 magical beast that had appeared during the war became some sort of worshipped creature in the eyes of the weaker cultivators of the archipelago, many symbols and clothes featuring its images could be seen everywhere in the islands.


'Peace surely make the weaklings lose focus, if only they knew that this creature is being held captive somewhere under the exoskeleton…'


Noah sighed internally as he noticed how the archipelago had changed during his seclusion, he guessed that the low-level cultivators were unaware of the reasons behind the victory of the underground organizations.


However, none of that concerned Noah.


He quickly went for a teleportation matrix after his beauty treatment was completed, the servants and the other guards that saw him walk toward the shore of his small island wore respectful expressions as they bowed at his passage.


The light of the teleportation engulfed his figure and the scenery in front of his eyes changed, the sky was replaced by a familiar purple ceiling.


He was back inside the exoskeleton, where the headquarters of the Chasing Demon sect once were.


The heroic cultivators of the Hive rarely cultivated on the surface, the Breath they needed to advance was found inside the matter of the world and carried the laws that Heaven and Earth had set for its functioning, they couldn't risk destroying the islands that they had conquered after many struggles.


Noah went back inside the exoskeleton precisely to meet a heroic cultivator, namely Elder Iris.


She had handled the human matters of the Chasing Demon sect before and was still doing the same now that all the organizations named themselves as Hive.


Her habitation was also the same, Noah had no trouble going back to the underground cave, hidden under the purple terrain.


"Demon Prince, I wonder what is the reasons behind the request of this meeting."


Elder Iris was seated, as usual, at the center of the cave as she spoke without opening her eyes.


Noah couldn't help but notice that her power seemed to have increased but he wasn't sure by how much, what he felt was mostly a sensation after all.


"I need even more Breath blessings, my last requests had been ignored so I decided to ask for them personally."


Noah went right to the point.


He had obtained good results with his experimentations, he could have already created a rank 3 cultivation technique if he wanted.


Yet, he would rather wait until his technique reached the fourth rank before starting to cultivate with it, his current training method was in the fourth rank after all, Noah wouldn't ever purposely slow his cultivation speed.


However, he could only attempt to condense more mass as he tried to push the rank of his cultivation technique upward, meaning that every failure would waste enormous quantities of Breath blessings.


"Your expenses already match those of some heroic cultivators, Prince. Please understand that we can't slow the growth of the archipelago because of a single human cultivator."


Noah snorted seeing that Elder Iris had no intention of accepting his requests.


"Hmph, I've also helped more than any heroic cultivator, the archipelago wouldn't be in this state if it wasn't for me."


Noah spoke, he wasn't going to give up now that he was so close.


Elder Iris opened her eyes and stared Noah, she heaved a loud sigh when she looked at his determined expression.


"Prince, you are going to experience your Earth tribulation soon, which is an absurd feat for someone of your age. Are you sure you aren't pushing yourself too much? Creating a cultivation technique takes time, even Chasing Demon was able to do it only after he reached the fifth rank."


Elder Iris was aware of many of Noah's capabilities.


She was a heroic cultivator, her eyes could see right through his centers of power and she could understand what Noah was attempting to create.


Her words made Noah go silent, there was some truth behind them.


"I don't know the specifics behind what you are trying to do but you must remember that the straight path isn't always the shortest one. Maybe the path that you've chosen is wrong and it has a fatal flaw that you are still unable to see, or maybe you lack the experience needed to take a step forward. Remember that there is always a limit to how much one can improve in seclusion."


She spoke again, her pointers were spoken honestly, she seemed to really care about Noah's growth.


Noah stood silently as he reviewed Elder Iris' words.


He knew that she was right, there seemed to be something that he couldn't do no matter how much he deduced or experimented.


That was the forging of an item in the heroic ranks.


'Ivor managed to forge it while being a human cultivator, his love was so strong that he even forgot about cultivation to focus on the Elemental forging method.'


He lowered his head as he continued to think about the matter.


'I'm different. My will carries my ambition which is strictly linked with my centers of power. I can't sacrifice one thing just to obtain another. Maybe, that's what I'm lacking.'


His cultivation technique would enter the perfection phase once he managed to push his creations in the heroic ranks but there seemed to be something stopping him from taking that last step.


"I wish to see the missions available right now."


Noah spoke and his words surprised Elder Iris.



						




                    


                
				
                    452. Efrana

					
					

                    
                        Noah was sure of one thing: A strong will could only be born and shaped through hardships!


The will of a cultivator was the most important ingredient in the Elemental forging method which meant that Noah's will was weaker than Ivor's.


He could accept that, Ivor had been willing to throw away his life in exchange for a way to reclaim his lover while Noah wasn't willing to go that far.


He would do anything for power but he wasn't willing to sacrifice his life for it, power was useless if he wasn't alive after all.


'I can either wait for my mind to reach the fourth rank or actively seek more experience. Well, I can do both of them at the same time.'


Those were his thoughts when he asked Elder Iris for the available missions.


Gathering experience and merit point would benefit both him and the Hive, that seemed the best options since he didn't seem to be able to improve his training speed more than that.


It didn't take much for Elder Iris to complete her task, she quickly gathered information through her methods and handed a small shining orb to Noah.


Noah took it and inspected its contents with his mental energy, a series of information appeared in his mind which listed all the available missions that the Hive had issued.


The less important ones concerned the hunts on the peripheral islands while the most important ones mostly implied the continent in some way.


Escorting valuable shipments back and forth from the continent, becoming envoys to set favorable trade connections, infiltrating specific nations to set escape paths for their rebels, the most rewarding missions were also the most dangerous ones of course.


It was at that point that Noah noticed a familiar name that he had stopped thinking of for a long time.


'Creating a tribe in Efrana nation to use as a foothold on the continent… Is this a coincidence?'


Efrana nation had been Noah's target after he escaped from the Utra nation.


Then, the matter with Odrea nation forced him to travel to the Coral archipelago where he joined the Chasing Demon sect and ultimately fought with it for the independence of the islands.


He was just a lone rank 2 cultivator back then and he only wanted a safe place where to cultivate, he felt somewhat strange when he realized that he wanted to abandon what he had searched for such a long time.


'To think that peace might be the very reason why I'm unable to take this last step… I guess I won't have anyone else to blame for my troubles this time.'


Noah sighed internally when he thought about those matters.


The truth was that he wasn't willing to sacrifice his life to obtain a stronger will but he was more than willing to risk it for that.


If peace weakened him, he would simply run away from it.


If hardships were the method to become stronger, he would simply jump toward them.


"I wish to join the mission in Efrana nation, I believe there is no one more fit than me to lead the creation of a tribe."


Noah spoke as he handed the shining orb back to Elder Iris, she, on the other hand, seemed quite conflicted about his request.


"We can't protect you on the continent, not as well as here at least."


She gave voice to her complaints as she stored the orb back in her ring.


"The nobles of the Utra nation would be the strongest cultivators of the continent if power could be born in a prison. Instead, a nation constantly at war takes two big nations to be contained. Protection might be what is slowing me down."


Noah answered her, he uncaringly spoke about putting himself in danger on purpose.


Noah knew that he would become strong even if he decided to stay in the archipelago.


However, he was attempting to create his own path, something that even heroic cultivators found difficult.


He couldn't take the safe path when attempting to do something that difficult, he needed to further forge his will under the hardships that the world put on his way.


It was when she realized how determined Noah was on pursuing that path that Elder Iris gave up on making him change idea.


"I'll arrange everything then. Remember, the main focus of the mission is to create a stable foothold and not to join the battles on that front. This is a long-term plan that would eventually lead us back to the Papral nation but we can't hurry these kinds of things too much, we must look quite harmless or the agreements reached when we won the war won't offer much protection. One elder will oversee your group, it will be your connection with the archipelago so you won't lack your usual stream of resources."


"What about my mansion?"


Noah asked after listening to Elder Iris' arrangements.


"We can handle its transport or you can do the same if you have enough space in your storage device. It was built for you after all, you can do whatever you like with it."


Noah nodded, he wasn't willing to abandon such a good training area because of his reckless intentions.


He then left Elder Iris to her matters, she had to organize the group and to choose an elder for the mission, Noah thought that it was better to leave her alone at that point.


A few days had to pass before he was contacted, the group had been formed and the elder appointed to oversee the mission was a heroic cultivator that belonged to the branch of the Hive once called "Resistance".


Apparently, he had volunteered when he heard that an elder was being sent to the continent.


The members of the Resistance had ties with the Shandal Empire, this elder wanted to use the mission to recruit more rebels and send them to the archipelago.


Of course, Noah knew about that only because his status was quite peculiar and it could be said that he agreed with that behavior.


The Coral archipelago had become the perfect land where lone cultivators, criminals, and rebels could escape, the only problem was that it was hard to reach, especially in secret.


Setting specific transport areas for those kinds of cultivators would be beneficial for the human assets of the Hive, the idea of the elder was quickly accepted and authorized by the central power of the archipelago.


Like that, a group of less than a hundred cultivators sailed from the peripheral islands of the archipelago, their destination was the continent!



						




                    


                
				
                    453. Expedition

					
					

                    
                        A ship silently moved on the sea between the archipelago and the continent.


The ship was an inscribed item, the formations on its surface offered protection and even some kind of hiding since an eerie fog surrounded its shape.


Noah and his group sat silently on the main deck, they weren't exactly hiding but it was better to reach the continent unnoticed.


Rebellions and claims of independence were happening everywhere on the continent and the three big nations were having a rough time suppressing all those countries unwilling to remain under their areas of influence.


The cause behind those events was the conquest of the Coral archipelago, it was safe to assume that the forces of the three big nations would be more than willing to attack a ship belonging to the Hive.


Of course, that should be prevented by the agreements negotiated four years before but there were many ways to cover the identity of the assailants, one of those was to leave no survivors.


That's why the troops of the Hive would rather stay silent during their voyage and leave the protection of the ship to the elder overseeing them.


Their destination was the border between the area of influence of the Shandal Empire and that of the Papral nation, right next to the mystical fog that divided them.


Noah had access to the records of the Hive, the information about the fog was something that he had studied while he waited for Elder Iris to form the group for the mission.


According to the records, the mystical fog on the border of the area of influence of the Papral nation was a danger zone that seemed to be artificially created by some powerful being in the past.


Yet, just like the mountain range on the border of the area of influence of the Utra nation, it had an area where cultivators in the human ranks could safely cross it.


The mountain range had the city of Slyfall while the mystical fog had the Efrana nation.


No one knew if those two areas were left open for some reason but they eventually became the only connection between the areas of influence of two big nations.


One of them became a corrupted city where everyone could be bribed while the other became a battlefield where mercenary set up tribes in order to prosper.


The ship took a bit more than two months to reach the shores of the continent, the fog around it seemed to match the mystical one that had appeared on the border and that divided the continent into two different areas.


The small gray cloud around the ship fused with the danger zone when it reached the sandy coast, allowing for Noah and his group to jump on the ground completely unnoticed.


The ship then disappeared behind them, the elder hiding in the air had stored it inside his space-ring.


Noah gestured to the group to move, they were going to reach Efrana nation on foot.


The gray fog on their left seemed to affect their senses, it was able to make anyone in the human ranks lost their orientation.


However, the elder in the air would promptly send indications to Noah to make him adjust the direction in which he was marching, it was impossible to take the wrong path with a heroic cultivator guiding his steps.


The group moved quite fast, there were at least seventy rank 2 cultivators and about twenty in the third rank but each one of them had a rank 4 body, eliminating the need to rest at short intervals.


Their march was virtually uneventful, they were on the borders of a danger zone after all, magical beasts and humans would avoid that area.


It took a few months and a relatively tiring journey but the group successfully managed to reach the center of the continent without encountering any danger.


It must be said that Noah was so used to that kind of travel that he could observe the Kesier rune as he walked, it was enough to use Heilong senses to keep track of where he was going.


That behavior earned even more the respect of the members of his group, some of them had only heard stories about the Demon Prince of the Chasing Demon sect but almost everyone had heard the rumor that he was the one to retrieve Divine Demon's inheritance.


No official news had been released about the matter but everyone was quite sure about that fact, it wouldn't be possible to explain all the privileges that Noah had otherwise.


Noah, on the other hand, didn't care about the respect of those around him, his mind was only focused on the hindrances that stood in front of his path to power.


His Earth Tribulation drew closer with each passing day, his sea of consciousness continuously enlarged due to the liquid Breath inside his mind, adding the Kesier rune to his training was just a way to further hasten the breakthrough at that point.


"Proceed east for about an hour and you will enter its borders."


Noah listened to the mental message through his inscribed notebook and gestured to the group to follow him in the pointed direction.


The group followed Noah's orders and, in a bit more than an hour, the gray fog around them dispersed, allowing them to see the environment of their destination.


It seemed a wasteland, grass grew sparsely on the red ground which had dark shades.


No matter how much Noah looked at it, he couldn't help but find similarities with the color of the terrain and that of the human blood.


'This should be a phenomenon similar to that of Arolyac forest, the blood of powerful beings has tainted the terrain, forever changing its color. It should be different though, Arolyac forest became red due to the death of a powerful magical beast but here the color changed due to the death of many human cultivators. This truly is a war zone.'


Noah thought as he moved his gaze in the distance.


A series of small mountains could be seen on the horizon but, apart from some small tree, he couldn't see any trace of life.


The Efrana nation appeared almost completely barren at first sight.
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                        The environment changed a bit as Noah's group entered its borders, leaving the mystical fog behind them.


More trees began to appear, they had barren shapes with sharp branches and they also radiated some kind of threatening aura.


Noah had gathered information about the Efrana nation before joining the mission, he knew that those plants were called Blood trees since their nutrient was the blood inside the terrain.


Every living being in this world fed on Breath, they simply absorbed it from different sources.


Humans absorbed it from the environment while magical beasts could also absorb it from what they ate.


Plants were in the middle, they mostly absorbed it from the terrain or the air but some rare species could also actively seek prey to hunt.


The Blood trees belonged to the first kind, their nourishment came from the terrain and, since the blood absorbed mostly came from cultivators, they developed a strong and sturdy form.


The wood obtained by the Blood trees was a good material for the creation of inscribed weapons but it wasn't that precious, the entirety of the Efrana nation would be pillaged otherwise.


The group from the archipelago could also notice some poor-looking encampments in the distance, they didn't seem to contain powerful cultivators.


"Let's take a look. The strongest tribes should be at the center of the nation so we should be able to easily annex these."


Noah ordered, the general layout of the Efrana nation was clear in his mind.


Creating a foothold in a nation constantly at war wasn't a problem, the issue was in creating a lasting one.


The battles between the Shandal Empire and the Papral nation had a great impact on the tribes living in Efrana, it could be said that only a few of them could manage to remain in a position of power for many years.


That was because both big nations preferred to hire them before going into battle, the mercenaries of the tribes were used as cannon fodder, leading to a high number of casualties.


Also, those few tribes that managed to grow stronger even in such a disadvantageous environment were ultimately annexed by one of the two big nations, simple mercenaries would never refuse that chance and both big nations wouldn't let go of experienced troops.


That behavior led to a constant exchange of the tribes in power, one battle was enough to make those tribes disappear.


The group quickly moved toward the nearest encampment, the situation of the cultivators there wasn't good, there were many wounded with blood tainting their bandages, it seemed as if a battle had recently happened.


"You are late, the Crow-head tribe has already taken all our food and women, only our lives are left but they aren't worth much either."


An elderly man spoke as he saw Noah's group near the encampment.


He was missing an eye and his right arm had been recently cut off from his shoulders, there was still blood flowing out of the small patch that he had used to cover it.


Noah looked around him, there wasn't any woman just as the old man said and most of the cultivators there were wounded.


The strongest cultivators were in the second rank but there were even mortals wearing poor-looking armors in some areas.


"Why did you choose this place to set an encampment? The mystical fog is still quite close, it might reach this place and affect you all."


Noah asked, he couldn't care less about their situation, he was only interested in the safety of that area.


Only then did the old man realize that Noah's group wasn't a mercenary tribe, their robes were intact and their power was incredible, only the tribes at the center of the nation could have that appearance but they had no reason to be in that place.


"W-we had no choice. Most tribes wouldn't venture here, we thought we would be safe."


The old man answered and Noah nodded, that place seemed the area where they would attract less attention.


He waved his hand and a huge mansion appeared behind him, the cultivators of the encampment released surprised cries when they saw the big structure appearing right in front of them.


"Treat their injuries and gather information about the nearby tribes, I'll speak with the elder to set up our defenses."


Noah ordered to the cultivators behind him, they quickly entered the encampment and used their drugs to heal the cultivators in the poorest state.


"Kate, you will start to work on the teleportation matrixes as soon as the defenses are set. Many mercenaries will be willing to join the Hive as soon as the rumor about our presence here spreads, we can't risk being discovered before the defenses are ready."


Kate nodded when Noah spoke to her, she had joined the mission since she was the most experienced human cultivator in the formation field, her role was to create a connection between the Efrana nation and the Coral archipelago.


The cultivators in the encampment were surprised but they accepted the help of the group from the archipelago without opposing any resistance, their condition was so bad that they would cling to any hope.


The Hive needed more cultivator, the war from more than four years ago had reduced the population of the archipelago by a lot.


A new wave of human assets was needed as soon as possible, the Hive couldn't just wait for the citizens to naturally procreate.


That's why many missions aimed to set up teleportation matrixes in specific points of the continent.


There were many neutral nations like Efrana scattered throughout the continent, the Hive intended to create small footholds in each one of them.


The Hive was protected by the agreement reached by Chasing Demon, the three big nations wouldn't decide to destroy those footholds unless some of them were inside their area of influence.


Yet, some form of defense was still needed to scare away cultivators that were secretly under their command, the elder accompanying Noah had such a role.


'It will take a while for Kate to create a link with the archipelago but I can leave the recruitment part to the other captains, there is no reason for me to appear in public.'


The elder was going to take care of the defenses, Kate of the teleportation matrixes, and the captains of the recruitment of more manpower, only time would tell if that foothold would give the expected advantages.


'I guess I can seclude myself for now.'


It was after he was sure that nothing was left uncovered that Noah entered his mansion, something was telling him that his Earth Tribulation would arrive soon.
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                        Time passed slowly in the encampment near the borders of the Efrana nation.


The elder overseeing the situation had used the inscriptions on the ship to create a gray cloud that covered Noah's mansion and some of the tents set up around it, it seemed as if that area was still part of the mystical fog from the distance.


Kate and some of the cultivators that studied formations worked to set up the teleportation matrixes in a room inside Noah's mansion, his quarters already had some sort of defensive measures which made them the safest place where to set a connection with the archipelago.


The other cultivators from the Hive were busy patrolling the area or investigating its surroundings, they had to come in contact with the other tribes and probe their power, the mission of the group was to recruit more manpower after all.


Meanwhile, Noah was in seclusion, focusing on his centers of power.


Leaving the safety of the Coral archipelago had already affected his mental state, Noah knew that he could be targeted for many reasons even with the defenses around him.


The news that an armed envoy had been set on Efrana nation would eventually reach the three big nations which could either decide to act or not.


The independence of the Coral archipelago had ignited many revolts across the continent, the big nations could very well think to attack the cause of the issue rather than its repercussions.


The Utra nation could decide to attack them because of Noah, the Shandal Empire because it was the closest to them, and the Papral nation because of its ties with the Chasing Demon sect, many reasons could justify an assault.


That outcome was unlikely to happen due to the agreements sealed between the big nations and the Hive but that situation was still able to bring Noah back to the mental state that he had when he was just a lone cultivator.


Noah had always been driven by his pure ambition but there was another feeling that forced him to improve: The need to become stronger in order to survive!


The world was dangerous and only strong cultivators could claim to have their fate in their hands, luck couldn't affect those that held inhumane power.


Noah was still at some distance from that goal and the peaceful environment of the archipelago made him train only due to his ambition and not because he needed to.


As soon as he entered his quarters inside Efrana nation, that need returned and his training speed improved.


He had decided to put a hold to the creation of his cultivation technique until he obtained some sort of inspiration concerning the item that he was going to forge, the Breath blessings continued to be sent to him through the elder though.


Teleporting inanimate items was easy, Noah knew that the Hive wouldn't stop providing him with the resources needed for his experiments so he just needed to find the proper place where to store them.


The solution was quickly found, Noah had just to ask the spirit automaton of his space-ring which confirmed that he could store the Breath blessings inside the formation that was once filled by inscribed weapons.


The formation wouldn't slow their aging since they were a different kind of items but the minerals didn't need that feature, Noah wasn't going to keep them there for centuries after all!


What he really needed was to isolate their ability to attract Breath since it could affect the other items inside the ring, that problem had never occurred with his previous piece of mineral since it was too small but the quantity that he had now had started to worry him.


However, all four formations inside the rank 6 ring had that feature so Noah could safely store the blue minerals in the almost empty one.


The matters inside his ring were taken care of and all the cultivators in his group had a specific role to follow, Noah could focus on his centers of power and, in particular, on his mind while everyone was busy with something.


His eyes seemed glued to the fourth Kesier rune during his seclusion, no trace of fear for the incoming Tribulation could be seen on his expression, his gaze only radiated the endless expectations that he had toward the fourth rank of the sea of consciousness.


The Pain Tribulation made him able to fight rank 4 magical beasts and had sharply increased his power, allowing his dantian to grow till the third rank.


Noah expected far more than that from the breakthrough of his mind, his superior battle prowess had always been linked to that center of power after all.


It was during a seemingly normal night that the fourth rune inside his mental sphere neared completion.


Noah abruptly stopped looking at the sheet inside his hands and folded it, there were a few things that he needed to prepare before taking the last step toward the Earth Tribulation.


First of all, Noah drank one of his potions, the walls of his mental sphere were enveloped in a series of dark layers from its insides due to the effects of the drugs.


A battle inside his mind was bound to happen, Noah wanted to take all the precautions needed before approaching it.


Then, he filled his mind with as much refined Breath as possible, a black lake with the form of a saber floated over the sea that was his thoughts.


Noah had already fought with a copy of himself, he knew that everything that expressed his individuality was the key to win in the incoming trial.


At last, he waited for his mental energy to be refilled before unfolding the sheet containing the fourth Kesier rune and looking at it again.


Not even ten minutes had to pass before the walls of his sphere began to tremble, releasing a humming sound in the process.


Noah had already closed his eyes, he suppressed the pain caused by the tremors of his mind and focused on his half-transparent figure that floated at the center of his sphere.


The sea below it churned, a whirlpool formed right below Noah's ethereal figure.


Then, from the crystalline water that was his thoughts, a figure rose in the air which kept its eyes fixed on Noah.


The figure was identical to Noah, its only difference was that it was completely azure like the water that had formed it.


Noah stood up and floated in the space above his sea as he prepared himself to fight but the following events put a stop to his battle intent.


The figure opened its mouth after Noah stood up and an androgynous voice resounded inside his sphere.


"Hello, my child, son of another world."
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                        The androgynous voice resounded inside the mental sphere.


At once Noah knew that Heaven and Earth were aware of his transmigration.


"Don't be surprised, my child. We are the world itself, we were there when you reached us as just a powerless soul, waiting to be dismantled."


The figure made by Noah's sea continued to speak, revealing the secrets behind his birth.


'It keeps referring to itself as "we", does it mean that Heaven and Earth are two different entities? Is it even safe to call them entities? Also, why does it speaks? I've never read about an Earth Tribulation where the copy speaks.'


Noah reviewed the information he knew about the Tribulations when that unusual situation happened.


It must be said that he had studied a lot of records concerning such crucial points of the cultivation journey, the academy and the records of the Hive made him completely prepared for them.


The Pain Tribulation tested the will of a cultivator, the reconstruction of the body was some sort of reward that Heaven and Earth gave to those able to pass it but it was generally considered the easiest one.


The Earth Tribulation tested the mind and its individuality, a cultivator had to be able to surpass its copy to claim the right to continue walking in the cultivation journey.


The Heaven Tribulation tested the entirety of the cultivator, be its strength or defense.


All three of them were an expression of Heaven and Earth's will, they were referred by past cultivators as the limits that the world set for the humans and that only truly exceptional existences could cross those thresholds to fully enter the heroic ranks.


Yet, what interested Noah more than the reason why Heaven and Earth were speaking to him during his Tribulation was another thing.


"Why did I keep my memories?"


Noah asked through his half-transparent figure.


From what he had understood, his soul was meant to be dismantled, possibly meaning that his consciousness was meant to disappear.


However, that didn't happen, leading Noah to keep his memories and his personality, which ultimately made him become a cultivation addict since he was still a kid.


"Because you were empty."


The figure answered before explaining further.


"You had no valuable skills, no valuable knowledge, not even the will to live, there was no reason to dismantle you to create a different soul. You lacked the qualities that a cultivator must have so we simply placed you next to a loving mother in a wealthy family. We didn't expect you to abandon a peaceful life and sacrifice everything for the vain search for power, that was our miscalculation."


After those words, Noah seemed to freeze.


The memories of his childhood surged as if they were an unstoppable tide.


He had always been aware that he had sacrificed Lily to pursue power, or rather, he didn't want to escape with her before he reached a certain level but he simply hadn't been fast enough.


Yet, his situation now seemed to be part of the arrangements of Heaven and Earth.


Rhys wouldn't have paid Lily too much attention if Noah didn't begin to cultivate.


Rhys wouldn't have started beating her if Noah didn't progress faster than his son and daughter.


Rhys wouldn't have killed her if Noah wasn't of the darkness element.


All those events were linked to Noah's cultivation but he had always thought that it was just bad luck to have a father like Rhys, he had no reason to suspect anything else after all!


However, now it appeared that everything was linked to his transmigration and the memories of his first life.


"In our plans, you would have had a happy life as a mortal. You were going to become a counselor, your mother would have accompanied you for half of your life and she would have been able to see your descendants become accepted as true heirs of the Balvan family. Instead, you became an abomination that actively opposes our will and that brings death wherever it passes."


Small spheres made of Noah's mental energy rose from the sea as the figure spoke.


They depicted the events that it was describing, Noah was able to see the life imagined by Heaven and Earth through those images.


He saw his mother's face showing a proud expression as he held a scroll in his hands, Li Neregnes, his old teacher, stood next to him as he patted his shoulder.


Then, he saw his mother again.


She seemed older as she held the hand of a pregnant woman that was going through labor, Noah was in a corner of the room in the image showed by the azure sphere.


Then, there was a funeral.


In the image, Noah cried as he looked at a tomb while a beautiful woman held his hand and two children clung to his robe, the sphere seemed to depict Lily's funeral.


The last one depicted an old Noah wearing a proud smile as he looked toward two women that strongly resembled Lily in their features.


Thomas Balvan was giving them some sort of reward and, according to their expressions, it didn't seem worthless.


More spheres rose from the sea, they depicted Noah's second life and his struggles during his journey.


They floated next to the spheres with the images of the life that Heaven and Earth had planned for him, the contrast between those two lives could make anyone think twice about choosing which path take.


The mental energy expended to create those spheres escaped Noah's control and go on the figure's side, it was clear that those events were part of the Earth Tribulation.


Noah appeared stunned but, in reality, he looked at those images with deep interest.


He wanted to memorize what he had sacrificed to forge his determination before his anger exploded.


When he had enough of that imaginary life, he raised a hand toward the Kesier runes at the center of his sphere.


The runes released a humming sound at his command but the snort from the figure, followed by its loud words, stopped that noise from echoing further.


"I am Earth! I have given birth to the Kesier species before you were even born! Did you really think that they would affect me?"


It was at that point that Noah decided to reclaim control of his mental energy, the anger that he had suppressed to fully listen to Earth's words burst out, making the spheres depicting Noah's lives explode.
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                        Noah didn't care about many things, it could be said that there were only a few things that mattered in his mind.


Cultivation was in the first place, there was nothing that he valued more than his personal power.


Yet, through his life in search of methods to cultivate, he started to care about a few people.


The most important one was his mother, Lily, the woman that had given up on everything just to give him more time to grow, sacrificing herself to free him from the bindings of the Balvan family.


Now, after his conversation with Earth, it seemed as if Lily's suffering and Noah's hardships had been part of Heaven and Earth's arrangements.


Noah's anger exploded, the feelings that he kept sealed as he waited to become strong enough to take his revenge on his father came out at that moment.


Earth had been slowly taking control of Noah's mental energy before but now the entirety of the mental sphere resonated with him.


Heilong's ethereal figure shot toward Earth, its maws opened as it roared toward the azure figure.


"Pointless."


Earth spoke as it stretched a hand toward the head of the beast, Heilong's charge was stopped by that simple gesture!


"I gave birth to every living being of this world, did you think that modifying it a bit would make it escape my control?"


The mental energy that had accumulated on the spheres and that had dispersed back on the sea rose once again and circled the azure figure after it spoke.


Then, it enveloped Heilong, the mental energy under Earth's control began to enter the dragon's body as if trying to seize control over the ethereal form of the beast.


It was at that moment that Noah's will inside Heilong began to fight back, waves of pain reached Noah due to the shared senses with his blood companion as Heaven and Earth's will and his fought inside the dragon.


Second of silence passed inside the sphere as both wills fought without being able to overcome the other.


The figure's brows knitted when it saw that it couldn't take control of the creature, the hand that was holding the dragon arched, stabbing its fingers inside its head and pouring more mental energy inside its form.


What followed that gesture was an explosion.


Heilong's ethereal figure exploded only to reform back at the center of the mental sphere.


Countless cracks could be seen on its body, Noah knew from the pain that he was experiencing that his blood companion's injuries were severe, it would take a while to heal them.


Yet, its sacrifice wasn't in vain, he had now confirmed that his will could be used to fight Earth!


"Such a determination in defying our will, everything you touch seems to become our enemy."


Earth spoke again as it watched the hand that it had used to fend off Heilong.


The azure color radiated from that limb had become softer after part of the mental energy that made the figure was used, it was clear that there was a set limit to its power.


Noah stretched a hand, the refined liquid Breath inside his mind shot toward him and took the shape of two black sabers.


An intense sharpness was radiated by those ethereal weapons, Noah's meaning was completely exuded by their auras.


Earth did the same, part of the remaining mental energy under its control gathered in its hands and took the form of two azure sabers, it was time for a frontal clash!


Noah and Heaven and Earth's wills fought to take control of the sea under their feet but there wasn't a clear winner: Heaven and Earth's will was stronger but Noah decisively detonated the mental energy that started to escape his control every time, leaving no fuel for Earth to use.


Then, Noah flew at high speed in the direction of the azure figure.


Many slashes were launched in less than a second, Noah expressed the complete mastery of the Three Forms of the Ashura as he attacked Earth.


The other, though, didn't show any flaw as it attacked Noah's back using his same martial art.


Black and azure sabers clashed against each other as the series of attacks continued, shockwaves were created after each clash which propagated toward the walls of the mental sphere.


Yet, they were unable to do any damage since the dark protective layers negated any form of attack from reaching the walls.


Noah had prepared himself and was even quite experienced in fights inside the mental sphere, he knew that his mind could suffer severe injuries if he didn't take any precautions.


The light radiated by the azure figure became less intense as more mental energy was expended to match Noah's attacks.


On the other hand, Noah's sabers managed to maintain their glow even after more than fifty exchanges had happened!


It wasn't a difference in the power of their wills, Noah's sabers were formed by Breath under his control, they were more durable than Earth's ones since they weren't made only by mental energy.


Noah pressed in his offensive without a break, Earth was slowly put into a passive position as more of the mental energy under its control was expended.


Then, one of Noah's weapons managed to pierce the azure saber that had appeared to block it and landed on the azure figure, directly stabbing the center of its forehead.


The sharpness contained in the black saber spread, creating cracks in the now pale figure that simply stopped its attacks and watched Noah with a gaze full of arrogance and contempt.


"We will meet again if you manage to survive Heaven and the heroic ranks, we will see then if your soul can reach godhood."


Earth spoke one last time before its body shattered in many pieces and those shards of mental energy returned to the sea which was now devoid of Heaven and Earth's will.


A rumble filled the insides of the mental sphere after Earth was defeated, the dark layers protecting the walls were torn apart as Noah's sea of consciousness enlarged by many sizes.


The mental sphere seemed to cross some sort of barrier as it expanded, only to stop a few seconds after that invisible layer pierced.


It was at that moment that Noah opened his material eyes and the room around him trembled.


The pressure applied on his mind by the room seemed to retract as Noah's consciousness expanded, he was soon able to sense the entirety of the mansion and even the areas inside the mystical fog behind him.


Also, faint traces of the Breath inside the matter could be sensed by his mind, Noah saw how that Breath contained some sort of purer will that what he normally found in the Breath.


Then, while he was still in the process of becoming used to his new power, he was enlightened.


The enlightenment though wasn't about the creation of his cultivation technique, it concerned the other center of power that had been stuck for so many years.


Noah finally knew what he had to do to improve his body.
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                        The enlightenment didn't come from the world around him or from the new power that his mind held, it had actually arrived when he reviewed Earth's words.


A smile appeared on his face as the idea took form, his mental energy was quickly expended to fuel the Divine deduction technique but more brilliant water was created from the bottom of his sphere after that expenditure.


Noah was now a rank 4 mage, his sea of consciousness would produce a better and stronger mental energy.


Noah controlled the new mental energy and made it enter the inscriptions on the walls of his sphere, his thoughts ran at an unimaginable speed as he analyzed the specifics of his idea.


'You called me an abomination, you will have no words for me after my body-nourishing method is complete.'


His consciousness reached for a place above the mansion as he thought that.


There, he found another strong consciousness that seemed to pay attention to the area, Noah felt its surprise when his thoughts connected with it.


"Who!? Wait. Is that you, Prince? How is this possible?"


The thoughts of the consciousness were clearly heard by Noah while he was still inside the mansion.


"Elder, you were once a citizen of the central part of the continent, right?"


Noah spoke through his mind, he knew that the elder sent to accompany his group was somewhere above his mansion so it was easy for him to find him.


"Yes, but that was a long time ago. Most importantly, how did you manage to find me?"


The elder's thoughts resounded inside Noah's sphere but Noah completely ignored his question as he spoke again.


"Elder, I have a request."


***

It took some time before Noah became used to his new power.


The walls of his room trembled every time Noah's gaze swept them, the pressure radiated by his new mental energy was able to affect the material world, Noah feared that he would inadvertently kill some of the cultivators of his group if he came out of the mansion before learning to control himself.


Meanwhile, he was amazed by the new world that he was able to see: Every material that made his mansion exuded Breath but their internal composition contained a different kind of energy.


The Breath inside the matter wasn't only purer and denser, it also carried a thick will that gave it specific roles.


Noah wasn't able to understand the meaning behind that will, he could only pick some random details but he was sure of one thing: That will carried the laws that Heaven and Earth had set!


Noah knew that to affect such a Breath he had to use a stronger will, meaning that his hope to create a rank 4 cultivation technique while he was only a human mage was simply a vain dream or a project that would have taken him decades to complete.


Now he was a rank 4 mage, he could decide to resume his experimentations for his cultivation technique but the enlightenment birthed after his Earth Tribulation was a matter too pressing to postpone.


That was because it concerned a body-nourishing method!


The body of a cultivator was its foundation, the growth of both mind and dantian would be hindered if the body wasn't able to contain them.


The sea of consciousness pressed less on the body than the dantian but Noah was already in the liquid stage of the third rank, some sort of limitation was bound to appear before his Heaven Tribulation.


That's why he decided to work on his nourishing method first.


Also, the idea that he had was simply so amazing that couldn't contain himself.


In a seemingly desolate area near the mystical fog but far away from the Hive's encampment, a hooded Noah calmly waited in front of a huge caravan.


Runes could be seen on the sides of the many carriages that made the caravan, he knew that they were meant to restrain whoever was inside them.


A fat man exited from the first carriage and neared Noah with a wide smile on his face.


"My lord, this is the first time that I've traveled so far to complete a sale! Our common friend said that you were willing to purchase slaves in large numbers, I hope he was speaking the truth."


The fat man immediately went to the core of the matter when he spoke.


The man was a cultivator in the third rank and also a slave trader that Noah had contacted through the elder of his group.


"I need cultivators with a rank 3 body, at least a hundred of them."


Noah gave voice to his needs without caring for the merchant's words.


The man's eyes lit up when he heard the number of slaves requested by Noah, he joined his hands on his waist as he bent toward him to whisper something.


"You have come to the right person. I have the best women in the continent, all trained to serve their masters without complaints and with a body strong enough to serve even the most powerful cultivators without breaking."


The merchant spoke wearing a lecherous expression, Noah moved his eyes back on the caravan as he expressed his requirements more clearly.


"Gender doesn't matter. All I ask is for cultivators with a rank 3 body that have a high tolerance to pain."


***

Near the Hive's encampment, a few kilometers deeper in the mystical fog.


Noah oversaw the cultivators of his group as they dug an underground structure.


One hundred cultivators stood behind him, they had inscribed chains around their neck and wrists and all of them had a rank 3 body, they were the slaves that Noah had purchased from the merchant.


"I've gathered the magical beasts that you have requested, Prince. They are all in the third rank but their elements aren't that various since the mystical fog doesn't offer that variety of creatures."


The elder spoke through his consciousness to Noah, the latter had tasked him to capture as many rank 3 creatures as he could while he was busy purchasing the slaves.


"Thank you, Elder, you can cage them inside my underground quarters when the work is completed. Also, I have to ask you to make this entire area soundproof, I don't want my experiments to attract unwanted attention."


Noah's answered through his mind, his eyes radiated a chilling coldness as he prepared himself to forge an abomination.
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                        The construction of Noah's underground facility didn't take much, the workers were cultivators in the second and third rank after all, digging and soundproofing the structure was easy for beings of such power.


The structure had four separate areas, one for the slaves, one for the magical beasts, a reinforced one for the experiments, and one where Noah could rest or cultivate.


Noah entered the structure followed by the slaves that he had recently purchased and ordered to everyone else to leave, there had to be no witnesses to his experiments.


"I've gathered the Breath that you asked for, Prince. The cultivators in the liquid stage of the third rank here are only of the fire, water, and wind element but there should be a larger variety once the link between your mansion and the archipelago is completed."


Kate spoke as she handed a space-ring to Noah, she bowed before leaving him alone in the just built facility.


Noah inspected the contents of the ring, he could see that its insides were filled shining crystals similar to the Obsidian Credits but that had three different colors.


'I have all the ingredients now, I can finally start.'


Noah thought as he wore the ring and led the slaves toward the deepest part of the underground structure.


The cries of the magical beasts chained in another area filled the structure but Noah completely ignored them, his mind reviewed the idea behind his body-nourishing method one last time before he started to work on its creation.


The humans of that world had a mortal enemy, or, to say it better, a constant threat, namely the magical beasts.


Those creatures were powerful beings that seemed able to form packs in no time and that were always driven by their endless hunger, cultivators had to constantly clear the areas around their cities and domains to prevent the commoners and the weaker cultivators from being attacked.


What was worse was that magical beasts had a clear path toward power, they didn't have any requirement for element or source to increase their level, they could just absorb Breath from anything containing it and make it theirs.


The reason for that was unknown.


Cultivators had studied magical beasts since they first came in contact with them, they tried to learn how they could grow stronger without any limitation for their element, they researched how they could just eat anything that contained Breath to raise their level.


Yet, no one could ever recreate that quality.


Many techniques, methods, and drugs were inspired by the training method of the magical beasts but they were only imitations that couldn't match the original, no one till this day had ever been successful in that feat.


Noah wasn't an exception.


He could be considered an expert when it came to magical beasts, his interest in those creatures had been born when the dragon attacked his mansion when he was just a child and it had never faded.


However, even with the teaching of the academy and after absorbing the Bloodline inheritance, he was clueless about the peculiar training process of those creatures.


He knew what magical beasts felt, the Bloodline inheritance made him experience the lives of the Excavating worms and even left him part of their instincts but he was still unable to find the answer to the question that had afflicted cultivators through all their history.


Yet, he didn't need to understand how magical beasts worked to create his nourishing method.


"I will set free whoever survives free and provide it with the necessary resources to exact its revenge, just do your best."


Noah lied as he spoke to the slaves chained on the area that was reserved for them, he wanted to be sure that they would do anything in their power to keep themselves alive.


His experiments would be affected if the slaves decided to give up on life due to the pain that they were going to suffer, Noah gave them hope to make sure that they would try their best to endure the procedure before starting.


A sheet appeared in his hands, it described the aptitude of the slaves as well as the level of their centers of power and training, everything had been listed in an orderly way by the slave trader.


'I should start with someone of the fire aptitude, I have more Breath and magical beasts of that element after all.'


Noah decided and randomly picked a slave of the fire element from the ones that he had purchased.


He was a man wearing ragged clothes and with a body filled with scars, it was clear that he had suffered a lot before becoming a slave and being sold to Noah.


Noah led him to the central room of the underground structure where he tied him to the wall.


Then, he picked one of the red crystals from the ring that Kate gave him, the liquid Breath contained inside it was of the fire element and came from one of the rank 3 cultivators of his group.


Noah neared the crystal to his head, his half-transparent figure inside his sea of consciousness reached for the walls of the sphere and stretched its ethereal hands to the outside world to create a connection where the liquid Breath could pass.


Little by little, the Breath of the fire element entered Noah's mental sphere through his half-transparent figure and was attacked by his mental sphere.


Noah was a rank 4 mage, removing the will of Heaven and Earth from that Breath was an easy task, he was simply too strong for it.


In a matter of minutes, Noah successfully stored Breath of a different element inside his mental sphere!


In that way, he could potentially forge items for cultivators of another element but his intentions were different at that moment.


Refining it was even easier, Noah casually filled the Breath with a will that carried his ambition, the red Breath became a formless lake that seemed ready to explode after that.


'This definitely isn't the right meaning with which fill the Breath but I'll fix this issue later on.'


Noah thought as he stood up and went to pick a magical beast of the fire element from the area nearby.


The creature was a Fire wolf in the third rank, the cage containing it was an inscribed item that the elder had specifically requested from the archipelago, the lines on its surface were created after Divine Demon's copying technique.


Noah's powerful consciousness focused on the mind of the beast, the wolf felt as if an earthquake was happening inside its mind before its eyes lost any trace of life, it took only a thought for Noah to kill the beast!


Noah carried the corpse of the beast back where the slave was chained and laid it right next to the man.


"Endure now."


He spoke one last time before he put one hand on both the man and the corpse.


Then, he controlled the red Breath inside his mind to fill the corpse, the corpse of the beast seemed to liquefy as it entered the man's body.
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                        Humans generally envied the easy path to power that magical beasts had.


It couldn't be helped, magical beasts didn't need techniques nor needed to pay attention to their element, that was one of the reasons why it was impossible to completely exterminate them, they seemed to be privileged beings in the cultivation journey.


Noah wasn't an exception, he envied those creatures like every other human did.


Cultivating without the need of a technique was the dream of every cultivator, they wouldn't need the support of organizations to increase their power if something like that was possible.


Yet, no one had ever managed to completely imitate the cultivation method of the magical beasts.


Noah had never thought of himself as someone with an incredible talent of far smarter than anyone else, his power came from hard work, amazing determination, and sacrifice, he was only able to make those decisions at a young age.


However, there was something that he had suspected since he heard about the attempts to imitate those creatures.


This world had beings able to fly, gods, Immortal lands, it wasn't bound to mortal limits like his previous one.


Also, cultivators had appeared a long time ago so it was safe to assume that experimentations on the magical beasts had been attempted for a long period.


If those mighty cultivators of the past hadn't been able to find a solution to the issue, then there simply wasn't a solution.


Humans couldn't imitate magical beasts, that path led to a dead-end, that cultivation method was limited to those creatures.


That's why Noah thought that, if imitating a magical beast was impossible, the only option left was to become a magical beast.


The Elemental forging method could fuse two material into one, modifying it and giving it a meaning through the refined Breath of the cultivator performing the inscription.


Noah used the Divine deduction technique to better analyze his inspiration, he then chose to use the body of a human as the core material and the body of the magical beasts as the material that had to be fused.


There were many issues with his idea though.


First of all, he needed a large number of cultivators and magical beasts to proceed with his experiments, he needed humans willingly to endure the pain of the procedure to obtain reliable data.


Then, there was a problem that concerned his element.


Darkness cultivators were hard to find and so were magical beasts of the same element, the Elemental forging method used a Breath that matched the cultivator performing it, meaning that Noah would have been forced to experiment only on beings of the darkness element.


Also, his mansion couldn't hold that many beasts and slaves, he needed a place where he could experiment without being interrupted and without judging eyes, what he was going to do wasn't exactly ethical after all.


Yet, with the backing of the Hive, all those issues had been solved in a short amount of time.


The underground facility had been quickly built, it was quite bare but Noah didn't need any luxurious furniture in there.


The slaves had been obtained with the help of the elder, Noah was filthy rich right now, his wealth had been barely affected by that purchase.


The magical beasts had been captured by the elder in his group, the mystical fog was a danger zone, its insides were filled by those creatures.


Then, for what concerned the Breath of a different element, he had asked the cultivators in the liquid stage of the third rank in his group to fill almost empty versions of Obsidian Credits with it.


According to Noah's idea, succeeding in fusing the body of a magical beast with that of a human wouldn't increase its level, it would just completely change the nature of that body.


That's why he needed for their level to be the same, every little difference could create a destructive chain reaction that would ultimately make the experiment fail.


As for why he asked only for the Breath of the cultivators in the liquid stage, it was because they were on his same cultivation level.


The purpose of the experiments was to create a reliable procedure that Noah would eventually apply to himself.


When that time came, Noah would still be a liquid stage cultivator in the third rank since he had decided to not approach the solid stage until he created a cultivation technique.


Noah couldn't risk miscalculating something due to a difference in the power of the Breath so he limited his request to those in the liquid stage.


Capturing the magical beasts alive was also another form of precaution, Noah could kill them with his mind right before the experiment started so that he could be sure that the quality of the corpse wasn't affected in any way.


There was only one big detail that Noah wasn't sure of.


Fusing the bodies of a human and of a magical beast would surely create a powerful finished product but he couldn't be certain that the cultivator would then have access to the cultivation method of the magical beasts.


However, the only way to solve that doubt was to succeed in his experiments.


Screams resounded in the underground area.


Noah kept his hands sealed on the screaming slave and the liquefying corpse of the beast.


His piercing gaze memorized all the events that happened since he began to fuse those two bodies.


'Skin with skin, muscles with muscles, organs with organs, I'll focus on the containment later.'


Noah decided as the skin of the beast slowly entered the man's body.


The man screamed to no end as that external material fused with his skin, forever changing its capabilities.


Gray fur started to grow on the slave, the first signs of mutation had appeared but Noah didn't seem to mind them.


He was focused on seeing if the procedure was doable, he had time to perfect it later on.


After the skin, it was time for the muscles.


The man shook when the muscles of the Fire wolf liquefied and entered his muscles, his temperature also rose due to the peculiar body of the magical beast.


'Its abilities are being passed down!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind when he saw that the man's muscles were gaining some of the abilities of the Fire wolf.


Yet, before all the muscular system of the man was filled with that of the magical beast, a gray smoke started to come out of the slave.
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                        The temperature of the new muscles of the slave rose at a high speed, the skin above them wasn't able to sustain such heat and began to burn, emitting gray smoke in the process.


Noah knew that he did some mistake at that point and that it was too late now for the slave.


That's why he didn't stop merging the two bodies, he wanted to gather as much experience as he could before the slave died and the experiment failed.


The fusion of the muscular system was completed and Noah's focus went on the skeletal system.


The bones of the magical beast began to liquefy and enter the body of the slave, cracking sounds resounded as the bones of the man were modified due to the Elemental forging method.


The slave had never stopped screaming since the experiment began, his body was being modified while he was wide awake, it was as if he was experiencing a Pain Tribulation at that moment.


Then, before Noah could even fuse half of the skeletal systems, the skin of the man was completely burnt and the slave died.


Noah's first experiment was a failure.


That was to be expected, Noah couldn't hope to obtain some result so soon, especially when attempting in something that no one had been able to do.


His mental energy quickly entered the shining lines on the walls of his sea of consciousness, the Divine deduction technique helped him to quickly find the reason behind that failure.


'The fusion of the skins wasn't good enough, the capabilities of the skin of the magical beast weren't passed down due to that. Well, it's better to say that such a lax fusion couldn't express its qualities.'


The skin of the slave didn't obtain the qualities of the magical beast so it wasn't able to endure the burning muscles under it, leading to the death of the slave.


'It seems that I can't disregard a good amalgamation even in the early stages of the fusion or there could be deadly repercussions. My will is also a bit off but it doesn't seem to cause a failure just yet. At least now I know that the abilities of the creature can be passed down, a perfect hybrid should be able to carry the capabilities of both worlds.'


It took only one experiment for Noah to be able to pick so many details, the Divine deduction technique coupled with the mental energy produced by a rank 4 sea of consciousness was already showing its power.


'I need to take it slowly, I must be sure that the skins have completely fused before passing on the muscles. The same must be done for bones and organs, meaning that the procedure will take longer than I had predicted.'


Noah had initially thought that he could just fuse everything and then make it take the form of a human body but that approach wasn't possible.


The body of the cultivator would begin to mutate as soon as the fusion reached a certain point, meaning that the abilities of the magical beast would appear during the procedure.


Noah then took one of his white sabers and opened the corpse of the slave, he was basically performing an autopsy.


He couldn't leave any detail behind when performing such an invasive experiment, he had to actually see the changes happening inside the human body.


The bones of the slave had many cracks, that was expected since Noah had just started to modify them.


Yet, the muscles of the man had gray hair growing from them, it seemed that part of the skin of the beast had been mixed with them during the fusion.


Both problems had been caused by Noah's lack of control but it could also be said that he couldn't help it.


He was a rank 4 mage, his consciousness was so strong that Noah's control neared perfection.


However, near perfection didn't seem to be enough.


'I still have some Breath of the fire element left in my mind, I'll try again with a Fire wolf and with a fire cultivator.'


Noah thought when he had finished analyzing the first experiment.


He was attempting something unheard of with an unreliable inscription method and a liquid Breath that didn't match his element.


Being imprecise was something that he couldn't avoid at his first attempt, he needed to become familiar with the procedure to minimize the lack of control, he needed experience in the procedure, and he had to find the other hindrances that waited for him as he went deeper in the experimentation.


Noah quickly cleaned the room using the black smoke of the Demonic form spell, nothing remained of the dead slave and the maimed corpse of the magical beast, he didn't want anyone to know what he was doing after all.


Another slave was taken from its area and brought to the central room of the underground structure by Noah, he quickly chained it to the wall and went to kill another Fire wolf.


This time, Noah knew that he would probably fail.


The slave was a woman while the magical beast was a male, Noah was quite sure that genders would affect the fusion but he wanted to test it to gather more information.


With the remaining refined red Breath inside his mind and by placing his hands on both slave and beast, Noah started his second experiment.


As expected, the two bodies showed signs of rejection since their skin began to fuse.


Piece of flesh directly exploded as the skin of the magical beast was fused, Noah tried his best to contain the rejection but he ultimately failed, another experiment turned out to be a skinless corpse.


'I can't mix genders which means that obtaining precise resources will be slightly more troublesome but there should be no problem after the connection with the archipelago is set, I will have a wider variety of both magical beasts and liquid Breath at my disposal at that point.'


Noah thought as he cleaned the area again.


As a rank 4 mage, he was still far away from reaching his limit, even with the constant usage of the Divine deduction technique.
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                        Screams resounded non-stop in the underground structure.


Noah experimented almost without break, that was the first time that he was actually testing the limits of his new mental sphere and the results made him incredibly satisfied.


The sea inside his mind seemed endless, he felt as if the only thing that could lower its quantity was the Divine deduction technique.


Yet, even in that case, the mental energy depleted was quickly refilled, his mind simply produced it at an incredible speed.


'This is really on another level, no wonder there is such a difference between the heroic and the human ranks.'


Noah vaguely thought as he used the smoke of his Demonic form spell to clean the experimentation area.


By then, he had attempted to fuse the body of a magical beast with that of a human sixty-four times and he had always failed.


During that period, Noah had rested only once, even the continuous usage of the Elemental forging method couldn't tire that powerful mind too soon.


'I should be the first rank 4 mage in the history of the Elemental forging method, I don't think anyone has survived to this level.'


Noah guessed as he took another slave from the other area.


The Elemental forging method had basically disappeared and Noah had all the records about its past practitioners.


None of them had survived until the fourth rank, all of them had died or were permanently injured due to the backlash that accompanied the inscription method.


Noah was the only exception.


His early advantage had given him a sturdy mind since birth, his mental sphere had only enlarged faster thanks to the Elemental forging method, he had long stopped feeling pain because he stored Breath inside his sea of consciousness.


Sixty-four failures, coupled with the constant use of the Divine deduction technique, gave him a lot of insights for what concerned his experiments.


He had tested many approaches, initiating the fusion from different tissues.


He had initiated the fusion on the skin, on the internal organs, on the muscles, and on the bones, he had even varied the order in which the fusion progressed and stopped it mid-way.


The result was that, no matter how hard he tried, starting with the skin and then slowly approaching the interiors was the most stable form of fusion.


Noah had been ultimately forced to slow down the fusion to make the affected tissue stabilize to prevent rejections when he started to fuse the more internal tissues.


That led to an even longer and painful procedure that most slaves weren't able to endure but it also provided better results.


During his last experiments, Noah had been successfully able to fuse skin, muscles, and bones, the only problem remained the internal organs that seemed to always suffer from some sort of rejection.


It was only when the sixty-fourth slave died that Noah understood that he was missing something, the failure in the fusion wasn't his fault anymore at that point.


'The only variable that I didn't calculate is the compatibility on a behavioral level.'


Noah thought as he went back to his area to deduce.


Gender, aptitude, cultivation level, Noah had already made sure that those fields matched when choosing a slave and a magical beast.


Yet, it seemed that the fusion would always encounter some form of rejection when he started to affect the most internal parts of the human body.


That led Noah to think that he had to find a slave and a magical beast that matched on a deeper level, meaning that even their personality had to be similar.


'This is quite troublesome, magical beasts don't really have a personality and I'm working with slaves that had been trained to serve a master, any trace of their real behavior might be already gone forever.'


Another hurdle appeared in front of Noah.


Bt then, he had become used to the procedure, he had just to tune those details to succeed.


'For the magical beasts, I can only use my instinct to classify their behavior in human terms. As for the slaves, I guess I can only ask them.'


Noah sighed when he reached that conclusion, human interactions had never been his strong point after all.


The next day, Noah went into the underground area where the slaves were kept.


The area seemed larger now that only thirty-six slaves remained, Noah carefully examined each one of them before deciding who approach first.


The slaves had gazes devoid of life, the screams of their companions and the cries of the chained beasts didn't affect their mood in the slightest.


Noah couldn't help but curse at that sight: Those slaves seemed to be well-trained but, for what concerned his situation, that quality was actually a disadvantage.


"What can you tell me about yourself?"


"What do you like the most?"


"Describe yourself with a few qualities."


"Do you think of yourself as an aggressive person?"


Noah asked those questions as he interrogated the slaves, he wanted to create a complete profile of their personality before resuming with the experiments.


Luckily for him, the inscribed chains binding the slaves forced them to answer Noah's questions honestly.


Even if their personality had been suppressed or almost broken by their training, Noah was still able to pick up some clues and to create a general profile for each slave, he had just to match each one of them with a corresponding beast now.


Noah knew that each species of magical beasts had a different behavior: Some species were more aggressive, others were more reckless, others were canny, many qualities could distinguish them.


For example, Fire wolves liked to form large groups but they were quite disorganized and reckless in their behavior.


On the contrary, Lightning wolves formed less numerous packs but had better teamwork and could even combine their attacks.


The way Noah saw it, Fire wolves would be a better match for naïve and insecure cultivators while the Lightning ones were more similar to humans with a noble status and good training.


It was considering those small details that Noah decided the next slave and magical beast to fuse and resumed his experiments.
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                        Noah was left with only thirty-six slaves before he decided to take a different approach but only twenty of them could be matched with the magical beasts chained in the underground structure.


That number further diminished as Noah continued with his experiments.


It took a few attempts before he could tune his instincts, more slaves died when the fusion reached the internal organs, but, ultimately, he managed to achieve some small success.


Noah's concentration was at its peak as he controlled the fusion between an elderly man and a Fog hawk, refined liquid Breath of the wind element continued to be depleted as the organs of the slaves were modified.


That was the twelfth time that he had reached that point, three slaves had died before his instincts became able to match the perfect magical beast for each cultivator but he had finally reached the final part of the fusion.


The eleven slaves before that had either died due to the pain or to some form of rejection that Noah was still unable to suppress.


Yet, after sacrificing seventy-eight slaves, Noah seemed to have finally mastered the procedure!


Almost nothing remained of the corpse of the magical beast, only part of its organs remained solid.


Noah couldn't just fuse them together, he had to modify them one by one and wait for the fusion to stabilize before moving to the next one.


He had started with the organs that were less vital to the beast and that didn't express its capabilities with much intensity, Noah had learnt long ago that he had to be sure that the body could handle the abilities of the beast before he proceeded in passing them to the cultivator.


The most important organs of the Fog hawk were its eyes, they were able to clearly see through an environment filled with fog or smoke and could also recognize where the Breath was thicker in those locations.


Fog hawks could innately use those spots to burst with a sudden acceleration that could catch any prey by surprise.


Noah didn't know how much of that ability would be passed down on the slave, most of that knowledge could only be tested once a hybrid was forged, he was focused only on creating the procedure right now.


However, for how things were proceeding, it seemed that he was going to discover it soon.


The internal organs of the magical beast liquefied one by one, Noah carefully fused them with those of the elderly man and contained the rejection before using the refined liquid Breath to liquefy another organ.


Little by little, the fusion between the slave and the beast was being completed.


There was something that he hadn't noticed though and that even the elder of his group couldn't sense due to the proprieties of the mystical fog that surrounded the underground structure where he was working.


As the fusion proceeded, black clouds began to form on the sky right above Noah's facility.


Lightning cracked inside them, the aura radiated from their shape carried an ominous feeling which seemed to target the red ground below them.


Noah was unaware of that event and continued to focus on the fusion.


The hearts fused, the lungs did the same, even the brains were successfully mixed, Noah took a deep breath as he moved his gaze on the eyes of the elderly man.


The slave seemed to have lost consciousness as the internal organs survived the Elemental forging method, it was as if his body shut down to become used to its changes.


Noah memorized those details but he didn't think much about it, there would be time to analyze the procedure with the Divine deduction technique after the first hybrid was forged.


The eyes of the Fog hawk liquefied under the influence of the Breath of the wind element, nothing was left of the beast, Noah could place his other hand on the cultivator now that it was free.


The liquefied eyes entered the cultivator's ones and began to modify their structure, blood came out of the shut eyelids as the unnecessary parts were expelled under Noah's control.


Excitement rose inside Noah as he saw that the fusion was almost completed, he just needed to mix the last bits of the beast and wait for that organ to stabilize before he could start studying the capabilities of his creation.


However, just as the eyes of both beings were about to fuse completely, a bolt of lightning fell from the black clouds in the sky and landed on the ground above the underground structure, piercing it with its might.


Noah felt a sudden dangerous feeling coming from above him, he instinctively retreated when his consciousness calculated the trajectory of the attack, dethatching both his hands from the almost complete hybrid.


The bolt of lightning missed him but landed precisely on the elderly man who was just about to open his eyes.


An explosion resounded in the underground area where Noah performed his experiments, Noah expanded his consciousness as much as he could to understand what had happened.


The first thing he noticed was that the slave was dead, the lightning had centered his head, dividing his body in two and carbonizing those two halves, only a few burned pieces of flesh remained on the floor.


Then, he noticed the black clouds on the sky, they seemed focused on the area where Noah was and dispersed shortly after the slave was killed.


Noah stared at the sky through the hole created by the lightning bolt with a pensive gaze but his thoughts were soon interrupted by the arrival of a powerful consciousness that neared him at full speed.


"Prince! Are you ok? Don't tell me that you failed the Heaven Tribulation!"


The voice of the elder of his group resounded in the underground structure, the meaning behind his words slightly startled Noah.


"I'm fine, Elder Ian. Why would you think about the Tribulation though?"


Noah answered when an elderly man wearing a purple robe with red tentacles embroidered on its sleeves appeared next to him, he had long white hair and his eyes showed the relief he felt when he saw that Noah was fine.


After hearing his question though, his gaze returned serious and he raised his eyes toward the hole created by the lightning bolt before answering.


"That was the lightning that Heaven and Earth use during the Heaven Tribulation."
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                        'Lightning of the Heaven Tribulation!'


Noah understood something when he heard the answer of the elder.


"Elder Ian, are you really sure about this?"


Noah asked once again before making any supposition.


Elder Ian nodded without moving his gaze from the hole on the ceiling and gave more information about that event.


"Black clouds carrying the wrath of Heaven and Earth unleash lightning of great might to destroy the cultivator that aims to reach the heroic ranks. I remember those bolts of lightning too well to be mistaken."


Elder Ian was a heroic cultivator, meaning that he had survived the Heaven Tribulation to reach that level.


"You weren't attempting to reach the fourth rank of the dantian, right?"


Elder Ian asked as he moved his gaze on Noah.


He was aware that Noah was a peculiar existence but he also knew some details about the level of his dantian.


After all, he had fought as a gaseous stage cultivator in the war for the independence of the archipelago, it was impossible that Noah had reached the peak of the solid stage in those years.


Also, before his Earth Tribulation, his cultivation level was completely exposed to the elders of the Hive, he simply didn't have the power to hide it.


That's why Elder Ian was quite sure that he hadn't approached the Heaven Tribulation and that the lightning bolt must have been caused by something else.


"No, I was busy with something and all of sudden the lightning came."


Noah answered without revealing much, the gaze of the elder went on the remains of the slave after he heard those words.


"I don't know what you are doing here but it seems that Heaven and Earth don't like it. I suggest you stop or take the necessary precautions before continuing, the next time the lightning bolt might aim at you."


Elder Ian spoke without probing Noah's affairs.


Every cultivator had its secrets, especially someone like Noah who was periodically provided with an incredible amount of resources.


The elders of the Hive had long guessed that he was attempting in creating a cultivation technique or a nourishing method, many of them were doing the same after all.


It was custom among cultivators to never probe someone else's techniques or researches, they were strictly linked to the power of a cultivator and knowing exactly how they worked could reveal eventual weaknesses.


Also, Noah was the Demon Prince, his position was quite important and he had shown many times that he was worthy of it, it was simply better to not create any enmity with him.


Noah was silent.


The words of the elder had given him enough clues to understand what was going on.


'It seems that the last hurdle in the creation of a hybrid is Heaven itself…I need to ask for the help of the Hive once again.'


Noah immediately decided to rely on his organization when his thoughts reached that point, he simply couldn't solve that problem by himself.


"How long will it take for the connection with the archipelago to be completed?"


Noah asked as soon as he set his mind, he needed for the teleportation matrix to work before he started the next phase of his experiments.


"Kate is almost done, it won't take more than a week before this encampment becomes able to transport living beings."


Elder Ian answered and Noah nodded in satisfaction, he had enough time to prepare his next steps.


Noah didn't spend time in the underground facility in the following days, it was clear that Heaven and Earth didn't want to see the birth of a hybrid so he needed to make the right arrangements before continuing to forge.


He met with the slave trader again in those days, only fifty slaves with a rank 3 body were purchased that time, Noah was quite sure that they would be enough.


Also, Noah had requested for the less trained ones that time, he needed slaves that had still traces of their personality to match them with a proper magical beast, he couldn't risk purchasing someone who was already devoid of any will.


The slaves would be forced to do anything Noah said anyway, he had learnt long ago that he could just order them to do their best instead of giving them false hopes, the first method turned out to be more effective during his experiments.


Then, Noah made a list of the magical beasts that he needed and notified the Hive about his request.


Magical beasts were hard to subdue but Noah had only asked for creatures in the third rank, one heroic cultivator was enough to complete his task.


The listed beasts perfectly matched the personality of the newly bought slaves and that of those still chained inside his underground facility.


The connection with the archipelago was about to be set up, Noah wasn't limited anymore to the fauna of the mystical fog.


In the end, he requested liquid Breath in the third rank of various elements, that was the fuel for his Elemental forging method after all.


The preparations were completed one day before the teleportation matrix was completed, the Efrana nation and the Coral archipelago were finally connected after that!


A group of cultivators came out of Noah's mansion that day, they were the new troops that the Hive had decided to send to the encampment but they were only rank 2 cultivators, only their captain was in the third rank.


That manpower was needed to recruit more tribes and to further enlarge the area covered by the encampment, the main intention of the Hive was to increase the power of its human assets in the end.


The captain though carried the resources requested by Noah, as well as a rank 4 inscribed item!


Noah inspected the contents of the rings before nodding in satisfaction and sending the captain away, everyone had a role in the encampment so he didn't need to handle it, he could completely focus on his experiments.


Yet, he still needed the help of the elder to use the rank 4 item.


"Please, Elder."


Noah bowed as he handed a set of eight small flags covered in runes to Elder Ian.


The latter simply took them and injected his Breath inside them before stabbing the flags on the ground in the area where Noah's underground facility was.


The flags lit up when all of them were on the ground and the runes on their surface slowly flew in the air before landing on the area demarcated by the flags.
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                        The runes of the flags covered the ground above Noah's underground facility, they formed some sort of pale shield that enveloped the entirety of the area above the structure.


That was the effect of the defensive item that Noah had requested, the flags were a rank 4 inscribed item meant to protect cultivators during their Heaven Tribulation, it was pointless to say how valuable it was.


"This isn't the most powerful protective method of the Hive but it should be enough for your needs. Anyway, I'll keep an eye on the sky from now on."


Elder Ian spoke when the protection was set, he wanted to reassure Noah that his facility was safe now.


Noah bowed toward the elder as a sign of gratitude and entered the underground structure, he was simply too eager to study the capabilities of the hybrid to waste more time.


He had the new batch of slaves, the liquid Breath needed to activate the Elemental forging method, and a few magical beasts were still caged inside his facility, he could immediately resume his experiments without needing to wait for the Hive to send the magical beasts that he had requested.


Those creatures would be sent soon anyway, he could just exhaust his resources in the meantime.


Noah immediately resumed his experiments, he had seen that the elderly man killed by the lightning bolt had almost opened his eyes when Heaven struck, he knew that the procedure that he had mastered was flawless.


A slave of the fire element and another Fire wolf were taken and brought to the experimentation area, Fire wolves were abundant in the mystical fog, it was normal for Noah to have many of them caged.


The personality of the slave also matched the species of wolf perfectly according to Noah's instincts, he was sure that the fusion would be a success at that time.


Noah killed the beast with his consciousness and performed the Elemental forging method, the red refined Breath inside his mind was expended as the tissues of the beast liquefied.


Noah had repeated and analyzed that procedure too many times, his execution was perfect and his control didn't waver for even an instant.


The screams of the slave couldn't reach his ears, Noah complete attention was on stabilizing the merging tissues.


The skins soon fused and Noah waited a few minutes before moving to the muscular system.


The muscles fused, heat started to be radiated by them as soon as the capabilities of the beast were passed down.


Each species of magical beasts had different abilities which originated from different sources, meaning that Noah had to slightly modify his approach depending on what creature he was using.


Fire wolves had two crucial parts that expressed their abilities: Their lungs and their muscular system.


Their lungs produced a special gas that could be ignited by the heat of the muscles, creating flames that could be launched from their maws.


The issue with those qualities was that the interiors of the slave's body were still human while the muscles had already become hybrid parts.


The interiors of the slave would be burned if they weren't modified as soon as possible but Noah was aware of that.


His studies and experience made him knowledgeable about the important parts of each species of magical beasts, he could decide how to approach the procedure before it even started.


Noah didn't wait for the muscles to stabilize, time was key in that particular fusion.


The bones of the beast immediately liquefied and were merged at high speed with those of the slave, cracks appeared everywhere on the skeletal system of the cultivators due to the external substance that was modifying it.


Noah hurried that step to prevent the heat radiated from the muscles from injuring the interiors of the slaves, the bones soon fused and Noah waited for a short time before he focused on the internal organs.


He was just making sure that they wouldn't fall apart before the two bodies were fused completely, that hurried approach would leave the hybrid injured but he couldn't care less about it, he just needed to be sure that the slave would keep its life.


The internal organs were modified one by one, Noah left the lungs for last and part of his consciousness went on the sky as he proceeded to take that last step.


Black clouds had formed again in the sky above the underground structure, they seemed to appear every time the fusion reached the last steps.


'I hope the protective item works as intended.'


Noah thought as he proceeded to fuse the lungs of the Fire wolf, the procedure was completed, he had just to stabilize muscles, bones, and internal organs and the forging would be completed!


While Noah focused on stabilizing his creation, the black clouds in the sky released a lightning bolt aimed for the ground above Noah's facility.


A thick orange bolt fell at high speed from the sky and was about to land on the terrain but the runes that covered that area lit up and the shield formed by them shone with a soft light.


The lightning bolt crashed on the shield but it was unable to pierce it, only a bit of gray smoke came out from the spot where it had landed.


Noah observed the scene with his mind and heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that the shield could oppose that attack.


More lightning bolts were released by the black clouds, they illuminated the mystical fog as the crashed on the terrain but the runes kept on protecting the area under them.


Meanwhile, Noah controlled the rejections happening inside the slave's body.


It took a while but, eventually, the muscles stabilized, the bones solidified even if some cracks remained on their surface, and the organs started harmonizing with the rest of the body.


Noah watched with a heated gaze as the body of the middle-aged man on whom he had experimented took life and started functioning in a normal way.


'It's done!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind, lightning bolts had continuously fallen from the sky and they didn't seem to stop even after the slave opened his eyes and spoke a few soft words.


"What… is… this… hunger?"
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                        The slave spoke, the chains holding him still shook when he tried to examine his body.


Noah had his eyes glued on him, he tried to pick up as many details as he could before studying him more in-depth.


"Should I take care of the clouds?"


A voice reached his consciousness while he was busy watching the first hybrid, Noah moved his attention to the sky where the black clouds were still releasing lightning bolts aimed for the underground structure.


"Please, Elder."


Noah answered the voice through his mind and resumed observing the chained man, the slave had started to struggle when he realized that something about him had changed.


Meanwhile, Elder Ian flew in the sky in the direction of the clouds and waved his hand.


A blizzard was born next to the clouds, snow and shards of ice attacked the area filled by Heaven and Earth's will.


The elder's spell soon destroyed the black clouds and made them disperse in the air, the lightning bolts finally stopped crashing on the shield created by the runes of the flags.


Noah nodded in satisfaction when he sensed that scene, he knew a bit about the Heaven Tribulation but now he had seen how it should be dealt with.


Generally speaking, Heaven Tribulations had a fixed amount of power, a cultivator reaching for the fourth rank of the dantian could either endure the lightning bolts until the Breath contained in the black clouds was depleted or directly destroy the clouds.


Of course, destroying them required a great power, only heroic cultivators could have the confidence needed to deal with them.


Clinking sounds resounded next to Noah as the slave continued to struggle, it seemed that he was instinctively irritated by the chains restraining him.


"How do you feel?"


Noah asked, that was the first time that he saw a slave trying to break free, even the less trained ones that he had recently purchased didn't try to escape the inscribed chains.


"Hungry! I am HUNGRY! What have you done to me!? This need is driving me crazy!"


The slave spoke, small tongues of flame came out of his mouth as he raised his voice, it seemed that the abilities passed down by the beast had been triggered by his mental state.


'His mental state isn't completely stable but that it's probably caused by the low level of his sea of consciousness. Yet, the abilities of the Fire wolf had been passed down and they don't seem to conflict with the new body.'


Noah's eyes shone when he saw that the hybrid worked as intended, he was now sure that a cultivator could obtain the body of a magical beast while keeping its other centers of power!


"Here, eat this."


Noah spoke as took out a handful of Obsidian Credits and handed them to the slave, the bloodshot eyes of the latter glued themselves to the shining crystals when Noah left them on the floor in front of him.


The slave hesitated for a few seconds but, in the end, he picked the crystals and put them inside his mouth.


Crunching sounds resounded in the area, Noah stared at what looked a human eating Credits for nourishment.


The teeth of the slave seemed able to munch the crystals, it took only an instant for him to completely eat them.


"More!"


The slave shouted after gulping the crystals but Noah wasn't listening to him, his focus was on the body of the cultivator and on the Breath contained inside the Credits that he had just eaten.


Obsidian Credits generally had Breath of various elements inside them, they weren't limited to just one.


Yet, when that Breath dispersed inside the hybrid, his body was slightly strengthened.


The increase in power was minimal, Noah wouldn't have noticed it if his attention wasn't completely focused on the slave.


"Wait a moment, I'll be right back."


Noah spoke as he stood up and went to pick another Fire wolf from where the magical beasts were caged.


He killed the wolf before laying its corpse in front of the hybrid, at that point he simply waited for the latter's reaction.


The slave seemed to struggle at first, Noah guessed that his human part was still unsure about the capabilities of his new body.


After all, cultivators didn't eat magical beast, only those with a rank 4 body could eat the low-level ones after the Breath contained in their bodies was dispersed.


Cultivators didn't have ways to absorb the Breath inside those creatures, specific techniques that needed it existed but humans generally didn't have a use for it, leaving only the stiff and hard meat which wasn't that tasty.


Then, the magical beast's instincts kicked in and the slave grabbed the corpse in front of him and directly bit it!


The fur on the corpse of the wolf didn't stop the slave from eating it, pieces of skin were torn apart and munched by his teeth under Noah's attentive gaze.


It took a while but, eventually, only the bones of the Fire wolf remained, the slave had tried to eat them but he hadn't been able to break them while chained.


The Breath contained in the corpse of the magical beast was absorbed by the hybrid and boosted the power of his body by a little bit, the growth wasn't minimal like before but it was still too little to matter.


'It seems that the body of a hybrid needs more Breath compared to that of a magical beast, its power should also be greater though.'


Noah thought as he calculated the amount of Breath that the slave would need to reach the next tier of the third rank, he was only in the middle tier now.


According to Noah's deduction, fusing a human and a magical beast would create something stronger than both of them, at least for what concerned the body.


The consequence for that would be the need for higher quantities of Breath to reach the breakthroughs, meaning that each hybrid would grow slower than other magical beasts.


'The results of the fusion are amazing for now, I can't wait to test the actual power of the hybrid and its limits. However, I need to be sure that it can feed on anything first.'


Noah thought, his cold gaze went on the area where the other slaves were kept.
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                        Noah completed testing the feeding capabilities of the hybrid, the results left him completely satisfied.


The body of the hybrid acted as if it was a proper magical beast, it could eat anything and absorb the Breath from any source without minding its element.


Also, the dantian of a cultivator generally contained more Breath than the body of a magical beast, the hybrid soon abandoned his hesitation when he discovered that humans could satisfy his hunger for longer periods.


The body of the hybrid could become stronger by naturally absorbing Breath from the environment and by feeding on other living beings, Noah had succeeded where the cultivators of the past had failed, he had managed to create a procedure that perfectly copied the training method of the magical beasts.


Now, it was time to test its power.


Noah undid the bindings that tied the slave to the wall, only the inscribed chains around his wrists and neck remained on his body.


The hybrid trembled when Noah's gaze went on him, his instincts told him to run away and hide when Noah's consciousness enveloped his body.


Yet, the following orders forced him to act.


"Attack me."


Noah ordered.


The inscriptions on the chains lit up when Noah's order resounded in the area, they were the inscribed item that made any slave follow the orders of its master but, in that situation, it seemed as if the hybrid could somewhat resist their effects.


However, even as a hybrid, he was only a rank 1 cultivator, he couldn't do anything against the power of the inscribed item restricting him.


The hybrid pounced Noah, flames came out of his mouth as he launched himself toward him.


Also, he was growling, it seemed that his magical beast's side was completely revealed when he attacked.


To Noah though, that charge and even those flames were nothing more than child's play.


The slave tried to wave his hand to attack Noah, his fingers were stretched and resembled the claws of a beast as they tried to cut Noah.


Yet, Noah's hand shot and grabbed the hybrid's wrist to stop him.


Noah felt the power behind that attack, the physical strength of the slave had long surpassed that of a human and was in the realm of the magical beasts.


Noah had a rank 4 body, he could easily stop the blow of a rank 3 beast with his bare hands but the hybrid's strength seemed to surpass all the rank 3 creatures that he had met in his life.


'He is indeed stronger than the magical beast that had been fused with him, my hypothesis was correct.'


Noah evaluated as he pressed a hand on the slave's mouth to stop him from spurting flames before ordering him to stop.


He had confirmed his physical capabilities but humans had three centers of power, he needed to be sure that the superior aspect of the cultivators wasn't affected by the fusion.


The slave that he had turned into a hybrid though had never had access to any spell, he was a rank 1 mage but his status before becoming a slave couldn't provide him those precious scrolls.


Of course, requesting for a low-level spell of the fire element was just a small matter for Noah, it didn't take even an hour before two scrolls were sent from the archipelago to the encampment.


"Memorize them."


Noah handed the scrolls to the slave and went back to his personal area to deduce, he had to be sure that the hybrid kept his qualities as a human before continuing with his experiments.


The scrolls contained a rank 0 and a rank 1 spell of the fire element, Noah had to wait a day before the hybrid was able to memorize them.


Then, he retrieved the scrolls and ordered him to perform the spells.


The hybrid executed the order, the rank 0 spell covered his hands with a layer of flames while the rank 1 one created a fireball that could fly for a few meters.


Nothing seemed off if not for the fact that casting the spells consumed less mental energy and Breath then what Noah had initially predicted.


Also, their power was a bit stronger than usual.


'It seems that being a hybrid somewhat affects your spells, it's as if his aptitude has increased after merging with a magical beast.'


Noah quickly found the reason behind those differences, magical beasts had innate abilities and some of them concerned their elements.


In that case, Fire wolves were innately able to sprout fire from their maws, that ability increased the power of anything fire-related when matched with the centers of power of a cultivator.


That discovery made Noah even happier about his creation, he had only intended to create a body-nourishing method at the beginning but now it seemed that his experiments directly improved the natural status of a human.


The body and the innate abilities of a magical beast fused with the sea of consciousness and the dantian of a human, it was as if Noah had found a way to remove the weaknesses of his species without any repercussion.


Truth to be told, some negative effects had shown themselves while he tested the abilities of the hybrid.


The slave showed signs of mental instability from time to time, it was as if his human side and his beast side were fighting inside his brain to take control of his actions.


Noah had already thought a lot about that issue and there wasn't a solution.


Two different existences had been fused, some conflict was bound to remain especially when considering the psychological side.


The way he saw it, there were only two ways to avoid that problem.


The first one was to have a strong mental sphere, suppressing the beast's instincts wouldn't be a problem with that.


The second one was to find a better match for the human personality.


In the second case, the instincts of the beast would completely merge with the human's ones, forming a harmonized personality that could express the best of both worlds.


'This problem shouldn't affect me since I plan to respect both requirements, I already have the fifth Kesier rune and I don't plan on choosing my magical beast lightly. Now I just need to test if I can further improve this creation before moving the testing phase to cultivators with a rank 4 body.'


Noah thought when he summarized all the information that he had discovered about his creation, the moment when he would finally perform the procedure on himself was nearing.
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                        The magical beasts that he had listed were sent from the Coral archipelago and arrived in Efrana nation through the teleportation matrix inside Noah's mansion.


Meanwhile, Noah had continued testing the limits of the hybrid and of the procedure itself.


There were things that he had to be sure of before entering the last part of his experiments, when he would start fusing beings with a rank 4 body.


First of all, he had to be sure that the hybrid created from a human and a magical beast was the best he could forge, he didn't know if he could add further enhancements to that already amazing being.


Noah tried to fuse the hybrid with another magical beast of the same aptitude, a Fire fox that, in his opinion, matched the new personality of the slave.


The experiment though ended up in the death of the hybrid, Noah wasn't even able to fuse the skins of the two beings before uncontrollable mutations happened inside the slave's body, killing him in a few minutes.


The loss of his first creation didn't demoralize him, he still had his batch of slaves and the newly arrived magical beasts that he had personally selected.


Noah began to create other hybrids that he then tried to fuse with other magical beasts.


There was still a chance that the procedure would fail and Noah needed to remove that chance before approaching the last steps of his experiments.


Also, he wanted to learn how to create the most perfect version of a hybrid before performing the procedure on himself.


Bolts of lightning fell non-stop on the ground above Noah's facility, the other cultivators in his group watched with wary gazes at the shining lights that illuminated the depth of the mystical fog behind Noah's mansion.


The encampment was going well, the cultivators of the Hive were successfully recruiting the members of the nearby tribes and sending them back in the archipelago to increase its manpower, their mission was going smoothly.


It must be said that they were still in on the borders of the Efrana nation, the powerful tribes had yet to notice their doings.


Yet, even if they became aware of the presence of the Hive, they wouldn't care that much.


Efrana nation was already under the influence of two big nations, adding another weak force to it environment won't affect the behavior of the tribes at all.


However, rumors began to spread in the encampment due to Noah's actions.


He was the Demon Prince after all, anything he did would catch the attention of his fellow cultivators.


The rumors concerned the ominous aura that surrounded his underground facility, the cultivators stationed there saw how slaves and magical beasts were sent there but none of them ever came back.


Also, the bolts of lightning that fell from the sky didn't improve the image of that area.


Cultivators weren't stupid, they were aware that some sort of nefarious act was happening inside the structure that they had built but all they could do was watch it from the distance.


Noah's image didn't benefit by those events, the respect that had accompanied his title soon turned into wariness when the rumors reached the archipelago.


Of course, Noah couldn't care less about his public image, his sole and only objective was to become stronger, he wouldn't mind being labeled as a monster if he managed to obtain the power that he desired.


Noah came out of his underground structure almost a month after the teleportation matrix inside his mansion had been set.


The reason why he left it was that all the slaves and the magical beasts inside had died during his experiments.


Noah had never intended to let any of them survive, he needed to gather as much data as he could before moving to the final phase.


The last experiments on the hybrids had given him a lot of insights on the procedure and made him completely used to it.


He had managed to perfect the procedure, Noah was now able to create hybrids with a rank 3 body without any chance of failure.


Also, he was certain that the hybrids kept the capabilities of both humans and magical beasts, their centers of power didn't conflict in any way.


There were some issues with particular beasts and some troublesome body parts like wings and tails.


Noah wanted the hybrid to have a human body without any mutation of the sort, meaning that wings and similar didn't have a place on it.


The issues were solved by simply merging those parts with the skin, muscles, and bones of the human, it was pointless to create something stronger than both humans and magical beast if then it kept some weak spots that hadn't been fused.


As for why he wanted for the hybrids to maintain the shape of a human, it was due to both psychological and physical factors.


The psychology of the hybrid would be heavily affected if its body was to change appearance all of sudden and it would be harder to have human thoughts if it saw itself as a monster.


Also, the body of the hybrid would suffer from some sort of rejection since most of its body would be created by the fusion of a human and a magical beast while its wings, or similar troublesome body parts, would just belong to the magical beasts' world.


Because of that, Noah had deduced that the procedure was only possible if the hybrids maintained a human's shape.


Another discovery was that, no matter how he tried, a hybrid couldn't be fused anymore with other magical beasts, one human and one magical beast seemed the limit that a single body could contain.


Wary gazes fell on Noah as he returned to his mansion to prepare for the next and last phase of the experimentations, the cultivators from the Hive still bowed at his passage but they immediately whispered between themselves after he was gone.


Yet, Noah was a rank 4 mage, he could hear all the voices that filled the encampment.


'I guess I'm no different from the Mad doctor now, it seems that I really can't walk on the orthodox path.'


Noah thought as he ignored the whispers of his fellow cultivators and entered his mansion.


His inscribed notebook appeared in his hands and his consciousness went on the sky where Elder Ian was.


What he needed now were slaves with a rank 4 body and rank 4 magical beasts, those weren't resources that he could ask lightly, he needed to personally contact the Coral archipelago.
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                        'For the procedure to succeed, the human and the magical beast must have the same aptitude, gender, and cultivation level. Also, the personality of the human and the behavior of the species of the magical beast must match or rejections would appear while fusing the internal organs.'


Noah summarized all the data that he had gathered during his experimentations in his mind as he prepared his requests for the archipelago.


'The hybrid forged in this way can't have body parts originating only from one of the two species, everything must be fused to obtain a harmonized body with the shape of a human. Also, one body can only contain one human and one magical beast, the hybrid can't be further empowered in any way.'


Those details were sorted inside his mind, the data came from the experiments that he had performed after the creation of his first hybrid.


'A hybrid would maintain the best capabilities of both worlds, meaning that it can have a body slightly more powerful than a magical beast while keeping a dantian and a mental sphere. Also, depending on the magical beast used in the Elemental forging method, the aptitude of the hybrid can benefit from the fusion, meaning that attacks related to its element will obtain some benefits. The only downside is the conflicting mental state of the hybrid, something that should be avoidable with a strong mental sphere or a creature more fitting for the human.'


One hundred and fifty slaves with a rank 3 body, almost two hundred rank 3 magical beasts, and liquid Breath of the third rank of various elements, those were the resources that Noah had expended to reach his current level of expertise in the procedure.


All the slaves and the magical beasts had died during the experiments but Noah could now claim to have the confidence in beginning the last part of the experimentation: Fusing a rank 4 magical beast and a cultivator with a rank 4 body!


Noah knew that the reason behind his fast progress in the creation of his body-nourishing method was mostly due to the Divine deduction technique, his mind was extremely powerful now that he was a rank 4 mage but the technique obtained by Divine Demon was able to further improve its capabilities.


Noah didn't dare to imagine how long it would have taken to obtain the same results without that powerful technique, he guessed that he would have needed at least three times those resources to achieve the same.


However, there was a problem that he didn't encounter while experimenting with cultivators with a rank 3 body and that he knew he would find when he moved on those with a rank 4 body.


The body of a cultivator would be almost entirely reconstructed by the Breath during the Pain Tribulation, meaning that it would carry traces of Heaven and Earth's will.


That will would surely oppose the fusion, the black clouds that had appeared in the sky every time a hybrid was created made Noah sure that the procedure won't be smooth with humans with such a body.


Magical beasts were different, they underwent the Pain Tribulation during their breakthrough to the fourth rank but the Breath used to reconstruct the body had been previously stored through their training method, it could be said that, differently from humans, their body wasn't a type of reward.


Also, the body of the magical beasts would be liquefied under the influence of Noah's Breath, meaning that any trace of Heaven and Earth's will that still remained inside it would be suppressed and destroyed by Noah's will.


The issue was then limited to the human side.


'I have a few ideas on how to deal with Heaven and Earth's will but I need to test them before undergoing the procedure myself.'


Noah thought as he contacted the slave trader and set up a meeting after expressing his requirements, he knew that the purchase at that time won't be cheap.


He was spending those days inside his mansion training with the fifth Kesier rune and deducing with the Divine deduction technique, it was normal for him to have already thought of some ways to solve the issue.


The first one was to forcibly remove the parts of the rank 4 body that had been affected by Heaven and Earth's will.


That approach would maim the cultivator and endanger its life but it would prevent any conflict from happening during the fusion.


Yet, it would also remove any capability that the body had, almost bringing its power back to the third rank.


Also, those missing parts would eventually lead to a weaker hybrid once the fusion was completed which was something that Noah wanted to avoid.


The other approach would see Noah forging the human body before attempting to fuse it with the magical beast.


The procedure would then have two rounds of forging, meaning that there would be a higher failure rate and that the final power of the hybrid could be affected.


Both approaches didn't seem ideal but Noah had to actively test them before finding new inspirations, there was a limit to how much he could deduce without reliable data.


The day of the meeting arrived and Noah negotiated with the same slave trader the purchase of cultivators with a rank 4 body at the peak of the lower tier.


The value of those slaves was far higher than the others since they had a center of power in the heroic ranks, Noah saw three of his millions vanish to purchase only twenty cultivators.


Yet, Credits had never mattered to Noah, he was only interested in what they were able to buy.


After returning to the encampment, Noah led the slaves to his underground structure and questioned them about their personality.


When their profile was completed, Noah requested a series of rank 4 magical beasts that matched their personality.


Rank 4 creatures weren't easy to capture alive, even some rank 4 cultivator would find that task difficult.


Luckily for Noah though, he only needed beasts at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank, he was trying to reproduce conditions that were similar to his situation, the next step to his experiments would be his fusion after all, it was time to tune the procedure around his level.


Also, Chasing Demon had captured a lot of magical beasts while he set the copying technique all over the archipelago so the Hive was quite experienced with that practice.


It took almost two weeks but, in the end, twenty caged magical beasts were teleported in the encampment in Efrana nation, together with the liquid Breath requested by Noah.
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                        Problems appeared even before that Noah could start experimenting.


Rank 4 magical beasts were powerful, Noah couldn't casually kill them as he did with those in the third rank.


It took a bit of thinking to find the method that would leave their bodies as intact as possible.


The Mental tremor spell was simply too strong now that Noah had a rank 4 sea of consciousness, his mind could affect the material world, the shockwave shot from his eyes would just reduce the beasts' brain into a pulp.


Noah had to find a subtler method to kill them, something that wouldn't waste that precious material.


In the end, he decided to use the Death area spell and the Ghostly claws spell.


Both spells had been empowered after Noah triumphed in the Earth Tribulation, those that once worked as supportive attacks now were threatening tools in Noah's hands.


The Death area would weaken the body of a beast to its utmost while the ethereal claws would attack the weak spots inside its body, all those small injuries would eventually cause the death of the creature due to its weakened state.


That process was long but left the body of the beast virtually intact, Noah didn't mind that effort as long as he obtained what he needed.


Then, there was an issue with the power of the magical beasts.


Noah was experimenting with rank 4 creatures, their bodies were far stronger than what he was used to even if they were only at the peak of the lower tier, he had to become used to that stronger material before he could express his mastery in the procedure.


A rank 4 mental sphere wasn't only a number though.


Noah wasted only two magical beasts before he felt confident in resuming forging hybrids, a request to refill those two missing spots was sent to the archipelago as soon as he decided to experiment again.


At last, what he had expected to happen, happened.


The fusion between a cultivator with a rank 4 body and a rank 4 magical beast failed since the very start, the skin of the slave rejected the external material as soon as it came in contact with it.


Also, when Noah tried to force the fusion, the skin of the cultivator would directly explode or self-destruct rather than allow the combination with a magical beast.


The will of Heaven and Earth was clearly against the birth of a hybrid, it would rather destroy the body in which it was contained than see it turn into an abomination.


Noah had wisely chosen to take it slowly because he had predicted such an event, that approach allowed him to stop the fusion in time and to save the slave from certain death, leaving it only in an injured state.


Yet, the problem remained and he could only keep testing to find a solution.


The two methods that he had hypothesized were only raw theories that would produce weaker hybrids, they would still be at least as strong as magical beasts but Noah didn't want to settle for that before he had tried everything, he was planning to create a nourishing method that would accompany him through the entirety of his cultivation journey after all.


Also, those methods increased the failure rate of the fusion, they weren't reliable solutions.


'It's an issue created by a will, it's obvious that only a will can solve it. Yet, this will only make the procedure harder to perform.'


Noah sighed as he looked at the chained woman that was resting to heal her injuries.


She was the first slave with a rank 4 body that Noah had chosen for his experiments, her skin and muscles had suffered a heavy damage due to the self-destructive mechanism of Heaven and Earth's will.


'If I completely remove the will with my consciousness, the laws that make her body function will stop working, meaning that she won't survive unless the fusion is completed.'


Noah continued to think.


His idea was to use a strong will to remove that inside the slave's body.


However, since a rank 4 body was mostly composed of Breath carrying Heaven and Earth's will, Noah would be actively affecting the laws inside the matter.


Without the laws dictating how the matter should work, the body would just fall apart, meaning that the part affected by Heaven and Earth's will would simply stop working.


'All these problems only because I have a rank 4 body, I guess there is nothing I can do about it.'


Noah cursed in his mind.


Fusing bodies in the fourth rank was simply too troublesome, there doesn't seem to be a way to make the procedure safe.


'Risking my life to become stronger, this doesn't seem to change no matter how my power grows.'


Ultimately, Noah gave up on searching for other solutions and focused on creating a will able to deal with Heaven and Earth.


His mind reviewed the events of his Earth Tribulation, Earth's gaze full of contempt appeared when he closed his eyes.


Then, Earth's face morphed, it transformed into Rhys appearance but the same gaze remained, Noah felt as if he was just an ant in their eyes.


Everything had started because he was so worthless that Heaven and Earth couldn't even bother to dismantle his soul, Rhys acted so freely because Noah wasn't even worthy of being considered.


The feeling of being just a puppet moved by strings that he couldn't break enveloped him, Noah felt powerless, it was as if something stronger than him affected his fate.


Yet, a bright fire burned inside him which allowed him to endure all those hardships.


That fire represented his endless ambition which fueled many other emotions that ultimately made Noah's personality.


One of those emotions was his hatred.


Noah's hatred was a dark fire ready to burn everything that it touched, it was the sum of the emotions that he felt toward anyone that tried to control or manipulate him.


Inside his mental sphere, a figure rose from the sea.


The figure had Noah's aspect but it was black and its surface undulated as if it was made of fiery flames.


Also, a destructive aura was radiated by the figure, the mental energy that Noah had gathered for its creation carried only his most negative and destructive emotions.


The figure expressed Noah's hatred and it was his first will.
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                        Rank 4 mages had a mental energy that could affect the material world.


Also, they were able to create wills that carried part of their thoughts.


Eccentric Thunder, Divine Demon, Noah had met the wills of those powerful cultivators but he had never been able to create one of his own.


Yet, after being in the fourth rank of the sea of consciousness for a few months, he had managed to do it.


Noah's black figure was formed by the condensed thoughts that carried his hatred toward anyone and anything that tried to control and exploit him.


Rhys, the Royals, Heaven and Earth, the hatred that targeted them was condensed in a form made of mental energy that Noah could use for his needs.


Of course, Noah was still far away from creating a will that could think, he couldn't be compared to Eccentric Thunder or Divine Demon after all.


'This should be enough.'


Noah thought as he pressed a finger on his forehead and slowly detached it in a pulling motion.


Noah's black figure was pulled by his finger and appeared in the material world, it was only the size of a man's fist and it floated in the air but its eyes quickly went on Noah's body.


The figure analyzed Noah's body with a gaze full of hatred, it seemed ready to pounce him but Noah's words stopped its tracks.


"Not me, not yet."


Noah spoke while pointing at the woman chained on the wall.


His will turned its head to the slave and revealed a menacing smile before diving directly into her body.


The slave shivered, she was awakened by the changes happening inside her body but she couldn't understand what was going on.


It was as if an external force was devouring something inside her without causing her any pain, actually, she felt even lighter as time passed.


Noah analyzed the work of his will, part of it was consumed every time a piece of Heaven and Earth's will was destroyed.


Yet, the Breath inside her body that was left without a will soon stopped working properly, Noah could see how her tissues began to die after his will swept them.


'Almost ninety percent of the rank 4 body of a cultivator is reconstructed after the Pain Tribulation but my will was only able to clean seventy percent of it. Well, I can still use her to practice.'


Noah thought after his will inside the slave's body was depleted, it didn't manage to complete its task since a bit of Heaven and Earth's will still remained inside the woman but Noah didn't expect much from his first attempt.


His hands quickly went on the woman and the magical beast's corpse next to her, he was going to perform the fusion even if he was sure that it would fail, he couldn't just waste her without gathering any experience.


The remaining skin of the beast liquefied and fused with the wounded one of the slave, there was no rejection that time, the two beings were forged together as if they were beings in the third ranks.


'The laws contained in the body of the beast are enough to stabilize the forged body!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind when he saw that the skin of the woman stopped dying after it was fused with that of the beast.


He was worried that, by removing Heaven and Earth's will from the body of the slave, he would need to create something in its place.


Yet, the laws contained in the body of the beast would simply take its place after the fusion, making the dying tissues work again.


The bits of Heaven and Earth's will inside the beast's body were removed while Noah liquefied it through his refined Breath, making it the perfect glue that kept the slave's body working.


Noah hurried the fusion as much as he could, he needed to fuse the dying tissues of the woman before they fell apart, something that would unavoidably lead to a failure in the procedure.


Thanks to his training and mastery, Noah succeeded in fusing the dying tissues with the magical beast, even if he had to leave some unstable spots.


However, he then met the parts of her body that his will wasn't able to clean and the self-destruction happened again.


The slave died at that point, there was nothing that Noah could have done to prevent it.


Yet, he now knew that he had found the right method, he had just to master it!


'I need to create a stronger will and I need to harmonize the capabilities of the rank 4 bodies so that the hybrid won't suffer from rejections. Once I've completed these steps, it would be my turn.'


Noah thought as he quickly cleaned the area and went to pick another slave, his gaze showed the eagerness that he felt as he approached the end of his experiments.


Humans with a rank 4 body had special characteristics depending on their body-nourishing method.


Noah had a black membrane around his heart which contained liquid Breath that he could inject in his circulatory system, that feature was specific for the Yin body method in which he had trained.


Some of the slaves had similar features, rank 4 body-nourishing methods increased in value if they added those special qualities to a cultivator, it was normal for the slaves to have chosen to train in them if they had the chance.


Yet, they were a hindrance toward the creation of a harmonious hybrid, they were the opposite of the tails and wings of the magical beasts, something that belonged only to the human world.


Noah didn't want to remove those abilities from the slaves before fusing them with a magical beast, he wanted for the hybrids to keep them, he was striving for perfection after all.


The only way to succeed though was through his experiments.


In less than a month, the other nineteen slaves died and Noah was forced to purchase more of them, as well as requesting more magical beasts from the Coral archipelago.
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                        Noah continued his experiments in his underground facility which soon began to be sieged again by a barrage of bolts of lightning launched by the black clouds in the sky.


Elder Ian continuously destroyed them but more clouds gathered in less than half a day, even he started to wonder about what kind of act was angering Heaven so much.


Yet, Noah spoke to him only when he needed more resources, he had bought almost one hundred slaves with a rank 4 body and requested for the same number of rank 4 creatures by then.


That high number of purchases eventually caught the attention of the stronger forces in the area, it didn't take much before the Empire discovered the encampment that the Hive had set.


Cultivators with a rank 4 body usually had a rank 2 dantian, it was normal for the big nations to keep track of those trades, especially when they happened in their area of influence.


Once that information reached one big nation, it quickly spread through the entirety of the continent.


However, none of the big nations acted, they had their own problems and attacking an encampment in a neutral nation wouldn't give them any benefits.


On the other hand, all the nations and cultivators looking for a way out of the control of the three big nations saw the encampment as a sign of hope, some of them even started to make preparations to migrate there.


Of course, the Hive had set other encampments throughout the continent but none of them was as eye-catching as the one in Efrana nation.


The reason behind such visibility was Noah and his purchases.


One day though, the black clouds didn't form again after Elder Ian destroyed them.


Silence reigned in that area inside the mystical fog, it seemed as if everything happening inside the underground structure had suddenly stopped.


Noah was sitting in the experimentation area, some traces of the corrosive black smoke still lingered in the air before they dispersed in the air.


He was alone, the entirety of his facility was empty, no traces of slaves or magical beasts could be found and even the wall in front of him didn't have anyone chained on it.


Normally, once emptied his resources, Noah would request more of them but that didn't happen.


He sat still with his eyes closed, it seemed that his mind was engrossed in something so important that he didn't care about planning his next move.


'How would I describe myself?'


Noah thought.


No one could answer that question for him, no one had never become close to him enough to understand the depths of his personality.


'I'm ambitious but that's a given, I need to focus on the small nuances that define myself.'


His ambition was something that defined his entire self but that also gave birth to all his different traits.


'I'm cold and aloof, arrogant, selfish, cynical, overbearing, and ruthless, this should cover what can be considered as bad traits. Yet, many magical beasts behave in those ways.'


Noah knew himself deeply, the Elemental forging method had forced him to understand what drove his life, it was normal for him to have a clear understanding of himself.


'I'm hardworking to the point of sacrificing myself without minding it too much, I'm focused and determined, and I'm strong.'


Those thoughts concerned what he considered his good sides but Noah didn't stop his brainstorming there.


'I have been a lone cultivator, a prisoner, a criminal, a soldier. I'm a bastard that has managed to rise to power but that it's still unable to exact its vengeance. I'm something that wasn't supposed to exist.'


His analysis even concerned his past, the events that had turned a twenty years old transmigrator with no care for life into a cultivator ready to sacrifice everything to obtain more power.


'My personality definitely resembles a snake-type magical beast but I don't want to settle for something that isn't the best. It seems that I need to do some research.'


Noah opened his eyes after his thoughts reached that point.


He knew magical beasts very well, it was his field of specialization after all.


That's why he knew that his personality wasn't fit for a dragon, those creatures were prideful and shining, they didn't match Noah's uncaring and reserved attitude at all.


Also, almost all the magical beasts would form packs to increase their power, hierarchy was something deeply instilled in their nature.


Noah, instead, was a loner and he was one due to his choices, that aspect of him didn't seem to find a match in the world of the magical beasts.


A message was sent to Elder Ian who then redirected it to the Coral archipelago.


Noah's request that time concerned the archives of the Hive and even specific researches that had to be purchased in other countries.


For the first time after graduating from the academy, Noah felt the need to study magical beasts more deeply.


A pile of books and scrolls were soon sent to Noah's underground structure.


The topics listed on their pages focused on dragon-types and snake-types magical beasts which were Noah's main target, he hoped to find a species that had the characteristics that he was interested in, no matter how rare it was.


The amount of information that the Hive could gain access to was immense, more and more books were sent to Noah's underground facility as he continued to be immersed in his studies.


The world was vast, filled with strange and peculiar creatures, Noah learned names of magical beasts that existed only in legends but which existence had never been confirmed.


Then, he found something that seemed to perfectly fit him.


'Cursed dragon, a wingless species of dragon-type magical beasts of the darkness element. It is said that this particular species of dragons has been punished by the world because its flames surpassed the boundaries set by Heaven and Earth, the latter removed its wings and reduced its reproductive capacity, bringing balance among the strongest kind of magical beasts. Cursed dragons couldn't compete with other species of dragons after having lost the ability to fly and were exiled in the depths of the Granite Abyss. It is unclear if this species is still alive since its specimens have not been seen for many years.'
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                        Mutations, the passage of time, or even the simple evolution process filled the world with unusual and rare species of magical beasts.


Nothing stood still, magical beasts evolved and changed as time passed, some species were extinct while others seemed to appear out of nowhere.


Noah read that small piece of information about the Cursed dragons and knew that he had found his target but he still needed to learn more about it.


Another request was sent to the archipelago, Noah demanded any sort of information about Cursed dragons and specified that he was ready to purchase it with his Credits if needed.


The Hive was put in a troublesome situation, magical beasts weren't its area of specialization and, even if it was a powerful organization, their archives couldn't compare to those of the three big nations.


Yet, that hindrance didn't stop it from obtaining more information.


The Coral archipelago had sealed peaceful agreements with the three big nations, negotiations could be set quite easily.


Noah had to wait a few weeks and spend another million but, in the end, another series of small books and old scrolls were sent to his underground structure.


'The Utra nation surely is far ahead in these fields compared to the Shandal Empire and the Papral nation.'


Noah thought as he began to study those reports.


Those pieces of information all came from the Utra nation, the Elbas family had pushed the studies of anything related to the Breath toward new horizons, the academy was its pride and most important accomplishment.


In that safe environment, the best minds of the entire nation could research and create wonders but, to do so, they needed a solid foundation that covered all the areas concerning the cultivation journey.


That's why the Royals held many forgotten data and unorthodox researches in their archives, they were needed to push the discoveries of the researchers of the academy.


'Cursed dragons were said to have the peculiar ability to divert part of the Breath normally used for their growth toward the strengthening of their flames.'


'Millenia ago, a species of dragons had flames so strong that Heaven and Earth were forced to act to restore balance among their kind. Such species was then maimed and its original name was forgotten, we simply call them "Cursed" because of their history.'


'The Granite abyss is a pale brown canyon where many species of dragons live. The food chain is quite strict, the creatures near to its surface are the strongest while its depths hide the weaker ones. Yet, it is said that a particular kind of wingless dragons rules its darkest parts.'


'Cursed dragons have developed an indifferent behavior once lost most of their reproductive capacity, their instincts had probably told them that there was no point in forming packs when their reproduction was almost impossible.'


Noah read all those pieces of information and sorted them inside his mind.


Many reports didn't strictly mention the Cursed dragons but only hinted about them.


Also, many scrolls only contained hypothesis that hadn't been verified, Noah was searching for a species that had disappeared from the surface of the world for a long time after all.


'Dragons with a grudge with Heaven and Earth, they saw their incredible capabilities being suppressed by a stronger power. They don't form packs, they hide from the fauna on the surface. Defeated, exiled, maimed… I've made my mind.'


Noah stored all the scrolls and books in his space-ring and stood up, he couldn't wait anymore, he had been able to contain his eagerness while he tuned the procedure but, now that everything was ready, he couldn't waste even a second.


He had seen the power held by the hybrids with a rank 4 body, he had even feared that some of them would have been able to break free from their chains at some point.


It must be said that the enslaving chains were a technology limited to the Empire, those inscribed items were specifically created for each slave to increase their binding power, rumors said that one of their core materials was the blood of the cultivator that they restricted, breaking them wasn't an easy task at all.


That discovery made Noah even more determined in pursuing that path, his resolution increased depending on the power that he was chasing.


'Now, where is this Granite Abyss?'


***

The Granite Abyss was a danger zone near the mountain chain that divided the areas of influence of the Utra nation and the Shandal Empire.


It was located on the eastern side of the continent but not near the coastline, a thick forest filled its surface and hid the long cavity that was the entrance to the canyon, many inattentive beasts or cultivators would just fall in it if they didn't pay attention to their steps.


Noah stood at the edge of the canyon, the trees behind him hid the magical beasts that didn't dare to near that place while he gazed at the depths of the gorge.


The gap on the ground was long but narrow, the sunlight could only illuminate a few hundred meters of the gorge, leaving its depths in constant darkness.


Roars and occasional lights could be sensed coming from the profundities of the Granite Abyss, Noah's eyes weren't able to see their sources but he could clearly hear them due to his sea of consciousness.


A talisman was held tightly in Noah's hand, its purple light was hidden inside Noah's grasp.


Noah was alone as he made his mind one last time.


'It seems that the Hive is really investing in me, Chasing Demon has personally created this inscribed item when he heard that I had to reach this place.'


Noah thought as he gazed the talisman in his hand before storing it inside his ring.


Due to the peculiar location of the Granite Abyss, the Hive was unable to send an elder to investigate the existence of the Cursed dragons and to capture a specimen at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank.


That place was inside the area of influence of the Empire after all, a heroic cultivator from another nation couldn't randomly appear there even if it was only a danger zone.


Yet, Noah couldn't give up on his body-nourishing method just because of politics and decided to make the journey alone.
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                        The journey to arrive at the Granite Abyss had been quite troublesome.


Efrana nation was in the opposite part of the continent, Noah had to use the teleportation matrix inside his mansion to return to the Coral archipelago and then use another matrix there to reach the closest encampment to his destination.


The Hive had set a total of four encampments throughout the continent, three of them were in the area of influence of the Empire while one of them was in the Papral nation.


It had been impossible for the Hive to pass unnoticed in the area of influence of the Utra nation, the Elbas family was too afraid that the information about the Royal Inheritance would reach enemy forces now that Noah had a foothold so the western coastline and the city of Slyfall had been put under strict surveillance.


Then, Noah had to move on foot alongside the mountain chain that divided the two big nations to lower his chances of being discovered and leave its perimeter only when he neared the forest around the Granite Abyss.


Noah's experiments had exposed the encampment in Efrana nation but the other three were still hidden, the Hive couldn't use its cultivators to escort him due to the risk of revealing itself.


Also, he couldn't even bring his mansion with him, the priority of the Hive was to recruit cultivators and the encampment in Efrana nation would remain in place only for a short time since it had been exposed, the archipelago had sealed peaceful relationships with the three big nation but it couldn't steal their resources out in the open, not for too long at least.


Yet, leaving his mansion behind didn't mean that Noah had been left barehanded.


Noah had the flags filled with protective runes with him, Elder Iris had personally filled them with her Breath so that he could simply lay them on the ground and they would activate.


Also, there was the talisman created by Chasing Demon.


He had met Chasing Demon again when he returned to the archipelago, he didn't explain the details behind his experiments but he had said that the journey concerned the creation of his technique.


Chasing Demon didn't hesitate to make the necessary preparations after he heard that and he created the talisman while giving him unclear explanations to its functions.


'He only said to break it if I'm about to die, I wonder what it does.'


Noah thought as a pair of wings spread behind his back and he jumped off the cliff, flying toward the depths of the Granite Abyss.


His consciousness enveloped his descending figure, the layers of mental energy had kept him hidden from the magical beasts during his voyage, allowing him to reach his destination without being attacked by those creatures.


Noah intended to do the same as he explored the Abyss but he soon noticed that something was off about that place.


'It's strange, this darkness is unnatural.'


The sunlight could only illuminate the initial part of the canyon but Noah had a rank 4 body and a rank 4 mental sphere, seeing in the darkness wasn't a problem for someone with those centers of power.


Yet, as he descended in the darkness, he realized that his sight was restricted to a distance of a few dozens of meters.


'It's as if any trace of light has been forcibly removed…'


Noah thought as he slowed his descent.


Being unable to rely on his eyes wasn't really a problem, his mind was far better on that field.


However, Noah couldn't help but wonder about the cause behind such a peculiar phenomenon.


His thoughts were soon interrupted though since a series of presences began to near and encircle him.


'It seems that, in this narrow environment, my mental energy isn't enough to hide my presence. Well, maybe they are simply too used to living in the darkness.'


Noah stopped his descent when he felt that those presences continued to near him, his mind could already identify their species and their rank.


'Five rank 4 Abyssal dragons, four in the lower tier and one in the middle tier. I guess it's time to see how strong I am right now.'


A cold aura surrounded Noah as his consciousness fixed itself on the five dragons that had encircled him.


Then, part of his mental energy and Breath was depleted and a barrage of ethereal claws appeared in the air around him.


The Ghostly claws spell began to show its real power now that Noah had become a rank 4 mage, more than three hundred claws materialized around him and shot toward the five huge figures.


The dragons couldn't even react, the ethereal claws crossed their scales and reached for their organs in less than a second, their hearts directly exploded under the assault of Noah's spell.


Dying cries filled the gorge as the wings of the Abyssal dragons stopped their motions and their corpses fell lifelessly in the darkness below them.


Five magical beasts in the fourth rank couldn't even make Noah wield his sabers, his power was half-way toward that of a complete heroic cultivator by then, the spells that used mostly mental energy were his most powerful weapon.


The Granite Abyss seemed to take life when the five corpses fell, dragons came out of their nests to try to seize the falling magical beasts.


Tongues of flames, roars, and battle cries filled the gorge as more and more dragons appeared and began to fight for the five dead creatures.


Noah studied the scene for a short time before he decided to resume his descent.


He didn't care about those dragons, his target was somewhere at the bottom of the canyon if the reports were right and if that species had managed to survive until that day.


Also, there were more than one hundred dragons in the fourth rank engaged in battle, Noah didn't want to go all out to clear the passage, he would rather sneak past them while they were busy fighting.


Heilong's wings flapped behind his back as he crossed the crowd of powerful beasts fighting each other, some dragons would notice and attack him as he descended but Noah simply released another series of ethereal claws to take care of those foolish creatures.


Just like that, Noah crossed the battlefield and flew deeper into the darkness, his mind was already able to find traces of the bottom of the Granite Abyss.
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                        Noah encountered more dragons as he dove deeper into the Granite Abyss.


They were mostly rank 4 creatures with a few beasts in the third rank appearing after he reached a certain depth, taking care of them wasn't a problem.


Yet, Noah had a wary expression as he continued to descend, there was something completely off about that environment.


It wasn't something that concerned the species of beasts in there, Abyssal dragons, Void dragons, Black dragons, all those species were described in the reports about the Granite Abyss that he had studied before going there.


What didn't make sense was the light.


It wasn't just the illumination inside the gorge, the darkness that filled that place was unnatural, it was able to affect Noah's eyes which was something extremely strange.


Even the tongues of flames released by the dragons that Noah had met along his way seemed paler, it was as if they missed part of their color.


Noah didn't think too much about that, the world he lived in was strange, the Breath had given birth to creatures and environments with capabilities that defied logic, he couldn't find an explanation to everything.


Also, he had a target, he didn't come there to explore the canyon.


Yet, he couldn't help but pay more attention to his surroundings, his consciousness expanded till its limit to give Noah a clear understanding of what was around him.


Eventually, he sensed that the bottom was right below him and he didn't hesitate to land on it.


Heilong's wings folded themselves behind his back but remained out in the open, Noah wanted to be ready for any situation in that strange place.


The Granite Abyss was narrow but long, its sides were filled with cavities of various width that were used by the many dragons as nests, Noah guessed that those cavities had been created by the same dragons that inhabited them.


Yet, the rocky walls at the bottom where almost smooth, no dents or holes could be found on their surface, it was as if something had flattened them.


'Not even fifty meters large, I wonder if this species of dragons really lives in this narrow place.'


Noah thought as he investigated the area.


The Granite Abyss stretched for many kilometers but its width wasn't that great, especially at its bottom.


'I wonder why dragons would choose this place as their nest…'


Noah wondered as he began to walk forward, the path behind him continued only for a few hundred meters according to the cavity on the surface, he would just explore it later if he didn't find anything on the other side.


The bottom of the canyon seemed deserted but the peculiarity of that place was enhanced at its deepest point, Noah couldn't see anything at all, it was as if he had gone completely blind.


He walked for a few hundred meters without encountering any changes, everything around him was silent, the only thing that could be heard was the cries of the dragons in the cavities above him.


Then, a sudden danger was sensed by his consciousness.


Noah was a rank 4 mage, there were a few things that could make him fear for his life in a normal danger zone.


However, his mental sphere wasn't lying to him, Noah knew that he had to avoid what was coming for him at all cost.


The danger closed in at an incredible speed, Noah saw a white light on the road in front of him becoming closer and closer.


The bottom of the canyon lit up, Noah was about to be engulfed by the white light when his figure became ethereal.


A wave of pain filled his body when the light submerged him and filled the area where he had come from.


Noah had used the Ethereal form spell while being a rank 4 mage, there was almost nothing in that rank that could have hurt him through his spell.


'Rank 5!'


Noah immediately understood the power of the creature that had launched the attack, he quickly decided that the Granite Abyss was too dangerous and that he needed to escape.


The wave of light vanished, the attack had stopped and Noah returned material a few seconds after that, he spat a mouthful of blood as black veins covered his skin and Heilong's wings unfolded behind his back, ready to take him out of that place.


Yet, right before he activated his martial art and shot in the air, the cries of the dragons above him resounded in unison.


Noah was forced to stop his actions, the wave of light released by the rank 5 creature still lingered in the environment, giving him the ability to see what was happening above him.


All the dragons in the upper parts of the canyon were peeking from their cavities and looking somewhere at the bottom of the gorge.


Then, tongues of flames shot from them and landed somewhere at a few kilometers in front of Noah.


The light radiated by the flames made Noah able to clearly see the scene, he saw how the attacks of the dragons landed on a huge figure in the distance.


The figure was fifteen meters long and stood still on its four huge legs, the barrage of flames didn't seem able to hurt it but it was enough to keep it locked in its position.


Black scales covered its body which seemed to affect the light radiated by the flames that landed on them, softening their colors as they neared them.


The huge reptilian head of the creature was lowered as it endured the attacks, Noah's eyes went on its back where he noticed the absence of wings.


The rank 5 creature resembled a dragon in every aspect except for the absence of wings.


White flames burned on the surface of the walls next to Noah, he realized in that moment of peace that the wave of light that had engulfed him was, in fact, fire!


Also, Noah could sense that Breath of the darkness element fueled those white flames, that was the last detail that he needed to confirm the idea that had formed in his mind when he saw the wingless reptile.


'Rank 5 Cursed dragon!'
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                        Noah seemed petrified as he stared at the mighty beast being suppressed by the barrage of flames of the dragons in the upper part of the Granite Abyss.


The attacks of more than one hundred rank 4 creatures kept the Cursed dragon still, unable to move and react.


Noah focused on the scene while the liquid Breath in his circulatory system healed the internal injuries caused by the white flames of the dragon, he began to understand the situation as he analyzed what was happening in front of him.


'The Cursed dragon is malnourished and old, it can't express its full power. Also, it can't fly, the other dragons can simply attack it from time to time until it ultimately dies.'


Noah could finally understand why that many powerful dragons had chosen to set their nests there.


A rank 5 magical beast was a being that contained an unimaginable amount of Breath, even a dying specimen in that rank would be the most desired meal of any rank 4 creature.


'They are waiting for the moment when it dies, I bet this place will fall into chaos once that happens.'


Noah could clearly imagine the scenes following the rank 5 dragon's death.


The creatures in the upper parts of the canyon would engage in a fierce battle for the chance to eat its corpse, the winner would see its power increase by many levels after all.


The barrage of flames continued for a while and it stopped only when the rank 5 dragon fell on the ground, exhausted by the incessant attacks.


The Cursed dragon seemed to fall in some sort of slumber when it fell, the other dragons stopped releasing flames only when the first snore resounded in the area.


Then, a peculiar thing happened.


The light that still lingered in the area dimmed as if absorbed by something.


It didn't happen immediately, Noah saw his vision grew darker every time the Cursed dragon breathed.


'The records said that Cursed dragons could use part of the absorbed Breath to increase the power of their flames, I didn't expect it to be the Breath contained in the light.'


Noah thought as his vision turned completely dark.


A place where not even cultivators with a rank 4 body could see and white flames, it didn't take even an instant for Noah to make that connection.


'A creature of the darkness element that uses light to empower its flames, how amazing this species was when it had wings?'


Noah was amazed.


Magical beasts could absorb Breath of any element but the ability of the Cursed dragons surpassed anything that he could imagine.


After all, light was everywhere in the world, which meant that the growth of their flames virtually had no limits!


'Dammit, now I desire it even more.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he took a pill from his space-ring and directly ate it.


The injuries suffered while he was in the ethereal form began to heal at a faster speed due to the effects of the pill, Noah could stop using the liquid Breath inside the membrane around his heart at that point.


The ability of his body would have been enough to heal his injuries but Noah wanted to be ready to go all out!


He had confirmed the existence of the Cursed dragons and he had been amazed by their powers, now he only needed to find a specimen that matched the rank of his body.


'I should confirm something first.'


Noah thought as Heilong's wings flapped softly and lifted him in the air.


Noah flew slowly, he didn't want to make any unnecessary sound as he reached an area above the rank 5 creature.


Then, he expanded his consciousness and analyzed the ground around it.


'The terrain in a one hundred meters area around it is completely burned, it seems that the dragons above don't allow it to move even. Perfect!'


Noah had to analyze the ground before he could have any hope to find a rank 4 Cursed dragon.


According to the status of the ground around the rank 5 creature, the dragons in the upper parts of the Granite Abyss seemed to suppress it every time it moved.


They had reacted before when the beast attacked Noah and it seemed that they did the same whenever it moved.


No other traces of burned terrain could be found outside that area, meaning that the dragon had been forced to stay in that position for a long time!


The reason why Noah was so happy about that discovery was simple: If the dragon couldn't move, then it couldn't hunt!


Since it couldn't hunt, there was the chance that weaker creatures of its same species were still around at the bottom of the canyon!


Noah didn't waste time after that discovery, he didn't know when the rank 5 dragon would wake up and launch another wave of those threatening white flames, he didn't want to remain in that place for longer than necessary.


He directly flew past the sleeping dragon while keeping his consciousness focused on the ground, he was almost certain that he wouldn't find another creature as powerful as that one but he hoped that there would be at least some weaker than it.


Soon, his eyes lit up when his consciousness sensed that other lifeforms were either sleeping or hiding in some cavities that had begun to appear.


They were weak, only in the second or third rank, Noah couldn't count more than twenty of them.


Yet, they were all big wingless reptiles that seemed smaller versions of the rank 5 creature being kept still a few hundred meters behind.


'There must be at least one! I'd rather not feed a dragon in the third rank until it reaches the heroic ranks.'


Noah continued in his search until, eventually, he found what he was looking for.


Two wingless dragons roared at each other as they came out of their cavities, it seemed that the events with the rank 5 creature had awakened them.


Noah sensed their power, they were both in the fourth rank, one near the peak of the lower tier and one at the beginning of the middle tier, their scales were filled with dents and scars, it seemed that it wasn't the first time that they fought.


'Why would it attack something stronger?'


Noah wondered before he understood the situation: The specimen near the peak of the lower tier was a male while the other was a female, the former was probably attacking it to force itself on the other.


'This place has driven you crazy enough.'


Noah thought as he dove toward the two dragons, hundred ethereal claws materialized around him and shot toward the middle tier specimen, killing it in an instant.


There were less than thirty specimens left of the Cursed dragon species and Noah had just killed one of them!


Then, Noah landed in front of the other rank 4 dragon while storing the one that he had just killed, he couldn't help but wear a cold smile as he looked at his prey.
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                        Noah focused on the rank 4 dragon in the lower tier, his consciousness enveloped its body and thoroughly analyzed it.


'It's wounded, malnourished, and its mental state isn't exactly optimal. Also, its rank is a bit off from what I need, it seems that I need to adjust it a bit before killing it.'


Noah thought as the Cursed dragon angrily roared toward him, it seemed really disappointed to have lost the chance to satisfy its sexual urges.


Yet, Noah's focus was on the insides of his space-ring where the spirit automaton was preparing a series of potions and pills under Noah's orders.


'First, let's fix those scales.'


Noah's eyes shone as the wings behind his back spread and a shockwave was released under his feet, the dragon pounced at him only to discover that he had completely disappeared.


Then, the dragon felt a burning sensation coming from its back, a dense substance was being spread on its body which seemed to affect the state of its scales.


The burning sensation came from the regenerative proprieties of its body which had been momentarily enhanced by the dense substance, the scales and the scars all over the body of the dragon began to heal at a fast pace, it took only a few minutes for it to be completely fixed.


'Now, malnourishment and rank.'


Noah thought as he floated in the air above the unaware dragon and analyzed its body.


He couldn't use the Cursed dragon for the fusion just yet, he needed to bring it to an optimal state before it could become a material that reached his standards.


Noah dove toward the dragon, a pill was in his hands as he fixed his focus on the mouth of the creature.


The dragon was confused, it was used to live in the darkness but even its sight was affected there, it could only understand Noah's position due to his smell and presence which weren't that reliable.


That allowed Noah to suddenly appear in front of it and throw the pill directly inside its mouth, the pill immediately melted when it touched the saliva of the dragon, releasing many nourishing substances that were absorbed by its body.


The dragon felt a surge of strength starting from its mouth and filling its body, its atrophied muscles began to swell under the effects of Noah's pill, the dragon was slowly returning to its peak form!


Noah knew that it would have been impossible to find a specimen that matched his standards even before he decided to explore the Granite Abyss, he considered himself lucky enough that the Cursed dragon species was still alive after all.


That's why he had sorted the necessary resources for the task before reaching the canyon, the knowledge of the spirit automaton of his ring had been of incredible help when he selected the drugs that would have had the best effects on magical beasts.


Of course, Noah was using rank 4 drugs.


It took a while for the dragon to reach its peak state, Noah had returned in his position above it while the body of the beast absorbed the nutrients.


'After its state is fixed, its mind should resume working properly.'


Noah thought as he waited for the dragon's next move.


The beast had its head lowered, Noah guessed that it was probably bathing in the feeling of returning to its peak after who knows how much time.


Then, it abruptly raised its head and released a gray ray made of flames that aimed for Noah!


Noah was a bit surprised by that sudden action but he soon became relieved.


Heilong's wings swung right before Noah turned ethereal and was enveloped by the gray flames, he didn't feel any pain at that time which allowed him to focus solely on the nature of the attack.


'It seems that its flames aren't at the same level as the rank 5 creature, there isn't enough light for both of them. Yet, it has recovered its mental state at least.'


Noah thought as the attack ended and he returned material, interrupting his falling motion.


The Cursed dragon had immediately attacked Noah as soon as its strength was restored, it seemed that its senses were now able to pinpoint his position.


Yet, when it understood that its attack didn't have any effect, it began to retreat, it had realized that its enemy was too strong.


Noah dove again in its direction as he heaved a sigh of relief, the beast had recovered its survival instincts after its body had been restored.


'One leg should be enough.'


Noah evaluated as the huge leg of a rank 4 dragon at the peak of the middle tier appeared in his hands, he then threw it on the escaping dragon's path before flying higher in the air.


The Cursed dragon stopped its tracks when that appealing food appeared in front of it, it quickly analyzed its surrounding before seizing the leg with its fangs and retreating in its cavity.


Then, Noah waited.


His consciousness never left the insides of the cavity, he saw how the Cursed dragon ate the body parts that came from his stash of dragon's corpses and absorbed the Breath that it contained.


As that Breath was absorbed, the power of the dragon increased, reaching the peak of the lower tier.


It was at that point that Noah landed on the bottom of the gorge and entered the cavity where his prey was eating.


Part of the leg had yet to be eaten but the dragon couldn't focus on it, its gaze went on the small intruder that was slowly walking toward it.


'Who knows for how long it has lived in this place… Well, its species is done for anyway.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the cavity.


It wasn't even fifteen meters wide, the Cursed dragon could barely fit inside it.


The dragon was about to roar at him but a sudden feeling of weakness enveloped its body as four black lines formed a rectangle around its figure.


The Cursed dragon felt as if it was about to faint due to the effects of Noah's spell but it couldn't even move before a series of sharp claws stabbed specific spots inside its body.


It had just recovered its strength and even reached the peak of the tier but it couldn't do anything against the human that was walking toward it.


It died quickly, Noah had become too used to kill rank 4 beasts with the Ghostly claws spell during his experiments, not even a drop of blood was spilled on the ground as he stored its corpse inside his space-ring.
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                        The spirit automaton automatically moved the corpse of the Cursed dragon inside the formation that stored magical beasts.


Meanwhile, Noah exited the cavity and looked above him, toward the surface.


His consciousness reached for the edges of the Granite Abyss and black flames enveloped him after he found a place where to teleport, he was back next to the forest one second later.


'My mental energy will refill shortly but my dantian needs a bit of time, I can dissect the female Cursed dragon in the meantime.'


Noah thought as he randomly chose a spot a bit away from the entrance of the canyon and ordered Heilong to dig a small cave.


The Blood companion didn't waste time, it came out in the open as soon as Noah undressed his upper clothes, his robe had two holes sewed on the back since it had been specifically made for Noah and his wings.


The physical power of a rank 4 creature was incredible, a cave was quickly dug in the terrain and Noah retracted Heilong as he placed eight small flags on the ground to cover the area where his cave was.


The runes on the flags lit up and covered the terrain delimited by them, a shield formed in less than a second, Noah nodded in satisfaction when he saw that he could finally obtain the body-nourishing method that he had worked so hard to create.


'After almost half a year, I've finally reached this point.'


Noah thought as he crossed the shield and entered the cave.


He had experimented on so many humans and magical beasts, consumed an unimaginable amount of mental energy, and constantly used the Divine deduction technique only to reach that point.


Yet, there was one last thing that he had to do.


The body of the middle tier Cursed dragon was laid on the terrain of the cave, Noah quickly wielded a white saber and opened its corpse in two.


He had to understand the most important parts of that almost extinct species of dragon, that part was vital to the success of the procedure.


It didn't take much though for Noah to find what he was looking for.


Dragons were similar between each other, all those species that could emit flames mainly relied on two organs: Their lungs!


Cursed dragons were the same, the female specimen that Noah was analyzing had two shining gray lungs, their color was similar to the flames of the lower tier specimen, they only seemed to be a bit whiter.


'It seems that it has absorbed more light than my prey. Well, I'm ready now.'


Noah thought as he sat on the ground to cultivate and stored the open corpse of the creature, Breath was absorbed and refined by his mind as he filled his dantian.


There was no better meaning than his ambition for the Breath to utilize in the fusion, Noah only added a tinge of his hatred to improve the removal of Heaven and Earth's will from the beast.


Also, the negative thoughts carrying his hatred were condensed, a black figure identical to Noah soon rose from the sea inside his mental sphere.


Then, Noah continued to cultivate until his dantian was full, his sea of consciousness refilled autonomously during that process.


When everything was ready, Noah completely undressed and took out the corpse of the Cursed dragon at the peak of the lower tier of the fourth rank from his space-ring.


He took a deep breath before laying himself on top of the corpse, he needed to maintain physical contact with the beast during the fusion, his hands would surely lose their grip once the pain started.


Noah pressed a finger on his forehead and took out the will carrying his hatred, it was as big as his chest, he had improved a lot in the creation of wills from his first time.


"It's finally my time, go ahead."


Noah spoke to his will, the latter dove inside his body and began to destroy every trace of Heaven and Earth's will from his tissues, Noah felt himself becoming lighter as the process continued.


'Now the fusion.'


His will was consumed, Noah felt that his tissues were already beginning to die, there was no turning back at that point.


The refined Breath inside his sea of consciousness went on the corpse of the dragon below him and began to liquefy its scaled skin, then, Noah controlled it to enter his body.


A wave of pain filled the entirety of his body, Noah felt that external substance forcibly making its way inside his skin, modifying it and fusing with it.


However, Noah was someone who had trained in the Forging of the Seven Hells method and who had survived the Pain Tribulation.


Also, differently from the cultivators on whom he had practiced the procedure, he was a rank 4 mage, his control and endurance had long surpassed what the word human could include.


Noah fought against time as he endured the fusion, more and more of his tissues died as he tried to speed up the process.


The skin finished fusing soon, Heilong's tattoo wasn't affected since it wasn't part of Noah's body to begin with.


The muscles fused shortly after, Noah endured the pain as his figure fell inside the crumbling corpse of the dragon.


The bones fused, Noah felt his skeletal system cracking and reforming every time part of the bones of the magical beast liquefied and mixed with his.


Then, it was time for the internal organs.


The procedure had never been so smooth, Noah was using his body and his Breath, he felt an innate sense of familiarity when handling materials of the darkness element.


Almost all the organs fused, only his heart and lungs remained untouched by the fusion.


Thunders began to resound outside of his cave but Noah couldn't hear them, his everything was focused on those last steps.


Noah was laying on top of the heart and lungs of the dragons but, soon, the heart melted and entered his body.


The substance carrying his Breath reached for his heart and surrounded the black membrane around it.


The membrane retracted due to the effects of the fusion, it mixed with Noah's heart which then was modified by the substance coming from the beast, forming a sturdy and black heart.


Then, the lungs of the dragons melted.


Noah's body touched the terrain as the last organs of the beasts entered his body and modified Noah's last untouched tissues, a pair of gray lungs were formed due to the procedure.


Thunders continued to crack in the area outside his cave, bolts of lightning continuously crashed on the shield created by the eight flags but were unable to break through it.


Noah's body began to stabilize, the will contained inside the body of the beast filled the empty spots left by Noah's will.


Noah felt his mind becoming dark, the harmonization was completed but his body was starting to shut down.


Its functions slowed down until they completely stopped, Noah's heart stopped beating and he stopped breathing.
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                        The black clouds above Noah's cave halted their attack when Noah's body shut down, their ominous aura though continued to remain fixed on the underground area where Noah seemed to have died.


He laid lifelessly on the red ground, the blood of the magical beast had tainted the terrain as its body parts were being fused with Noah, even his body had been covered by that scarlet liquid as he sunk inside the melting corpse of the beast.


Everything remained still, the black clouds in the sky were waiting to see if Noah had really died!


Noah had been extremely methodical as he perfected the procedure.


The rank 4 bodies of the cultivators often had some peculiarities that distinguished them between each other, the same procedure couldn't be applied to everyone.


As Noah continued with his experiments, Noah had become used to harmonizing the various qualities of those bodies, he had planned the way to keep the membrane around his heart even before researching the Cursed dragons.


Yet, there was one aspect that all the hybrids forged with rank 4 magical beasts had: They needed a reboot!


Removing Heaven and Earth's will and filling those empty spots with the one contained in the body of the beasts was an invasive maneuver, it wasn't enough to just fuse them, the body needed to stabilize and shut down before it could live again.


Thump Thump


A heartbeat resounded in the silence of the cave, sparks filled the surface of the black clouds as they prepared themselves to resume their attacks.


The Breath around Noah's body began to converge toward his figure, it seemed that some sort of natural force was attracting it.


Thump Thump


Another heartbeat echoed in the underground area, the Breath near Noah entered his body, filling it with life and completing the harmonization of its tissues.


Thump Thump


What followed the third heartbeat was a loud roar.


Noah opened his eyes and roared, that cry came from the deepest parts of his mind, it was the instinctive act of a newborn being!


Then, he inhaled, his lungs filled themselves with air but Breath was also absorbed during that simple gesture.


Noah could clearly feel how the Breath that entered his body was dismantled and reduced to its most basic form, it became a simple form of pure energy that didn't belong to any element!


That energy was then absorbed by his body, nourishing and strengthening it.


'So, that's how they do it. The bodies of the magical beasts naturally destroy the Breath to absorb the purer form of energy that such destruction creates. They have never been able to feed on Breath of a different element, their nourishment is the pure energy contained in it!'


Noah understood the training process of the magical beasts only when he felt it happening inside his body, the more basic but purer energy that they absorbed was something that even mages in the heroic ranks couldn't see!


'Maybe, only gods have the means to look for this type of energy, I know for sure that I couldn't have done it with my rank 4 sea of consciousness.'


Noah thought as he continued to bathe in the feeling of having his body growing stronger while breathing, it was something so amazing that he couldn't think of anything else.


'It's so strange though. Magical beasts have this innate ability since birth, even those in the first rank can do it, it's as if they are the natural predators of the Breath.'


Every living being of that world absorbed Breath to become stronger.


Noah wasn't sure about how magical plants worked but he knew that cultivators were limited to the Breath of their aptitude.


Magical beasts, instead, could reach for the energy inside the Breath of any element since their birth, he didn't think that Heaven and Earth would have left such troublesome beings alive if they had the chance.


'Maybe, it's something that has to do with their fairness, they need a natural enemy to be nigh-omniscient entities.'


It was only after Noah reached that point with his thoughts that he heard the lightning storm happening above his cave.


The black clouds in the sky had resumed their assault when Noah released his cry, an immense hatred rose from the bottom of Noah's mind and filled the entirety of his body.


Noah quickly stood up and was about to launch himself outside the protective shield when he abruptly stopped his tracks and closed his eyes.


His focus went on the insides of his mental sphere where dark-red water was spreading inside his crystalline sea.


The dark-red water represented the thoughts and instincts of the Cursed dragon with which he had fused, his normal mental state seemed to be affected as more of his sea was being tainted by the spreading dark-red water.


However, the mind of a beast couldn't compare to that of a human, especially that of a rank 4 mage.


Noah used his mental energy to surround the dark-red water, the thoughts of the beast were soon contained in a small area.


'I need them.'


Noah knew that he wouldn't be able to properly use his new body without the instincts of the dragon, he needed them to become a perfect hybrid.


That's why, instead of destroying that water, he slowly assimilated it inside his sea.


The color of his sea slightly changed as it fused with the thoughts of the beast, shades of red appeared on the azure water which continued to be crystalline even after the two minds became one.


Noah regained complete control even if he knew that some traits of the dragon's behavior now were part of his personality.


He began to feel everything more clearly, his senses sharpened as both body and mind harmonized.


The incredible hatred toward the presence of Heaven and Earth's will was surpassed only by the endless hunger that he felt, it was a sensation so strong that he understood why the hybrids that he had previously created seemed to go insane.


However, his powerful mind was enough to make him maintain his calm.


Noah opened his eyes again, the same cold aura was radiated by them but his ice-blue irises were now cut in half by vertical pupils, his eyes were those of a dragon.


'I'll take care of my hunger later, I need to disperse those clouds first.'


Noah thought as he stepped toward the exit of his cave, a pair of black sabers appeared in his hands as a low growl was emitted by his throat.


As soon as he stepped outside the shield created by the inscribed flags, a lightning bolt fell toward him.


Noah didn't hesitate, he swung his sabers to perform the Second Form of the Ashura and destroy the incoming bolt of lightning.


Yet, even though his execution was perfect and his Breath was depleted, no effects followed his gesture, the saber simply slashed the air before the lightning bolt hit it.
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                        The Demonic sword hit by the lightning bolt shattered, the power released by the black clouds was meant to stop peak rank 3 cultivators from reaching the heroic ranks, Noah's inscribed item couldn't resist that attack even if it was at the peak of the third rank.


Yet, the corrosive smoke contained in Noah's weapon was enough to deplete part of the lightning's power, only a small portion of its strength remained when it reached Noah's body.


Noah endured the scorching sensation that filled his right arm as he was flung back in the distance, he managed to stop himself only after he had clashed in a few trees.


'I'm an idiot.'


Noah smiled as his black heart pumped more blood inside his circulatory system, the black membrane of the Yin body had become one with his organ, he could now utilize all the liquid Breath inside his body to empower his regenerative capabilities.


'I didn't think that the body of a hybrid would become so strong that martial arts meant for humans would become unusable.'


The reason why he had been unable to use his martial art was simple: He couldn't use the physical strength needed to execute those forms.


It wasn't that he lacked control, his body was simply so strong that he couldn't force it to return to human standards!


During his experiments, Noah had tested that the hybrids were able to use their dantians and to perform spells, he was too engrossed in the procedure to consider other aspects, there weren't problems with the centers of power after all.


The forms of a martial art were tuned on the physical strength of the humans, magical beasts couldn't use them even if they had a humanoid shape.


Simply speaking, Noah couldn't use the strength of a human even if he wanted to!


Another lightning bolt shot from the sky in his direction, Noah saw the attack coming and closed his eyes to focus on his lungs.


He took a deep breath, the colors in the area around him dimmed as Breath converged inside his body.


Then, right before the lightning could reach him, a wave of gray flames clashed with it.


Noah felt his throat heating up as he released flames from his mouth, his instincts knew too well how to launch that attack, he was a hybrid after all!


The lightning bolt slowed its advance, its piercing power was slowly making its way among the gray flames but black flames covered Noah's figure before it could reach him.


Noah reappeared in the air, a pair of large wings were spread on his back, he kicked the air a couple of times before nodding in satisfaction.


The black clouds above him released another lightning bolt but a shockwave spread under Noah's feet before it could reach him, making him disappear from his position in less than an instant.


The Shadow sprint martial art was something that Noah had personally created, he could tune it quite freely and perform it even with his new body.


Of course, his new physical power made the martial art stronger which inevitably increased the consumption of refined Breath inside his mind, his liquid Breath was simply too weak compared to his new form.


Noah zigzagged in the air, dodging all the lightning bolts coming for him as he closed with the black clouds, his cold reptilian eyes radiated the immense hatred that he felt when looking at them.


Truth to be told, he could have just safely waited for the power contained in the clouds to be depleted inside his cave.


Yet, he wanted to test his new power to quickly increase the familiarity with his new body and he wanted to gather experience in that kind of battle, he was facing some sort of Heaven Tribulation after all, he needed to understand how threatening it was since he would face it again before becoming a rank 4 cultivator.


Also, the instincts of the Cursed dragon species that were now part of him told him to defy that suppression and to destroy anything related to Heaven and Earth, Noah decided to let those feeling envelop him since he had already decided to fight the black clouds.


He had never felt so good while flying, he sensed that every part of his body cheered whenever he controlled Heilong's wings to fly higher.


The cursed species was once again in the sky, wielding the power needed to defy the entities that had once removed its wings!


Noah became closer to the black clouds every time he dodged a lightning bolt, it didn't take much before he was directly below them.


He couldn't use any offensive martial art and he knew only one spell able to target the area of a hundred meters that the clouds covered.


Noah felt the Breath inside his dantian being rapidly depleted as his figure began to emit an ominous black smoke, it took only a matter of seconds before his human appearance turned into the one of a fiend.


A long tail stretched from the bottom of his back and two curved horns had appeared on the sides of his forehead, the black armor made of smoke made its appearance for the first time after Noah had become a rank 4 mage.


Noah had always avoided using the complete Demonic form due to its high consumption of Breath and mental energy, that feature could only be worsened after Noah utilized it with his sea of consciousness in the heroic ranks.


However, he needed his strongest attack at that moment.


The light in the area around him dimmed as he took a deep breath, a crack appeared on the smoke over his mouth as he made that gesture.


His lungs seemed to become whiter as the light in the environment was absorbed, gray flames soon formed inside them and shot outside when those organs contracted.


Noah released a wave of gray flames which were soon surrounded by the black smoke of the Demonic form.


Those flames were part of him, his spell only empowered them.


The black clouds released another series of lightning bolts, Noah's flames had been unable to fend them off previously but the corrosive smoke around them was now paving a way toward the clouds, destroying everything on their path.


The bolts of lightning were consumed by Noah's spell, his attack soon reached the black clouds where it released its destructive power.


The pillar of gray light pierced the clouds while carrying the corrosive smoke with it, the power accumulated by Heaven and Earth began to disperse as the composition of the clouds was destroyed.


Noah's flames pierced their form while his spell consumed them from the inside, Noah's full power offensive could match the attack of a heroic cultivator!


Noah dispersed the black smoke around him as he saw the black clouds vanishing, he couldn't help but raise his head and roar when he understood that he had won.
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                        The clouds that had been formed by Heaven and Earth dispersed, releasing the Breath that they contained in the air.


Noah took a deep breath, the dense energy still lingering in the air converged in his position and entered his body to become its nourishment.


The Breath contained by the clouds was meant to deal with cultivators aiming to reach the fourth rank of the dantian, it held a power fit for that level of strength.


When it entered his body, it was dismantled and turned into pure energy that Noah naturally absorbed, he felt the liquid Breath inside his body being refilled before he underwent some changes.


His skin thickened, it had absorbed the capabilities of the scales of the Cursed dragon becoming extremely hard, the lightning bolt form before had barely scratched it after all.


His muscles bulged before compressing, their density increased by a whole level when the process was over.


His bones experienced the same procedure, they became sturdier and denser, it was as if their quality had reached a superior level.


Even his internal organs underwent a similar enhancement, especially the lungs and heart which also became slightly bigger.


Noah had closed his eyes to analyze the changes of his body, that was a feeling that he hadn't experienced for a very long time.


'Rank 4 body in the middle tier!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind when the process was over.


He had been at the peak of the lower tier for more than ten years by then, seeing his level raise again made him feel completely satisfied.


That was because his body-nourishing method was working flawlessly and he knew that it would accompany him for the entirety of his cultivation journey!


Noah roared at the sky when the breakthrough was over, the power filling his body and his victory over Heaven and Earth made him reach new levels of happiness.


His dragon part had waited for this moment for too long, the hatred that was rooted in its bloodline was finally appeased, part of it at least.


An even stronger hunger followed the breakthrough though.


Noah turned his head in the direction of the Granite Abyss, his reptilian eyes seemed to make out the shapes of the many dragons inhabiting that danger zone.


Yet, he forced himself to calm down as he gulped the saliva that his mouth was producing.


'I've created a mess here, I can't remain any longer.'


Noah thought as he wore a tight robe and turned to fly in the direction of the Hive's encampment.


The main advantage of being a hybrid was the human mind ruling that powerful body.


Obtaining the power of a magical beast would be useless if the cultivator then acted like one, reasoning and planning had to come before instincts and hunger.


Also, even though Noah had obtained an incredibly powerful body, he had lost one of his main fighting methods.


The Three Forms of the Ashura was the martial art that had accompanied him since he had joined the academy but, now, he was simply unable to perform it.


His body was too strong, it couldn't use the little physical energy needed for that martial art, Noah guessed that he would meet the same problem even with other martial arts meant for humans.


'My list of stuff to create is increasing: There is the cultivation technique, an offensive martial art, and Demonic swords fit for my new body. Also, I should start finding ways to create spells, I'm continuously losing fighting methods since my power is increasing too quickly.'


Noah thought as he flew at full speed in the direction of the encampment.


There were two big issues in the cultivation journey.


The first one was the absence of techniques and methods, those in the fifth rank were already incredibly rare, it could be even said that those in the sixth rank were basically non-existent.


The second one concerned martial arts and spells.


One could be a mighty heroic cultivator but its battle prowess wouldn't be able to express its power if it didn't have arts and spells that matched its rank.


The same applied to Noah.


He had become a rank 4 mage a short time ago, the spells up to the third rank that he had learnt became almost useless at that point, leaving him with few offensive methods that could express his true power.


Now, he had even lost his martial art, limiting his offense to the Demonic form spell, the Ghostly claws spell, the Death area spell, and the Mental tremor spell.


That offense was still extremely good, especially considering his newly obtained flames, yet, Noah didn't want to see his battle prowess lower as his level increased.


Martial arts and spells suffered from a fate similar to methods and techniques, they would become rarer as their rank increased, especially those with offensive power.


'My expertise with the saber should allow me to quickly create a new martial art tuned around my body but my priority must be the cultivation technique, I can't be always dragged down by my dantian.'


Noah thought as he ate a small pill that contained Breath of the darkness element to refill his dantian.


His last attack against the black clouds had almost depleted the entirety of the liquid Breath inside his dantian, leaving that center of power basically empty.


It couldn't be helped, he had used his strongest spell while setting its power in the heroic ranks, simple rank 3 Breath couldn't fuel such an attack for more than a few instants.


Luckily for him though, he now had something that other cultivators didn't have: A powerful body!


Noah knew that his physical strength could be used as a deadly weapon and his flames were an excellent offensive method since the liquid Breath inside his body was refilled autonomously.


A small piece of the female Cursed dragon's skin appeared in his hands before Noah directly threw it inside his mouth, his teeth easily munched the scaled skin, they had fused with the fangs of a dragon after all.


Just like that, Noah continued to fly toward the encampment of the Hive inside the area of influence of the Shandal Empire, eating the body parts of the magical beasts inside his space-ring from time to time.
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                        Noah's worries weren't groundless.


The three big nations weren't powerful just in name: They controlled almost the entirety of the continent and had the highest share of heroic cultivators.


Also, their areas of influence featured spies or soldiers, especially in those dire times.


After the Coral archipelago obtained its independence, many other nations had begun to strive for the same goal, the only weakness of the big nations had been revealed after all.


That forced the hand of the big nations, they redirected part of their power to suppress and manage the revolts happening everywhere in their domains.


Of course, special attention was given to anything concerning the Hive.


That organization was backed by a rank 6 existence and was formed by the joint power of forces that had freely ruled on the islands for many years, it could be said that the Hive was the strongest organization of the continent after the three big nation.


Also, their peculiar geographical position and the copying technique made those islands virtually unbreachable, having such solid defenses would surely lead to a stable growth.


That's why the three big nations had silently decided to focus on their attempts to create footholds on the continent.


The only weakness that the archipelago had was the need for connections with the mainland to secure a constant stream of cultivation resources, their encampments in specific nations were somewhat expected.


The big nations knew that it would have been impossible to send spies to the archipelago, every recruit would be forced to swear an oath of some sort before being teleported there.


Yet, that didn't prevent those spies from sending reports before officially joining the Hive.


It was enough to mask them as cultivators who had barely managed to escape from an area of influence to make them the perfect target of the Hive which desperately needed manpower.


Just like that, by sacrificing weak cultivators, the three big nations managed to receive a decent stream of information concerning the encampments of the Hive.


Of course, the Hive had expected that something like that would happen but it wasn't too interested in it as long as it continued to increase its human assets, even a spy was just another pawn in its grasp after it swore an oath.


What it didn't expect was that such an approach would have ultimately put Noah in danger.


In the Utra nation, inside a dark basement that seemed to be used as a prison, a few hours after Noah had left the encampment near the mountain chain to reach the Granite Abyss.


A middle-aged man sat on the floor, runes shone over his skin, they affected the area around him with their brilliance and absorbed Breath from the matter that surrounded his figure.


The floor and the walls around him seemed to age as he cultivated, that process clearly showed that he was a cultivator in the heroic ranks.


Then, footsteps resounded in the basement, Thaddeus Elbas appeared from the stairs connected to the upper floors.


He was wearing his usual smile but traces of coldness could be seen in his eyes as he began to speak.


"Evan, are you enjoying the new horizons that the Royal family has opened for you?"


Evan opened his eyes and interrupted his cultivation to knell toward Thaddeus, his tone was polite as he replied to him.


"I will be eternally grateful for this chance, Your Majesty."


Thaddeus nodded seeing his reaction and took a small sheet from his sleeve before unfolding it in front of the kneeling man.


"Do you know what this is?"


Evan raised his head when he heard those words, his sea of consciousness began to enlarge as soon as his eyes looked at the rune drawn on the sheet.


"The fourth Kesier rune! Your Maj-"


However, before he could finish his phrase, Thaddeus folded the sheet and put it back inside his sleeve.


"I have a mission for you, complete it and the rune will be yours. You will be finally able to become a true heroic cultivator with it."


Evan kneeled again at Thaddeus's words and replied to him while keeping his head lowered.


"Anything His Majesty asks."


Thaddeus stared at him for some time at that point before taking a scroll from his space-ring.


The scroll depicted a young Noah and a series of information was written under it.


"This criminal can't be left alive one instant longer, who knows how many problems will he cause if not. Even my disciple has suffered by his hands, her resolve to cultivate seems to have crumbled after their meeting."


Thaddeus spoke as he heaved a sigh, he seemed to really care about Ruth's mental state.


"This criminal has left Afria nation and is moving alongside the mountain chain that divides our area of influence with that of the Empire toward the eastern coastline. We don't know his destination but he must return to the Afria nation if he wants to head back to the Coral archipelago. Ambush him there."


As he spoke those words, Thaddeus left the scroll containing Noah's information and left the basement.


Only then did Evan raise his head to study the scroll, his eyes radiated a dark light as he looked at Noah's face.


***

Noah was unaware that the Royal had prepared a trap for him while he was busy fusing with the Cursed dragon, he was focusing on returning to the encampment in Afria nation so that he could begin to fix his battle prowess.


His centers of power had returned to their peak form: His mind had quickly recovered after battling with the black clouds and he had eaten pieces of the magical beasts inside his ring from time to time, his body was only growing stronger thanks to that.


The only issue was with his dantian.


Noah was cultivating as he flew but part of the Breath absorbed was being redirected to his mental sphere.


He needed it to utilize the Shadow sprint martial art which was his best movement method in battle, he couldn't allow himself to be powerless after having caused such a mess.


The journey back to the encampment seemed to be smooth but, when the borders of the Afria nation appeared in his field of view, a sudden dangerous feeling hit his consciousness.


Hundreds of brown arrows were sensed by his consciousness, at once Noah knew that someone was attacking him.
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                        The arrows flew toward Noah from many directions, they tried to encircle him and to cut away any path of retreat.


Yet, Noah was in the air, he could move more freely than simple arrows.


A shockwave spread under his feet as he shot higher in the sky, removing himself from the trajectory of the attack.


However, right before the arrows were about to converge and crash in his previous position, they made a sharp change of direction, following Noah in his escaping route.


'This is a martial art mixed with a spell!'


Noah realized as the torrent of arrows reached from below him at a high speed.


It took him only a few seconds to understand the nature of the attack, the arrows had been shot while performing a martial art but their trajectory was controlled through a spell.


Also, the fact that his sea of consciousness labeled them as a potential danger made him sure of another detail.


'Their power surpasses the human ranks!'


A sudden ambush and a mighty power, Noah's confusion mounted as he stared at the incoming arrows.


Yet, some irritation rose inside him, his mind was calm but his instincts were screaming.


He was a dragon that had just reclaimed his rightful place in the sky and defeated the Tribulation sent by Heaven and Earth, how could someone dare to attempt to take him down?


Noah's consciousness spread as his body turned ethereal, the arrows pierced him before exploding inside his incorporeal figure.


A series of explosions filled the sky, hundreds of arrows reached for Noah and self-destructed when he entered in their range, Noah waited patiently inside the smoke created by the blast as he analyzed that attack.


'Their weight seems off, I can feel some pressure even when using the Ethereal form spell but they can't hurt me like this, not with my new body.'


The rank 5 Cursed dragon had been able to injure him through his ethereal form but this attack was weaker and his body had simply improved too much since then.


Meanwhile, his consciousness searched for traces of his attacker, his heavy mental waves swept the area around and below him as they tried to find the cultivator responsible for the ambush.


'Found you.'


Noah's reptilian eyes shone with a cold light when his consciousness found a cultivator hiding in the trees below him.


The mental energy of the cultivator used to conceal his presence couldn't do anything against Noah's investigatory capabilities, his power was completely revealed to him


'Rank 4 body in the upper tier, rank 4 dantian in the gaseous stage, earth aptitude, and rank 3 mental sphere… He doesn't seem a lone cultivator.'


Noah's attention went on the runes that covered his body and that acted as a magnet for the Breath around him, such a cultivation technique seemed too complex to be the creation of a cultivator on that level.


Also, the ambush had happened right before he reached the encampment in Afria nation, the timing was too perfect for it to be the act of an individual without any backing.


'I should be able to safely reach the encampment but I don't really want to let go of this chance to fight a heroic cultivator. I'm even quite hungry.'


Noah thought as he waited to return material, many possibilities were played in his mind in those seconds.


The encampment of the Hive had an elder guarding it, Noah would be safe once reached its perimeter.


Yet, that would only delay the issue and not solve it, he wanted to deal a blow to the force that had sent that cultivator.


Even his instincts were screaming to kill the offender and ravage his body, one shouldn't attack a dragon without being certain of killing it after all!


Noah returned material inside the smoke released by the explosions of the arrows and focused on a position behind the ambusher before his body was covered in black flames.


Evan had read the file that listed Noah's abilities, the scroll containing his information had been updated after the battles on the islands, Noah's profile was quite complete and detailed.


That's why Evan directly turned as soon as he sensed a fluctuation on the Breath behind him, his hands moved inhumanely fast as they nocked and released tens of brown arrows in the inscribed bow that he wielded toward the black flames that had appeared mid-air.


'He has been informed about my abilities.'


Noah realized that when he saw that the assassin had been able to exploit the weakness of the Warp spell as soon as he had used it.


A black sphere formed in front of Noah as he came out of the black flames, the Breath and mental energy contained in the arrows were absorbed by the Black hole spell, turning those powerful items in simple metal sticks.


Also, the Breath that had been redirected to Noah's body was dismantled and absorbed by him, Noah felt that the energy of a heroic cultivator nourished his body better than the magical beasts inside his space-ring.


The arrows then crashed on him as he came out of the black flames, metal sounds resounded as the pointy tips of the arrows broke when they came in contact with Noah's skin, they were unable to even leave a mark on it.


"Who sent you?"


Noah asked as red veins spread over the sclera of his eyes.


Evan had been momentarily surprised by the defensive power of his body, he knew the power and the constitution of his arrows and was left completely stunned when he saw that they broke without even denting Noah's skin.


Yet, when he saw the red veins around Noah's vertical pupils, he awakened from his stupor and shot another arrow with his bow.


The arrow exploded as soon as it left the bow, dense Breath and mental energy were released, affecting the trajectory of the Mental tremor spell than Noah had launched.


Evan retreated behind a tree to safely prepare more arrow but a sudden sense of danger made him jump away from that spot.


He turned his head only to see that Noah had chased behind him and kicked the tree, directly eradicating it from the ground and breaking its trunk in half.
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                        A strength that surpassed the realm of the magical beasts was contained in a small body, Noah's physical power was simply immense!


Evan felt fear for the first time since the fight had begun.


He was a mighty heroic cultivator while his target was only in the third rank and the liquid stage even, the assassination should have been smooth and easy.


Yet, Noah had sensed his attack far before it was able to reach him and had found his hiding position in an instant.


Also, his reaction time was incredible, it didn't matter how many arrows Evan shot, Noah was always able to counter them and gain the initiative in the battle.


Noah's abilities had been described in detail in the scroll that Thaddeus had given him, Evan knew that his target was a genius when the sea of consciousness was concerned.


That's why, even though he was extremely stupefied and slightly doubtful, he understood the fact that Noah's mind had surpassed the human ranks.


That discovery made him unable to realize the power held by Noah's body, he had the aspect of a human after all, his mental sphere was a center of power far more threatening.


On the other hand, Noah felt troubled.


He was using his full power to defend against the offensive of a heroic cultivator, holding back only on the abilities that would reveal his dragon side.


The power held by the arrows shot by the assailant was simply too high, he was using a martial art fueled by rank 4 Breath after all, Noah had to use the power of his mental sphere to match it.


Yet, doing that took a heavy toll on his dantian which could only provide liquid Breath, Noah felt his reserves depleting after the usage of a few spells.


Martial arts were weaker than spells but they also depleted less Breath and mental energy, that was one of the reasons why Noah had continued to use them even if he had more powerful methods.


'I need to rely on my body.'


Noah thought as his eyes sharpened, a shockwave expanded under his feet as he shot toward the escaping cultivator.


Evan didn't hesitate to release more arrows when he saw that Noah was set on chasing him, his hands nocked and released them at an incredible speed, Noah soon found more than thirty threatening darts aiming at him.


However, he was done testing his enemy's power, he needed to end the battle quickly and retreat in the safety of the encampment.


Heilong came out of his body and clashed with the arrows, the weapons exploded when they came in contact with the blood companion, shattering its body in thousands of pieces, even the defenses of a rank 4 middle tier creature couldn't do anything against the attack of a rank 4 cultivator.


Heilong's half-transparent figure inside Noah's mind was covered in cracks due to the attack that it had just endured, Noah suppressed the waves of pain released inside his mental sphere as he stomped the ground to sprint once again toward Evan.


Noah managed to reach Evan less than an instant after the latter shot another arrow, Noah saw the sharp arrowhead aiming for his heart as he was at less than a meter of distance from the cultivator.


It was at that point that Noah released a wave of gray flames.


The flames weren't enough to stop the flight of the arrow but they covered a wider area and their power depleted part of the arrow's strength.


Evan was surprised by that sudden attack but he quickly manipulated the terrain below him to create a think and sturdy defensive wall.


Yet, while he was busy defending from the flames, he felt a series of claws piercing his body and tearing his internal organs.


At the same time, Noah dodged the incoming arrow and kicked the wall that had barely managed to stop his flames, Evan wasn't able to make the arrow detonate since the Ghostly claws spell had broken his focus.


The wall was a defensive spell cast by a rank 3 mage, it had been able to momentarily stop Noah's flames but it couldn't endure the power behind Noah's body.


Pieces of terrain shot in every direction as Noah destroyed the wall and swung his hand toward the cultivator hiding behind it, his stretched fingers resembled the claws of a beast as they reached for Evan's chest.


Evan was unable to do anything, he could only place his inscribed bow in the trajectory of Noah's hand.


However, the bow was only a peak rank 3 weapon, it immediately broke under Noah's physical power, unable to even slow down the threatening hand that aimed for him.


Then, Noah's blow hit Evan on his chest.


Evan had a rank 4 body in the upper tier but his rib cage was pierced as if it was butter, Noah's hand stabbed his chest and came out from the back of the incredulous cultivator.


Noah then retracted his hand until he was able to squeeze Evan's heart with his grip, his cold reptilian eyes released a primordial pressure as he spoke to the man.


"Who sent you?"


Noah tightened his grip as he asked that question, blood came out of Evan's mouth when his vital organ was being held hostage.


Nevertheless, he didn't answer, he simply closed his eyes as he focused on his dantian.


Noah felt that something was becoming unstable inside the low-waist of the assailant, his free hand stabbed him in that place only to retract it immediately after while carrying something in its grasp.


Evan continued to cough blood as his gaze went on Noah's hand, a minute but shining sphere stood in his bloodied palm among other pieces of internal organs.


Noah revealed a smirk as he ate the shining sphere, a seemingly endless amount of Breath filled him before his body automatically turned it into its nourishment.


Noah felt the power of his body increase once again, all his tissues became stronger and denser as he solidified his power inside the middle tier.


"You lost your dantian and I have your heart, tell me who you serve with so much zeal to make you willing to self-destruct."


Noah asked for the third time but Evan simply smiled before closing his eyes, it was clear that he had no intention to answer.


Noah looked at that gesture and sighed internally before closing the hand inside the cultivator's chest, Evan's heart was reduced to a pulp, finally ending his life.
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                        Evan died without revealing anything, the only clues about his origin were the runes on his skin.


Noah looked at the corpse below him, the two holes on his body soon stopped spurting blood, he couldn't help but feel satisfied as he analyzed them.


'A mighty heroic cultivator has died by my hand, I'm more than halfway into that realm.'


Noah thought as he reviewed the battle in his mind.


The assassin had a rank 4 body in the upper tier, Noah guessed that its ability was connected to the fast movement of his hands.


Yet, even if the rank of Evan's body was higher, it couldn't compare to Noah's one.


Also, Evan was limited in his attack methods.


His rank 4 dantian made his martial art extremely threatening but his spells were lacking, they had only been able to repel Noah's flames while being unable to withstand his physical strength.


However, it was mainly thanks to his body that Noah had been able to defeat him, the liquid Breath inside his dantian simply didn't allow him to slowly destroy his defenses which had been prepared according to his most dangerous attacks.


'The Mental tremor spell and the Ghostly claws spells are awesome but they can be countered if a cultivator has made enough preparation, I was only able to hit him with the ethereal claws when I hid them inside my flames.'


Analyzing his battles had always made Noah able to see the weaknesses of his battle style and, right now, his most troublesome flaw was the lack of a powerful Breath to fuel his abilities.


While Noah was immersed in his thoughts, a powerful consciousness swept his position.


Noah felt it and recognized it, he turned in its direction while performing a bow and speaking through his mind.


"Greetings, Elder Amber, I'm sorry for this mess."


Elder Amber was the heroic cultivator stationed by the Hive in the encampment in Afria nation, Noah had already spoken with her when he had teleported from the archipelago.


"I sensed a huge discharge of rank 4 Breath but I didn't know it was you the one battling with it, I would have come sooner otherwise."


Elder Amber descended from the sky as she answered Noah, she wore a long blue robe with golden tentacles embroidered on its sleeves, that color matched her long golden hair that slowly fluttered in the wind.


Noah simply shook his head as he accepted her explanation.


"Your main concern is to keep the encampment safe, there was no need to expose your presence for this small matter."


Noah words made Elder Amber's eyebrow arc, she stared at the reptilian eyes of the man in front of her with an expressionless face for a while before she gave voice to her thoughts.


"Defeating a heroic cultivator, even if not a complete one, definitely isn't a small matter. The power of your mind is stupefying as always, Prince, and it seems that the resources of the Hive have finally managed to produce results, the Patriarch was right in trusting in your potential."


Elder Amber analyzed Noah's body as she spoke, she felt some sort of primordial danger being radiated by him.


Noah understood that the Elder had realized something when he felt her gaze all over his body but he didn't do anything to hide it, he simply felt no reason to do so.


Rather than hiding his power, Noah was mostly interested in finding out who had sent the assassin.


"Elder, do you recognize these runes?"


Noah spoke as he pointed at the skin of the maimed corpse next to him.


"These runes should belong to some cultivation technique created in the Royal academy but I'm not completely sure. Also, they might have been used on purpose to mask the origin of the cultivator… Prince, who would be willing to send a heroic cultivator to kill you?"


Elder Amber spoke, confirming part of Noah's suspects.


The assassin had Noah's profile, he knew about the encampment, and had a rank 4 dantian, only a big nation could have the means to prepare such an ambush.


Among the big nations, the only one that hated and feared Noah to the point of using someone in the heroic ranks was the Utra nation.


"Probably the Elbas family, they must be really scared about losing the Royal Inheritance."


Noah spoke without restraints, the elders of the Hive were aware of the Royal Inheritance after all.


Elder Amber nodded, she had a similar opinion about the matter.


"Do you mind if I take the corpse? I might not be able to obtain anything but I'm sure that the Patriarch can force them to pay us."


Noah turned his head toward the corpse when he heard those words.


He had already eaten the most nourishing part of the cultivator and the runes on his body had stopped working when Evan died.


Also, the body of a cultivator contained far less Breath than a magical beast on its same rank, Noah decided that it was more important as a bargaining chip rather than as a quick meal.


Noah's mental waves enveloped the finger of the assassin where his space-ring was and lifted the storage device in the air, making it land directly in Noah's grasp.


Then, he gestured to the elder to take the corpse, Evan's body disappeared as soon as Elder Amber waved her hand.


"We can't isolate ourselves but we can't even create a stable foothold on the continent. The encampments will remain operational for a few more months before we will be forced to retreat, only time will tell if the Coral archipelago can aim to become the fourth big nation."


Elder Amber sighed as she spoke those words, she seemed to treat Noah as her equal as she rose in the air and waited for him to follow her.


"I'm currently unable to fly, Elder, the battle has injured my puppet."


Elder Amber nodded when she heard Noah's words and simply flew above him as he moved on foot back to the encampment.


Just before reaching the encampment though, Elder Amber turned her head and pointed at Noah's face.


"Clean the blood from your face before meeting the human assets at least."


Only then did Noah realize that traces of blood were still on his mouth from when he ate Evan's dantian.
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                        The news that Noah had been able to defeat a cultivator with a rank 4 dantian was kept a secret among the elders of the Hive, they didn't want the forces of the continent to learn more about their power after all.


Of course, the Elbas family was aware that their assassin had died, even though it didn't know the exact details behind his death.


Evan was a soldier that had been nurtured till the heroic ranks, his value inside the ranks of the Royals was high, he was meant to lead the army of criminals one day.


Yet, he died in an insignificant nation, fighting a cultivator in the human ranks.


Also, Chasing Demon began to contact them in secret, asking for explanations and, eventually, compensations.


The Elbas family simply rejected any affiliation with the assassin and even offered to send an expert to examine the runes on Evan's body, there didn't seem to be hope in extorting a better deal with the Utra nation.


However, the branch of the Royal family that handled the creation of a secret army clearly understood one thing: Noah Balvan could only be killed by complete heroic cultivators!


The Royals didn't believe that Noah had defeated the assassin by himself, he was only a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage during the battle for the independence of the archipelago after all.


Yet, the truth was that one of their promising heroic assets had died, implying that Noah was most likely heavily protected.


That forced the Elbas family to completely give up on killing Noah for the time being, all the heroic cultivator in the Utra nation were either part of the Royals or of the noble families, deploying those forces would be a public breach in the treaties signed after the Hive won the war, the Elbas family simply couldn't do that.


The first big nation that broke those treaties would create the excuse needed for the cooperation between the other two big nations which would be further aided by the Hive, it was simply too dangerous to act in that way.


Meanwhile, Noah had returned to the Coral archipelago.


The encampment in Efrana nation had been disbanded and his mansion had been brought back on island nineteen where he was currently resting.


Noah knew that the force that had sent the assassin was now aware that he could fight cultivators with a rank 4 dantian or that he had some sort of protection that had allowed him to survive, meaning that the next assassin would probably be a complete heroic cultivator.


He didn't have the power to fight a being with that power, he had been able to deal with a martial art fueled by rank 4 Breath but he would have had just died against a cultivator that could also match the power of his spells.


That's why he had decided to temporarily return to the archipelago to focus on his battle prowess and to find a solution to his precarious situation.


Evan's space-ring didn't contain much, only a few drugs and a seemingly endless stash of arrows, everything inside was useless to Noah.


Heilong's half-transparent figure inside his mind was rapidly healing thanks to the nourishment of the dense mental energy below it, it wouldn't take long before it returned to its peak form.


Noah finally had time to properly test the growth of his new body: He had reached the middle tier after absorbing the Breath contained in the black clouds but Evan's dantian hadn't been able to make him reach another tier, it had only solidified his position in the middle tier.


Also, even the small pieces of the magical beasts' corpses inside his space-ring didn't seem to increase his power that much, Noah soon began to evaluate the amount of nourishment that each resource gave him according to its rank.


'Magical beasts have a stronger body than cultivators but they also need more Breath to grow. It must be considered that I'm a hybrid, meaning that I would need an even higher amount of Breath since my power surpasses both races… I'd say that only the dantians of heroic cultivators and magical beasts of a higher tier can significantly make me improve. There is to consider the lifespan of the magical beasts too, age is an important aspect in their world.'


Noah could randomly eat anything containing Breath like a magical beast but he knew that such behavior would eventually put him in some trouble.


That's why he decided that, unless he was completely sure that no one was watching, he would only eat what would give him a substantial nourishment.


As for his hunger, he had a better use for it.


Becoming a hybrid made him realize that he lacked something vital in the creation of an item through the Elemental forging method: A proper will!


His ambition had been enough to fuse him with a magical beast but the forging of a rank 4 item required something more specific, something that truly expressed the purpose of his creation.


Noah didn't consider his body as his first inscribed item in the fourth rank, its level was the consequence of the material that he had used.


That's why, in his mind, he still thought that he hadn't been able to cross the human ranks with his forging ability.


The creation of his martial art could wait, it would be useless to create an offensive method that could be only fueled with liquid Breath.


After all, martial arts needed a balance between the physical strength and the Breath used while performing the forms of the art, the consumption of the Shadow sprint martial art had increased due to the power of his body.


His dantian was barely able to fuel a few spells and one martial art, adding other offensive methods wouldn't solve the core of the issue, Noah needed to create a cultivation method and become a complete heroic cultivator!


The Breath blessings had continued to accumulate inside his space-ring, Noah had had enough resources to experiment in that field again for a long time.


What he had lacked was a meaning to imbue his creations with.


His endless hunger gave him the idea that he needed.


Magical beasts were always hungry, they would go crazy when starving or in front of an appealing resource.


Such endless hunger, such desire to devour anything that contained Breath, such implacable greed, there was no better meaning to add to an item meant to absorb Breath.
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                        There was one aspect of his body on which Noah could focus while resuming the experiments for the creation of a cultivation technique: His flames!


Cursed dragons could endlessly empower their flames by absorbing the Breath contained in the light around them, that ability was now in Noah's hands, meaning that he had to take care of their growth.


He soon discovered though that it took time to improve the state of his lungs, their color remained gray even if he had begun absorbing the light in the room where he was experimenting, it would take a large amount of Breath for his flames to reach the power that the rank 5 dragon in the Granite Abyss had.


On the other hand, his experiments were managing to produce some results.


His endless hunger was the perfect meaning to refine his Breath with, the condensed Breath blessings that he forged resembled a thick black vortex able to continuously attract and absorb the Breath of the darkness element from the environment, even though they still weren't able to cross the human ranks.


Of course, solving an issue only created more problems for Noah.


The forged Breath blessings continuously absorbed Breath, their power rose as the process kept going since they could only contain it inside their composition.


There was once a time when Noah had to forcibly destroy his creation because its power started to affect the Breath inside the matter, it was threatening to become an uncontrollable rank 4 inscribed item!


'This won't do, I need something stable, I can't put inside my dantian an actual Black hole!'


Those were Noah's thoughts as he struggled with that issue.


He knew that he would be able to create something in the heroic ranks soon since his expertise was increasing but that would be useless if he didn't find a way to control it.


After all, if his cultivation technique went out of control while being inside his dantian, he would most likely lose that center of power forever!


There was one aspect of his creations that left him happily surprised though.


The compressed Breath blessings were created through the Elemental forging method, his will dictated their functioning.


That will naturally conflicted with that of Heaven and Earth, the latter was removed during the absorption process, leaving only non-refined Breath inside the inscribed items.


That discovery left Noah completely surprised, perfecting his cultivation technique would give him access to an almost endless stash of non-refined Breath after all which he could use for his martial arts and spells!


While Noah was secluded inside his mansion, busy with his experiments, a peculiar event attracted the attention of the high-level cultivators of the continent.


At many kilometers from the southwestern coastline, a faint crack appeared in the sky.


The crack was almost unnoticeable if not for the fact that an extremely pure Breath came out of it, it seemed as if the crack was connected to a place where the Breath was far more abundant.


Before the crack could be thoroughly investigated though, it expanded, becoming longer and splitting in many directions.


The area covered by the fissure enlarged day by day, it didn't take much before the powerhouses of the concerned nations decided to act, ignoring the political situation of the continent.


In the sky, in a spot above the clouds.


Three figures stared at the spreading cracks that had created something similar to a spider's web in the azure sky.


They were the powerhouses of the Utra nation, of the Shandal Empire, and of the Hive.


Chasing Demon stared at the other two powerful cultivators next to him, they were both rank 6 cultivators but their power couldn't be compared to his, he had just reached the sixth rank after all.


"Seniors, I wonder if you've ever witnessed a similar event."


Chasing Demon politely spoke to the other two cultivators, he was completely aware that he was inferior to them.


The other two existences were a man and a woman, they didn't move their gazes away from the cracks as they sorted their thoughts.


The woman wore a simple red robe with the large emblem of the Empire sewed on its back, her brown hair and shining green eyes gave her a youthful appearance but the depths contained in her gaze carried the experiences of thousands of years of struggles.


The man had silver hair and golden eyes, he had the appearance of a middle-aged man and traces of arrogance were radiated by his expression.


A golden crown was on his head and a large golden robe with large sleeves gave him a noble demeanor as he inspected the sky, looking for clues.


Those three powerful existences had chosen to investigate the matter since the fissure threatened to reach the sky above the continent, where their nations and areas of influence were, which was the reason why the powerhouse of the Papral nation was absent.


Then, the man wearing the crown moved his gaze away from the sky and turned toward the woman on his right before speaking in a plain tone.


"My Elbas family is relatively new, our records don't concern events that have happened more than three thousand years ago. I wonder if God's Left Hand can provide us with a detailed explanation."


The woman's eyes sharpened when she heard her name, she gave a quick look to the smug face of the crowned man next to her before inspecting the sky again while speaking a few words.


"The Almighty is aware of this event, King Elbas. This matter concerns the Immortal Lands and it's something that we can't affect that much, our role is to prevent the cracks from reaching the continent."


Chasing Demon listened to their dialogue in silence, those cultivators were speaking about gods and affecting the sky, he didn't even know how to join that conversation.


It was at that point that shards began to separate from the cracks and fall toward the sea below it, a rain of shining azure crystals soon filled the air in front of the three powerhouses.
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                        The sky was shattering, the azure crystals falling into the sea radiated dense Breath that soon filled the area before they dispersed in the water below.


The three powerhouses didn't have time to seize those crystals because an even more incredible event followed the shattering of the sky.


The many fissures in the sky widened and connected, forming an uneven rectangular area where the shards kept falling.


Then, the surface of the sky completely broke and an immense boulder fell from that huge hole.


The three powerhouses saw the event but felt powerless to stop it, the boulder had a width slightly smaller than the continent, even their mighty power wasn't enough to stop the descent of that huge landmass.


"Almighty!"


God's Left Hand shouted as she turned her gaze to look at a place somewhere at the center of the Shandal Empire.


Meanwhile, Chasing Demon and King Elbas simply retreated as they stared at the falling boulder in disbelief.


It looked as if an immense mountain was falling from the sky, its lower surface soon began to heat up as it gained speed.


What once started as a simple fissure had now turned into a meteorite threatening to extinguish all the lifeforms of the continent!


It was at that point that a blue light filled the surface of the sea below the falling mountain.


Water rose in the air and turned into ice pillars that launched themselves toward the boulder, white columns formed and clashed against its burning surface.


The size of the columns was incredible, they were as large as an entire nation and stabbed their sharp tips on the falling boulder, slowly affecting its speed.


A reverent gaze appeared on God's Left Hand as she turned and kneeled toward the territories of the Empire while still being mid-air, she knew that her god had decided to help them.


More and more ice pillars rose in the air, the level of the sea lowered as its water was used to fuel that divine spell, it was as if a white mountain had decided to fight the falling azure one to protect the lifeforms of the continent!


The boulder began to slow down when the entirety of the ice mountain crashed on it, ice-shards and azure shards flew in every direction as the two immense objects fought each other.


That event released shockwaves that reached the southwestern coastline of the continent and, of course, the coral archipelago, all the cultivators in the heroic ranks and even some in the human ranks felt that disturbance in the Breath.


Many powerful existences left their habitation and appeared in the open to witness that colossal event, disbelief was written in their faces when their eyes landed on the white and azure mountains fighting each other.


Noah wasn't an exception, his sea of consciousness and his beast's instincts had begun to scream as soon as the sky was pierced, he quickly left his mansion and flew high in the air to understand what was happening.


Then, he saw it.


The azure sky had a hole in it from which a shining aura was released, it seemed as if an amazing world was hidden behind it.


The boulder almost as big as the continent was continuing in its descent, an azure halo was radiated from its surface, it seemed completely made of a material similar to the Breath blessings.


In the end, he saw the white mountain from which pillars continued to rise to stop the advance of the falling continent, its body was pierced as the motion of the latter kept going, it was as if it was trying to envelop that unknown mountain.


The cultivators of the continent held their breaths as they watched the white pillars slowing the fall of the azure mountain until they eventually stopped it completely, an azure continent stood motionlessly over a seemingly endless white plain, a new landmass had appeared where there once was only water.


Yet, the shockwaves radiated by that clash affected the state of the sea below, huge waves rose on its surface and spread in every direction around the new continent.


Chasing Demon, King Elbas, and God's Left Hand awakened from their stupor and disappeared from their position only to reappear on the coastline of their respective countries.


Chasing Demon closed his eyes before many immense walls rose from the seabed next to the islands and faced the incoming tsunami.


The power contained in the waves and their height was great but Chasing Demon was a rank 6 existence and the last line of defense against that natural calamity.


More and more walls rose from the sea and even the tentacles of powerful beasts appeared to repel the huge waves.


Similar scenes played themselves along the southwestern coastline, the powerhouses of the big nations appeared in the air and used their methods to defend the continent from the calamity.


It took some time but, in the end, the sea calmed down, returning to a peaceful state.


The defensive spells used to defend the continent broke or dispersed in the air, revealing once again the changed scenery on the horizon.


Only the powerhouses kept their eyes on the hole in the sky, they were worried that another continent or something scarier would fall from it.


Yet, to their surprise, the sky simply began to reform.


An azure brilliance shone on the edges of the hole, reforming the surface of the sky and quickly filling the vast cavity that connected the Mortal Lands to what seemed a higher plane.


Noah's disbelief had long surpassed what he was able to contain and his mouth hung open on his jaw as he stared at the new continent in the sea.


His gaze then found Chasing Demon who was staring with a serious expression in his same direction.


Noah flew toward the Patriarch of the Hive and many elders did the same, Chasing Demon was the only one in the Coral archipelago who could know more about the event.


There were less than thirty cultivators behind the Patriarch of the Hive as they waited for his explanation.


Chasing Demon sighed before he turned toward the crowd and spoke a few soft words.


"It seems that a piece of the Immortal Lands has fallen in the Mortal ones."
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                        Chasing Demon spoke, leaving everyone around him too amazed to answer.


Noah wasn't an exception, he replayed the patriarch's words in his mind, trying to give them some sense.


'A piece of the Immortal Lands has fallen? That thing is almost as big as our continent, this is a damned world-level threat!'


Noah had never cared that much about the geography of the world but he had inevitably learnt a few things as he lived there.


The continent where the three big nations ruled was the largest landmass of the planet, some groups of islands and smaller lands were sparsely situated on the surface of the sea which covered most of the planet.


All in all, Noah knew that this planet was bigger than his previous one but there wasn't the same variety of places where to live, the biggest share of the human population lived in one of the areas of influence of the forces of continent.


Also, since it had never been conquered in its entirety by a single force, the continent remained nameless, no organization could ever claim the right to name it.


The continent, the other smaller landmasses, the islands, and the sea were labeled as Mortal Lands.


They were "mortal" due to the beings that inhabited them and to the Breath found there, it wasn't an environment fit for deities.


As for the Immortal Lands, Noah only knew that they were somewhere above the sky but the information about them was restricted to peak heroic cultivator who had started researching about their ascension, he simply didn't have the power needed to gain access to that intelligence.


"Patriarch, how can parts of the Immortal Lands fall?"


One of the elders around Chasing Demon asked, interrupting Noah's thoughts and raising the interest of the cultivators in the air.


Their curiosity was understandable, the new continent had once been part of the Immortal Lands, a place that only deities could reach!


That was supposedly the final destination of the cultivation journey, it was normal for those heroic cultivators to want to learn more about it.


Of course, the only entity of the Hive who could know something about it was Chasing Demon.


A pensive expression appeared on Chasing Demon's sharp face, he turned his gaze back on the azure landmass placed over the stratum of ice and sorted his thoughts before explaining what he knew.


"I remember something that my master, Divine Demon, said about the Immortal Lands."


A moment of silence followed those words, Chasing Demon's expression seemed to soften when he mentioned his master.


"The lands above the sky are richer of Breath, capable of sustaining the cultivation process of many divine lifeforms. Yet, they aren't eternal, even the dense Breath contained in those places will eventually be depleted if too many deities affect it."


Noah and the elders next to him listened to his words with utmost attention, that was probably the first real information about the Immortal Lands after all!


"When an area in the Immortal Lands loses too much Breath, it will separate and fall into the Mortal Lands since it can't meet the required standards of that higher plane. This is all I know and it's even a supposition, I can't be sure of the actual reason behind this event."


Chasing Demon fell silent after he provided his explanation, his gaze probed the new land with interest and even some eagerness, countless possibilities were evaluated in his mind in those short seconds.


"Does it mean that there might be divine beings there?"


At that time, it was Noah's turn to speak.


He had been fascinated by Chasing Demon's explanation and stunned by the spell that had blocked the meteorite but there was something that bothered him since he had discovered that the new continent had come from the Immortal Lands.


The gazes of the elders went on him, some of them realized the meaning behind his words and turned toward the patriarch as they waited for an answer.


According to Noah's reasoning, the Immortal Lands were inhabited by divine beings, meaning that there could be a divine-level threat inside the new continent.


"It is very unlikely, nothing ever comes back from the Immortal Lands unless its level isn't fit for them anymore, Heaven and Earth closely handle them after all. I suggest we wait a few days just to be sure before planning our next move."


Chasing Demon answered, reassuring the cultivators around him.


'There might not be an actual god there but there might be resources of a similar level too, magical beasts and cultivators will do anything in their power to seize them. It seems that the equilibrium of the continent will shift once again.'


Noah thought as he fixed his eyes on the horizon, the new continent gave him a strange sensation, his beast's instincts told him that danger was hidden in that azure environment.


Yet, where there was danger, there were also potential gains!


"Patriarch, when you said next move, did you mean what I'm thinking?"


Another elder expressed his concerns but traces of greed could be seen in its eyes, its intentions could be clearly understood by the others.


A new land coming from a higher plane, an environment probably at the peak of the heroic ranks.


That meant the possibility of finding resources and lifeforms in the heroic ranks, secrets about the Immortal Lands, leftovers of the divine beings that had walked on that area, there could be literally anything there.


Most importantly, if the new continent was found to be more valuable than the old one, the areas of influence of the three big nations would just lose importance since a better goal would be placed in front of those three dominant forces.


The goal would be the colonization of that better land!


Chasing Demon nodded and revealed a smile as he turned toward that elder.


"Yes, we will leave the first exploration to the three big nations of the continent, they can face the dangers hidden there for us. Meanwhile, we will decide if it's better to join the colonization of the new land or if it's time to finally strike our continent."
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                        Chasing Demon's words resounded in the sky above the islands, expectant gazes appeared on the faces of the elders when they realized the number of gains that this chance could bring.


Heroic cultivators were constantly looking for techniques and spells that could increase their power and, maybe, enlighten them on the creation of methods to improve their cultivation level.


Cultivation techniques and body-nourishing methods in the sixth rank were basically non-existent and carried limitations since they had been created by other cultivators, even the sixth Kesier rune was considered an extremely rare resource.


Without methods to increase their ranks, the cultivation of those mighty cultivators would stagnate, only a small percentage of them was somewhat skilled in inscription methods and even those struggled to create techniques.


Those old monsters viewed the new continent as the answer that they needed to advance in their cultivation journey, that land came directly from a place where deities lived after all!


Of course, Noah had similar feelings but he was rather conflicted about them.


He knew that either colonizing the new land or creating a foothold in the old one would greatly benefit the Hive as an organization and the cultivators in it.


Yet, there was a problem that he couldn't avoid no matter which approaches the Hive decided to take.


The problem concerned his personal power.


Both creating a foothold and colonizing the new continent required power in the heroic ranks, he was on his way toward that realm but reaching it didn't mean being on the same level of the other heroic cultivators.


He wasn't even thirty-three while the other heroic cultivators had lived for decades, even centuries, he knew that all his battle experience would be worthless in front of those entities.


'Even if I become a complete heroic cultivator, I can't match those that have accumulated experience and tuned their battle prowess for years, I would just be the weakest of the bunch.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the heated gazes of the elders around him.


That situation seemed similar to when Divine Demon's inheritance was discovered but, in reality, it was completely different.


In the human ranks, Noah could fully exploit his constant training, his battle experience, and his aptitude to overwhelm his enemies, most of them lacked fighting methods and had spent way too much time in seclusion anyway.


Instead, the heroic ranks were filled by monsters who had lived for many lifespans and had accumulated fighting methods through their long lives, Noah would only be a talented kid in their eyes.


'How can I join this fight? How can I make my power match theirs in a short amount of time?'


Noah thought deeply on the matter while remaining in the air, the elders slowly began to fly back to their habitation, probably to prepare themselves for the imminent chaos.


'I can't.'


That conclusion hit Noah's mind as the group dispersed.


The heroic ranks were on a completely different level, there wasn't a quick way to obtain a battle prowess that matched those old monsters even with all the methods and advantages that Noah had.


"Don't afflict yourself too much, the speed of your growth is already something unheard of, don't try to enter this world if you don't have the power to affect it."


Chasing Demon spoke as he turned and patted Noah's shoulder before leaving that place too, he had clearly understood what Noah was thinking and had decided to warn him.


The elders still there nodded toward Noah as they returned toward the islands, they already considered Noah as their equal but the truth was stronger than feelings, he simply didn't have the power to affect the imminent clash.


Only Noah remained in the air with his gaze still fixed on the new continent, his dense mental energy continuously fueled the Divine deduction technique as he tried to think of a way to sharply increase his power.


Ideas rose and crumbled inside his mind, Noah was rich and talented but there was a set limit to how much he could do at the moment.


Anything that he could think of was simply reckless or too dangerous and it mainly concerned his body since it was the only real advantage that he would have over other heroic cultivators.


Then, an idea took form and, no matter how he analyzed it, it didn't crumble but only became denser and more concrete.


'Secret arts push one center of power to its limits to achieve a temporary but huge boost of power, the center of power in question though would end up heavily injured and could even be completely wasted.'


Noah reviewed the definition of the secret arts that he had studied after Sarah's events, he had always been interested in those offensive methods but he had chosen not to learn them because they were too dangerous.


Yet, there was one of his centers of power that had drastically changed: His body!


'I'm a hybrid now, what is considered as limits in the secret arts can't be applied to my body, I'm not bound by the same limitations.'


Magical beasts' bodies were far stronger than the humans' ones and hybrids surpassed both species in that field!


'Secret arts that push a body to its limits shouldn't have any drawback on me since my body is simply on another level. Also, I could couple my new martial art with this temporary boost of power to obtain amazing results.'


Martial arts used body and Breath as their foundation, meaning that their effect would be stronger if their foundation was more powerful.


Yet, what if someone was to perform a martial art while using a secret art that empowered its body?


Noah knew the answer to that question: Larger quantities of Breath would be expended to match the improved power of the body but more powerful effects would be produced too.


'This might actually push a martial art in the realm of the spells and even surpass them if the cultivator wields a powerful inscribed weapon. This can work! I just need to solve the issue with my dantian first!'


Once he reached that conclusion, Noah turned and flew back to his mansion to complete his cultivation technique.
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                        Noah had initially decided to take the slow approach and to perfect his cultivation technique by forging an inscribed item in the fourth rank that he would then put inside his dantian.


Yet, there were too many problems to solve in that approach, the first of them was that Noah was still unable to forge a rank 4 item.


Also, the items that he had managed to forge grew without restraint, their form absorbed Breath that further fueled the vortex that they generated, something that unstable couldn't be put inside a center of power.


It was only after the new continent fell from the sky and he felt the urge to match the other heroic cultivators that he understood that the blueprint for the Black hole cultivation technique was wrong and that he had to modify it.


'If I render the condensed Breath blessing able to absorb Breath, then it will even absorb that in my dantian once I put it inside it, there is no fix to this issue. The "black hole" can't be a sphere, it must be a hole.'


Noah thought as he took out a huge chunk of the Breath blessings inside his space-ring and placed it inside the garden of his mansion, the chunk was more than ten meters tall, none of his rooms would be able to contain it.


The liquid Breath inside his mind was immersed in the sea only to come out as a black whirlpool that threatened to absorb anything in its reach, Noah's hunger had refined that Breath to give it the meaning that he needed.


'The hole must have the dantian as its center so that the absorbed Breath can be gathered inside it, the suction force must also be strong enough or the walls of the dantian would simply repel the energy.'


Noah pressed a hand on the big chunk of Breath blessing and injected his refined Breath inside it, altering its internal composition.


Noah had experimented a lot in that procedure already so he knew that the chunk of Breath blessing would only become a peak rank 3 item when the forging was completed.


Yet, that was his goal.


Creating an inscribed item that could make him cultivate both in the human and in the heroic ranks was something too ambitious, it was better to forge different items according to his cultivation level.


That approach was more expensive since he would waste Breath blessings only to cultivate till the peak of the human ranks but Noah didn't care, he needed to improve as fast as he could if he wanted to hope to enter the oncoming battle and seize some benefits.


'A ring instead of a sphere, flexible instead of fixed.'


Noah repeated those words inside his mind as he modified the internal composition of the chunk of Breath blessing.


The uneven crystal began to compress under Noah's control, the more than ten meters tall azure mineral became smaller and smaller as time passed.


Noah stood still, all his focus was on the restricting mineral.


The azure halo that had filled the garden quickly darkened, the condensing Breath blessing began to lose its ability to attract Breath of all the elements and only made the one of the darkness element converge, that type of modification was something that Noah had learnt to do even before going in the Efrana nation.


His experience with the Elemental forging method and with the procedure allowed Noah to safely apply some modifications to the condensing process.


Also, since the item was only in the human ranks, Noah had full confidence in completing the forging without making any mistake.


The mineral became smaller, it soon reached the shape of a person only to further compress, Noah was forced to hold it in his hands at some point.


In the end, the huge chunk of Breath blessing became a minute black ring that forced Breath of the darkness element to converge in its center.


Noah analyzed the ring in his hands, he sensed how Breath with the purity of the third rank accumulated at its center without ever stopping.


Then, Noah took a black saber from his space-ring and cut the skin and muscles in the frontal part of his low-waist.


He was used to that practice since he had trained in the Dantian's opening in the past, yet, he had no intention to hurt his dantian at that time.


It took almost all his strength to open a wound that reached his center of power but, in the end, Noah managed to do it without hurting his other internal organs.


Noah inserted the black ring inside his low-waist and placed it around his dantian, he put it away from its center so that it wouldn't hinder the enlargement of the dantian.


Then, Noah retracted his bloodied hand and the wound healed immediately after.


His focus went on his dantian as he analyzed the effect of his creation: Breath was attracted by the ring and redirected at its center where one side of his dantian was, the Breath passed the walls of his organ and began to accumulate on its own, it was as if Noah was cultivating at that moment.


Of course, there were issues that Noah had already predicted.


The item that he had just forged was at the peak of the third rank, meaning that it absorbed Breath suitable for a cultivator at the peak of the solid stage.


Meanwhile, Noah was only in the liquid stage, the dark liquid inside his dantian accumulated at a fast pace, forcing the walls of his center of power to enlarge at a high speed.


Also, he couldn't turn off the suction capabilities of the ring, Noah would have to manually remove it if he wanted to interrupt his cultivation.


'I will keep this prototype on until the breakthrough to the solid stage and until the peak of the third rank, my drugs should reduce the stress caused by the continuous enlargement of the dantian. Now, I should start setting the blueprint for its heroic version and I should also focus on my battle prowess.'


Noah thought as he cleaned the blood from his low-waist and prepared to seclude himself again.


However, it was at that point that a familiar threat was sensed by his consciousness, making him raise his gaze toward the sky.


Thunders cracked as black clouds began to cover the azure sky, Noah was confused when he saw that a Heaven Tribulation was forming over island nineteen.



						




                    


                
				
                    492. Heaven Tribulation

					
					

                    
                        'It's not aiming for me.'


Noah realized when he sensed the aura of the clouds, their target was somewhere outside of his mansion.


Heilong's wings unfolded behind his back and carried him high in the air, his Blood companion had virtually recovered its peak form, it needed only a few more days under the nourishment of Noah's mental energy to be completely fixed.


Noah's consciousness enveloped his small island and soon found the reason behind the black clouds.


In a certain place next to the shore, a burly cultivator was sitting cross-legged on the sand illuminated by the purple halo of the exoskeleton.


Noah immediately recognized the cultivator, he was Bruce, the rank 3 cultivator that had once been the leader of the thieves' faction of the Chasing demon sect and that had been at the peak of the solid stage for many years.


'He is attempting to become a rank 4 cultivator!'


It wasn't hard for Noah to understand what was going on.


Bruce had been at the peak of the third rank for many years, only the lack of techniques and Sarah's injury had forced him to stop cultivating, it wasn't a surprise that he could approach the Tribulation after those issues had been solved.


'He has probably saved merit points in those years to buy a cultivation technique in the fourth rank, he should have a fire aptitude so that purchase mustn't have been that expensive. I wonder if he has made enough preparations.'


Noah thought as he flew near Bruce, he wanted to see if he could absorb the Breath released by the black clouds once they were destroyed.


Of course, if the situation needed it, he would destroy the cloud himself.


"Prince, let him be, the Tribulation would only switch target if you were to help him. Also, he needs to pass it by himself or his potential could be threatened."


Elder Iris' voice resounded behind him while he was trying to near Bruce, Noah turned to perform a slight bow toward the elder that had appeared in the air before deciding to limit himself to watch the events.


"Potential?"


Noah asked, he had already experienced a similar event but he didn't understand the meaning behind the elder's words.


Elder Iris didn't move her gaze away from Bruce as she began to explain.


"You can overcome the Heaven Tribulation by destroying the black clouds or by waiting for their power to be depleted. However, in the second approach, your dantian wouldn't receive any nourishment from them, coming out generally weaker than the dantians of the cultivators who have defeated them."


Noah listened to her words and inspected the black clouds again, they covered a larger area compared to what Noah had witnessed when he became a hybrid but the power they contained seemed somewhat lower, they seemed tuned around peak rank 3 cultivators.


'These clouds are different from the ones that I've experienced… Those that have appeared against me only wanted to destroy while these seem to carry a deeper meaning.'


During the breakthrough between ranks, the dantian of a cultivator would be nourished by the impurities released by the boiling Breath.


Yet, apparently, the dantian needed additional nourishment when reaching the heroic ranks, such nourishment came from the black clouds sent by Heaven.


'I wonder if the reason why the God of the Empire is stuck here is that he has failed during the Heaven Tribulation for the seventh rank.'


Noah found the answer that he was looking for and let his mind wander.


Meanwhile, the first lightning bolts began to be launched toward the shore where Bruce was sitting.


A series of thick lightning bolts fell on the ground, a huge cloud of smoke and sand rose in the air as the attack crashed on Bruce.


However, a wave of blue flames soon filled the area and engulfed the smoke around him.


Bruce's figure reappeared in the open, his body was covered by a layer of blue flames that acted as a form of protection and that could be used to fuel his spells, Noah couldn't help but find some similarities between that form and his Demonic form spell.


More lightning bolts fell toward Bruce, the latter wielded a huge hammer which took fire when it entered his grasp.


Bruce swung the hammer toward the incoming bolts, his muscles bulged as he aimed his heavy inscribed weapon toward Heaven's attack.


The lightning bolts and the hammer clashed, Bruce was flung back due to the impact but his protective layer of flames managed to prevent any injury, leaving him unharmed.


On the other hand, blue flames spread over the bodies of the flashes of lightning, shattering them and reaching for the clouds where they were created.


A blue fire took place in the sky, part of the black clouds' power was consumed as the fire burned before it was extinguished under a series of sparks.


Bruce had stood up in the meantime and a huge ape made of blue flames had appeared next to him.


Noah felt the power behind that spell, he was now certain that Bruce was at the peak of the third rank with both mind and dantian!


The ape launched itself in the air and flew toward the black clouds, Bruce limited himself to create more apes since he couldn't fly and his martial art couldn't reach that place in the sky.


Explosions resounded in the air as lightning bolts pierced the apes which released flames in every direction as they were destroyed, some of the bolts even reached for Bruce on the ground as they destroyed his spells.


Bruce didn't seem surprised, he swung his hammer with incredible dexterity as he intercepted the lightning bolts that were aiming for him, leaving his defense to the layer of fire around him.


More apes appeared next to him and flew in the air, tongues of flames began to accumulate in the air between him and the clouds.


'He is preparing his final attack!'


Noah could clearly understand Bruce's tactic since he was observing the battle from a safe distance and since his mental sphere could sense that Bruce had still some connection with the flames that lingered in the air.


Apes made of flames continued to be destroyed and Bruce continued to fend off the lightning bolts that reached for him, the defensive layer around him thinned every time it endured one of Heaven's attacks.


Then, when the defensive spell was about to be broken, Bruce raised his hands toward the sky and controlled the many tongues of flames in the air to converge on the position of the black clouds.


A loud explosion occurred and the sky above island nineteen was swept by a blinding blue halo.
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                        The black clouds dispersed in many directions as the blue flames exploded in their position, a dense Breath was left in their place which condensed and reached for Bruce on the ground.


Bruce closed his eyes while the Breath of Heaven and Earth nourished his dantian, his pale complexion slowly recovered its color during the process.


Then, he joined his hands over his low-waist and a small blue flame formed between them.


The flames still lingering on the ground and the sky started to tilt in Bruce's direction, their form began to waver and crumble under the suction force of his cultivation technique.


The flame between Bruce's hands became brighter as the Breath that carried the laws of the flames was absorbed and, after a while, it entered his body in the spot where his dantian was.


Bruce's skin blushed when the Breath in the fourth rank entered his body, he opened his eyes and carefully placed a foot in the air while wearing an expectant expression.


Bruce's foot seemed to have found some sort of foothold in the air, a smile appeared on his face as he pressed forward with his other leg, he soon found himself walking in the air.


Bruce was flying!


The reason why heroic cultivators could fly without the help of a spell was that their rank 4 Breath was so dense that they could simply step on it!


'He will probably stabilize his condition and attempt in the Earth Tribulation, the Hive has gained another heroic cultivator. I bet that similar events will happen everywhere on the continent, I can't fall behind.'


Noah thought as he gave one last look at Bruce and turned back to his mansion.


His cultivation technique was only in the third rank but was meant to directly absorb solid Breath, he knew that his time inside the liquid stage will be short.


Also, it absorbed Breath of the darkness element without ever stopping, Noah would have to manually remove the ring around his dantian to stop cultivating.


However, that wasn't his intention.


'I have been in the liquid stage for almost two years, it would take another two of them to reach the solid stage under normal circumstances but nothing is normal about me. My other centers of power will boost the growth of my dantian and my current cultivation technique is something that I've personally created, its suction force should be superior to the rank 4 one that I was using previously. Also, it allows me to cultivate without break, this will put my dantian under enormous stress but I can keep it healthy with Divine Demon's drugs, I'll remove the device only if I see that my dantian can't keep up with its growing speed even with the drugs.'


Noah entered the largest training area inside his mansion, that area was meant for the practice of martial arts and had inscriptions on its walls to reinforce them.


'One year for the solid stage, three to four years for the peak of the third rank. In four years, I need to create a rank 4 cultivation technique, an offensive martial art that suits my level and skills, and find a secret art that can be used by hybrids, I would need to create that too otherwise. I need to also train with the fifth Kesier rune, eat to nourish my body, and improve the power of my flames… It's time to stop playing around with human cultivators and join the world of the entities.'


As soon as he set his schedule, Noah began to start working on it, his eagerness to explore the new world forced him to begin another period of seclusion.


***

While the Hive chose to remain temporary passive to the fall of a piece of the Immortal Lands, the other big nations didn't.


They were the rulers of the continent after all, no other organization had the power to start the exploration of the new land.


Preparations were quickly made, small groups of cultivators were assembled and equipped with the necessary inscribed items needed for the quest, even the Papral nation, which was the most distant big nation from the new land, began to form teams to send in the new continent.


Suppressing the revolts on their areas of influence became a secondary goal, exploring and colonizing the piece of Immortal Lands became their priority!


Ships sailed from the western coast of the continent, the Utra nation even employed some of their flying ships to reach the new land faster.


The cultivators sent were all elites in the third rank, the number of heroic cultivators sent by each powerful force was unclear but their presence was obvious.


The new continent came from a plane inhabited by deities, there was a high chance that rank 5 and 6 lifeforms had survived the fall to the Mortal Lands and were still walking on its terrain.


The first nation to reach the new land was the Utra nation, the speed its air-ships couldn't be matched by simple inscribed ships, fifty soldiers at the peak of the third rank landed on the azure terrain that stood over the layer of ice.


The environment there was filled with Breath directly radiated by the ground, it was as if the terrain was made of a mineral similar to the Obsidian Crystals but had abilities akin to the Breath blessings: The ground contained and released Breath that was then confined in the area above it, it didn't disperse in the world outside the piece of Immortal Lands.


Also, such density of Breath felt almost suffocating for those troops in the human ranks, they felt as if their bodies were weighed down by some sort of invisible pressure that affected their correct functioning.


Their minds felt heavier and even breathing was harder there, it was clear that they were simply too weak to explore that place.


The layer of ice under the ground had many magical beasts' corpses inside it, the God's spell had used the water of the sea as fuel after all, many lifeforms had died as the sea turned into pillars of ice that crashed on the meteorite.


Yet, even in that unknown and hostile environment, the soldiers of the Utra nation began to work to set up the first encampment on the new continent.
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                        Rank 3 cultivators hadn't been sent to explore the new continent, their role was to set up and protect the encampments from the forces of the other big nations.


The environment of the piece of Immortal Lands was simply too hostile toward human cultivator, only those in the heroic rank could hope to explore it.


The soldiers of the Utra nation quickly set up a series of tents and a protective formation around their perimeter, they soon discovered that formations didn't need Credits to fuel them because they could directly use the Breath in the terrain to work.


That discovery accelerated the plans of the Elbas family, establishing formations without the need for Credits would facilitate the creation of teleportation matrixes which would greatly improve the stability of their camps.


While the rank 3 soldiers were busy creating the needed formation and finishing their tasks, the heroic cultivators that had accompanied those troops began to explore the new land.


The forces of the other big nations were still on their way in the sea, the Utra nation couldn't waste the advantage obtained thanks to their air-ships.


Three cultivators flew in the air above the azure ground, their gazes were on the horizon where mountains and plains were filled by strange and powerful plants.


Those three cultivators were the heroic assets that the Elbas family had sent with the first batch of soldiers and were specialized in fields that would be useful for the exploration.


Of course, all three of them were complete heroic cultivators.


"Every plant here is at least a rank 3 material, I won't be surprised if we were to find extinct species or even hostile magical plants."


A tall bald man wearing a loose golden robe spoke, his face didn't have any trace of hair, even his eyebrows were missing.


That man was Lord Delbert, he was one of the researchers of the academy and was specialized in magical plants.


"I can't sense any magical beast here, it seems that the fall has killed most of the creatures that inhabited the coastline. What a pity, such a waste…"


Another man spoke as he swept the area where their troops had landed with his consciousness.


If Noah was there, he would recognize him: He was Professor Roy, the professor of the magical beasts' course in the academy.


Professor Roy was a short man with curly black hair and a long white beard, his eyebrows were gray and so long that they were able to hide his dark eyes.


"Caution first, gods have walked on this land, we can't expect it to be too simple."


The other heroic cultivator spoke, trying to suppress the excitement of its companions.


Her name was Lady Eth, she, just like Thaddeus, had studied the space-runes of the Elbas family and had become quite skillful in using them.


She had long golden hair and blue eyes, she also looked quite young and her role was pretty obvious: She had to create an escape route in case the exploration became too dangerous.


Those three powerful entities were rank 4 cultivators after all, losing even one of them would greatly affect the power of the Royals and endanger their position as overlords of the southern side of the continent.


"Lady Eth, as the only one among us who has the Elbas bloodline, you should be the one to guide us."


Lord Delbert spoke, his manners were polite as he gestured to Lady Eth to take the lead.


Lady Eth turned toward Roy with a questioning gaze, she wanted to understand if he approved that decision.


"I'm fine with anything as long as we take the needed time to analyze the fauna of this land."


Professor Roy answered without moving his gaze from the terrain, he seemed worried that some magical beasts would escape his search if he didn't pay attention.


"Let's move on then."


Lady Eth nodded as she took the vanguard position and flew deeper into the continent, the other two heroic cultivators followed closely behind her.


Their journey was quite uneventful, no flying creatures could be seen there, Professor Roy loudly guessed that they had flown away before the land fell into the Mortal Lands, managing to remain in the Immortal ones.


The Breath radiated from the ground though became even thicker as they went deeper into the continent, it seemed that the azure ground created some sort of greenhouse effect that incremented the density of the Breath toward the center of the new land.


However, that density couldn't affect those heroic cultivators.


They absorbed the Breath inside the matter which contained the laws of Heaven and Earth, the Breath in the air wasn't able to apply any pressure on those existences.


"This is a forest of rank 4 magical plants. They are Silver-yellow woods which are a carnivorous species of trees, it seems that all the forest has died during the fall though."


Lord Delbert spoke as he pointed at a series of leafless trees on the ground.


Their trunks were silver and their branches resembled sharp shining fangs, they were supposed to have yellow leaves but it seemed that the fall from the Immortal Lands had destroyed all of them, killing the trees in the process.


"Are you sure there are dead?"


Lady Eth asked.


Lord Delbert put a pensive expression and nodded after sweeping the forest a few times with his consciousness before adding a few details.


"Their trunks are dead but their roots are still absorbing nourishment from the ground. This species is extinct on the continent but some specimens can still be found in some small islands ruled by magical beasts. However, their vitality has never been tested in-depth, especially when paired with such an extraordinary terrain. We can seize a few trunks and see what happens."


Lady Eth nodded at his explanation and gestured to her two companions to follow her on the ground.


The forest of Silver-yellow woods was made of more than three hundred rank 4 magical plants, their value was extremely high and the heroic cultivator of the Utra nation would rather be the ones to seize them instead of leaving them to other nations.


Lord Delbert wielded a sharp sickle that he carefully swung toward the base of each branch before moving to the trunk of the tree.


Professor Roy and Lady Eth guarded him as he focused on the plants, he was the only one among them who knew how to precisely store that material without ruining it after all.


However, just as Lord Delbert had predicted, the Silver-yellow woods reacted in an unusual way.


The azure terrain began to crack as the roots of the magical trees rose from the ground and tried to stab the three cultivators that were plundering the forest.


More than one hundred sharp roots converged in the position of the heroic cultivators, that was the attack of more than thirty magical plants in the fourth rank!


Yet, a torrent of red flames scorched the terrain from where the roots were coming out, annihilating that attack with one spell.
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                        "Thank you, Professor Roy."


Lady Eth spoke as she gazed at the short man who had waved his hand to cast the spell.


The attack of those magical plants was fended off with a single spell, they didn't even have a chance to reach the three heroic cultivators.


"Lord Delbert, it would be nice if you quickened your pace."


Roy spoke toward the cultivator wielding the sickle, he didn't want to remain in the attack range of those plants.


"Plants aren't like beasts, they need precise motions to be handled and seized, I won't risk ruining this precious material."


However, Lord Delbert didn't change his pace and continued to slowly sever the branches and trunks of the Silver-yellow wood.


Roy snorted as he stood side to side with Lady Eth to protect him, he didn't care about magical plants at all but he would have the same behavior if he was studying magical beasts so he simply shut up and focused on the azure terrain.


The Silver-yellow woods were a carnivorous magical plant, they defended themselves when they saw their trunks being seized.


More roots rose from the ground and tried to reach the cultivators but another wave of flames incinerated the terrain from which they were coming out, there was nothing that those plants could do to defend themselves against those mighty entities.


Lord Delbert continued to seize the materials and store them inside his space-ring, more than fifty trees had already been severed from their roots by that time.


It was at that point that an earthquake swept the area and created a fissure that divided the forest into two.


Lord Delbert stopped cutting the trees and focused on the depths of the fissure, a blinding silver radiance was radiated from the azure halo below him.


It took him less than an instant to understand what was going on, he quickly warned his companions as that realization hit him.


"Lady Eth, we must escape, now!"


Delbert didn't use words to communicate but he used his consciousness instead which was a quicker method to transmit information.


Lady Eth didn't hesitate and threw a series of runes toward the two cultivators before the golden runes on her white robe shone, the three of them disappeared from their position and reappeared somewhere high in the sky.


Right after they teleported away, a thick root thirty meters wide rose at high speed from the fissure and cut the air where the cultivators once where.


An ominous aura was radiated by the root which continued to rise in the sky, becoming something similar to the silver trunks of the Silver-yellow woods.


"What is happening?"


Lady Eth asked as she watched the scene, the aura radiated by that root made even her tremble.


Lord Delbert sighed before he explained the matter to his companions.


"I thought the trunks and branches of the trees had died due to the fall, I was wrong. The Silver-yellow woods in this forest have gathered all their Breath in their roots and joined it together to create a seed from which they could live again. We are witnessing the birth of a rank 5 Silver-yellow wood."


Silver branches came out of the thick root which seemed to have become the trunk of the newborn magical plant, the Breath in the terrain was absorbed by the plant to fuel its growth.


The branches continued to grow for hundreds of meters until sharp twigs came out of them and the first yellow leaves began to appear.


It took about twenty minutes for the process to be completed, a giant tree stood where there once was the forest of Silver-yellow woods, its yellow leaves filled its upper body with a blinding radiance.


The three heroic cultivators patiently watched the scene and Lord Delbert even drew the event happening in front of him on a small notebook that he had taken from his space-ring, it didn't happen often to see the birth of a rank 5 magical plants after all.


"It seems that this path is blocked, should we explore the northern side?"


Lady Eth asked her two companions, their power could allow them to surpass the rank 5 magical plant but they could simply continue exploring the new land somewhere else, they were only the first batch of cultivators from the Utra nation.


The other two cultivators nodded, continuing in that direction wasn't worth the risk, there had to be other paths toward the deeper parts of the new continent.


Also, their job was to secure as many resources as they could before the other forces of the continent arrived, dealing with a rank 5 existence wasn't the best use of their time.


As for why Lady Eth had chosen the northern side, it was because the other big nations would most likely land there, meaning that they would be negating them some resources if they were to explore those areas first.


Unluckily for them, similar events happened whenever they went.


The three heroic cultivators found a pack of Silent hyenas, the pack was made by more than forty specimens in the fourth rank.


Professor Roy immediately went to analyze those magical beasts, he wanted to understand which kind of mutation that species had experienced after living on the Immortal Lands, but, while he was dissecting one of their specimens, a shockwave filled the area where the heroic cultivators were.


A rank 5 Silent hyena shot toward them at high speed, it was only thanks to Lady Eth that they managed to escape the assault of that magical beast unharmed.


Then, they found a large swamp that spread for many kilometers.


At that time, they didn't even have the chance to near the smelly area of the swamp before toxic fumes shot in their direction.


The environment of the swamp seemed filled by so many poisonous beings that even the fumes released by the magical plants and beasts in the fourth rank were enough to make the three heroic cultivators hesitate.


Also, it was clear that stronger beings hid in the depths of the swamp.


Of course, they managed to seize some resources every time but their gains didn't amount to much.


Then, the forces of the Empire reached the new continent, followed by those of the Papral nation.
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                        The newly arrived forces didn't clash with those of the Utra nation, the other big nations had sent explorative parties too, only a few heroic cultivators had accompanied the human assets.


Also, since even cultivators at the peak of the third rank were restricted by the environment of the new continent, the human assets could only manage the construction of the encampments and their formations, only heroic cultivators had the power to survive the exploration.


The piece of Immortal Lands was inhabited by extremely powerful beings, the heroic cultivators sent by the Elbas family had confirmed two rank 5 beings and hundreds of rank 4 in just a few days of exploration.


The heroic cultivators of the Shandal Empire and Papral nation experienced the same events, the new continent seemed a massive danger zone where rank 5 beings could be found everywhere.


And that was only the external part of the continent.


The Breath released by the azure ground became denser the more one reached for the center of the new land, those heroic cultivators were almost sure that rank 6 beings would be found once they ventured for its depths.


Yet, that was to be expected.


The Immortal Lands were the place where gods lived, the almost complete absence of beings in the human ranks had been predicted even before forming the exploration parties.


However, the simple resources obtainable from powerful beasts or plants wasn't enough to push the three big nations to deploy their strongest forces to colonize the new continent, those materials could be found in any danger zone even if in less quantity after all, they needed far more than that.


The environment of the new continent was amazing for heroic cultivators, its foundation was sturdy and filled with Breath which made it the perfect place where they could absorb Breath that carried laws concerning their elements, the matter of the new land wouldn't crumble as easily as that of the other territories of the Mortal Lands.


Nevertheless, even that wasn't enough to start a colonization.


Heroic cultivators could simply choose specific places in the piece of Immortal Lands where to set up caves or training areas, leaving the remaining parts of the continent untouched.


What they were looking for was something connected to the divine realms!


The exploration continued, the forces of the three big nations silently decided to divide the areas to explore, there was no need to fight over them since they had yet to find something worth fighting for.


Only ten cultivators had been sent by the three big nations, the Empire had sent four of them while both the Utra nation and the Papral nation limited themselves to three, the higher number of heroic assets was a clear power move to show who really ruled over the Mortal Lands.


Danger zones filled the surface of the new continent, the poisonous swamp, the rank 5 Silver-yellow wood, the bushland ruled by the Silent hyenas were only those discovered by the forces of the Utra nation.


Similar areas were discovered as the exploration continued, there was a thick forest filled with rank 4 Giant apes where the existence of two rank 5 beasts had been confirmed, there was a large area filled with small rivers where thousands of rank 4 Swarming piranha lived, their sheer number was enough to scare away most cultivators in the heroic ranks.


There was a wasteland where rank 4 Steeled tumbleweeds hunted for any living being that contained blood, a huge mountain where packs of rank 4 wolves of different species each lead by a rank 5 creature continuously fought each other for more land.


It was as if the new continent was a system of danger zones where rank 5 beings thrived!


The exploration though didn't cause any victims.


Heroic cultivators had the innate ability to fly while the flying beings of the piece of Immortal Lands had remained in the higher plane when the continent fell, there was virtually no entity that could threaten the lives of the heroic assets of the three big nations.


Yet, even though weeks passed, no signs of traces left by divine beings were found.


Then, something peculiar happened.


Void Hand was flying alone above the wasteland filled by Steeled tumbleweeds, that area seemed one of the few spots where rank 5 beings were absent.


He was one of the heroic cultivators sent by the Empire, it was custom in that nation to give battle titles to their heroic cultivators according to their abilities, Void Hand was named after his weaponless martial art which made him able to stop spells with his bare hands.


He had an average stature, short black hair and thick eyebrows of the same shade, the absence of beard revealed his pointy chin.


The truth was that his martial art was something that he had personally created after entering the heroic ranks, his water aptitude made him well versed in defensive measures and he had managed to fuse some of his old spells with the forms of the martial arts that he was studying.


However, there was a problem that afflicted him.


He had become a heroic cultivator when he was already quite old and cultivating with a technique created by someone else didn't increase his power fast enough to compensate for the passage of time.


Simply speaking, his lifespan was about to reach its end.


Void Hand had chosen to explore the new continent hoping to find something that would increase his level or prolong his life and he was the most eager of his group to find traces of divinities.


That was the reason why he was flying alone while his three companions had decided to return to the encampment to rest, finding anything useful for his cultivation was literally vital for him.


He flew past the wasteland only to find a large lake next to a barren mountain.


No magical beasts or plants inhabited that place, Void Hand took a mental note of that place since it seemed to be the perfect area where heroic cultivators could safely cultivate.


Yet, it was at that point that he noticed a stele in the distance that radiated some kind of ancient aura.


Void Hand neared it with caution but his attention was soon captivated by the signs graven on the monument.


The signs seemed a form of writing that he couldn't read, yet, there seemed to be a profound meaning contained in them.


Void Hand stared at the stele and slowly landed on the ground, he didn't blink his eyes even once as he sat cross-legged on the azure terrain and kept his gaze on the signs as if it was glued to them.



						




                    


                
				
                    497. Water

					
					

                    
                        Void Hand didn't return to the encampment of the Shandal Empire for many days, the other three heroic cultivators of his faction began to worry about his safety until they ultimately chose to look for him.


They knew in which direction he had gone after all, it was normal to be equipped with tracking devices when exploring an unknown and dangerous land.


Three figures flew in the air above the wasteland in the direction of the barren mountain in the distance, they were aware that Void Hand was somewhere near the lake that they could see past that area.


They found him sitting cross-legged on the ground in front of a tall stele which had signs orderly written on its surface, an ancient aura was radiated by the monument but they couldn't sense anything else.


However, when they saw Void Hand's face, they realized that something was wrong.


Void Hand was utterly pale, his hair and eyebrows, which had once been black, had become of a gray shade, it seemed as if his lifespan was being consumed as he stared at the stele.


Also, lines of blood fell from his bloodshot eyes, it was as if he was crying red tears.


It was clear that whatever he was experiencing had gone out of his control.


The others of his faction didn't hesitate, they used their joint consciousnesses to restrain Void Hand's mental energy to a small area and used their restrictive spells to immobilize him.


A whip made of flames coiled around his body, six small snakes rose from the terrain and blocked his limbs, a large sphere made of compressed air surrounded his body and lifted him in the air, Void Hand found himself bound and transported away from the stele.


However, he only realized what was happening after his eyes could no longer see the signs on the stele.


Void Hand entered a frenzied state when he couldn't see the signs anymore, he tried to break free from his bindings with his physical strength but his body couldn't oppose the power of those spells.


Then, he redirected his anger toward the three cultivators that were carrying him away, he tried to cast spells but his consciousness had been limited to a small area around him, he couldn't make his attack reach them.


"Void Hand, it's us, wake up!"


One of the heroic cultivators spoke, hoping that his companion would recover his mental state without the need for stronger measures.


Void Hand gave the cultivator an angry look until, eventually, he seemed to recognize his companion and he slowly calmed down.


Confusion was clearly shown in his gaze as he inspected his surroundings, it was as if he had no memories of the moments spent in front of the stele.


"What happened?"


The same cultivator spoke when he saw that his companion had returned to reality.


He was the man who had created the sphere around Void Hand, his name was Spirit Stride due to his signature movement spell and he was also the leader of the group of heroic cultivators that the Empire had sent.


"Water… water can be anything but it can't be void. Haha! I was wrong! So wrong! The path of the void hand leads to a dead-end, water must be something to grow stronger!"


Void Hand exclaimed after recognizing Spirit Stride, he looked ecstatic as he moved his gaze to his palms.


The other three heroic cultivators remained silent as they watched the scene, they weren't sure if their companion had had some kind of breakthrough or if he had just gone mad.


His next words only increased their confusion.


"Spirit Stride, please, attack me with your wind blades, I must test something."


Void Hand tried to perform a bow as he spoke but he was still bound by the spells so he could only make a goofy gesture.


Another moment of silence followed his request, Spirit Stride didn't know what to do.


Yet, he trusted his companion and he was a citizen of the Empire, he would never reject the request of a fellow cultivator, especially if it concerned his power.


Also, attacking Void Hand was the perfect way to test his mental state.


Spirit Stride nodded to his companions who dispersed their spells after he did the same, Void Hand was freed and he straightened his posture in the air as he waited for the leader to attack.


Spirit Stride stretched his index and middle finger and swung his hand many times as if he was wielding a blade.


Dozens of sharp blades were created in the air and shot at a high speed toward Void Hand who still had an ecstatic expression.


The latter raised his hand which shone with a blue light before a dark glow sparkled at the center of his palm.


That move was his Void hand, the martial art from which his name had come from.


The wind blades crashed on his hand but their forms dissipated when they came in contact with the dark glow, Void Hand's defensive technique was indeed amazing.


However, after all the wind blades had been absorbed by the palm, a series of identical blue slashes shot out of it, aiming for the amazed Spirit Stride.


That attack was basically identical to his, the only difference was the Breath of the water element that had been used to create the blades.


Spirit Stride easily dodged the attack, he had used only a fraction of his power to attack his companion after all, and shot a confused gaze toward Void Hand before turning to look at the stele.


"Did you gain enlightenment from those signs? I can feel that they radiate an ancient aura but I don't sense anything else."


Spirit Stride asked and looked at the other two heroic cultivators to be sure that he wasn't the only one that could only sense that.


Void Hand kept on smiling as he answered according to what he had understood about the monument.


"I think a powerful being of the water element has taken notes there a long time in the past. I felt part of his understanding of that element being passed down to me, I fear that the price to pay for such gains is your lifespan though."


It was after those words that the four cultivators from the Empire silently understood that they had finally found traces of divine beings.
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                        The matter about the stele was kept a secret by the forces of the Empire but their behavior clearly showed that they had found something valuable.


Another two heroic cultivators were sent by the Empire to the new continent, the forces of the Utra nation and Papral nation were immediately able to guess that something interesting was happening when they saw the reinforcements reach the enemy camp.


Of course, all three forces were keeping an eye on each other, the arrival of two heroic cultivators wasn't something that could be missed.


Yet, there was something that the forces of the Utra nation and Papral nation couldn't possibly discover at that time: The two new heroic cultivators that had reached the new nation both had a water aptitude!


The Shandal Empire wanted to test if the stele could enlighten every cultivator with a water aptitude or if there were other conditions for that!


The only thing that the heroic cultivators from the other forces could see though was that both cultivators had ventured somewhere after the wasteland containing Steeled tumbleweeds and came back visibly aged but with fervent gazes.


Making a heroic cultivator age wasn't a simple matter, those entities could live for centuries after all, it was clear that what was happening beyond the wasteland definitely wasn't simple.


The other two forces set up a secret meeting, the Utra nation and the Papral nation had to know what the Empire had found, they couldn't let it became stronger than it already was.


However, the forces of the Papral nation backed from the secret meeting just one day before it was meant to happen without providing any explanation to the heroic cultivators sent by the Elbas family.


Elder Eve was one of the three heroic cultivators sent by the Council of the Papral nation, she was exploring the areas past the huge mountain where the packs of wolves continuously fought each other a few days before the appointed meeting with the forces of the Utra nation when she found something peculiar.


The huge mountain was connected to a series of other smaller peaks, creating a mountain chain that expanded diagonally on the continent and that occupied part of its northern side.


Elder Eve was simply exploring those mountain peaks as her two companions negotiated with the heroic cultivators sent by the Elbas family, her dark eyes swept the area below her, trying to find a place where there weren't that many magical beasts.


It was at that moment that she noticed a deep fissure on one of the shorter mountains.


Her white hair fluttered in the wind as she neared the fissure, the form of the crack on the rocky side of the mountain was simply too even to be something that had formed naturally.


An ancient aura was radiated from the fissure, Elder Eve felt as if thousands of sharp blades were piercing her consciousness as she continued to analyze it.


It was only when her mental energy was almost depleted that she moved her gaze away from the mountain and contacted her companions.


The other two elders from the Council took less than a day to reach her and were equally amazed by her discovery.


"It seems as if a mighty expert was practicing its swordplay as it flew through these mountains. We might understand the true meaning behind its forms if we meditate here… Forget the meeting with the Utra nation, we must inform the mainland of this discovery."


Elder Lorna spoke, she was the leader of the heroic assets sent by the Papral nation and it was her role to decide regarding the matters of the new continent.


The forces of the Utra nation saw how, some weeks after the secret meeting was canceled, reinforcements coming from the Papral nation landed on the shores of the new continent, carrying three heroic cultivators with them.


Both the Shandal Empire and the Papral nation now had six rank 4 cultivators flying on the new land, only the Utra nation had still three of them who were trying to figure out the reason behind the behavior of the other two big nations.


However, they soon discovered something too.


Lord Delbert was exploring the lands on the southern side of the continent since the northern ones had been occupied by the forces of the other two big nations.


Professor Roy was analyzing the Silent hyenas, kidnapping a rank 4 specimen every time he dove in the bushland that they occupied, while Lady Eth was trying to set up meetings with the heroic cultivators of the other nations without any success, Lord Delbert simply decided to look for peculiar plants that didn't exist on the Mortal Lands.


As he flew past the rank 5 Silver-yellow wood though, he found a dark gorge hidden under many rank 4 Spiked roots.


The gorge radiated an ancient aura and the density of the Breath in the area increased the deeper one went in the gorge.


Yet, soft growls could be heard coming from the darkness of the canyon, Lord Delbert felt a chill running down his spine every time one of those sounds reached his ears.


It was clear that the canyon was inhabited by powerful beasts!


Lord Delbert quickly notified his two companions who reached him in less than a day.


Professor Roy had a heated gaze as he stared at the depths of the gorge, his hands trembled when he heard the growls of the beasts hidden in the darkness but his excitement was clearly shown by his expression.


"What do you think, Professor Roy?"


Lady Eth asked after a while, she was more interested in the utility of that place rather than to the living beings that inhabited it.


Roy scratched the side of his head as he sorted his thoughts, he soon formulated a hypothesis that he explained to his companions.


"This place is surely inhabited by rank 6 creatures but I don't understand why they won't come out in the open, they can basically rule the coast after all. I think this is either a dungeon or a training area created by a divine being a long time ago and it should be worth exploring it."


Professor Roy finished his explanation and turned toward Lady Eth to see her reaction but he was surprised to find her communicating through an inscribed item.


The truth was that she had decided to contact the mainland when she understood that they had probably found traces of divine entities.
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                        All three big nations found traces of divine entities which made one thing clear: It was worth investing resources to colonize the new continent!


Yet, that matter was troublesome and had to be handled carefully.


The new continent was filled with beings in the heroic ranks while creating cities or even simple living areas required periodic cleaning operations to control the population of the threats around them.


Also, the first operation would be the most difficult one since it would require a complete cleanse of certain areas, meaning facing the magical plants or beasts inhabiting it when they were at their strongest.


There were other matters to consider.


The new continent had once been part of the Immortal Lands, even the experts exploring it didn't know if the reproduction of the powerful beings inhabiting it would follow normal patterns.


There was the issue of the Breath in the environment too, cultivators at the peak of the human ranks were barely able to breathe there, it would be impossible to create footholds where the human assets of the nations of the continent could live unless something was done about it.


However, none of those issues would be solved unless the three big nations started to send enough heroic cultivators for the task.


The three big nations began to plan their next moves, even rank 5 cultivators were sent to better explore the new land and to assess how valuable those traces of divine beings were.


The gorge found by the Utra nation, the cut on the mountain chain found by the Papral nation, the stele found by the Shandal Empire, those three spots became the focus of the heroic assets of the rulers of the continent.


Soon, more traces left by divine beings were found as the exploration continued.


The Utra nation found a giant footprint on an area with muddy terrain, soft tremors were released by it which created some sort of defensive field around it.


It was soon hypothesized that a divine magical beast had walked on that terrain and left traces of its innate understanding of the earth element in that footprint, cultivators with the same aptitude were sent from the continent to meditate there and test if they could gain some enlightenment.


The Shandal Empire found a forest where shining fruits grew, their brilliance was able to momentarily improve the mental capabilities of the heroic cultivators that had found them, it was unclear how effective they would be once eaten.


The Papral nation found a stele similar to that found by the Empire, the signs on it concerned the water element again but it seemed that the divine being that had written them was focusing on a different aspect at that time.


Of course, all these events happened over time and took even more heroic cultivators away from the continent.


The nations that had started rebelling after the independence of the Coral archipelago could finally feel the pressure applied on them being slightly lifted.


That chance wasn't ignored by the Hive which was constantly looking for more manpower: The encampments on the continent had all been disbanded long ago but the matters concerning the new continent gave it the chance to gather troops again.


After all, the only way that an organization had to increase the power of its heroic assets was to nurture promising human cultivators.


The Hive had less than forty complete heroic cultivators in total, its power was extremely lacking in that aspect compared to the three big nations.


Yet, they had some sort of advantage.


Except for the Empire which had a central power able to control the entirety of its cultivators, the Utra nation and the Papral nation could only gain access to a percentage of the entirety of their heroic assets.


That was caused by their political system, the noble families held a large percentage of the heroic assets in the Utra nation and the same went for the sects in the Papral nation, the Royals and the Council couldn't deploy powerful cultivators as easily as the Empire, not without giving away part of their profits at least.


That inevitably led the Council and the Elbas family to give up to part of their control over their areas of influence to match the Empire in its exploration of the new continent, opening many paths were the Hive could infiltrate.


New encampments were created, the Hive decided to directly affect the nations under the control of the Utra nation and Papral nation that time without even trying to hide its operations that much.


Of course, the Hive could move so freely on the old continent because it was completely forsaking any claim on the new land, at least for the time being.


Like that, time passed.


The Hive continued to recruit human cultivators from the nations that sought freedom while the three big nations kept exploring and investing resources on the new land to find other leftovers of divine beings and to make some areas livable by their human assets.


Also, their heroic assets were making incredible gains there, many cultivators were enlightened or found the resources that they needed to continue in their respective experiments.


Simply speaking, the human assets of the Hive became stronger while the three big nations increased the power of their heroic ones.


The latter was obviously benefiting more but there wasn't much that the Hive could do, it could only wait until it was strong enough to claim a piece of the new land.


Every organization seemed to have entered a frenzied state and each one of them was managing to avoid useless battles, it was pointless to fight in front of such an abundance of resources, the war for the most resourceful territories would come after the entire continent had been explored.


Signs of trouble though appeared on island nineteen of the Coral archipelago.


Almost four years had passed since the piece of Immortal Lands had fallen in the Mortal ones.


The exploration and colonization of the new continent were continuing and its deepest parts had yet to be reached but some information began to leak outside of the three factions studying it.


The environment of the archipelago had also changed, more defenses had been built and even the structures on its poorest islands had been completely improved.


Also, its population had doubled since the war with the continent, cultivators filled the streets of the cities on each island.


Yet, a peculiar and scary event attracted the gazes of all the human and heroic cultivators of the archipelago.


Black clouds gathered in the air above island nineteen, thick sparks filled their surface which spanned for hundreds of meters, they obscured the entirety of the island with their shape.


The island that had suffered from a Heaven Tribulation just a few years ago saw the same event happening again.



						




                    


                
				
                    500. Tribulation

					
					

                    
                        The black clouds of the Heaven Tribulation loomed once again over island nineteen, the target of their ominous aura was a big mansion placed at the center of the island.


The human cultivators guarding the mansion felt the power contained in the clouds and trembled, some of them were rank 3 cultivators but even they didn't feel confident against that threat.


"I anticipated something dangerous but this even surpasses my expectations, I wonder if the Prince will need our help."


Elder Iris spoke while flying under the layer of black clouds that had obscured the sun, two men stood in the air next to her, their gazes continuously moved between the sky and Noah's mansion.


"This is completely above the human ranks. Their power seems tuned for cultivators that are only one step away from the heroic ranks but they are still too large even in that case."


Roy spoke to continue his mother's words.


Thanks to his privileged position, Roy had quickly obtained a rank 4 cultivation technique and survived his Heaven Tribulation while Noah was in seclusion.


Also, his mother had even provided him with many inscribed items at the peak of the third rank to help him pass the trial, his battle prowess couldn't be compared to Bruce's one since he had spent most of his time inside the Chasing demon sect handling the human matters and avoiding the battlefield.


However, he wasn't a complete heroic cultivator since his mind was still in the third rank and he had yet to face the Earth Tribulation.


Elder Iris knew her son, she had advised him that it was better to slow down the growth of his sea of consciousness to improve its sturdiness, Roy would have surely failed the Earth Tribulation as he was now.


"Hmph, the Prince has obtained Divine Demon's recognition when he was only a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage and has been attacked by Heaven and Earth's clouds already when he was in Efrana nation. I bet we are in for a show."


Bruce snorted as he replied to the words of the mother and son's pair next to him.


The three of them had flown in the air as soon as the cloud began to form and had no doubt that they were aiming for the Demon Prince who had been in seclusion since the piece of Immortal Lands had fallen.


Tales about his achievements had spread long ago, especially among the ranks of the elders.


They knew that Noah had caused Heaven's reaction with his experiments and that he had defeated a cultivator with a rank 4 dantian already.


Yet, they couldn't help but worry when they saw the size of his Heaven Tribulation, it was simply too big even for someone who was a rank 4 mage while still being a human cultivator!


"Why isn't he coming out?"


Roy asked when he saw that Noah wasn't exiting his mansion to face the Tribulation, he began to worry about Noah's state, he hadn't seen him for four years after all.


Elder Iris' eyes sharpened too at that sight, only Bruce remained completely confident in him.


Bruce had seen him joining his faction when he was only a rank 2 cultivator and had witnessed his rise to power inside the sect, even his lover had been healed thanks to him, there was nothing that could make his faith in him waver.


The black clouds stopped forming, only the purple light of the exoskeleton illuminated the environment of the island.


The human cultivators had run away by then, the lights of the teleportation matrixes on the island had continuously lit the shores as they escaped from the imminent danger.


Then, a thick lightning bolt fell from the clouds and aimed for Noah's mansion.


The bolt though couldn't hit the mansion since a black line came out of its roof and cut through Heaven's attack, reaching for the black clouds where it opened a long fissure in their gaseous bodies.


The sunlight came out of the fissure and illuminated the mansion, its roof was falling apart since the attack had been launched from inside it, a winged human figure could be seen flying in the air past the falling rubbles.


'Dammit, I totally forgot that I had my cultivation technique still active. Well, the forging was successful at least.'


Noah thought as he carefully held a minute ring inside the palm of his right hand, his peak rank 3 Demonic sword was steadily wielded in his left one.


His gaze went on the sky, the size of the black clouds didn't surprise him but his consciousness analyzed them as if he was looking for something specific.


'They are mostly made of the same Breath that has tried to kill me during my fusion but there is the nourishing one that I must absorb after passing the Tribulation too. Heaven and Earth didn't play any trick or maybe they simply couldn't.'


He was worried that Heaven and Earth would simply negate him access to the Breath needed to nourish the dantian after it entered the fourth rank, limiting the potential of Noah's center of power in that way.


However, Noah could feel the same deep meaning that he had sensed during Bruce's Tribulation, meaning that the Breath that he needed to absorb was somewhere among the destructive one.


'It seems that even the omniscient Heaven and Earth must play by the rules, they can only bend them a little. They are almost pitiful.'


Noah laughed inside his mind when he realized that.


The way he saw it, it was pointless to be as powerful as Heaven and Earth if then he couldn't directly take the life of an ant because of his own restrictions.


His dragon's instincts screamed as he saw the sparks gathering inside the black clouds, an even stronger lightning bolt was about to be launched in his direction.


Noah closed his eyes as he pointed the clouds with his saber, he slowly exhaled as he focused on his body.


His circulatory system began to accelerate its working speed, his metabolism reached a monstrous speed as the nourishments contained inside his body were consumed.


Even his muscles seemed affected by that process, Noah's skin caved in as his muscles condensed due to the pressure that they were under.


The Breath absorbed by the ring around his dantian was directly redirected on his left arm, black smoke began to come out of his saber as Noah gathered the energy needed for the execution of his martial art.


Then, just when a massive lightning bolt was about to fall on him, Noah swung his arm and cracks appeared in the air where his weapon passed.



						




                    


                
				
                    501. One slash

					
					

                    
                        Magical beasts had bodies that were leagues above those of the humans, their only weakness was that their owners didn't know how to express their full potential.


Noah had obtained an even stronger power by fusing himself with a beast, his martial arts would become far more powerful since they were performed with such a monstrous strength, the only drawback was the higher consumption of Breath since it had to be tuned around the physical strength of the body.


However, using a martial art while wielding the strength of a beast wasn't the best that Noah could do.


During his seclusion, Noah had thought deeply about his situation and evaluated the possibilities that his centers of power could offer, he was about to enter a world filled with monsters that had lived for centuries after all, he had to have something that could match such enormous experience.


He found the answer he was looking for in the secret arts.


Secret arts could push a center of power to its limits to give the cultivator performing it a temporary wave of power, allowing it to surpass what its rank made possible.


Such power wasn't free though, the center of power would be heavily injured after withstanding that stressful procedure, the fairness of Heaven and Earth required that drawback.


Yet, Noah was different.


The Breath inside Noah's dantian boiled as it tried to reach a higher stage, there was only so much of it that he could use during the Tribulation.


However, to fuel his martial art while using a secret art, Noah needed large amounts of Breath, his calculations told him that his dantian would be emptied if he was to use the energy that it contained.


Completely emptying his dantian while facing the Heaven Tribulation though would endanger his future prospects since his organ would lack part of the nourishments given by the impurities that were released, Noah simply couldn't use it.


That's why he decided to rely on the ring around his dantian that worked as a rank 3 cultivation technique.


Breath of the darkness element was continuously gathered by his inscribed item and was redirected to his arm, cracks began to appear on the ring around his dantian as the process continued, even a peak rank 3 item couldn't sustain the energy needed for that attack.


Noah's left arm resembled an insatiable beast that continuously devoured Breath to perform that simple gesture, Noah barely had the time to imbue part of his will in it before it was consumed.


Noah made a basic slash with his saber but the amount of energy contained inside it was so high that even his peak rank 3 weapon began to crack under such pressure!


The air on the trail of the Demonic sword shattered, cracks spread like a spider web from the horizontal line that Noah had traced.


Then, toward the end of the slash, the black saber completely shattered, leaving only a small shard inside Noah's palm.


The fissure in the sky quickly closed itself, leaving a weaponless Noah flying in the air under the black clouds, it seemed as if his attack didn't have any effect.


However, the eyes of the elders watching the scene had widened during the process and their gazes immediately went on the clouds after the black saber broke.


A massive lightning bolt was about to be released before Noah's attack but its thick orange body seemed to have stopped moving after the slash was performed.


Even the black clouds had stopped their motion, the sparks on their surface had frozen, it was as if time had stopped in the area of the sky that they occupied.


Then, a chasm appeared along their bodies which divided the immense Heaven Tribulation in two.


Also, black smoke began to corrode the dark clouds, further enlarging the fissure that Noah had created with his martial art.


Breath was released by the clouds and was redirected toward Noah, he felt his dantian being nourished by an external force as the boiling rank 3 Breath inside it slowly became a shining black gas.


The ring around his organ couldn't withstand the pressure anymore and shattered, the minute black shards fell inside his body which quickly absorbed them to turn them into nourishment.


The Heaver Tribulation had been defeated with only one attack!


'This rank 4 Breath still contains Heaven and Earth's will, I don't need it.'


Noah thought as he analyzed his dantian, the Breath in the fourth rank that had just formed after the entirety of his solid Breath had boiled was cast out and dispersed in the air.


Then, Noah opened his right hand, an even smaller black ring was in his palm which had a dense black whirlpool rotating in its center.


Noah pointed the remaining shard of his Demonic sword toward his low-waist and pierced it, stopping only when the shard stabbed his dantian, creating a small hole in it.


Noah retracted the shard and inserted the minute ring inside his body, he placed it inside the wound of his dantian, creating something similar to a tunnel that connected the outside world with the insides his center of power.


The whirlpool at the center of the ring immediately began to send rank 4 Breath of the darkness element in the insides of his dantian, the area around him seemed to become brighter as the Breath carrying the laws of the darkness element contained inside the matter was absorbed.


The will of Heaven and Earth contained in that Breath was destroyed as Noah's new cultivation technique absorbed it, the greed radiated by the inscribed item didn't leave any trace of it.


Noah felt a wave of energy filling him, a power beyond anything that he had ever felt seemed contained in those few strands of shining gas that were slowly enlarging his dantian.


Yet, as the pressure inside that organ increased, part of the gaseous Breath was about to come out from the opening where his cultivation technique had been placed.


It was at that point that a half-transparent Noah sat cross-legged in front of the opening, Noah had created a will to stop his Breath from leaking out!


The black clouds in the air dispersed under the amazed gaze of the elders, the Tribulation had been passed, signing Noah's entrance in the heroic ranks.



						




                    


                
				
                    502. Dragon“s claw

					
					

                    
                        Those four years of seclusion had given Noah incredible gains.


First of all, his sea of consciousness had continued to enlarge, the fifth Kesier rune, the Breath inside it, and the relentless activation of the Divine deduction technique had pushed that center of power deeper inside the fourth rank.


His body had also improved, Noah had often eaten pieces of rank 4 magical beasts during his seclusion to placate his hunger and raise his rank, his body had almost reached the peak of the middle tier by then.


Yet, the biggest breakthroughs concerned his Elemental forging method and his martial art.


While his rank 3 cultivation technique autonomously raised the level of his dantian, Noah had focused on creating the cultivation technique that he would use once reached the fourth rank and the offensive martial art that he lacked since he had become a hybrid.


The Divine deduction technique and his expertise with the sabers made the task concerning the offensive martial art rather easy, it wasn't the first one that he created after all.


The only issue that he had had during the testing phase was that his Breath would be always depleted after only one execution of his forms, his liquid Breath simply couldn't fuel a martial art performed with his powerful body.


Things changed once he entered the solid stage though, Noah became able to test his forms more often, quickening the creation of his martial art.


In the end, he created only one simple form, the most common of the attacks of the sword wielders, a slash.


Of course, that form wasn't as simple as it looked.


Noah had taken inspiration from the Nails of the Kamaitachi and from the Three Forms of the Ashura to create his personal attack, something simple but that suited every situation.


The power of that slash could be found in his incredible physical strength and in the sharpness that the Breath consumed during its execution carried, Noah was obviously using the Breath that he refined inside his mind to activate it, just like with his Shadow sprint martial art.


The real power of that attack though could only be seen when its execution was coupled with a secret art.


Noah hadn't chosen that simple form casually, that slash was the result of countless tests performed while he activated his secret art.


The secret art that Noah had chosen forcibly quickened his metabolism, consuming the nourishments that his body contained to surpass its limits for a few seconds.


It was needless to say that such an increased physical strength had to be matched with a similar amount of Breath when performing a martial art, which forced Noah to create a simple form rather than an intricate one.


He knew that, once his expertise with his martial art increased, he would create new forms but he was happy to have at least that for the time being.


The creation of a rank 4 cultivation technique took longer instead.


During his last weeks of seclusion, Noah had to stop all his other training and experiments to focus on forging his first rank 4 item and to finally bring his expertise in the Elemental forging method in the heroic ranks.


Noah had to dig deep inside his dragon's instincts to thoroughly understand the hunger of the magical beasts and create a meaning that suited his needs.


What came out from the fusion between his ambition and the endless hunger of the beasts was an insatiable greed.


There was something that he had neglected as he forged though, he didn't remove the ring around his dantian even after he had reached the peak of the solid stage.


As it turned out, the suction force of his rank 3 cultivation technique was so strong that the solid Breath inside his dantian began to boil without the need for a reagent, suddenly causing the Heaven Tribulation.


Noah had been ending his forging at that moment, he had even resolved himself to stop the first lightning bolts with his body if the situation needed it.


Luckily for him, he had managed to finish his first rank 4 item before the first lightning bolt struck, allowing him to use his martial art to defend against it.


Noah had closed his eyes after the Tribulation ended, he immersed himself in the feeling of having all his centers of power in the heroic ranks as he checked that his rank 4 cultivation technique worked as intended.


Breath of the darkness element continuously entered his dantian through the opening where the black ring was, the whirlpool at its center made the Breath converge in the insides of his center of power, the process slightly enlarged his dantian as it continued.


His half-transparent figure floated in front of the opening, his will had been specifically made to prevent any leaks and to quickly imbue a meaning that Noah needed in the Breath, Noah could even stop storing Breath inside his mental sphere now if he wanted.


'The Black hole cultivation technique is working perfectly, I've even solved the issue about the limited usages of the Shadow sprint martial art with it. All my centers of power don't have a slight trace of Heaven and Earth's will now.'


Noah thought as he opened his eyes and took a deep breath, the area around him darkened as he did that.


'I feel different.'


He felt lighter after all the traces of Heaven and Earth's will had left his body but he also felt that something deeper about him had changed completely.


'I am my own entity now."


Noah felt the need to roar at the sky after he thought that but he restrained himself from doing so since he felt three presences nearing him.


Noah turned only to see Elder Iris, Roy, and Bruce flying toward him, they were wearing concerned expressions as they analyzed his body.


"It will go back to normal in a few hours, this is just a temporary drawback."


Noah explained when he understood that they were worried about the state in which his body was after the usage of his secret art.


The truth was that he only needed to eat something for it to return to its peak, Noah didn't even consider it a drawback in his mind.


"This is good, I thought you had hurt yourself to improve your cultivation speed."


Roy spoke as he breathed a sigh of relief, he was really worried that he had suffered some injury.


"It seems that even the matter concerning your cultivation technique is set, I believe the Hive can stop providing you Breath blessings."


Elder Iris spoke as she moved her gaze on Noah's bloodied low-waist, she was curious about Noah's creation but she knew that every cultivator had its secrets, some matters simply couldn't be probed.


"What was that attack? Did you learn a rank 5 martial art? What is it called?"


Bruce asked, he had mistakenly taken Noah's attack for a rank 5 martial art.


Noah didn't correct him and thought for a few seconds about a name for his martial art before answering him.


"Dragon's claw."



						




                    


                
				
                    503. Situation

					
					

                    
                        The three elders didn't probe Noah's powers any further, they simply accepted the fact that he had safely entered the world of the heroic cultivators.


The Hive had gained another elder, its heroic assets were slowly increasing in number as its foundation became sturdier.


"How is the situation in the piece of Immortal Lands? What about the continent?"


Noah asked, he had to completely focus on himself during his seclusion which forced him to neglect any information concerning the outside world.


Yet, now that he had reached the heroic ranks, he needed a detailed picture of the current political situation to decide his next move and which preparations he needed to make.


Elder Iris had expected that question and quickly threw a small shining orb to Noah who directly scanned it with his mental energy.


Countless reports entered Noah's mind as he scanned the orb, he soon learnt how the situation on the continent and the new land had evolved while he was in seclusion.


'The Coral archipelago has grown well, this was somewhat expected considering its geographical position. The areas of influence of the Utra nation and Papral nation have been successfully infiltrated in the past years, most of our new manpower comes from there. Even the Empire has given up many territories to focus on the new land, we could directly build the fourth big nation if we had more heroic assets.'


Noah thought as he read through the information that concerned the continent.


Since the Hive had only focused on the old land, the details that concerned the forces of the three big nations were quite specific and, in some cases, they even listed the power behind the defensive measures of some richer areas.


'The Elbas family didn't let go of its claims over the Nerere country, even the limitless prospects on the piece of Immortal Lands aren't enough to make it lower its defenses around the Royal Inheritance. They are asking for the help of the noble families rather than letting go of the legacy of the previous Royals…'


Of course, Noah immediately looked for the information concerning the Royal Inheritance only to remain disappointed by it.


During those four years, the Elbas family had felt forced to ask for the help of the heroic assets of the noble families in its country to match the Empire in its exploration of the new continent and to maintain control over their most richer areas at the same time.


The Council did the same, heroic cultivators from the sects of the Papral nation had been sent to the new land to help in its exploration.


Only the Shandal Empire had complete control over its heroic assets, the other two nations had central powers with great authority but they couldn't control the heroic cultivators of the organizations under them that freely.


They needed to give up part of their gains if they wanted their help but that was the only method at their disposal to match the Empire.


Noah would have rather had the Elbas family and the Council withstanding the expenses of the exploration all by themselves so that some of their richer areas would have been left unprotected but they had chosen to divide their gains rather than exposing their resources.


After all, giving up part of their rebels had already greatly benefitted the Hive, Noah was just disappointed that he couldn't personally take something that could further benefit his situation.


'There is only the new continent then.'


Noah thought as he started reading the information concerning the new land.


He knew that, now that he was a complete heroic cultivator, his cultivation journey would be harsher.


Heroic cultivators directly affected the Breath inside the matter, their training was something that interfered with the world itself, it wasn't the simple absorption process happening in the human ranks.


Noah could feel it, he felt the deeper meaning contained in the Breath absorbed by his rank 4 cultivation technique entering his dantian and dissolving as Heaven and Earth's will was removed.


He knew that there was something else to that energy but that feeling was still too vague for him to understand exactly what it was, he could only wait to go deeper into the fourth rank before he could have a clearer picture.


'The information about the new land is quite vague. The Hive is aware that all three big nations have found traces of divine beings but it doesn't know anything specific. The entirety of the eastern shore and a large part of the northern one are slowly being colonized but it appears that the center of the continent is still unexplored… I wonder if my beast's instincts could help there.'


Noah realized how little the Hive knew about the piece of Immortal Lands after scanning the orb.


The Hive had completely disregarded any claim on it to focus on the old continent after all, Noah knew that it was the right move considering its situation.


"We can prepare a training area soon if you want, there are dark areas at the bottom of the sea where you should find plenty of Breath of your element."


Roy spoke as he saw that Noah had finished reading the information inside the orb.


However, Noah shook his head at his words and handed the orb back to Elder Iris as he asked something.


"When will the Hive reach for the new continent?"


The three elders were silenced by his words but Bruce soon released a laugh and Elder Iris' mouth curved into a smile.


"We have studied a safe route for the southwestern shore, we should be able to send a few elders without any of the three big nations noticing them. Also, the elders would be on the opposite side of the forces of the continent, meaning that they would land on completely unexplored areas. The only problem is that they might be stuck there due to the distance with that area, you would have to wait for the creation of a teleportation matrix to have an escape route."


Elder Iris spoke as she continued to smile, Noah shrugged his shoulders as he spoke a few words before turning to fly back to the remains of his mansion.


"I want in."



						




                    


                
				
                    504. Arm

					
					

                    
                        Noah returned to his ruined mansion to prepare for his next move.


There were no paths that would make him gain any profit on the continent, only the piece of Immortal Lands could bring benefits to his personal power.


'I need to stabilize my position inside the fourth rank, it should take a few weeks before my dantian becomes ready for a battle.'


Noah thought as he sat in one of the intact training areas.


He knew that Elder Iris would contact him once the Hive decided that it was time to explore the new continent, he didn't know exactly when that would happen but he guessed it wouldn't take more than half a year.


The three big nations had freely explored the new continent for four years already, their heroic assets had made incredible gains in that period, the Hive could just settle for human cultivators while that happened.


Noah's attention went on his will floating in front of his dantian.


Mental energy entered his half-transparent figure, giving it enough power to affect the black ring inside his wounded center of power.


The rotation whirlpool inside the ring slowed down, its absorption speed was lowered thanks to the will placed in front of it before returning to a normal speed as soon as Noah willed it.


'All the tests have been made, the rank 4 Black hole cultivation technique should function until the peak of the solid stage of the fourth rank, I just need to constantly refill the mental energy needed to fuel my will to control it. Now, I only lack a proper weapon.'


His last peak rank 3 Demonic sword had broken to perform the Dragon's claw while he was using the secret art, it was safe to assume that normal rank 3 inscribed items wouldn't be able to withstand its power either.


'I need to forge another item in the heroic ranks, I guess it's time I match Ivor's achievements.'


Noah had never forgotten the first time he had seen Ivor's knife and he had always known that his ability in the Elemental forging method was inferior to his.


Ivor had been able to forge a rank 4 item while he was still in the human ranks while Noah had needed to reach the absolute peak of the third rank and be a rank 4 mage to do the same, their wills were simply on two different levels.


Ivor was ready to sacrifice his life to complete the forging while Noah couldn't want something like that, their intentions couldn't carry the same power.


Noah sighed as he stared at his right arm before requesting for a series of materials from the Hive.


'There can only be one core material…'


Noah thought as he undressed his upper body and Heilong came out in the open.


Then, he inserted his right arm inside his companion's mouth and he ordered it to bite his limb off.


Heilong's fangs weren't enough to sever his arm right away and Noah didn't have any other weapon at his disposal, he could only pull back his shoulder with all his strength to help his Blood companion.


It took a while but, in the end, Noah managed to cut the entirety of his right arm away.


Blood fell from his maimed shoulder but Noah suppressed the pain as he sorted the drugs contained inside his space-ring, a pill radiating a powerful energy quickly appeared in his remaining palm which he didn't hesitate to eat.


A surge of energy filled his body as the drug melted, the energy seemed alive as it searched for wounds inside Noah.


Noah controlled the energy to stay away from his dantian, he didn't want for the medicine to mistakenly close the opening needed for his cultivation technique, and redirected its focus on his right shoulder.


Warmth filled his maimed shoulder, his severed limb slowly showed signs of growing back!


'I need more energy.'


Noah thought as he inspected the effects of the drug.


He had used one of the best rank 4 curative pills that he had but its effects were intended to work on humans, drugs like that weren't created for hybrids.


The corpse of a rank 4 dragon in the middle tier appeared in the open and Noah began to take small bites out of it, the Breath contained in the magical beast entered his body and was turned into nourishment that it freely absorbed.


Part of that nourishment healed the after-effects of the secret art, Noah's muscles began to bulge and return to their normal state, Noah quickly returned to his normal aspect thanks to that meal.


The rest of the nourishment was redirected to his right shoulder, the healing capabilities of his body and the powerful drug that he had just used would make his entire arm regrow in a day according to his calculation.


'The materials that I've requested should arrive soon and my arm should be enough to create a pair of sabers. I should treat them better this time though, I can't waste useful pills every time a Demonic sword breaks.'


Noah thought as he closed his eyes to focus on his dantian and, specifically, to the Breath that it was storing.


He immersed himself in the study of that Breath, his dragon's instinct saw it only as food but he knew that it hid some kind of deeper meaning.


***

Time passed in the Coral archipelago.


The news of Noah's breakthrough and his request to join the team meant to explore the piece of Immortal Lands quickly spread through the heroic ranks of the Hive.


It must be said that there weren't many elders willing to embark in such a dangerous mission, many of them would rather take the safe approach and try to openly create some sort of city on the continent, they didn't feel there was any reason to mess with the colonization of the three big nations.


However, the Hive had never intended to interfere with the three factions on the new continent, its plans concerned the opposite shore that they were exploring.


The only problem with that approach was the distance with the archipelago but that issue could be solved once a teleportation matrix was set, it would be only a matter of protecting such formation at that point.


It took four months after Noah's Tribulation to create an explorative team made of five elders, they were all complete heroic cultivators in the fourth rank and, of course, Noah was one of them.
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                        Five heroic cultivators set off from the Coral archipelago and began to fly west.


They flew high in the air, far away from the azure sea, and they didn't speak, they were doing their best to be as silent as possible.


Even their mental waves were retracted, they only used their eyes to analyze their surroundings, they didn't want to risk being discovered by enemy forces as they tried to reach the new continent.


Noah ran in the air, dense layers of dark Breath formed under his feet as he stepped on them, he didn't need to use Heilong's wings to fly anymore and he was faster that way since his body was stronger than his Blood companion.


Three elders ran next to him while a fourth one was in the lead, they were the team that the Hive had sent to explore the new land and, of course, each one of them had different areas of specialization that suited the task.


Elder Hope was the leader of the group and was the only rank 4 cultivator in the liquid stage among them, she had a wind aptitude and most of her abilities were focused on movement and espionage, she was the scout of the team who was also tasked to create an escape route in dangerous situations.


Elder Duke was an old rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage, he was bald but a long white beard grew from his jaw.


He had a water aptitude and was specialized in defensive measures which even included some simple formations.


Elder Laurel was the expert in magical plants and vegetation even though she had a fire aptitude that generally conflicted with that field.


She was also in possession of abilities with a large area of effect that could help the group when it was surrounded, making her presence quite important in the team.


Elder Morgan was the expert in formation, her role was to create the teleportation matrix that could allow them to safely return to the archipelago but she also had good defensive measures due to her water aptitude, she and Elder Duke would take care of the defense of the team together once reached the new land.


It was needless to say that the expert in the magical beasts' field was Noah.


'They are all quite old, it seems that they are desperate to find something that makes their cultivation level improve.'


Noah thought as he gazed at his companions.


They all had gray and white hair, either short or long, their power was only reflected by their shining eyes as they focused on their surroundings.


The lifespan of a cultivator would eventually be depleted unless it continuously raised its level but that matter wasn't that simple once reached the heroic ranks.


Noah guessed that the elders that had volunteered for the task were cultivators that needed to find some kind of inspiration or guide that the old continent couldn't offer to continue cultivating in the heroic ranks, there weren't many cultivators who had been able to create their personal training methods like him.


Actually, to be precise, it could be said that an existence like him was a first in that world.


After all, Noah had become a complete heroic cultivator at the age of thirty-seven and even by creating his personal techniques and methods, that feat was something that even his companions found hard to believe!


"Five months in the fourth rank and you are already at this level, the difference between our cultivation techniques is really vast."


Elder Laurel whispered to Noah as she flew next to him.


Those were the first words that had been spoken after the group had set off, they had been flying in a straight line for a month already.


"I was just lucky, anyone would achieve the same if it was to obtain the inheritance of a God."


Noah answered in a soft voice while shrugging his shoulders, he didn't really want to speak too much before they reached a safe area.


"No one becomes a heroic cultivator before turning forty thanks to its luck, you should have more confidence in yourself. I heard that you have created your cultivation technique as soon as you entered the fourth rank, did you gain some insights about the darkness element already?"


Elder Laurel spoke again and her question made Noah interested in her words.


"Insights of the darkness element?"


Noah asked.


He had realized that there was a deeper meaning hidden in the Breath that he absorbed but he had yet to figure out what it was and if it was useful to his cultivation.


Hearing a cultivator that had been in the heroic ranks for far longer than him speaking about it claimed a large part of his attention.


Elder Laurel slightly smiled at his question and released a short sigh before making a short explanation.


"Heroic cultivators pursue their individuality but through energies that don't belong to them. These energies carry general meanings depending on the element they belong but a cultivator must understand the meanings that match its individuality if it doesn't want to see its improvements slowing down. You are already a step ahead of most cultivators since you shouldn't find any hindrances in the fourth rank thanks to your cultivation technique."


Noah carefully memorized her words and replayed them in his head.


The records concerning heroic cultivators were scarce, especially those concerning their insights before the creation of techniques and methods.


'I was right in guessing that the heroic ranks won't be just a matter of absorbing Breath anymore… Yet, looking for the meaning carried by the darkness element seems a bit too philosophical for my tastes.'


Noah thought as he continued to fly, only the clouds could be seen around him but his reptilian eyes could clearly see the sea at some kilometers below him.


"Could you be more specific?"


In the end, Noah simply asked her for a more detailed explanation.


Elder Laurel put a pensive expression before shaking her head while revealing a helpless smile.


"If I knew something more specific, I would have already advanced to the liquid stage."


Her eyes went on Elder Hope who was in the lead, she winked at Noah as she gestured him to ask her.
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                        Elder Hope began to slow down after she felt the two pairs of gazes fixed on her, she then turned only to say one word before continuing to fly at full speed.


"Later."


Elder Laurel wore an excited gaze when she understood that she was about to receive an explanation from their leader and even the other two elders nodded at her while wearing smiles.


"Was this a plan of some sort?"


Noah asked when he realized that all the elders were paying attention to his conversation, he couldn't help but feel that he had been used in some way.


"Sorry, Prince, you are the most promising cultivator of the Hive, no one in our organization will ever deny you an explanation that could benefit your power. We just thought that it would be better if such an explanation happened where we can listen."


Elder Laurel spoke and Noah understood that the three elders had planned to use him to obtain pointers from a heroic cultivator in the liquid stage.


'Well, that was unexpected.'


Noah thought as he put the matter in the back of his mind, he didn't really care how the others used him as long as he gained something out of it, he just forced himself to remember that the people around him weren't only more experienced but had also lived for far longer than him, his first life didn't give him any advantage over the wisdom of his companions.


The group moved for a few more days until Elder Hope stopped again a did a quick inspection of their surroundings before speaking to the rest of them.


"We have surpassed the northern shore, we need to go south for another month before we can safely reach our destination."


The Hive's target was the southwestern shore, the territories on the opposite side of the three big nations' encampments.


To put it simply, they were flying over the sea around the piece of Immortal Lands, moving around the new continent to avoid the territories already under the control of the forces of the continent.


"Now, I'll try to solve some of your doubts about the heroic ranks but remember that I'm only one step ahead of you, it's more than likely that the Prince will surpass me in no time since he has already created his cultivation technique."


Elder Hope spoke again and a series of heated gazes went on her after her words, the elders almost stopped breathing as they waited for her explanation.


Noah wasn't an exception, his eyes focused on the leader of his group, he was interested in what she had to say.


"In the human ranks, a cultivator simply absorbs Breath to elevate its power, ultimately reaching the heroic ranks when it is considered an independent entity, a sort of unique being."


Elder Hope began her explanation from the beginning of the cultivation journey, Elder Laurel nodded at her words, she seemed the most interested of the group.


"Once becoming an entity, the cultivator must enhance its individuality. To put it simply, it has to pave its personal path toward the higher ranks or it won't have the power to absorb the Breath that carries the laws of Heaven and Earth."


Noah nodded in his mind at those words, Chasing Demon had given him a similar explanation during their first encounter and even Divine Demon had hinted that.


"This can be achieved in two different ways in the early stages of the heroic ranks but, toward the more advanced ranks, succeeding in both of those ways will be required to improve. You can either understand the laws of your element that suit you or create a cultivation technique."


'So, I can't only improve the Black hole cultivation technique, I will even need some sort of understanding of the darkness element as my rank grows.'


Noah quickly sorted that information in his mind and looked at his companions, disappointed looks could be seen on their faces.


"Prince, I must say that you are exceptional."


Elder Hope interrupted Noah's thoughts with her words and continued to speak.


"Most heroic cultivators rely on techniques created by others to improve but cultivating in that way will eventually taint your individuality and endanger your future prospects, this is the main reason why many elders have chosen to remain in the gaseous stage rather than taking the easy path. Yet, you are already walking on your personal path, I believe you won't require any kind of insight about your element to reach the fifth rank. Of course, I advise you to start studying your element as soon as possible."


Elder Hope then pointed at herself before revealing something about her cultivation.


"I have yet to create a cultivation technique but my understanding of the wind element allowed me to reach the liquid stage rather quickly even though I'm using a technique created by someone else. I can only say that my individuality matches the laws of the wind element that concern the sound."


Silence fell on the group of cultivators standing in the air, Noah quickly analyzed the leader's words before asking his question.


"Your understanding of the element improves your cultivation speed but your individuality will eventually be tainted if you keep using a technique created by someone else. I guess the same goes for the opposite approach, am I right?"


Elder Hope smiled before nodding and asking a rhetorical question.


"How can you bend the laws to your will if you don't know their meaning?"


Mental energy entered the inscriptions on the walls of Noah's mental sphere and fueled the Divine deduction technique, Noah was trying to ask the questions that would give him the best understanding of the matter.


Then, he asked a question that had bothered him since he first spoke with a citizen of the Empire.


"What is a God?"


The elders around him were surprised by that question but Elder Hope revealed a surprised expression as her gaze went to the sky above the clouds.


"I've pondered a lot about this too. A peak heroic cultivator should express its individuality through the laws that suit it and express their power through its cultivation technique, meaning that a God must be a being made of its own laws."


Noah raised his eyes at the sky too after her words, the reflection of the stars that he had seen in the academy reappeared in his eyes as his mind wandered.


"What is there after godhood?"


Noah asked again, even the other elders raised their gazes on the sky above the clouds at that moment.


Elder Hope thought for a while before expressing her opinion.


"I guess Heaven and Earth."
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                        Noah and the elders stared at the sky above the clouds in silence for a while before returning to reality and lowering their faces, their minds had wandered enough, they were only halfway through their journey after all.


"There isn't much that can be taught at this point, every cultivator is different and the path toward the higher ranks can only be paved by yourself. This is the miraculous yet solitary life that every being looking for power must walk. Let's resume our journey now."


Elder Hope spoke those last words before flying south, Noah and the elders quickly followed behind her, no one spoke after that.


Another month passed, the group sent by the Hive continuously flew through the clouds as it reached for the southwestern coast of the piece of Immortal Lands.


The endless sea was below them for the whole time, they were making sure to never go too close to the new land even though they had long crossed the areas where the encampments of the three big nations were.


Then, at some point, Elder Hope stopped herself and signaled to the elders behind her to do the same.


Noah and the others waited for their leader to use her methods to scan the surroundings, Elder Hope made a hand-gesture next to her ears and closed her eyes as her consciousness expanded.


It didn't take much before Elder Hope nodded and retracted her consciousness before pointing toward the east and flying in that direction.


Noah and the others followed, the group flew for a few more days before it could finally spot land.


Noah saw the endless layer of ice that held the azure land in its embrace, his consciousness sensed the density of the Breath in the environment above the land and was amazed by it, he now knew that the reports were right when they said that the piece of Immortal Lands could be barely inhabited by human cultivators.


'How do they even plan on fixing this issue? The three big nations are strong but even they can't modify this environment that much.'


Noah thought as he neared the new continent with his group, his eyes and mind analyzed everything that entered in their range.


A wide desert expanded over the azure land in the area that they were nearing, the azure halo of the continent was almost completely blocked by the thickness of the yellow sand that filled the surface.


The area seemed deserted, no trace of life could be seen or sensed by the cultivators of the Hive.


Yet, Noah's instincts told him that something had noticed their arrival and was keeping its attention on them.


"What do you think?"


Elder Hope asked as she turned toward Noah and Elder Laurel, they were the experts in the magical beasts and plants' fields of the group after all.


"The temperature and this environment aren't suitable for most magical plants but the sand is too thick and the Breath released by the land below it interferes with my mental waves."


Elder Laurel spoke while keeping her gaze on the ground, she couldn't find any trace of life but that didn't mean that there weren't any threats.


"There is something beneath the surface."


Noah warned his companions and their gazes went on the yellow sand where he was watching.


However, they couldn't see anything at all, they even started to doubt Noah since nothing happened as time passed.


On the other hand, Noah was one hundred percent sure that something was lying in wait for them.


'You leave me no choice.'


Noah snorted in his mind as he flew downward, toward the ground.


A low growl was released from his mouth, Noah was using his dragon's side to challenge whatever was hiding under the surface.


The others in his team didn't understand what was happening nor why the Demon Prince was making such lifelike beast's cries but they still followed him.


Faint tremors began to fill the desert and screeching noises started to come out of the yellow sand, it seemed that Noah had managed to cause some sort of reaction with his growl.


"They are coming."


Noah warned in a soft voice and kicked the air to fly higher in the sky and retreat, the elders quickly followed his example and retreated.


Holes formed in the sand as soon as Noah escaped, thirty meters long yellow worms came out them and tried to pounce the air where the heroic cultivators were previously.


"Armored sandworms, all in the fourth rank. They have thick skins but they can't do much except for jumping at us, we can slowly kill them and seize their corpses, they are somewhat valuable."


Noah explained as he pointed at the more than twenty rank 4 magical beasts that had come out of the sand, respectful gazes were shot in his direction before the elders focused on the creatures.


The elders had initially doubted his abilities when they saw that nothing was happening but the recent event had completely confirmed Noah's capabilities.


"I wasn't aware that a cultivator could imitate the cries of a magical beast to incite a reaction in them."


Elder Duke spoke from his safe position in the air, they weren't in a hurry to take care of the sandworms after all.


"It's just an unorthodox technique that I've learnt in the Royal academy, it's not that reliable though."


Noah lied to the elder as he wielded a pair of white sabers.


Those weren't his new Demonic swords but only a pair of peak rank 3 inscribed weapons that had enhanced sturdiness and sharpness.


Noah wouldn't dare to reveal his full strength right away, he was in an unexplored continent filled with threats, it was better to keep most of his abilities hidden.


Also, he didn't really need to use most of his power to handle those beasts.


"The academy sure seems an amazing place."


Elder Duke commented as he wielded a whip, that answer was enough for him.


Even the other elders wielded their weapons and prepared to fight against the pack of sandworms before Elder Hope gave the order and they dove again toward the ground.
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                        The Armored sandworms weren't a strong species of magical beasts.


They surely were one of the strongest kinds of worm-type creatures but their enemies were heroic cultivators, there was nothing they could do against them.


Noah casually swung his sabers as he flew between the pouncing sandworms, sharp black lines appeared in the air whenever he performed a slash, his attacks seemed able to cut through anything that stood on their trajectory.


Elder Hope swung a small knife that had holes on its surface, a threatening aura was radiated by that weapon, Noah immediately noticed that it was a rank 4 inscribed item.


The knife released strange sharp sounds as it moved through the air, small wind blades took form every time one of those sounds echoed and reached for the weakest parts of the sandworms.


Elder Duke controlled an azure sphere that floated in front of his chest and that fueled most of his attacks, water bullets and torrents shot from his spell toward the creatures next to him.


Elder Laurel nimbly avoided the beasts and circled them until enough of them had gathered in one spot before creating a huge fireball above her figure and launching it toward the sandworms, a huge explosion occurred every time she cast her spell.


Elder Morgan wielded an inscribed spear that tainted the creatures with the lines of a formation every time she stabbed their skin, that weapon also was an inscribed item in the fourth rank and the shining lines that infected the sandworms spread on their bodies as if fueled by their vitality.


'Her martial art is so interesting.'


Noah couldn't help but feel interested in Elder Morgan attacks, inflicting one wound seemed the only requirement to infect the beasts with those spreading inscriptions which continuously weakened their bodies, it was as if the inscribed spear carried a poison of some sort.


The pack of Armored sandworms had no chance against the power of five heroic cultivators, most of those beasts were only in the lower tier of the fourth rank and could barely survive a few attacks before falling lifelessly on the yellow sand.


"Seize the corpses quickly, the rulers of this area will come soon."


Noah warned his companions as he stored the corpses next to him inside his space-ring, the spirit automaton autonomously put them inside the formation with the other dragon's corpses.


He knew that, in such an amazing environment, finding only twenty or so rank 4 magical beasts was impossible, there had to be more creatures in the surrounding areas.


Also, the sandworms had to be at the bottom of the food chain there since their power mostly was in the lower tier, meaning that the rulers of the desert wouldn't be happy to discover that someone was stealing their food.


Part of that knowledge came from his studies but Noah was aware that the fusion had enlarged his point of view, he could now think like a magical beast and even communicate with them in a sort of primal way, he simply understood them far better now.


That was the reason why he was sure that more powerful creatures would arrive in their position.


The confirmation to his hypothesis came almost immediately, dunes formed in the sand below them as if something was crawling under the surface and searching for something.


The heads of huge sandworms came out in the open but stood still, they didn't pounce the cultivators from the Hive, they limited themselves to spread their circular mouths where a series of sharp fangs could be seen coming out of their internal skin.


Then, they released a sharp cry that echoed through the vast desert.


"We must go."


Noah spoke as he flew high in the air, he didn't even pick the corpses that were at some distance from his position as he retreated in the sky.


The elders in his group were a bit surprised by his actions but they decided to follow him anyway, the Demon Prince of the Hive had yet to be wrong about something that concerned magical beasts.


Noah didn't stop flying even after he had reached a height of a few hundred meters, his feet continuously kicked the air as he went higher.


He stopped only when he was at more than a kilometer from the ground, his companions quickly reached him and began to stare at the ground with curious gazes.


"I think we could have picked the remaining corpses, the new sandworms are only in the middle tier after all."


Elder Morgan complained a bit but her expression suddenly froze when she saw that an immense dune was growing at the center of the desert.


The dune continued to rise in the air, slowly reaching a height of two hundred meters until the sand began to fall back on the ground and the mighty being under it was revealed.


It was another worm-type magical beast, it was yellow and a series of small pores could be seen on its skin.


The beast was immense, it was more than three hundred meters long and almost fifty meters large, its size was simply incredible.


"Rank 5 Giant sandworm, it's hiding skills are amazing, I wouldn't have sensed it if it wasn't for the weaker beasts. This specimen seems to be in the upper tier but I can't be too sure about it."


Noah explained to his companions as he stared at the huge sandworm.


The cries that the rank 4 Giant sandworms had released after the Armored ones had been killed were some sort of call for their leader, Noah had understood the meaning behind the cries thanks to his beast's part and had immediately decided to escape because of that.


"I guess this isn't a good area where to set the teleportation matrix."


Noah spoke in a casual tone as he turned toward the elders next to him, their eyes had widened after the rank 5 beast appeared and Elder Morgan repeatedly nodded after she heard his words.


She couldn't help but imagine what would have happened if she had stayed for only a bit longer on the ground, the images that her mind played sent shivers down her spine.


"We will rely on your expertise to find the right location, Prince."


Elder Hope spoke while performing a slight bow, the recent events had increased the amount of respect that she felt for Noah so much that she didn't mind bowing to him even though she was the leader of the group.
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                        The heroic cultivators of the Hive resumed the exploration of the piece of Immortal Lands after the presence of the rank 5 Giant sandworms made the desert impossible to inhabit.


The group needed to find a safe place where to set the teleportation matrix, they didn't have any way to return to the Coral archipelago at the moment, creating that connection was their priority.


They went north, along the coastline, the desert expanded for a few kilometers before being replaced with small rivers that favored the birth of some vegetation.


The group soon discovered though that the rivers were inhabited by packs of rank 4 Poisonous frogs that had tainted that environment with their toxic saliva, altering many of the magical plants there.


Elder Laurel's eagerness to study those plants was clearly shown by her expression but Elder Hope didn't stop flying, there would be plenty of time to study the lifeforms living there after the teleportation matrix was set.


A thick forest followed the area with rivers, small trees with large crowns occupied the environment, their white leaves gave an eerie atmosphere to the area.


"These are White woods, they are magical plants that release toxins in the air to kill any living beings that enter their range. They then let the corpses nourish the terrain from which they take their nourishment. This place can work!"


Elder Laurel spoke but a series of confused gazes were shot in her direction.


Even Noah felt confused, she had just said that the air around them was toxic, how could that area be suitable for the creation of a foothold?


Yet, he didn't feel any threat coming from those trees, even his dragon's instincts didn't sense anything.


"The toxins of the White woods become more powerful when the trees are starving or when they are attacked, the air is virtually clean now since the terrain is rich of nourishments. This area is perfect as long as we don't affect the vegetation."


Elder Laurel explained.


The terrain of the piece of Immortal Lands was filled with Breath, the amount of nourishment that it provided was more than enough for those White woods, they simply didn't need to hunt thanks to that.


"This will do then. Elder Duke, Elder Morgan, begin the preparations for the teleportation matrix. Elder Laurel will assist you to be sure that your work doesn't affect the magical plants here. I and the Prince will explore the surrounding areas."


Elder Hope ordered and flew higher in the sky, Noah followed her while the other three elders went on the ground, immersing themselves in the white forest.


"Pick a direction."


Elder Hope spoke to Noah when he reached her, his consciousness spread in the surrounding area and his reptilian eyes analyzed the environment far in the distance but he couldn't find anything peculiar.


"East."


In the end, Noah simply chose the direction that would bring him deeper into the continent.


"Good, I'll go back on the desert and explore the southern coast, let's meet here in five days."


Elder Hope ordered and began to fly south to return to the desert where they had met the rank 5 Giant sandworm.


Noah sighed internally when he saw that the leader trusted his abilities to the point of leaving him exploring alone, his knowledge about the magical beasts' field earned him that recognition.


'Feels good to be finally alone…'


Noah took a deep breath and the air around him darkened after that gesture.


His gaze went toward the depths of the continent, he knew that the three big nations had most likely found traces of divine beings on that land, the Hive couldn't confirm it but the behavior of those forces made it almost a certainty.


Also, now that he was alone, he could use his full strength.


Noah kicked the air under his feet and a shockwave resounded in the area, his figure disappeared in an instant only to reappear in the sky after the forest of White woods.


A plain expanded after the forest, azure bushes grew from the terrain.


The bushes seemed to contain an incredible amount of Breath so Noah did a quick inspection of the area before diving in the plain.


Roars resounded in the plain as soon as his presence was noticed, a pack of rank 4 Saber-toothed tigers exited its lair and charged toward his descending figure.


Noah felt his dragon's part rejoice when he saw that magical beasts dared to fight him while he was in the air, a smile appeared on his face and a challenging roar came out of his mouth as he continued to descend toward the azure bushes.


Noah's roar scared most of the tigers which slowed down their charge, their legs trembled when they felt the might of the creature behind that cry.


Yet, another roar resounded in the plain and a rank 4 Saber-toothed tiger in the upper tier appeared in the open and fixed its gaze on Noah who had just landed on the azure ground.


Noah heard the tiger's cry and knew that his challenge had been accepted.


The upper part of his robe was stored inside his space-ring as Noah walked on the plain, nearing what seemed the leader of the pack, the creature walked past the weaker tigers of its pack as it prepared itself to charge at Noah.


'I'm near the peak of the middle tier while this tiger is in the upper tier… I don't feel threatened at all.'


Noah thought as he continued to walk toward the leader, he felt completely confident in fighting that beast alone.


However, Noah had no intention of using his human centers of power, he wanted to face the beast with his body alone!


The tiger charged Noah, the ground trembled every time the leader increased its speed but, to Noah, it seemed simply too slow.


He patiently waited for the tiger to reach him, the beast jumped just before arriving in his position and spread its maws as it fell toward him.


It was at that point that Noah's arms shot upward and reached for the two curved canines of the beast, his hands squeezed the fangs as he tried to stop the charge of the beast with his sheer strength!


Of course, being in the upper tier put that creature at the peak of the fourth rank, its physical strength wasn't something that could be stopped easily.


Noah held still as he felt the overwhelming power pushing him back, the terrain under his legs crumbled, creating holes in the ground as he tried to stop the charge.


Noah was pushed back for dozens of meters but his hands never left the fangs, two large trails were dug on the ground by his legs as he tried to stop himself.


It took almost one hundred meters for the power behind the charge of the beast to be depleted, Noah could finally raise his head after his foothold became stable, he revealed a smile at the angry tiger that had its fangs still stuck in his hands.
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                        The rank 4 Saber-toothed tiger in the upper tier released angry roars as it struggled to free itself from Noah's clutches.


On the other hand, Noah tried his best to break those sharp fangs but to no avail, he wasn't able to crack them even with his full strength.


The other weaker tigers neared the battle when they saw that Noah and their leader had reached a stalemate, Noah knew that he had to act soon or he would be forced to retreat in the air.


His skin caved in as the nourishments inside his body were consumed at a high speed, his muscles condensed as the secret art was activated.


Noah felt a surge of power filling his body, his fingers finally managed to stab the fangs after the activation of the secret art, countless cracks spread over curved fangs of the beast as the strength behind Noah's grip increased.


Then, the fangs fell apart and the tiger released a shriek.


The leader was furious, its fangs had just been broken, it turned its head to stare at the invader only to be swept by a wave of pale-gray flames.


The power behind Noah's flames had increased since his fusion, they had yet to reach the power of those of the rank 5 Cursed dragon in the Granite Abyss but they were a powerful attack nonetheless!


The leader of the pack endured the flames, almost all its fur was burnt along with part of its outer skin but its muscles and internal organs remained unharmed.


The tiger tried to roar in anger but a punch fell on its nose and broke part of the skull behind it, Noah had directly charged and punched the beast!


Noah jumped and landed on the back of the creature, the beast felt dizzy after the last blow and couldn't react, Noah could safely reach its back and cross his arms around its neck.


The tiger began to struggle as soon as Noah tightened his grip around his neck, cracking sounds resounded as its bones broke under the power of Noah's body.


Then, one last crack resounded and the tiger died, falling lifelessly on the ground.


A skeletal figure jumped off the huge beast, Noah felt a bit weak as the effects of the secret art dispersed and his metabolism returned to a normal speed.


'I can defeat it with my secret art but I would probably need to reach the peak of the middle tier before challenging a beast in the upper tier without it.'


Noah evaluated in his mind as he tore part of the leader's skin and put it in his mouth, munching sounds resounded in the area as Noah began to eat the defeated beast.


The stares of the weaker tigers moved between Noah and the corpse of their leader, Noah could feel the greed behind those intense gazes.


However, that was his prey.


Noah turned to look at the other tigers, he knew what they were thinking, they were trying to understand if they could defeat Noah now that he had been weakened by the fight.


A low growl came out of his mouth, Noah sat on the corpse of the tiger and tore another piece of his skin as he continued to stare at the pack.


The tigers hesitated, they had lost their leader and returned to a disorganized state, none of them wanted to be the first to charge at the human.


Noah continued to eat the tiger under him.


His body slowly returned to its normal state as the corpse was consumed, its power even rose slightly after eating that powerful creature.


Saliva fell from the fangs of the tigers, anyone would be able to understand how hungry they were.


Yet, they didn't move, they simply watched as only bones remained of the corpse of their leader.


Then, Noah stood up and walked toward the azure bushes, leaving the remains of the tiger behind him.


The tigers waited for Noah to be enough far away before charging toward the bones of their leader, a battle occurred behind Noah but he couldn't care less, his eyes were fixed on the azure bushes.


'The upper tier tiger has appeared only after I went after these plants, they must have been its personal food.'


Noah inspected those shining plants, he crouched next to them and even smelled them while his consciousness searched for any threat.


He didn't sense any danger coming from them so he simply put one leaf inside his mouth to try it.


The leaf was disgusting, Noah was almost about to spit it when the Breath contained inside it entered his body and he could clearly feel its quantity.


'I wondered why something that radiates so much energy has remained untouched among so many beasts!'


Noah thought as he guessed why the azure bushes hadn't already been eaten by the pack of Saber-toothed tigers.


'I bet that this awful taste is the defensive mechanism of this magical plant, the leader of the tigers could only force itself to eat a bit of it from time to time. Well, I need to wait for Elder Laurel's opinion to be completely sure.'


Noah stood up and tore many bushes before storing them inside his space-ring, he would bring samples to his group and eat the rest of them if Elder Laurel confirmed their harmlessness.


'This area can be colonized with the help of a few heroic cultivators, there doesn't seem to be any rank 5 creature here.'


Noah flew in the air as he noted that place in his mind.


He knew that the Hive would ultimately choose to create a stable foothold there just as the other three big nations were doing, there were simply too many resources and the archipelago was already four years late in the exploration, the Hive needed to act quickly if it wanted to seize as many benefits as possible.


Noah's eyes and consciousness swept the areas surrounding the azure plain: A mountain range became visible far away toward the east, part of the poisonous rivers and traces of the desert could be seen south, and nothing changed to north, the plain seemed to extend far away in that direction.


'I'll travel till the mountain range before reuniting with the others, I should find a few powerful creatures that can raise the rank of my body.'


As he thought of that, Noah flew east toward the mountains in the distance.
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                        Noah flew across the azure plain and picked more of those azure bushes before reaching the mountain chain in the distance.


However, his consciousness and instincts detected an immense danger hiding inside those mountains, Noah felt forced to retreat before even entering the air above that environment.


The danger he felt surpassed that radiated by the rank 5 Giant sandworm, he didn't identify the cause of that threat but he knew that it had to be something of a higher rank.


That realization dispersed the satisfaction that he had felt after defeating a rank 4 magical beast in the upper tier with his bare hands, the wild and unruly aura that had accompanied him since he became a hybrid vanished only to be replaced by his usual sharp coldness.


'It's only when you reach a certain height that you realize how high the sky really is.'


Noah thought as he released a loud sigh.


The mountains were still in front of him but he didn't dare to fly over them, all his struggles and accumulated power were nothing when they were put against something so strong.


'The path is long and my ambition is limitless, I will reach those ranks as long as I don't die.'


Noah closed his eyes as he said those words in his mind.


He had never thought that he was better than those around him, he had always believed that he had achieved his current power through his dedication and hard work, something that anyone could have.


Yet, as time passed, he had surpassed all the cultivators that had been a match for him or that had been far stronger than him.


William, Daniel, Kevin, June, Nina, the black robes in Odrea nation, Roy, they had all been surpassed by Noah's growing speed for one reason or another.


That slowly gave Noah some sort of confidence, he knew that he would continue to grow stronger as long as he remained alive.


'The sky is filled with monsters and I've just entered their world. I don't know how the elders managed to live for so long without improving their ranks.'


Noah opened his eyes and turned as he thought about that, Elder Laurel and the others had remained in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank for decades, maybe even centuries, their situation was something that a workaholic person like Noah hoped to never understand.


'The meaning of the darkness element… The meaning of the darkness element…'


Noah repeated those words in his mind as he flew over the azure plain, he could only think about increasing his power after sensing the threat hidden in the mountain range.


His attention was on the shining black gas that entered his dantian through the black ring, his mental energy continuously fueled the Divine deduction technique as he studied the laws that the absorbed Breath carried.


Meanwhile, a white saber was in his hand.


Noah casually slashed toward the ground, aiming for the rank 4 Saber-toothed tigers that ran on the plain.


His mind would improve with the fifth Kesier rune and his dantian was continuously enlarging, he could only ponder on the laws of the darkness element and eat to increase his power.


Noah dove on the ground every time a tiger died and calmly ate it before returning in the air and swinging his saber again, he felt his body slowly becoming stronger as he devoured those powerful beasts.


Five days passed quickly, Noah and Elder Hope reunited in the air over the forest of White woods.


"What happened to you?"


Elder Hope asked when she saw the state Noah was in, his long black hair was disheveled and dirty, the upper part of his robe was missing and its lower part was torn in many spots, and traces of blood could be seen everywhere from his hands to his face.


Also, a cold aura surrounded him, Noah resembled a wild beast that had just come out of a harsh battle and that was ready to jump straight into another one.


"The mountain range toward the east is too dangerous for us but the azure plain can be colonized, we can begin clearing the area immediately if the others are done with the teleportation matrix."


Noah didn't answer her question as he summarized the last five days, he directly flew on the ground toward his three companions after speaking those words.


Elder Hope watched his back for a few seconds before following him, she had the faint feeling that his power had increased in that short period.


Also, his mindset seemed to have changed, there was some sort of determination that had been absent during the journey through the sea.


The three elders tasked with the creation of the teleportation matrix were completely focused on the terrain as they traced shining lines on the ground, Elder Morgan had her eyes closed as her fingers dug the terrain and Elder Duke oversaw her work, only Elder Laurel glanced at the trees around her from time to time.


"How was your trip?"


Elder Laurel asked when she saw the two figures carefully flying across the white crowns of the magical plants, Noah took a few branches of the azure bushes from his space-ring and threw them at her as he landed on the ground.


Elder Laurel's eyes lit up when she saw the plant, she immediately began to analyze it and murmur in a soft voice as if she was speaking to herself.


"These are Azure Credits, in their raw form at least. They are called after the Obsidian Credits since their capabilities are similar, they are basically containers of Breath. The continent doesn't have many of these, a complete bush could be worth tens if not hundreds of Credits depending on how many leaves it has!"


Noah pointed toward the azure plain after hearing Elder Laurel's words and wore an expressionless face as he spoke to her.


"The plain after this forest has a large number of these plants growing on its surface. I guess we found something similar to a mine of Obsidian Credits then."


Elder Laurel nodded and gave the branches back to Noah, her gaze went of Elder Hope as she silently waited for her report.


Elder Hope waited a few seconds before speaking words that left the group speechless.


"I think I've found traces left by divine beings."
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                        Elder Hope, Noah, and Elder Duke immediately set off after the former revealed that information, Elder Morgan and Elder Laurel were enough to take care of the teleportation matrix.


The three heroic cultivators flew at a high speed toward the southern coast as Elder Hope led the way toward her discovery.


They crossed the area inhabited by Poisonous frogs and flew around the domain of the rank 5 Giant sandworm, a large area filled with lava appeared in front of their eyes as soon as the desert was crossed.


Red rivers dug canals across a rocky wasteland, they stretched themselves till the southern coast where the lava fell into the sea, even its heat though couldn't melt the ice formed by the spell of the God of the Empire.


Elder Hope led her two companions toward what she said was the source of that lava, the group flew over the rivers, reaching a red lake that radiated an unbearable heat.


Noah found hard looking at the lake for too long, even his hybrid body couldn't withstand the hot waves that were radiated by the lava inside it.


It was needless to say that the state of his two companions was worse than his as they floated over the lake.


"Do you have any suggestions?"


Elder Hope asked as she looked at Noah, she had reason to believe that such heat could only be caused by magical beasts in the divine ranks.


As he looked at lava, Noah knew that she was right!


An irrepressible hunger filled Noah as he forced his eyes to analyze the lake, his mouth autonomously produced saliva as his dragon's side gave him the confirmation that something extremely nourishing was hidden under the lake.


It took a while for Noah to calm himself down, he felt as the Saber-toothed tigers did when they watched the corpse of their leader being eaten by him, he knew that the corpse of a powerful magical beast was there but he didn't have the power to reach it.


"There definitely something strong down there, I can't be sure about its rank but I know that it's dead. It's probably the corpse of some body parts of a mighty creature and I'd say that there is a high chance that it's something near the divine ranks seeing how it's affecting the environment."


Noah gave voice to his thoughts as he evaluated the area, the lake was just one of the repercussions that the presence of such a powerful being had caused.


"We need heroic cultivators of the fire element and Chasing Demon, he might be the only one able to explore the depths of the lake."


Elder Duke spoke as he retreated higher in the sky, he couldn't endure the heat in the air above the lake anymore.


Elder Hope and Noah followed him, even they were reaching their limits, they would have had to use the Breath inside their dantians to remain there.


Elder Hope and Elder Duke began to discuss the matter, most of their plans couldn't be carried out before the connection with the Coral archipelago was created but they still evaluated as many approaches as they could.


Noah, however, was completely silent, his mind was still on the lake below him.


'I wonder how much my body would improve if I could take even a small bite from that corpse.'


That was his constant thought.


Eating magical beasts of a lower rank didn't increase his power by much and even those on a higher level only slightly boosted his strength.


A hybrid needed more Breath to advance compared to normal magical beasts and even time took part in that process, Noah could only fulfill his hunger and wait for his body to completely assimilate those nutrients to improve.


Yet, things would surely be different if a divine beast was to be his meal!


Noah was almost sure that he wouldn't need to wait if he had such a nourishing flesh, he knew that his body would most likely immediately reach the fifth rank with just one bite!


"What do you think about that, Prince?"


Elder Hope's voice brought Noah back to reality, he found the stares of his two companions on him as they waited for some sort of answer.


"We should secure the azure plain, that area is the best place to colonize and create a foothold. As for the lake…"


Noah took one last look at the lava below him before releasing a loud sigh and continuing his phrase.


"We can't affect this zone with our power, there is no point in wasting time over something that we can't touch."


Noah's words were harsh but also true.


Elder Hope nodded and gestured to the group to return to the forest of White woods, there was nothing that they could do about that place for now.


As they returned to the forest, Elder Duke went back on the ground to help the other two elders while Elder Hope and Noah flew toward the azure plain.


They began killing the Saber-toothed tigers, the remaining specimens were in the middle tier at best, the two of them could easily kill dozens of them each in one day.


Days went by in that way.


The group was doing its best to be efficient with its time there, they had to make up for the four years of advantage that the three big nations had on the Hive.


The population of Saber-toothed tigers diminished as time passed, Noah made sure to always store the corpses inside his space-ring, his storage device was the best of the group after all, the value of the magical beasts could be easily preserved thanks to that.


Of course, the sudden decrease in the number of tigers opened up the way to other magical beasts that had been cast out in the past.


Weak Poisonous frogs tried to expand their territory and bear-type magical beasts began to descend from the mountain range and invade the azure plain.


The fauna in the plain seemed to be refilled each day, almost undoing Noah and Elder Hope's efforts.


Yet, after a few weeks went by like that, the teleportation matrix was completed and the connection with the Coral archipelago was created!
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                        The Hive barely had forty heroic cultivators in the entirety of their ranks.


There was a limit to how much support the Coral archipelago could give to the group exploring the new continent, its situation wasn't as stable as that of three big nations.


Defending its territory and trying to create footholds in the old continent was already requiring most of its assets, it couldn't just expose itself and risk to lose the stability that it had finally gained.


After all, even the Papral nation and Utra nation had been forced to ask for the help of the sects and noble families to preserve their richest territories while continuing the exploration of the new land, the Hive simply couldn't match them.


Also, colonizing the new continent was a real challenge: The atmosphere there prevented any human cultivator from inhabiting that land and the three big nations were extremely secretive about the methods that they were using for that task.


Due to all those reasons, the Hive was only able to send three heroic cultivators through the teleportation matrix in the forest of White woods.


Elder Laurel carefully inspected the area under the white crows of the magical plants as the lights of the teleportation illuminated the forest, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that the White woods didn't feel threatened by those waves of energy.


Three figures became visible at the center of the formation when its lights faded, two men a woman appeared and revealed surprised expressions when they felt the density of the Breath in the air.


"Elder Austin, I wasn't aware the Patriarch was going to send you."


Elder Hope bowed toward the cultivator with the aspect of a middle-aged man.


Noah and the others had gathered there to greet the reinforcements sent by the Hive but they were all surprised when they saw the three newcomers.


Two of them looked old just like Noah's companions and were both in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank.


However, Elder Austin was different, he had scarlet hair, no beard, and a pair of shining green eyes but, most importantly, he was a heroic cultivator in the fifth rank!


"I've decided to come as soon as you discovered traces of divine beings linked to the fire element, Elder Jason and Elder Pansy have decided to follow me for the same reason."


Elder Austin spoke as he explained the reason behind his presence there.


He was one of the few rank 5 cultivators of the Hive after all, his status was lower only to that of Chasing Demon!


'They all have a fire aptitude, I wonder how much they will improve thanks to the red lake.'


Noah thought as he kept his eyes on the rank 5 elder, he clearly felt that the latter was stronger than him but he wasn't able to discern his exact power.


He felt that his mental waves melted as soon as they reached for Elder Austin, even his sea of consciousness was inferior to such a mighty cultivator.


Elder Austin noticed Noah's attempts to probe his power and turned his gaze toward him while revealing a smile.


Noah simply retracted his consciousness and bowed at that gesture, he knew that trying to probe him had been impolite but he hadn't been able to hold himself back when he had understood that the elder was a rank 5 cultivator.


"Laurel, Jason, Pansy, you three will come with me and cultivate next to the lava lake, the rest of you will focus on protecting the teleportation matrix and exploring more territories. The Hive has yet to discover how the three big nations are attempting to colonize this land so it's pointless to waste time in it, it's better to use your power to search for more traces of divine beings."


Elder Austin ordered before flying in the sky, followed by three elders.


He had obviously become the leader of the group as soon as he stepped in the new continent and decided for the heroic cultivators with a fire aptitude to focus on the lava lake, they were the only ones who could gain some benefits from it.


"I can remain here and protect the formation, Elder Laurel has taught me how to handle the White woods, there shouldn't be any problem."


Elder Morgan spoke to the remaining three cultivators on the ground.


"I will come back often and remain in the areas nearby, you can take care of the territories more in the distance."


Elder Duke said as he nodded to Elder Morgan, his eyes often went on the formation on the ground, he seemed extremely interested in it.


Elder Hope turned to look at Noah, it was clear that she was waiting for his words before deciding what to do.


"I think I'll explore the west coast now, it's impossible to colonize the plain without the support of the Hive and the center of the continent seems too dangerous for my current level. I could still gather resources from the plain while you take care of the southern coast though, unless you have a better plan."


Noah spoke, explaining the approach that he wanted to pursue.


Elder Hope thought for a while before nodding and adding a few words.


"The center of the continent is indeed too dangerous to us, it's better to remain on the coastline. Well, good luck, everyone is on its own now."


Elder Hope flew away after those words and Noah did the same after nodding to the two elders that had decided to supervise the teleportation matrix.


'Eight heroic cultivators, one in the fifth rank, one in the liquid stage of the fourth rank, and six in the gaseous stage, our forces here are shallow but it's the best that the Hive can do at the moment. Four elders are busy with the lava lake since it matches their element while two cultivators will oversee the formation, leaving only me and Elder Hope to the exploration. I should use this chance to reach the upper tier…'


Noah thought as he turned toward north a flew past the forest of White woods, his consciousness eagerly searched for powerful magical beasts as he analyzed the environment below him.
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                        The period after the reinforcements from the Coral archipelago came was quite messy for Noah.


He flew north, along the western coastline and past the forest of White woods in his solitary exploration of the new continent.


The fact that the lava lake didn't suit his element and that the corpse hidden under its surface was out of his reach didn't discourage him, he actually felt quite calm at that moment.


The reason behind that sensation was that he was alone.


Noah had always preferred to be alone, even before transmigrating, there was some sort of silent freedom when he was left on his own.


That feeling had only increased through his second life, he felt as if he could truly be himself only when he was alone after all the escapes and pretenses that he had been forced to perform as he pursued his goal.


His fusion with the Cursed dragon further accentuated that preference, the egoism of the magical beasts was part of him now and he knew that the procedure had forever altered his mental state.


His mind wandered as he flew over a seemingly empty lake that had appeared after the forest of White woods, his mental energy continuously fueled the Divine deduction technique as he pondered about himself.


He had gained some insights after he attempted to probe Elder Austin, the mental waves of the rank 5 cultivator resembled a scorching defensive layer that melted any energy that tried to pass it, it was as if Elder Austin's mind was made of fire itself!


That realization made Noah understand something: The entirety of a cultivator would change after it began to understand the laws of its element!


Of course, that was mostly a hypothesis in Noah's mind, he couldn't be certain of that after just a brief interaction with Elder Austin.


Yet, he had to start somewhere and that was the only clue that he had managed to pick up about the understanding of the laws of one element.


'Before searching for an external meaning, I should thoroughly understand the depths of my individuality. I don't have to understand all the laws of the darkness element but only those that suit myself and that I can make mine. Everything must start with me.'


Noah thought as he slowly descended toward the surface of the lake.


The water in the lake was murky, only the azure radiance released from the ground made him able to see part of its depths.


That radiance though seemed to diminish every time Noah breathed, his lungs continuously absorbed the Breath contained in the light around him, creating a dark halo that followed him everywhere he went.


'A being that feeds on light to empower its darkness.'


Those words entered Noah's mind before he analyzed the depths of the lake with his consciousness.


The way Noah saw it, he needed to reach a deeper enlightenment about himself before he could understand the laws of the darkness element that matched his individuality.


He had already done something similar when he had chosen the magical beast to fuse with his body but he had become something completely different after the fusion.


Also, he was now a complete heroic cultivator, the standards of the human ranks weren't enough to define him anymore.


A tentacle came out from the surface of the lake and tried to pierce Noah with its sharp tip but his hand shot toward the slippery limb of the beast and stopped its attach before it could reach his skin.


Noah's hand squeezed the large purple tentacle and held it still, its tip resembled a sharp hook that was as large as Noah's chest.


'I don't know this species of octopus-type magical beasts, it can hide its presence due to its ink but it also has a powerful body which doesn't really suit its former capability. Well, it's only in the middle tier anyway.'


Noah increased the strength behind his squeeze until the skin of the beast was torn into pieces, a hole appeared on the tentacle where there once was Noah's hand.


The water of the lake became darker, Noah knew that the octopus hiding in the lake was trying to hide its presence with its ink before attempting in a surprise attack.


'A being that uses darkness as a cover for its lethal attacks.'


Noah thought as he stared at the scene, his mental energy was continuously depleted to keep the Divine deduction technique active, Noah felt as if he had entered a peculiar mental state that allowed him to see part of himself in the environment that surrounded him.


Ten tentacles shot from the dark lake and converged in Noah's position, he didn't even look at them as a pair of white sabers appeared in his hands and slashed toward them.


Black lines appeared in the trajectory of the tentacles and directly severed them from the main body, Noah casually picked one of the severed limbs of the beast and bit it, his eyes never left the dark water of the lake during that gesture.


'A being that feeds on others to grow stronger, the hated union between two species.'


His mind continued to play his deepest thoughts, he sensed that he was understanding something about himself when his status as a hybrid was mentioned.


Countless bubbles appeared on the surface of the lake, filling Noah's mind with a dangerous feeling.


Black flames covered his figure, making him disappear from his position just before a massive hook pierced the air there, creating a shockwave that made the water of the lake fall into chaos.


Noah reappeared far away in the air, his eyes stared at what seemed the tentacle of a rank 5 magical beast before going back on the lake where the tall waves were dispersing the ink that had previously tainted the water.


'A being that Heaven and Earth wanted to destroy, a being that Heaven and Earth couldn't be bothered to dismantle.'


More than half of his mental energy had been depleted since he had activated the Divine deduction technique, it seemed that the peculiar mental state that he had reached required more fuel to be maintained.


Yet, he felt that he had obtained some sort of realization, something that he believed could be his starting point.


'I am a mistake.'
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                        Noah repeated the word "mistake" in his mind as he tried to link that realization to his element and his cultivation.


'A mistake that strives for power. The sole fact that I'm alive is an act of defiance against Heaven and Earth but my defiance is not what drives my life, it's just a consequence of my pursuit for power.'


Noah didn't choose to defy the rules of Heaven and Earth and to train in unorthodox methods because he preferred that path, he had been forced by the many dire situations of his life to walk on that road.


His status as bastard had forced him to train in the Forging of the Seven Hells to obtain a rank 3 body, his family would have never given him an orthodox body-nourishing method due to his father's obstruction.


He had learnt the Elemental forging method because that was the only inscription method that he could train in, he needed to learn it or he would have had to rely on techniques created by others to raise his level.


He had fused himself with a magical beast because that was the only inspiration that he had obtained regarding body-nourishing methods, he had to wait to pass his Earth Tribulation to reach that enlightenment.


The reason behind all those choices had been his pursuit of power, he had always had the chance to stop training or to slow down his growth after all.


Yet, his ambition led him to his current path, making him become a being ready to do anything to increase his strength.


'The mistake was starting cultivating, Heaven and Earth wanted me to remain as a commoner and live inside the family, they didn't predict my ambition…'


Earth itself had given that information to Noah, he was sure that his reasoning was on point.


'Yet, how do I link these qualities to my element?'


His understanding of the darkness element was still poor, he had just started studying the laws contained in the Breath that he absorbed after all.


However, his peculiar mental state and his knowledge about himself made him understand a few things.


'Darkness is everywhere, just like light. It fills the world, it can envelop everything and devour it. Nothing can stop it and everyone feels it at some point, I've felt it many times in my near-death experiences.'


Noah remembered the darkness that was about to invade his mind every time he was about to die and even that when he had actually died.


'Darkness isn't simply the absence of light, it exists and thrives, just like me.'


Noah reviewed the scenes that he had seen in the Granite Abyss.


The environment there had been deeply affected by the rank 5 Cursed dragon, even his rank 4 body wasn't able to see anything there.


'A darkness that feeds on light to become void, a cultivator that shouldn't exist but that continues its pursuit of power, void that exists...'


Noah came out of his peculiar mental state after he thought that, his mental energy stopped fueling the Divine deduction technique as soon as he realized that something had changed about his dantian.


It wasn't something that concerned his Black hole cultivation technique, the whirlpool continued absorbing Breath as usual and his will in front of it didn't affect it in the slightest.


Yet, Noah felt as if his dantian was enlarging a bit faster, it was as if it didn't oppose its enlargement as strongly as before.


Also, part of the laws that the Breath carried weren't destroyed anymore by his cultivation technique but were instead nourishing his dantian.


That nourishment was minimal, Noah was barely able to notice it.


Yet, he felt as if something deeper about him had changed again, as if he was slowly beginning to tune with laws of the darkness element that suited him.


'These laws… I don't know what they represent but they don't have a connection with Heaven and Earth anymore after they nourish my dantian. I guess they are feeding my individuality.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the process, the fact that his center of power was improving faster without the help of his cultivation technique felt amazing, he didn't even know that something like that was possible.


'It seems that I've taken the first real step on my personal path. This might be the reason behind the Tribulations, heroic cultivators steal Heaven and Earth's laws to improve after all.'


The deeper understanding of his status as a heroic cultivator made Noah realize why Heaven and Earth didn't want to see the birth of such powerful beings, everything made more sense now in his mind.


A plain filled with thick vegetation followed the lake inhabited by the species of octopuses, Noah slowly flew back on the ground as he prepared himself to explore it.


Remaining in the new continent was a must in his opinion, its environment was simply too perfect for his rank, he knew that he would require the Hive's help to create a training area that matched that place.


Also, there was the slight chance that he could find traces left by divine beings that matched his element, Noah couldn't let go of that opportunity, no matter how slim it was.


After all, cultivators of the light and darkness element were extremely rare and, even when one of them managed to enter the cultivation journey, it would be forced to bear the incredible costs that the techniques and methods of its element carried.


Most of them didn't even go after the fourth rank, the hindrances that afflicted all heroic cultivators were even harsher for those with a rare aptitude, leaving the creation of techniques and spells as the only alternative available.


However, only a small percentage of the cultivators could learn inscription methods and even fewer of them could succeed in that task, Noah knew that the chances of finding something left by a divine cultivator of the darkness element were nearly zero.


Yet, he could still find remains of magical beasts of the same element and even simple corpses of powerful beings that he could eat, the only thing that he could hope for was that his power would be enough to seize those benefits.


Noah walked on the ground as he continued his solitary exploration, a dark halo followed him as the light around him kept on being absorbed by his body.
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                        Noah's centers of power steadily improved as his exploration continued.


He trained with the Kesier rune often, he would stare at the sheet containing it for hours when he decided that it was time to take a break.


His dantian benefitted from the environment and his recent enlightenment concerning the laws of the darkness element, Noah actually had to slow down the absorption speed of his cultivation technique from time to time to give to his center of power a period of rest.


He couldn't use his drugs to keep it healthy, he simply had too few potions and pills that could be used on a rank 4 dantian, he knew that it was better to keep them for unexpected and dangerous situations.


The center of power that benefitted the most from the new environment though was his body.


The high density of Breath in the air gave it a constant stream of nourishments and Noah had never stopped killing and eating the magical beasts that he found along the way, that type of regimen wasn't something that he could afford in the old continent, there simply weren't that many rank 4 magical beasts in one place.


The plain that followed the lake inhabited by the octopus-type magical beasts was filled by rank 4 Lightning rabbits.


Noah was often forced to escape in the air since the rabbits were simply too many, they threatened to encircle him every time he killed a few of them.


Lightning rabbits didn't have powerful bodies but they could launch lightning bolts to attack and could momentarily boost their speed by gathering sparks on their legs.


Those qualities made them quite annoying to fight, especially due to their numerous population, Noah could easily endure a few lightning bolts but even he would die if he was hit by hundreds of them.


The plain though didn't have anything interesting, Noah spent many days there only to improve his body as fast as he could, feeding on so many rank 4 creatures pushed him toward the limits of the middle tier even though he had yet to completely absorb all those nourishments.


However, he eventually went past the plain to continue his exploration of the western coastline, his main targets were the traces left by divine beings and the corpses of powerful beasts after all.


A grassland filled with short hills appeared in his sight as he walked in the sky, a yellowish moss covered the entirety of the grassland, giving it an eerie aspect.


'This moss should be a magical plant of some sort, it seems that the entirety of this area is occupied by this species.'


Noah thought as he descended on the ground, he wanted to inspect that life form and even pick a few samples for Elder Laurel to analyze.


Yet, just when he was only at one meter away from the terrain, the moss moved, creating something similar to a claw that stretched toward Noah and tried to surround him.


Noah kicked the air and a shockwave expanded from under his feet, the quick activation of the Shadow sprint martial art brought him high in the sky in less than an instant.


'Countless rank 4 magical plants working together under the lead of few in the fifth rank, I bet that the entire grassland can work as a single organism.'


Noah thought as he watched the moss returning to the ground, he was amazed to discover that even his dragon's instincts hadn't been able to make him sense that threat.


'Another uninhabitable area, the Immortal Lands are really on another level, we can explore this continent so safely only due to the absence of flying beings.'


Escaping in the air was the safest choice most of the time due to the peculiar fauna of the new land, exploring it would be a far harsher challenge if flying magical beasts were present.


'Also, most of these creatures can hide their presence even from my instincts! All these lifeforms are simply too dangerous and this is only the coastline!'


The density of Breath increased as one went deeper into the continent, almost confirming the presence of stronger creatures there.


'I wonder what wonders can be found up there.'


Noah sighed as he looked at the sky.


The Immortal Lands seemed dangerous to explore even to rank 5 cultivators, only peak heroic cultivators or divine beings could have the confidence to brazenly uncover its secrets.


Mountains began to appear after the grassland, Noah chose to fly past that area since the moss didn't allow the presence of any other living being, it was simply pointless to spend more time there.


The environment on the mountains seemed somewhat dangerous: Many snake-type magical beasts lived under the trees on their surface and Noah was almost certain that a few rank 5 creatures were hidden near their bases.


Noah approached the new area slowly.


He first killed as many magical beasts as he could and stored the bodies of those that he wasn't eating, clearing a small area in the process.


Then, he dug a cave on the side of a mountain so that he could train in peace, he needed a safe environment where he could stare at the fifth Kesier rune until most of his mental energy was depleted.


He decided to remain in those mountains for a while, the snake-type magical beasts were powerful but also extremely nourishing, they were the best food for his body.


Also, there were many hidden areas between the mountains, exploring all of them would take time since he had to be careful of the rank 5 creatures that he knew where hidden somewhere.


However, something that he didn't expect happened.


Noah had spent a few weeks between those mountains by then, he was casually exploring an area where two packs of snakes were fighting over the corpse of a strong specimen when his consciousness sensed that another consciousness had entered its range.


Noah raised his eyes to the sky where he saw that a woman wearing a yellow robe was staring at him wearing a surprised expression, she looked at him for a while before her consciousness conveyed a mental message to Noah.


"Who are you?"
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                        The forces of the three big nations had explored the new continent for more than four years by then and had also kept most of the reports concerning the new land for themselves.


That was the main reason why the Hive had chosen to fly directly to the southwestern coast, which was the farthest area from the old continent and the zone that the three big nations had yet to reach.


However, four years was a long period and the three big nations had deployed an incredible number of heroic assets on the piece of Immortal Lands.


Also, the three factions were temporarily avoiding battles between each other, focusing solely on the exploration of that rich land and on seizing as many resources as they could.


It was needless to say that the pace at which the new continent was explored only increased through the years, especially on the areas near the coastlines since they were safer than those at the center of the land.


'Is she exploring this area alone?'


Noah questioned inside his mind as he inspected the woman that had appeared in the sky.


The mountains where Noah had lived for a while were still at some distance from the northern coastline, it was unlikely that one of the three big nations had created a settlement near there.


Noah knew that there was a high chance that the heroic cultivator that had appeared was alone, searching for anything that could benefit her cultivation just like him.


"I'm not going to ask again."


The woman spoke again and revealed part of her aura, Noah remained silent as he stared at her with a cold gaze and analyzed her centers of power.


'Rank 4 body in the upper tier, rank 4 sea of consciousness that matches mine, rank 4 dantian at the peak of the gaseous stage… Also, she doesn't recognize me.'


Noah thought as he remained silent.


He knew that his name had spread through the old continent but many heroic cultivators were still unaware of him.


After all, he had been only a human cultivator back then and only the Elbas family could have some interest in someone so weak, there was no reason for the heroic cultivators of the other big nation to investigate him.


"So you've chos-"


"I'm Lord Cody of the Voydol family, I wasn't aware that the Papral nation had already claimed this territory. I will take my leave now."


Noah interrupted the woman's phrase with a lie and turned to leave in the direction of the grassland, he didn't even wait for the reaction of the cultivator above him as flew away from those mountains.


According to the small pieces of information that the Hive had managed to gather through the years, Noah knew that the woman probably came from the areas occupied by the Papral nation.


He also knew that the Elbas family had requested for the help of the noble families, the other factions couldn't possibly know all the heroic cultivators from the Utra nation that were on the new continent, they were mostly avoiding each other after all.


Noah's guess seemed on point since the woman didn't chase after him, she simply floated in the air as she stared at Noah's back.


Yet, just as he was about to reach the grassland, a pair of fiery wings appeared on the woman's back who began to fly at high speed toward him!


'Dammit.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he continued to escape, an inscribed notebook appeared in his hand which he used to send a mental message to his companions.


"I've been found!"


Noah was simply warning the other heroic cultivators of the Hive, he knew that they couldn't reach him anytime soon and that they would probably hesitate in sending reinforcements.


After all, the fact that the Hive was exploring the new continent was a secret, the other three big nations would probably use that information to inflict a harsh blow to the archipelago if they knew that it had divided its forces.


"The pacts signed two years ago leave seventy percent of the western coast to the Council, which means that you are either a criminal or someone from a different organization!"


The woman shortened her distance with Noah as she shouted those words, the spell that she was using made her far faster than him.


Noah kept his attention behind him, his consciousness carefully analyzed the area behind the woman as if he was waiting for someone else to appear.


However, no one appeared, it seemed that the woman was really on her own in that area.


'I wasn't aware that the three big nations had formally divided the territories of the new continent. This is a huge problem, the coastlines aren't as safe as we believe.'


Noah continued to fly as he stored his inscribed notebook back in his space-ring, he didn't have time to listen to his companion's answers.


'I might be able to defeat her if she is alone.'


Traces of battle intent began to grow inside Noah's mind but he forcibly suppressed them, he didn't want to reveal any clue about his next move to the woman behind him.


The heroic cultivator on his back continued to chase him, she was soon close enough to target him with her spells.


Seven fireballs appeared around her figure, they began to launch fire bullets toward the escaping Noah but they didn't seem to aim to his vital organs.


Noah kicked the air and a shockwave spread under his feet, his figure seemed to disappear due to his sudden acceleration, the activation of the Shadow sprint martial art made him dodge all the incoming bullets.


The woman's eyes sharpened, her opponent was doing his best to hide his abilities as he escaped, she didn't manage to discover anything with that simple spell.


Countless fireballs appeared around her figure, they quickly became spears that shot through the air and reached for the escaping Noah.


Noah felt hundreds of fire spears reaching for him and kicked the air again, the Shadow sprint martial art brought him far away in the distance but the enemy's spell seemed locked onto him and continued to chase him at a high speed.


Noah waited as he focused, the spears reached for him once again and hid his figure from the woman's line of sight.


It was at that moment that black flames covered him, right before the woman's spell crashed in his position and released a shockwave that made even the ground below tremble.
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                        Noah didn't want to fight.


He was in an unknown territory that the three big nations had explored for more than four years, there were simply too many variables that he couldn't possibly be aware of.


Yet, the woman from the Papral nation didn't want to let him go, she chased and attacked him through the western coastline.


Noah's companions were far away, it would take them at least one day of full-speed flight to reach him, and that was only in Elder Duke and Elder Morgan's case.


The others were over the lava lake on the southern coast, and there was no way that Elder Austin and the others with a fire aptitude could come in his aid anytime soon.


Noah was left with two options: Either use all his abilities to escape the pursuit or fight!


The issue with the first option was that he would most likely reveal his identity and, consequently, the involvement of the Hive in the exploration of the new continent.


He didn't believe that the three big nations would attack the Coral archipelago because of its actions. 


Still, the Hive would inevitably be forced to abandon the piece of Immortal Lands, which was something that Noah wanted to avoid at all costs.


That and the fact that the woman seemed to be alone pushed Noah toward his second option: Go all out and fight!


The fire spears converged and exploded in Noah's position right after his figure was enveloped in black flames, the shockwave released by that spell made the whole area tremble.


Black flames appeared in the sky above the woman, Noah had decided to teleport at a few hundred meters from his enemy to launch his attack.


His skin caved in as he swung his left arm, a black saber shattered the air in its path while radiating an ominous aura that sent chills down the heroic cultivator's spine.


The rank 4 Demonic sword made its first appearance in battle!


The woman was a heroic cultivator that had reached the peak of the gaseous stage of the fourth rank. 


She was one of the many old cultivators that had chosen to explore the new continent looking for ways to improve her rank, and she had an incredible amount of battle experience.


She immediately knew that Noah's attack couldn't be blocked easily, she would need to use most of her defensive methods to stop it.


Hundreds of fire spears appeared between her and Noah and formed a thick wall, a giant eagle made of flames appeared at the center of the wall and covered that spot with its folded wings, a pale sheet came out from her space-ring and created a circular protective layer around her figure, she had even chosen to use disposable inscribed items to protect herself.


The air reformed as soon as Noah completed his slash, and a wide fissure appeared on the defensive methods of the woman.


The fire eagle was severed in two, and even the wall of spears was split in half, a corrosive black smoke appeared on the borders of the fissure and continued to consume the spells as it spread through their surfaces.


The circular defensive layer managed to endure the remaining power carried by Noah's attack, only some faint traces of his black smoke had reached the layer, but the woman's Breath quickly dispersed them. 


Noah's attack wasn't even able to touch her.


Noah quickly stuffed a piece of one of the magical beasts stored inside his space-ring in his mouth, he needed to maintain his body in a healthy state since he knew that he would need to use the secret art many other times.


'She perfectly evaluated the power behind my attack and activated the suitable countermeasures… This will be hard.'


Noah thought as he stuffed another piece of a magical beast inside his mouth, his mind tried to find the best way to deal with such a powerful enemy.


Of course, the woman didn't wait for Noah to find a solution.


"Who are you? Which organization has managed to keep a heroic cultivator of the darkness element hidden?"


She asked as she raised her hands on the sky, she had understood Noah's aptitude, but it seemed that she didn't manage to link him to the Demon Prince of the Coral archipelago.


Noah was only thirty-seven after all, no one would think that someone that young had been able to cross the human ranks in that short period.


The barrage of flame spears appeared again, and an inscribed item in the fourth rank appeared in her hands.


The item seemed a simple piece of wood, but a blue flame burned on its tip, it resembled some sort of inscribed torch.


The torch began to affect the spears around her, blue flames covered the tips of the spears, which increased the dangerous aura that they radiated.


'Amazing.'


That was the only word that Noah could use to describe the scene.


He was fighting a heroic cultivator that had trained herself for decades, if not centuries, her spells, her weapons, her instincts had reached a harmony that Noah couldn't possibly achieve since had been forced to bend his fighting style to the techniques and spells in his possession.


The spears shot in his direction and he waited until all of them were about to converge in his position before performing the Shadow sprint martial art while activating the secret art.


Noah reached an insane speed when his martial art was matched with his secret art, the woman was able to find his figure only after his burst of speed ended.


Noah had neared her with his last sprint, he was wielding two black sabers at that time, he had decided to wield even his second rank 4 Demonic sword.


Two slashes shattered the air in front of him as he attacked the woman, she didn't have the time to be surprised by the appearance of a second rank 4 inscribed weapon in the hands of her opponent since she felt once again that a threatening attack was reaching for her.


She focused, a large amount of mental energy and Breath were injected inside her torch as she called upon the connection between her weapon and the flame spears in the distance.


Noah had dodged the spears with his martial art, but they hadn't exploded that time, only a few of them had broken when they converged in his position.


Yet, when the energies fueled the torch, the flames that made the hundreds of spears in the distance disappeared, only to reappear in the form of an expanding blue sphere that had the woman at its center.


Two fissures appeared on the expanding sphere made of blue flames, they pierced its surface and released a corrosive black smoke that threatened to fill its insides.


However, the blue sphere detonated at that moment, releasing a shockwave that expanded outward and that flung Noah away from the woman.



						




                    


                
				
                    519. Harsh battle

					
					

                    
                        An intense heat enveloped Noah as he was thrown in the distance, he felt that even his skin couldn't oppose the power behind the woman's spell.


'I need to enter in melee range.'


Noah thought as he created dense layers of Breath under his feet to stop his momentum, he managed to stop himself only when he was at more than a hundred meters away from his enemy.


He was in a pitiful state, most of his robe had been burned, and his skin was charred in many spots, even the lightning bolt that had hit him near the Granite Abyss hadn't been able to inflict so much damage.


The woman didn't wait for Noah to recover, she created hundreds of fire spears again which she empowered with her inscribed torch before launching them toward him.


Noah saw how the barrage of spears was reaching for him once again, his mind became incredibly calm once he accepted that he had to sacrifice something if he wanted to win that battle.


Noah threw many pieces of magical beasts in his mouth before kicking the air to activate his Shadow sprint martial art, the healing capabilities of his body were momentarily weakened due to the activation of the secret art, the burned skin didn't heal while he dodged the incoming spears.


The woman seemed to have understood Noah's goal, it was clear that Noah wanted to get close to her to unleash one of those threatening slashes when her defenses were at their lowest.


That's why she summoned the giant fire eagle once again and manipulated it to aid the spears in Noah's chase.


Noah felt surrounded: The fire spears chased behind him, and the eagle defended the area around his enemy, there didn't seem to be a way to near the woman.


Also, Noah was wary of the defensive blue sphere that had already defeated his offense once, he didn't know if the woman was able to use that ability again.


'I just need to touch her!'


Noah steeled his determination as he shot toward the eagle, blue flames filled its body when the woman understood that Noah was aiming for it.


Noah performed two vertical slashes with his weapons, two fissures appeared on the body of the eagle, severing it in three parts.


Also, Noah's attacks continued to fly toward the woman, two black lines became visible after part of their power was dispersed to pierce the fire eagle.


The woman saw the black lines and focused on her inscribed torch, the dispersing flames that made her eagle were absorbed by her weapon and created the same expanding blue sphere from before.


The fire spears remained intact since she had used the flames that made the eagle to create the defensive sphere, they were still flying toward Noah from behind his back.


The blue color filled the air around Noah, he found himself between the expanding sphere and the hundreds of spears, only the Warp spell could make him escape that situation.


However, Noah had no intention to escape.


The two black lines crashed on the sphere, releasing a black smoke that managed to pierce its surface, creating small holes in that powerful spell.


Noah's mental energy was depleted as hundreds of ethereal claws formed around him and shot toward those holes, reaching for the insides of the body of the woman and tearing everything in their path.


The woman seemed to have realized something after the Ghostly claws spell hit her, but she was forced to put a stop to her thoughts since Noah kicked the air again and reappeared in front of one of the holes in her defensive spell.


His eyes released a mental shockwave, a mental beam reached for the woman and threatened to crack her sea of consciousness with its might!


However, the woman knew the nature of that attack and immediately acted to counter it.


Her consciousness focused in the area in front of her mental sphere and dense layers made of flames appeared in the trajectory of Noah's mental beam, Noah could feel how those defenses depleted a large quantity of the power carried by his spell before it managed to hit the heroic cultivator.


The Mental tremor spell hit the woman's sea of consciousness, the walls of her mental sphere shook as they endured Noah's attack.


Noah saw that the holes on the surface the blue sphere enlarged when the woman's focus wavered, Heilong came out in the open and enveloped Noah as he launched himself through the blue flames.


Noah felt Heilong cries of pain, and cracks appeared on its ethereal figure inside his mind as he used his blood companion to cross the defensive sphere of his enemy.


Yet, the woman managed to make the sphere detonate while she endured the tremors that filled the walls of her mind.


Noah saw the detonation of the defensive spell and turned ethereal, part of Heilong's body was destroyed before it could hide inside his skin, but most of it managed to escape the deadly heat released by that attack.


The Ethereal form spell allowed Noah to remain in his enemy's range, he calmly waited for his body to return material before kicking the air and appearing right in front of her.


The fire spears were still aiming at him from behind his back, but Noah had been too fast in the execution of his spells before sprinting again with his martial art, they didn't have any chance to reach him.


Noah performed a downward vertical slash with his left arm, the air cracked right above the woman's head before the saber's trajectory reached for her head.


It was at that point that red lines shone on the yellow robe of the heroic cultivator from the Papral nation, a seemingly impenetrable layer covered the woman's skin, blocking Noah's attack before falling apart.


The defensive capabilities of her robe gave her the time needed to stabilize her sea of consciousness and envelop her body with the blue flames contained in her inscribed torch, the heat that had previously burned Noah's skin enveloped his body once again.


It was at that moment that Noah activated his most powerful spell, black smoke rose from his skin and morphed him into a fiendish figure.
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                        Noah had always known that the Demonic form spell was his strongest asset.


However, there were many ways to counter the incredible power that his spell carried, especially when he was against experienced heroic cultivators.


His enemies could just stall for time and wait for his Breath or mental energy to be depleted, its excessive consumption of energies balanced the higher power of the complete Demonic form, Noah would always end up exhausted before his enemies if he weren't able to defeat them quickly.


Also, the Demonic form spell was his signature move, his identity would be easily discovered if he was to activate the armor made of corrosive black smoke.


Once an experienced heroic cultivator learnt his identity, it would activate the necessary countermeasures, leaving his powerful body as his only hidden ability.


That was the reason why Noah hadn't activated his most powerful spell before being right in front of the woman from the Papral nation, he needed for his enemy to understand his identity only when it was too late for her to exploit the weaknesses of his spell.


Truth to be told, the woman had suspected Noah's identity since he had used the Ghostly claws spell, but the fiendish form that had appeared in front of her gave her the last confirmation that she needed.


"Noah Balvan, the reports said that you were a promising human cultivator, I know now that they had underestimated you."


The woman's voice resounded from behind the blue flames, her spell and Noah's black smoke fought each other in the air as they tried to overwhelm each other.


Noah saw how his black smoke was pushed back by the combination of the woman's spell with her inscribed torch, she seemed to be able to drain all the fire still lingering in the sky to fuel her attack.


The spears behind Noah vanished as their flames were being drained to fight the Demonic form, the blue fire slowly burned the black cloud around Noah.


'I can't beat her.'


Noah realized when he saw that even his most powerful attack wasn't enough to defeat that heroic cultivator.


'Yet, I don't have to directly kill her to win.'


Noah thought as he raised his right arm in the sky.


The pressure radiated by the blue flames hindered his movements, Noah knew that he wouldn't be able to perform his martial art in that situation.


However, he had already decided to leave the killing to something else.


Noah stored his weapons as he lowered his right arm, his hand closed into a fist as it ran through the sea of flames to reach the woman.


The black smoke around his arm was burned as Noah punched through her defensive spell, that punch carried all the physical strength that his body was capable of.


A hybrid's body near the peak of the middle tier of the fourth rank, a secret art that brought the capabilities of such a body to its limits, and the Demonic form spell that further increased Noah's strength, there were very few beings in the fourth rank that could match such sheer power.


Noah felt the skin around his knuckles burn, the protection of the black armor had dispersed in that point, and the blue flames were consuming more of it as his fist continued to descend.


Then, Noah's fist connected with the woman's shoulder.


He had initially aimed for her head, but the obstruction of the blue flames had altered the trajectory of his attack, making it land on her left shoulder.


The heroic cultivator from the Papral nation had been initially confident against that attack, she believed that her defensive spell would deplete most of its power.


Yet, that confidence fell apart when she felt the power that assaulted her body.


Her shoulder directly exploded due to the impact, and the left side of her chest was torn apart by the might of Noah's physical strength, only part of her waist kept her linked to her lower body.


Other than that, she felt an immense force pushing her downward, her fiery figure was thrown toward the grassland where she crashed, creating a deep hole in the terrain under the yellowish moss.


She was still alive even when half of her torso had been reduced into bits, her survival instincts made her reach for the drugs inside her space-ring to stabilize her injuries, but she didn't expect the moss on the grassland to move and cover the remains of her body.


The moss engulfed her in its embrace, and she struggled as she felt her body being slowly eaten by those numerous magical plants.


Traces of flames began to reappear around her body, but, at that moment, she felt a stabbing pain coming from the remains of her low-waist.


The connection with her dantian was severed after her low-waist had been ravaged, she didn't have any method to escape that dangerous situation without her rank 4 Breath, she could only use her fading consciousness to see what was happening above her.


She saw the moss in the area around her quickly converging in the pit and a human figure staring the scene at a few meters in the air above her.


Before darkness enveloped her mind, she understood that she had fallen for Noah's trap.


Noah watched the yellowish moss devouring the remains of the woman's body and left only after he sensed her death.


Blood stained the corners of his mouth as he flew toward the forest of White woods, he had dived toward the grassland as soon as the woman crashed into it to retrieve her dantian before retreating at full speed and eating it, he couldn't let go of her center of power.


'It's a pity that I couldn't retrieve her space-ring… Well, I should be happy to be alive.'


Noah thought as he flew back to the teleportation matrix of his organization, his consciousness analyzed his body to assess the damages that he had suffered during the battle.


'Forty percent of my skin is burned, and the muscles on my right arm are mostly gone. Also, I need some time to completely recover from the continuous usage of my secret art, I've never felt so weak after becoming a hybrid. I've reached the peak of the middle tier at least.'


The dantian of the heroic cultivator had pushed his body toward the peak of the middle tier, but the other nourishments were focusing the wounds that filled both his muscles and skin.


Noah took a large piece of one of the magical beasts inside his space-ring and began to eat it, he needed to recover as fast as possible and break through the upper tier since there was a high chance that more battles on that level were waiting for him.
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                        Noah's body had reached the peak of the middle tier after he ate the woman's dantian, he only needed to accumulate enough nourishments now to reach the upper tier.


Yet, he needed to heal it before he could start accumulating Breath, his injuries weren't that severe, but they still needed some care.


His mind went through the battle that he had just fought as he flew back to the teleportation matrix, his analysis of that fight left him utterly disappointed in his battle prowess.


'I would be dead if she understood my identity faster.'


Noah thought as he reviewed the woman's abilities.


He knew that he wouldn't have had a chance if the heroic cultivator had been prepared for him.


The woman could have just used her spears and eagle to keep him away, she only had to focus on her defense to win the battle harmlessly.


'I can't rely on the surprise effect every time, my secret art allows me to make up for my lack of spells, but it doesn't give me a win condition, I can only match experienced heroic cultivators with it.'


Noah only had three offensive spells, and two of them were mental attacks, he was extremely lacking in that field.


'Heilong is too weak for my current level, and I need to find a way to create spells with the Elemental forging method. Other than that, I can only wait for my centers of power to improve.'


Heilong was just a magical beast in the lower tier that had been empowered by Noah's meaning, it couldn't match the attacks of heroic cultivators.


'It would be nice if I had a pair of peak rank 4 Blood companions, my mind can surely handle them, and I can further boost their power with the Elemental forging method… I might actually cover part of my weaknesses with them.'


Noah quickly found a solution to his first problem.


'I don't really need Blood companions to fly anymore, I can choose magical beasts for their best traits and empower them so that they can be useful in battles against heroic cultivators.'


His dragon's side didn't like the idea of losing its wings again, but Noah didn't care much, he couldn't be bothered to keep an ability useless to him.


'As for the spells, I don't even know where to start.'


Noah sighed as he thought that before putting the issue in the back of his mind.


He couldn't force his inspiration, using the Divine deduction technique often was the best that he could do now that he had no ideas.


Noah continued to fly for a few days before a familiar figure appeared in his line of sight.


"What the hell happened?"


Elder Hope asked when she saw Noah's pitiful state.


He was extremely skinny, and his skin was still burned in some spots, especially on his right arm.


Also, only a few strands of what once was his robe covered his body, even part of his hair had been burned during the battle.


"The three big nations have sealed pacts to divide the coastlines between themselves, I believe that the southern coast might belong to the Utra nation."


Noah spoke, uncaring of the elder's gaze on his body, there were problems more immediate than his aspect.


Elder Hope was stunned by his words and quickly contacted Elder Austin and the other elders with a fire aptitude, the lava lake wasn't as safe as they believed.


"Did someone chase you? You said that you had been found."


Elder Hope asked, her inscribed notebook was still in her hands.


"The cultivator that found me is dead, and no one else was with her."


Elder Hope's eyes widened when she heard his words.


The Demon Prince of the Hive, who had just reached the fourth rank, was already able to battle against other heroic cultivators!


"Are you sure? Did you really kill her?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders at that question, the taste of the woman's dantian still lingered in his mouth, he didn't need any other proof about her death.


"Did she send a distress call? Did she contact anyone during the fight? Where did you hide her corpse? What about her belongings?"


Elder Hope stormed Noah with questions, but he simply shook his head as he continued to fly toward the forest of White woods.


"Her corpse is well hidden, and her space-ring is there too. I can't be sure about anything else."


Noah briefly described the environment in the grassland to reassure Elder Hope, she heaved a sigh of relief when she heard the specifics about the woman's death.


"No one is coming for us, so I don't think she managed to warn anyone. Yet, I'm sure that the situation will become tense, even the three big nations can't take the loss of a heroic cultivator lightly."


Elder Hope concluded as she increased her flying speed, Noah followed her as he continuously ate pieces of magical beasts to recover.


The duo returned in the forest of White woods, where Elder Morgan and Elder Duke were waiting for them.


"We must accelerate the creation of defensive measures, there is a high chance that a battle is looming upon us. Abandoning this formation must be treated as the last resort."


Elder Hope ordered the two elders who were protecting the teleportation matrix.


She knew the value of the new continent, she didn't want to retreat so quickly.


"I've already contacted Elder Laurel, she is on her way back here. Link the defensive measures with the White woods, I want to take at least a few heroic cultivators down in case we are forced to leave this place."


Elder Morgan and Elder Duke repeatedly nodded at her words and began to prepare the materials needed for the creation of a defensive formation.


"What about Elder Austin?"


Noah asked when he saw that Elder Hope didn't mention him.


Elder Hope revealed a complicated expression before answering Noah.


"He said that his understanding of the fire element is improving at an incredible speed and that he is nearing a breakthrough. He asks for reinforcements, but he has specified that the teleportation matrix is the top priority."


Noah understood the meaning behind her words and nodded before shooting in the air in the direction of the southern coast.
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                        Elder Hope was specialized in the gathering of information, and she was the perfect person to guard the teleportation matrix.


Elder Duke and Elder Morgan were the experts in the formation's field, and they were the only ones who could deploy defensive measures around the connection with the Coral archipelago.


Elder Laurel was an expert in the magical plants' field, and she was the only one that could give insights on how to use the capabilities of the White woods to the group's advantage.


Elder Austin, Elder Jason, and Elder Pansy were busy cultivating next to the lava lake, and they were unwilling to abandon that area, they requested reinforcements as a consequence of that unwillingness.


The only heroic cultivator available for that role was Noah.


'I understand their eagerness to cultivate there, but the situation isn't that favorable, the safest option would be to temporary retreat next to the teleportation matrix and slowly enlarge the area under our control.'


Noah thought as he flew toward the southern coast, his mouth continuously chewed pieces of magical beasts to nourish his body.


A few weeks had passed since he left the forest of White woods, Noah didn't hurry toward the lava lake, his priority was to heal his body.


His complexion had mostly recovered after he continuously fed himself, only some bruises were left on his right hand, but they would take less than a day to heal.


After that, he could finally begin to accumulate the Breath necessary for the breakthrough in the upper tier, Noah knew that his body would improve by a large margin after it stepped inside the last tier of the fourth rank.


He hadn't needed to accumulate Breath for the breakthrough in the middle tier, his body had been at the peak of the lower tier for many years after all, it had already gathered enough nourishments.


Noah increased his flying speed after even his right hand healed, he had no reason to hesitate anymore, and he didn't want to risk enraging the leader of his group.


He wore a simple black robe as he reached for the lava lake, the embroidery on the clothes of the Hive could reveal his identity, he would rather avoid that possibility.


Noah flew past the desert inhabited by the rank 5 Giant sandworm and reached the rocky wasteland filled with red rivers, he soon found three familiar figures floating cross-legged above the red lake.


"You took your time."


Elder Austin spoke as he opened his eyes and straightened his position before turning toward Noah.


Noah simply performed a slight bow before turning his gaze toward the east, he was almost sure that the forces of the Utra nation were exploring the areas in that direction.


"The news has already spread, Elder Cheryl of the Fiery will sect died due to the attack of a dangerous magical plant. The forces of the Council have been able to recover only her space-ring, everything else about her has vanished."


Elder Austin spoke in a calm tone as he continued to stare him, Noah felt the scorching gaze of the leader of his group fixed on him.


"Did they discover us?"


Noah asked, turning himself to face the leader.


Elder Austin sighed before revealing a smile and retracting the heat radiated by his gaze.


"No, but the situation is still quite messy. The Council doesn't believe that Elder Cheryl has died due to her inattention and puts the blame on the other two big nations. On the other hand, the Elbas family denies any involvement in the matter, and the Empire simply doesn't answer to the Papral nation, it seems that you have ruined the peace that lasted for more than four years."


Elder Austin spoke while keeping his smile, he seemed quite amused by that turn of events.


"How is the Hive aware of these details?"


Noah asked when he understood that something was off about Elder Austin's statement.


The three big nations had always been quite secretive about the matters concerning the new continent, it didn't make sense for the Hive to suddenly own all those reports.


Elder Austin released a loud laugh when he heard those words before complimenting Noah.


"You indeed deserve the title of Demon Prince! It's not even a year since you became a heroic cultivator, but you are already going around killing old monsters who have lived for centuries! Good, good!"


Elder Austin threw a small shining orb at Noah when he finished speaking, Noah's mental waves scanned the item as soon as he caught it.


Noah couldn't help but wear a surprised expression when he read the contents of the orb, he raised his gaze toward the leader as if asking if what he was reading was true.


The information contained in the orb explained in detail the events that followed the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands from the Council's point of view.


Anything regarding the traces left by divine beings had been omitted, but Noah could clearly understand how the territories of the new continent had been divided through the years with those reports.


"How did we obtain something like this?"


Noah directly asked, the source of that information had to be trustworthy for Elder Austin to be so sure about the contents of the orb.


"Why do you ask? Only the Papral nation can have such detailed information."


Noah was surprised once again after he heard the leader's words, there was no reason for the Council to hand those reports.


Then, an absurd possibility formed in his mind.


"Don't tell me, they want to cooperate!"


Elder Austin nodded when he saw that Noah had understood the situation and began to explain the matter in detail.


"Yes, well, not exactly cooperation. The political situation on the new continent is tense, one misstep might cause a war, and the defeated would be forced to leave these lands. The Council doesn't know which faction killed Elder Cheryl, but it doesn't want to be the only big nation to suffer casualties. To put it simply, they want to hire us to attack the other factions."
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                        Many nations had tried to rebel against the influence of the three big nations, but the Hive was the only organization that had managed to claim real independence.


The borders of the Coral archipelago were protected by the copying technique retrieved in Divine Demon's separate dimension, and a rank 6 existence ruled those islands, the three big nations couldn't affect that domain without suffering losses.


The Hive could develop away from the clutches of those forces, improving and solidifying its foundation, becoming something similar to a fourth influent power in the old continent.


Yet, the road to becoming the fourth big nation was still long, especially since the Hive was lacking in heroic assets, the only way to improve in that field was to nurture large numbers of human cultivators after all.


Heroic cultivators were so crucial in an organization that the Papral nation was ready to hire the Hive to make the other factions suffer some losses, the Council didn't want to be the only power weakened by the exploration of the new land.


"We can't become the disposable weapon of the Papral nation."


Noah said after Elder Austin explained the situation.


The Council's offer was extremely appealing, and he was sure that the reports about the new continent weren't the only rewards that the Hive could obtain from it.


However, messing with the big nations wasn't something that could be done easily, the Hive simply didn't have the power to endure possible aftermaths.


"True, but we can't continue exploring this land in secret either. All the coasts will eventually fall under the control of the three big nations, which will force us to return to the archipelago. We need the support of the Papral nation to remain here openly."


Elder Austin spoke, and Noah couldn't help but think that his words made sense.


The Hive had found only three areas from which it could gain some profits: The forest of White woods, the azure plain, and the wasteland filled with rivers of lava.


The desert with the sandworms and the grassland with the yellowish moss were quite barren and could only offer a stream of magical beasts and plants, and there wasn't much that could be gained from them.


The lake inhabited by the particular species of octopuses and the rivers occupied by the Poisonous frogs could hide something interesting, but exploring those areas was a difficult task, those missions would require a team of fully prepared heroic cultivators to be completed.


The mountainous landscape seemed interesting, but Noah had been forced to interrupt his exploration due to the appearance of Elder Cheryl, it would be impossible to return there after the forces of the Council had been alerted.


Those were the areas that the Hive had been able to explore in that short period and with that little manpower.


The main issue, though, was that the Hive needed time to obtain benefits from those zones.


The azure plain needed to be freed from the magical beasts so that the azure bushes growing there could be plundered and transformed into a stable source of income.


The forest of White woods needed to be deeply studied before those magical plants could be used as a defensive measure, Elder Laurel alone wasn't enough for the task since she could barely affect the strongest trees.


The lava lake had to be transformed into a proper cultivation area for elders with a fire aptitude, and even the source of its heat had to be seized, which was something that only Chasing Demon could be able to do.


All in all, the Hive needed time and the permission to remain in the new continent, things that only one of the three big nations could provide.


"I understand your concerns, but the archipelago can't let go of this chance. Our home is safe, and the possible gains outclass the possible losses, we just have to pay attention."


Elder Austin spoke again when he saw that Noah was lost in his thoughts.


'Paying attention isn't really enough, but he should have some sort of plan since he looks so confident.'


Noah returned to reality when he heard the leader's words and temporarily suppressed his doubts about that task to question him.


"What do you have in mind?"


Elder Austin revealed a smile when he saw that Noah had agreed to the mission and walked next to him as he pointed toward the eastern coast.


"We will form a small team lead by a rank 5 elder specialized in ambushes. The team will continue exploring the southern coast until it finds traces of the heroic cultivators of the Utra nation, only to take them by surprise and retreat."


Elder Austin's index traced red lines on the air, a small version of the continent was soon drawn in front of Noah.


"Anonymity is key, the Elbas family must think that the assassins come from one of the other two factions to force it to act against them. We will decide the next move after we understand how the Utra nation answers to our provocation."


Noah nodded at those words.


The presence of a rank 5 heroic cultivator specialized in ambushes would facilitate the task, especially if their targets were in the fourth rank.


"The threat of assassins running freely on the continent will force the three factions to slow down their exploration, giving us more time to stabilize our gains. I believe the Hive has already prepared an alibi in case its implication is questioned."


Noah continued the leader's speech, and the task became more doable the more he analyzed it in his mind.


Elder Austin nodded before explaining as he dispersed the flames still lingering in the air.


"Of course. The Hive will openly invade one of the nations in the area of influence of the Empire. We will use that war to train the new human assets and to pretend to be too busy to mind the new continent, it is a win-win situation."


Noah couldn't help but think about Odrea nation when he heard that the Hive wanted to train human cultivators through a war, but his mind quickly went back on the main topic as it gave voice to a request.


"I want the corpses of the cultivators that we kill."
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                        In the forest of White woods, on the terrain under the white crowns of the trees.


The light of the teleportation matrix shone, revealing a short figure that wore a simple white robe.


Elder Hope kowtowed when the figure was revealed, her forehead touched the ground as respectful words came out of her mouth.


"Welcome to the new continent, Master!"


Noah and the other cultivators of Hive were all there, they were welcoming the new rank 5 cultivator that had come in their aid from the archipelago.


"Welcome to the Immortal Lands, Julia! With you here, only a handful of us remains in the Coral archipelago!"


Elder Austin exclaimed as he greeted the middle-aged woman that came out of the teleportation matrix.


Noah's gaze was on her, she had long gray hair and gray eyes, her gaze didn't shine like that of most cultivators, something that Noah found quite peculiar.


'It's so strange, it's as if she isn't here at all.'


Noah thought as he inspected Elder Julia.


He could clearly make out her appearance, but his consciousness found it hard to analyze her, his mental waves just went through her as if she was made of air.


Elder Julia shot an expressionless look at Noah before focusing on the kneeling Elder Hope, and warmth appeared on her face when she looked at her disciple.


"Don't worry about the Prince, he did the same with me."


Elder Austin spoke as he flew in the air, Elder Julia followed him, and together they disappeared in the sky over the white crowns of the magical plants.


Only then did the others breathe a sigh of relief, being next to two rank 5 existences had made them quite tense.


"You should be more respectful toward your seniors."


Elder Hope stood up and spoke to Noah, it was clear that she didn't appreciate the probing of her master.


"Sorry, it's a bad habit of mine."


Noah plainly answered as he sat on the ground and began to stare the fifth Kesier rune.


The truth was that Noah didn't really care about seniority or similar, he simply knew that those powerful beings wouldn't punish him due to his privileged position.


Heroic cultivators in the fifth rank had a superior understanding of the laws carried by their element compared to Noah, and he couldn't let go of the possibility to gain some inspiration from them.


'Elder Julia resembles thin air, my consciousness was completely unable to sense her. Amazing.'


Noah thought as he continued to train with the Kesier rune, every existence in the fifth rank was always able to leave a deep impression on him.


'The Hive should only have seven or eight cultivators in the fifth rank in total and, now, two of them are here. The forces of each relevant organization on the old continent are slowly being drawn here, attracted by opportunities that the Mortal Lands can't offer.'


Mental energy was expended to fuel the Divine deduction technique, it was needless to say that Noah's sea of consciousness emptied itself at high speed since he was also staring at the rune at that moment.


'I'm the mistake that keeps on living, the void that exists, but where am I going?'


Noah would often ponder about himself and then about the laws of the darkness element with the help of the Divine deduction technique, he knew that he would need that kind of understanding sooner or later.


'Power is my purpose and goal because power stands above everything. Power to rise in the sky so that I can obtain an even stronger power, an endless journey, just like a saber that uses the hindrances on its path to reach higher levels of sharpness.'


Noah felt as if his understanding increasing slightly, but he didn't notice any improvement in his absorption of Breath.


'It seems that I need to link the understanding about myself with that of the laws of the darkness element for my dantian to obtain some benefits.'


He felt no disappointment in that realization, he knew that it would take time to advance in that field, even with the help of the technique created by Divine Demon.


Noah was different from the other rank 4 cultivators, he already had his personal cultivation technique, meaning that he wouldn't encounter any hindrance in the path to the fifth rank.


Elder Julia and Elder Austin descended from the sky and landed on the ground a few minutes later, it seemed that their conversation had ended and that they were ready to inform the rest of the group about it.


"Elder Julia will cover some of you with her abilities, allowing you to take by surprise the explorers that you find one the road. Yet, she refuses to attack anyone who isn't on her level."


Elder Austin spoke, he seemed quite disappointed in that outcome.


"Hmph, juniors should fight juniors. They won't reach our level if we solve all their problems."


Elder Julia snorted as she replied to Elder Austin's words, her expression showed how determined she was in her decision.


'That's actually perfect.'


Noah thought when he understood that he could benefit from that situation.


Personally joining the battles not only would allow him to gather dantians more quickly, but it would also give him insights on how to improve his battle prowess.


His experience in battles in the heroic ranks was lacking after all, he knew that he needed to improve his battle style, but he wasn't sure about what he needed to prioritize.


Also, he agreed with Elder Julia's reasoning, there was no point in having your centers of power in the fourth rank if you didn't know how to use them properly.


The team tasked for the ambushes was quickly created, Noah, Hope, Jason, and Pansy would fly along the southern coastline looking for cultivators coming from the Utra nation.


Elder Julia would be with them, hiding their presence and ready to intervene in case a powerful existence appeared.


Laurel, Morgan, and Duke would remain in the forest of White woods and work on building defensive measures while Elder Austin would resume his cultivation above the lava lake.


In less than a day, six figures shot in the air and flew toward the southern coast, ready to perform their roles.
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                        Four figures flew past the rocky wasteland filled with rivers of lava, they flew east, along the southern coastline.


Vegetation began to appear as the group from the Hive crossed the explored areas, their gazes though didn't linger too much on the environment, their consciousnesses were searching for other targets.


'They can't sense us, Elder Julia's methods are amazing! Well, she is a rank 5 cultivator after all.'


Noah thought as he flew alongside his companions.


Packs of Ape-types magical beasts had appeared on the terrain below them, but they didn't seem to notice the presence of the cultivators in the sky, even a rank 5 specimen that had appeared seemed completely unable to sense them.


Elder Julia was escorting them during that mission and was using her methods to hide their presence, Noah knew that she was somewhere near them, but he couldn't even sense a faint trace of her aura.


They would still be spotted if they entered the field of view of one of those creatures, but their auras were wholly concealed, sneaking on them wouldn't be a problem at all.


Of course, their mission didn't concern the magical beasts, but the heroic cultivators of the Utra nation, ambushing the latter would obviously be a bit harder.


Small trees and magical beasts filled the area after the rocky wasteland, lifeforms began to appear often as the group put some distance from the lava lake.


They flew slowly and took many breaks, Elder Hope was tasked to inspect their surroundings, and her investigative methods took time.


Yet, no one complained, their priority was to maintain their anonymity, they couldn't risk being spotted by an enemy before they had completed their preparations.


Days passed, the group continued to fly along the southern coast without encountering any sign of the forces of the Utra nation, it seemed that those areas had yet to be explored by humans.


However, after three weeks of careful exploration, Elder Hope finally found a trace.


"Someone is flying at one day of travel ahead of us. I don't hear anyone else, we should have found another lone explorer."


Elder Hope spoke as she removed her hands from her ears, she had used the same investigative method from when they were traveling above the sea around the new continent.


Noah and the others nodded at her words before descending on the terrain, Elder Julia's methods hid their presence but not their bodies, they still needed to hide to ambush the explorer.


The group carefully walked across the land, avoiding any pack of magical beasts that appeared on their path, they didn't want to reveal their position by battling with those creatures.


It took a bit more than a day for the cultivators of the Hive to locate the position of the explorer, but, in the end, they saw the lonely figure flying in the air and analyzing the environment below it.


The cultivator was an old man with a long white beard and no hair, he was at the peak of the gaseous stage of the fourth rank, but it seemed that time had negatively affected his power.


He radiated a soft aura, but his consciousness seemed fragile, his mental waves could analyze the ground below him only for a few seconds before they dispersed.


"He is going to die in a few years anyway, this kill barely counts as an achievement."


Elder Pansy spoke when she saw the state of the cultivator, her evaluation was on point, the explorer would only be able to live for a few years unless he increased his power.


Of course, Noah didn't care about how honorable his actions were.


He completely ignored Elder Pansy's words as his gaze went on the emblem on the robe worn by explorer, he recognized that symbol.


"Shosti family."


Noah murmured when he recognized the origin of the explorer, his companions could clearly hear his words and shot questioning gazes in his direction.


"Large-size noble family of the Utra country."


Noah explained in a few words, and his companions nodded when they understood that they had found a suitable target.


Each one of them quickly prepared for the ambush.


Noah wielded his Demonic swords, Elder Hope took out her peculiar knife, Elder Pansy laid a long iron stick on her shoulders, and Elder Jason tightened his grip on his sword, they were ready to attack.


The heroic cultivator from the Shosti family continued to fly, he was unaware that four assassins were hiding under the trees below him, waiting for him to reach a specific spot in the sky.


Then, all of a sudden, four black lines appeared around him and formed a shining rectangle that encircled him.


He felt weak when the light of the spell hit him, it took a good amount of his concentration to repel the weakening effects that were assaulting his body.


A blue light shone from his body, which seemed to improve his complexion temporarily, he quickly moved to escape the area of the rectangle when a sharp sound reached his ears and destabilized his concentration.


The heroic cultivator from the Shosti family lost the foothold under his left leg when his concentration was broken, he was about to cast another spell when more than thirty fireballs shot from the terrain and crashed on him.


A loud explosion occurred, and a gray cloud formed in the sky, a fuming figure came out of the smoke and loudly coughed as it tried to straighten its position.


The heroic cultivator had survived, but most of his robe had been burned, and even his beard didn't survive the attack, anger could be clearly seen on his expression as he shouted to the ground below.


"Who dares!?"


His question though wasn't answered by words but by the appearance of black flames from behind his back.


The cultivator from the Shosti family sensed that threat and turned to block the attack.


A small blue shield appeared in his right hand, and a harpoon was wielded in his left one, he raised his shield to defend from the assault but his eyes widened when he saw the face of his assassin.


Long black hair, shining icy-blue eyes, and soft edges, he knew that youthful aspect too well to be mistaken.


"Noah Balvan! How?"


Noah's sabers clashed with the shield as he spoke those words, he wasn't able to pierce it without the activation of his secret art, but cracks still appeared on its surface due to the immense strength behind Noah's slash.


The noble was about to speak again, but a sharp pain on his back forced him to suppress his surprise and use all his focus to try to survive that situation, desperation began to fill his mind when he saw that a stick and a sword were aiming for his head.
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                        The cultivator from the Shosti family released his most powerful defensive spell when he saw those two dangerous attacks, a torrent of water engulfed his figure and stopped the advance of both stick and sword.


Noah didn't wait for the torrent to disperse, his eyes released a mental beam, and a hundred ethereal claws shot toward his enemy, he used his mental attacks to pierce the cultivator's defense.


His Death area spell was still active, and the heroic cultivator was already injured, he didn't manage to keep the torrent of water active when Noah's mental attacks landed on his mind and internal organs.


The water dispersed and fell on the ground below, the cultivator wasn't even able to make it detonate to repel his assailants, leaving him defenseless between the three assassins.


Jason and Patsy attacked once again with their weapons, flames covered the surface of both stick and sword as they reached for the old cultivator's body.


The man from the Shosti family was about to raise his harpoon and shield to block the attacks, but a series of wind blades stabbed his back again, stopping his attempt to defend.


The fiery stick landed on the cultivator's shoulder, releasing a shockwave that cracked the bones in that area and spread flames that burned his skin and muscles.


The sword stabbed his abdomen, burning a large part of his internal organs.


The noble was about to die, life was abandoning his body, it would be just a matter of seconds before the flames burned the entirety of its figure.


Yet, at that point, a black saber slashed his low-waist horizontally, severing his lower body from the rest of his abdomen.


Noah quickly stored the lower body of the cultivator and sent precise orders to the spirit automaton of his space-ring, he relied on his rank 6 inscribed item to preserve the dantian of the noble.


A surprised expression never left the face of the noble, he remained shocked even in his death.


Elder Hope appeared from his hiding spot when the noble died, she wanted to enjoy that victory with her companions.


However, the voice of her master resounded in the area and suppressed her excitement.


"You are lucky that I'm here."


Elder Julia appeared next to the group and raised her hand, where a dense sphere of mental energy was restrained.


The sphere played the images of the noble's battle and showed the faces of Noah, Jason, and Pansy in detail.


"You have been too slow and have given too much space to your enemy, allowing him to send a distress call to his allies. Luckily for the Hive, I've intercepted it."


Elder Julia explained the situation as she shattered the sphere with her grip, the noble's mental energy dispersed in the air, vanishing in the world.


"You three."


Elder Julia pointed at Jason, Pansy, and Hope as she continued to speak.


"You have spent too much time in seclusion, your techniques are good, but you have forgotten how powerful heroic cultivators are. You must use your consciousnesses to restrain your enemies and your strongest attacks to end the battles quickly, don't rely on your martial arts if they aren't as effective as the Prince's."


Elder Julia gave pointers about the battle, her status as a rank 5 cultivator allowed her to see any flaws in the three elders' combat style.


"As for you, Prince."


Elder Julia turned to Noah as the focus of the conversation went on him.


"You must also learn to use your consciousness better, but your biggest flaw is the simplicity of your attacks. There is no point in having a powerful offensive if it can be countered easily. Well, you have been in the fourth rank for less than a year, your battle prowess is already amazing considering that short period. Just remember my words when you are about to create or purchase a technique or spell."


Noah performed a simple bow when he heard those words.


He knew that Elder Julia was right, he had reached a similar conclusion some time ago.


The problem with his consciousness was that his enemies either matched or surpassed its level, making his mental energy unable to affect his enemies without the usage of his mental spells.


As for his offensive, his martial art needed to be simple so that he could perform it while activating the secret art, he could add more complex forms only after his expertise increased.


It was pointless to speak about his spells, he had yet to learn how to create them.


'The fastest way to improve my battle prowess is through Blood companions.'


Noah thought once again about that solution, his mind began to explore the best pair of magical beasts that could help him improve his combat style.


Elder Julia waved her hand after she finished giving pointers, the upper part of the noble's corpse was in Jason's hands, but it was soon cut in countless pieces by the elder's spell.


The pieces fell in the ground below, Jason didn't even go after the falling space-ring when he saw that Elder Julia shook her head toward him.


"Leave it here, we need for the forces of the Utra nation to find the remains of its corpse. Also, his assassination would resemble Elder Cheryl's, which might push the Elbas family to attack the Empire. We should return to the teleportation matrix now and wait for the reaction of the Royals and noble families."


Elder Julia explained once again before disappearing from the group's sight.


Noah directly began to fly toward the western coast, he had decided to use this waiting period to create the Blood companions that he needed, and, to do so, he needed to return to the old continent.


The environment of the new continent was richer of rank 4 magical beasts, but he needed specific creatures, beings that he wasn't sure could be found on the new land.


The rest of the group quickly followed him, their minds were still playing Elder Julia's advice while they chased behind him.


They were so immersed in their thoughts that they didn't notice that a bloodied shining sphere appeared in Noah's hands and was quickly eaten by him.
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                        Noah knew his weaknesses better than anyone else, he was the only one that knew the full extent of his power after all.


His body was accumulating Breath for the breakthrough in the upper tier, that process required an incredible amount of energy, even the noble's dantian wasn't able to start the transformation.


It had to be said though that even his body couldn't absorb all the Breath contained in what he ate, part of it was lost when it became nourishment.


Magical beasts were powerful and had a simple cultivation journey, but even they weren't perfect, they would have already conquered the Mortal Lands if they could just absorb all the Breath that their prey contained.


Yet, Noah was sure that his breakthrough would arrive soon since he was accumulating an insane amount of nourishments in the new continent.


His dantian and mind were improving quite fast too, his sea of consciousness had always been his most significant advantage, and his dantian greatly benefitted from the Black hole cultivation technique and his understanding of the laws of the darkness element.


The only problem was his battle prowess.


His offense was simply lacking, he had grown so fast that most of the scrolls obtained in Divine Demon's inheritance had already become unusable.


He was able to fight toe to toe with other heroic cultivators only thanks to his body, but that approach had too many flaws, he couldn't rely on it for too long.


Once its power was discovered, the heroic cultivators fighting Noah would do anything in their power to stop him from entering melee combat, leaving him with no methods to defeat his opponents.


However, his martial arts couldn't be improved at the moment, and he had yet to invent a method to create spells, he could only use Blood companions to enhance his battle prowess.


Noah used the teleportation matrix in the forest of White woods to return to the old continent, the formation brought him back directly in the Coral archipelago.


He didn't have much time since the Utra nation would soon discover the death of the noble from the Shosti family and react, he needed to be there to benefit from that situation.


Of course, Noah had already decided which magical beasts he needed.


His expertise in the magical beasts' field continued to grow as he kept exploring new areas, and his dragon's instincts allowed him to evaluate his candidates better.


Noah didn't stop on the archipelago and directly took another teleportation matrix, the Hive had set up many footholds throughout the continent, it was easy to find a formation that could bring him near the danger zones where his targets lived.


He first went near the territories of the Shandal Empire, in a grassland filled with rabbit-type magical beasts.


He didn't have a various offensive, so he needed a sneaky and fast Blood companion that could fill the openings left by his martial art, something that could be deadly if one overlooked it.


What Noah believed was the perfect creature for that role was the Night falcon.


Noah knew that the wings of a Night falcon wouldn't improve his flying speed, falcons rarely surpassed one meter of height in that world.


Yet, he needed it for its speed and aerial maneuverability, its sharp beak and claws were deadly weapons when matched with its incredible speed.


Also, Night falcons could merge with the darkness to increase their speed, Noah was almost sure that they could use the blackness of the Demonic form to their advantage.


Noah found baiting a peak rank 4 Night falcon out quite problematic, he had to gather a high number of rabbit's corpses to make one of them descend from the sky.


At that point, a well-aimed slash, empowered by his secret art and while the falcon was stunned by his ethereal claws, was enough to take it down.


Noah quickly performed the procedure needed for the creation of a Blood companion and left the area, reaching for the teleportation matrix that would take him back to the archipelago.


The will of a peak rank 4 creature weighed on his mind, but he could easily withstand that pressure, only another beast on that level could make his mental sphere feel something.


Of course, Noah wouldn't stop at one Blood companion since he had more room inside his sea of consciousness.


'Considering that I have to remove Heilong, I have more than enough space for another peak rank 4 creature.'


Noah thought as he went for another teleportation matrix as soon as he returned to the archipelago.


His destination at that time was a waterfall in the territories in the area of influence of the Papral nation.


The environment near the waterfall was a danger zone inhabited by a peculiar species of turtle-type magical beasts.


This species was called Dark turtles due to the color of their shells, and the specimens could add defensive layers over their already sturdy shells.


Now that Noah had decided to remove Heilong from his mind, he needed another defensive method that didn't deplete much energy, something reliable that he could use even hundreds of times in battle without becoming exhausted. 


Finding a peak rank 4 Dark turtle was easier than baiting out the falcon, but its killing took far more time.


Noah found himself having to deal with a numerous pack of Dark turtles, which had many specimens in the fourth rank.


His mental attacks were deflected by the defensive layers that appeared over the shells of the creatures, forcing him to rely on his secret art to kill those beasts.


In the end, he killed the entire pack and performed the procedure described by the Body-inscription spell with the peak rank 4 specimen after making some room inside his mind.


Heilong's ethereal figure inside his mind shattered and fell on the sea below, the blood that made the tattoo on Noah's skin left his body as he killed his companion.


In a bit more than a week, Noah had successfully killed two peak rank 4 magical beasts of the darkness element and transformed them into his Blood companions, empowering their abilities with the Elemental forging method.


After the tattoo of the Dark turtle began to move on his chest, Noah knew that it was time to return to the new continent.



						




                    


                
				
                    528. Dark blas

					
					

                    
                        The situation in the new continent had evolved in the short period in which Noah had left.


The forces of the Utra nation noticed the disappearance of the heroic cultivator from the Shosti family and managed to trace his space-ring, confirming the death of the noble.


The news further shook the foundations of the peaceful behavior of the three big nations in the new land, it seemed evident to them that one of those forces had begun attacking the others.


Yet, it must be said that each one of those powers had different ideas on the identity of the assailants.


The Papral nation believed that either the Empire or the Utra nation had struck first, it was aware that the Hive had carried the latest assassination, but it didn't know for sure who killed Elder Cheryl.


The Elbas family believed that the Empire was behind those attacks since it was the only nation that had yet to suffer any loss.


Also, the Empire was the only nation that had the power to fight both the Utra nation and Papral nation for the control of the new continent.


The Shandal Empire, instead, was clueless about the recent events, its heroic cultivators tried to set up meetings with the other two forces, but they were rejected every time, it was clear that it was the main suspect.


All in all, the political situation became tense, it seemed that even the slightest spark could ignite a war for the control of those territories.


There were even internal problems in the ranks of the Papral nation and the Utra nation.


The Council and the Elbas family had been forced to request for the help of the sects and noble families to match the exploration speed of the forces of the Empire.


Their forces were fragmented, they didn't follow the orders of the central powers that strictly, leading to the creation of small alliances that explored different areas on their own.


That behavior could be seen more often after the assassinations, distrust toward the Council and Elbas family was in the minds of the heroic cultivators coming from the sects and noble families.


The power of those two big nations became even more fragmented because of that, forcing the Council and the Royals to create a common enemy that could unite their ranks once again.


The only available enemy in the new continent was, of course, the Shandal Empire.


Meanwhile, the cultivators of the Hive waited for the right moment to act again.


They safely remained in the territories that they had discovered, either cultivating next to the lava lake or improving the defenses around the teleportation matrix.


The three big nations weren't aware of their presence there, not even the Papral nation could guess that they had already created a reasonably stable encampment.


Reports continuously arrived in Elder Austin's hands, the Papral nation respected its side of the deal by keeping the Hive informed about the political and geographical situation of the piece of Immortal Lands.


"They are going to tear each other apart, it should be a nice show."


Elder Jason spoke when Elder Austin informed the rest of the group about the current situation.


They were next to the lava lake, only Elder Duke, Elder Morgan, and Elder Laurel were absent, they had remained in the forest of White woods to handle the defenses around the formation.


"The issue is: Can we benefit from this situation? I know that we might manage to take a share of these lands, but I wonder if we could just inflict more damage to the three big nations."


Elder Hope spoke when she heard Jason's words, her thoughts matched Noah's for what concerned that situation.


Noah was there too.


He had been tasked to patrol the areas around the lava lake as soon as he returned to the new continent, and had gathered with his companions since Elder Austin was going to share the information obtained from the Papral nation.


He had gladly accepted his new task, that role allowed him to hunt freely and to keep accumulating the nourishments needed for the breakthrough, he was sure that it wouldn't take much for his transformation to occur.


'I wonder who will strike first, they should all envy some of the resources belonging to the others by now, four years of peace are too much for them.'


Noah thought as he prepared himself to return in the wild, there was nothing left to do there anyway.


"Prince, wait a moment."


Elder Austin called him before he could leave the lava lake.


Noah turned only to see that Elder Austin was handing him a simple space-ring.


Elder Austin's laugh answered his questioning gaze before he added a few words to explain that gesture.


"The death of the noble has put the Elbas family in a difficult position. Between the Cause growing stronger in the old continent and the distrust on this one, the Royals desperately need allies. The Patriarch has managed to exploit this situation to end the matter about your attempted assassination near Afria nation, he said that you would like it."


Noah's eyes lit up when he heard those words, he quickly took the ring and inspected its insides with his mental energy.


The ring contained only an old scroll, but Noah's eagerness to read its contents increased when he saw it.


Noah descended on the ground at some distance from the lava lake and found a safe spot where he could inspect the scroll, the contents of the ring were emptied as soon as he found it.


'To think that the Elbas family would actually help in solving the issue with my battle prowess.'


Noah thought when he realized that the scroll contained a rank 4 spell of the darkness element!


'Dark blast, it's a spell that accumulates a large amount of Breath and mental energy into a black form before launching it to destroy a wide area. The amount of energies accumulated will affect the power of the spell, meaning that I can even empty my centers of power to make it as destructive as possible. It should be useful.'


Noah read the spell before taking a look at its diagram, he was going to memorize it immediately!



						




                    


                
				
                    529. Chance

					
					

                    
                        Weeks passed on the piece of Immortal Lands, and the political situation between the three big nations only became tenser in that period.


Meanwhile, the cultivators from the Hive kept observing the situation as they continued to solidify their position in the new lands.


The defenses around the teleportation matrix kept accumulating, Elder Laurel even began to use the White woods as a form of protection.


Those that weren't busy with the formation, instead, kept doing their best to increase their power and to accumulate resources in the explored areas.


Elder Hope took care of pillaging the azure plain, a consistent stream of Azure Credits reached the Coral archipelago and improved the financial situation of the Hive.


The lava lake benefitted the cultivators with a fire aptitude, their understanding of the laws carried by the Breath of the fire element improved daily.


Elder Julia was nowhere to be seen, she only appeared when Elder Austin shared the information sent by the Papral nation.


Noah continued to hunt magical beasts, he needed to become accustomed to his new Blood companions and spell, but he mostly kept fighting to accumulate the necessary nourishments for the breakthrough.


At some point though, he felt that his hunger had disappeared, only to be replaced by a faint drowsiness.


'Finally.'


Noah thought as he dug a cave in the terrain, his instincts knew exactly what was happening.


The hunger of the magical beasts disappeared only when their form reached the maximum amount of Breath that they could store, that feeling would reappear once their body evolved.


Noah sat cross-legged inside his cave as he immersed himself in his drowsiness, he felt a warm sensation enveloping his body as he entered in some sort of trance.


His tissues became denser, and his bones sturdier, even his internal organs were empowered in that process so that they could fuel the higher power that his body was reaching.


The transformation that time took longer, Noah felt that the changes inside his body stabilized only after half a day.


Yet, when he opened his eyes, he was greeted by an incredible confidence in his physical strength, as well as an even stronger hunger.


'The aggression of the magical beasts increases with their rank, it seems that their hunger causes their behavior.'


Noah thought as he stood up and prepared himself to resume his hunt.


He needed to stabilize his condition and tune his martial arts to his new strength, he had yet to discover what his body was capable of now.


It had taken him about five years to reach the upper tier, that achievement was something often seen in the human world, but it was rare than ever in the magical beasts' environment.


Magical beasts rarely had the chance to eat creatures on their same or higher level, and it was almost impossible for them to have access to the dantians of rank 4 cultivators.


They usually took decades to accumulate the nourishments needed to evolve, their main food was the weaker magical beasts in their packs after all.


However, Noah was a cultivator, his battle prowess allowed him to feed on creatures that surpassed the power of his body.


The harsher requirements of his body were easily satisfied with his hunts and assassinations, allowing him to reach the upper tier of the fourth rank in just five years.


'I wonder how much it will take to reach the fifth rank, I will probably have to hibernate at that point.'


Noah smirked when thought about that.


His breakthrough to the middle tier had been quite human while that to the upper tier already matched the evolution process of the magical beasts, his existence was slowly attuning with his hybrid status.


Noah enjoyed the feeling of having all three of his centers of power improve steadily, he hadn't grown this fast since his period in the Royal academy.


The lack of a rank 5 body-nourishing method had stopped his progress in that field for a long time, Noah had to become a heroic cultivator before he could see all his centers of power improve together.


Noah spent the next days becoming used to his new body, it didn't take much to tune his martial arts to his new strength, but he still felt amazed by the new power that he could express.


He was a hybrid in the upper tier now, the last stage of the fourth rank, he could tear magical beasts in the middle tier apart with his bare hands.


It was needless to say how much his power increased when he used the secret art.


That peaceful situation though changed when the next update from the Papral nation arrived.


Six figures gathered in the air above the lava lake, they encircled Elder Austin as they waited for him to share the reports that he had just received.


Astonished gazes were shot in Noah's direction, his companions immediately noticed his breakthrough.


Also, some kind of cold, savage aura surrounded him, his time spent in the wilderness affected his mental state and, consequently, the aura that he radiated.


Yet, before anyone could compliment him or ask questions, Elder Austin spoke, claiming the attention of the group.


"The Council and Elbas family have reached an agreement, they will attack the territories controlled by the Shandal Empire to unite the forces under them and appease their disappointment. Our time has come."


Elder Austin wore a smile as he spoke, the situation that the Hive was waiting for had finally arrived, that was their chance to attack the areas controlled by the three big nations!


"Who is our target?"


Elder Jason asked, he seemed the most eager of the group.


The answer to his question didn't come from Elder Austin but Noah.


"We will attack the Elbas family, of course."


Elder Austin nodded as he looked at him, the Demon Prince of the Hive matched all the standards that the most promising cultivator of an organization must have.


"Prepare yourselves, we will attack as soon as the three big nations are locked in a battle."


Elder Austin spoke before dismissing the group, battle intent shone in his eyes as he disappeared from his position to make his preparations.



						




                    


                
				
                    530. Snow

					
					

                    
                        The Utra nation was the only force that the Hive could target.


The Papral nation knew about the existence of a fourth force on the new continent, and the Shandal Empire was about to be attacked by two big countries, targeting the Elbas family was the only option that the cultivators from the Hive had.


Also, the southern coast was connected with the territories under the control of the Royals, the Hive had to weaken them if it wanted to maintain control over the lava lake.


The lava lake was the most crucial territory discovered by the Hive, it was a place that contained traces left by divine beings after all, nothing could match the value of that place.


Two weeks passed after Elder Austin shared the information concerning the attack on the Empire, the Papral nation didn't contact the Hive in that period.


Then, on the morning of the fourteenth day, the inscribed notebooks of the rank 4 cultivators of the Hive notified them that they had to gather in the area where the noble of the Shosti family had died.


Seven heroic cultivators gathered over the land inhabited by species of ape-types magical beasts, with the five rank 4 cultivators standing behind the two elders in the fifth rank.


Only Elder Duke and Elder Morgan were absent, they had to defend the teleportation matrix while the rest of the group tried to benefit from the battle between the three big nations.


"We kill everyone on our path and explore the territories on the other side of the southern coast. They will probably notice that someone else is scheming behind their back, but we won't be the first suspects if we leave no survivors. You will take care of the cultivators in the fourth rank, leave the stronger ones to us. Good luck."


Elder Austin spoke a few words before disappearing right in front of the other elders.


Elder Julia waved her hand before doing the same.


A peculiar gale swept the five cultivators, the wind seemed to affect their consciousnesses, Elder Julia was covering their presences once again.


A series of nods were exchanged between the five of them before they began to fly east, they moved carefully, wary of any possible threat that could appear in front of them.


The environment below them changed as they advanced along the southern coast, even the temperature diminished as a tall snowy mountain appeared in their fields of view.


The mountain radiated a dangerous aura, it seemed that something powerful ruled that territory.


"It's a magical beast, we can fly past it."


Noah spoke to his companions through his consciousness.


His instincts clearly told him that the powerful creature inhabiting the snowy mountain was a magical beast, he had felt some sort of primordial fear when he entered its range.


Yet, it was pointless to explore it now since it didn't seem to contain something that belonged to the divine ranks, the group could just investigate it on its way back to the lava lake.


The cultivators from the Hive flew around the mountain, avoiding becoming too close to its sides.


Snow fell on that area, the coldness radiated by those snowflakes seemed able to affect even rank 4 cultivators since Noah's companions shivered from time to time.


Only Noah was unaffected by that environment, his body burned more Breath to fend off that coldness, but it didn't suffer any damage.


'I might be able to block some of the weakest attacks of a heroic cultivator with my body alone now, I should have more confidence in my status as a hybrid.'


Noah thought when he saw that his body didn't suffer the slightest damage in that place.


Not even a month had passed since his breakthrough in the upper tier, Noah hadn't been able to test the limits of his new strength in that short amount of time.


He didn't find the chance to engage in a fierce battle against some powerful creature due to the tuning of his martial arts, the learning of his new spell, and his two new Blood companions.


Also, he knew that a battle was coming, he couldn't risk ruining his form due to his testing.


Yet, he knew the power of peak rank 4 magical beasts quite well, and he knew that he was supposedly stronger than them since he was a hybrid, which gave him a general grasp of his limits.


The group crossed the mountain only to see that the snow didn't stop falling even as they reached the eastern coast, a vast white plain expanded in their view and connected the two coastlines with the layer of ice under the azure ground.


It was at that point though that Elder Hope signaled to the group to stop and performed her investigative methods.


Cold winds blew on the faces of the heroic cultivator of the Hive, Noah could vaguely understand their power from the number of tremors that swept their bodies.


"There are two cultivators at some distance from here, one of them seems to be in the liquid stage."


Elder Hope spoke as she turned to see the reaction of her companions, she saw how some of them showed signs of uncertainty.


"How strong are you compared to other rank 4 cultivators in the liquid stage?"


Noah asked when he saw that no one wanted to formulate a battle plan.


Elder Hope thought for a while before answering with a simple word.


"Average."


Noah nodded at her answer and turned to look at Elder Jason.


Noah had observed each one of them as they flew past the cold environment, Jason had been the one who had shivered less during the flight.


"Jason and I will take care of the cultivator in the gaseous stage, you three can focus the other. Whoever wins first will help the others."


Noah's plan was simple, he was going to team up with the strongest of his group and quickly end the life of the weaker enemy.


Elder Hope was in the liquid stage, so she was needed against the stronger one.


"We attack from the sky then."


Elder Hope spoke after she agreed with Noah, the group flew higher in the sky as they used the clouds above them to hide their bodies.



						




                    


                
				
                    531. Royal

					
					

                    
                        The Utra nation had been forced to allow the heroic cultivators from the noble families in the new continent to match the exploration speed of the Shandal Empire.


Of course, that permission didn't extend to all the noble families.


With the Cause threatening to start a civil war, the Elbas family tried to appease the strongest families that wanted to dethrone it, while also giving benefits to those loyal to the Royals.


It was needless to say that only large-size noble families had been allowed on the piece of Immortal Lands.


It wasn't only a matter of benefits and loyalty, medium and small-size noble families simply didn't have the power to send heroic cultivators away from their territories.


Also, large-size families were more influential, having the loyalty on one of them meant having control over all the weaker families under it.


"I understand that this land is full of riches, but I've lost my son, nothing can replace him."


A middle-aged man with long golden hair spoke as he flew over the snowy plain.


"Lord Muwlos, your son died by the hands of criminals, there is nothing that links the Vondhur's incident with my family."


A woman flew next to him and replied to his assumption.


"Hmph, the Elbas family has many branches, you might be guilty without even knowing it."


Lord Muwlos answered the woman's words.


The two heroic cultivators flying over the white plain were Fred Muwlos and Lois Elbas, with the noble being in the liquid stage and the Royal in the gaseous one.


"Fred, we have been friends for over three decades. The Elbas family has already given your family free access to the academy for the next century, and you are here, exploring part of the Immortal Lands. Today's attack will even bring us many goods… Just let go of this grudge, Samuel carried your blood, but he was only a human cultivator."


Lois spoke, and Fred heaved a helpless sigh when he heard those words.


"Almost twenty years have passed, but I still can't forget him. I guess it might be time to make another heir, any chances that our families can become one?"


Fred asked, shooting a warm gaze toward Lois.


She understood the meaning behind his words, a marriage between the two of them would unite the Muwlos family with the Royals, increasing the power of the rulers of the Utra nation.


Lois placed a hand over Fred's forearm and slightly pulled his robe before answering in a soft voice.


"We must wait for my father's approval, he is still mad at you for collaborating with the Udye family."


Fred revealed a smile and took Lois in his embrace before lowering his head to kiss her.


It was at that point though that a shadow crashed on Lois' head, activating the defensive layer of her robe that was soon shattered by the power behind that attack.


Fred immediately understood that something was wrong, that attack was completely hidden, he hadn't been able to sense it at all.


Also, the blow that shattered the defenses of Lois' robe had released a small cloud made by a threatening black smoke, which was slowly consuming Lois' head.


Fred acted quickly, his hands took fire and neared the black cloud, burning the corrosive smoke while leaving Lois unharmed.


The cloud was soon destroyed, and an injured Lois was revealed.


The attack had taken her by surprise, but her robe had prevented the worst outcome, the skin on her head had been torn apart in some spots, but she was okay.


"Who!?"


Fred released an angry cry as he raised his gaze to the sky, looking for the assailants.


What he saw though were hundreds of wind blades falling toward him at high speed.


Fred didn't hesitate, he pushed Lois away and covered his body in flames to protect himself from the attack.


Meanwhile, a black trail fell from the clouds in the sky and reached for Lois, but she was ready at that time.


She raised her arm toward the black trail, and a lightning bolt shot out of her hand, aiming for the tip of the trail.


The lightning bolt was extremely fast, but, apparently, the being creating the black mark in the sky was even faster.


The trail curved and dodged Lois' spell, its speed increased even more as it reached for her.


Lois didn't have time to cast another spell and could only take an item from her space-ring and place it in the trajectory of the attack coming for her.


A large inscribed shield appeared in the air above her, and cracks formed on its surface when the trail crashed on it.


Lois was about to prepare another attack when she saw that a fiery blade was reaching for her from under her.


Black smoke spread above her from where the trail had been blocked, and a sword was under her, she felt entirely trapped by those two attacks.


Another item came out from her space-ring, it was a talisman that immediately created a defensive sphere around her figure and that repelled Jason's sword, pushing him back for a dozen meters.


A notebook appeared in Lois' hands, but she immediately stored it when she saw that her mental message was stopped and destroyed by the joint work of two consciousness, it was clear that her assailants were trying to isolate her.


"I wonder who is the fool that dares to attack the Royal family!"


Lois shouted as sparks gathered on the surface of her body before gathering at the center of her chest, her veins bulged, and white smoke came out of her skin when that technique was activated.


Elder Jason saw the figure of the fuming woman slowly walking toward him.


Her steps released threatening sparks in the air under her feet and the defensive sphere was still around her, Jason couldn't help but feel fear when he looked at her but his mood improved when he saw that a dark figure appeared behind the Royal.



						




                    


                
				
                    532. Red

					
					

                    
                        Noah appeared behind Lois Elbas, his cold reptilian eyes were fixed on her neck as he slashed with both his Demonic swords.


His skin caved in as his sabers shattered the air in their trajectory, a dense, dangerous feeling filled Lois when she felt the power behind that attack.


At once, she knew that not even her most potent defensive spell would be able to block Noah's slashes.


Seven talismans appeared in the air in front of her, they created defensive spheres that surrounded her figure and fused with that already around her.


Then, a small orange orb came out of her chest and fused with the defenses around her, sparks appeared on the surface of the spheres right before the air cracked by Noah's weapons reformed.


What followed that clash was a loud explosion.


Lois had emptied her reserves of defensive talismans to block Noah's attack and even empowered them with her technique, but the sphere around her still shattered under the incredible power behind Noah's martial art.


The shards of the sphere released sparks in the air, creating loud explosions as the Breath and mental energy that they contained dispersed in the sky.


Noah saw the sparks nearing him and stretched his arm in front of him.


A giant tortoise shell appeared in front of him, and a series of black layers formed in front of it.


The layers broke when they crashed with the sparks, but more of them immediately took their place, the shards of the defensive sphere weren't even able to touch the shell.


Lois' pale figure was revealed when the explosions ended, she seemed exhausted, it took all her concentration to activate so many talismans at the same time.


Also, there was a wound at the center of her chest, she had forcefully expelled the orange orb from her body after all, that act had left some injuries.


"I am Lois Elbas, name a price, and I'll be sure to pay it if you let me go."


Lois spoke as she turned toward Noah, she felt more threatened by him, which made her think that he was the leader of the assailants.


'She is a Royal! That explains why she has so many protective items.'


Noah thought when he heard her words, but he didn't stop his offensive.


The turtle returned inside his body, and he deactivated his martial art before waving his hand toward her.


Lois didn't understand what was happening, but then she felt a piercing pain on her chest, blood came out of her mouth as she lowered her head to stare at that spot.


She saw how a hole as large as two fists had appeared where her heart was, her eyes widened while she used her remaining forces to raise her gaze once again to stare at the man donning a black robe.


She saw the black trail once again, it reached Noah's forearm before halting the release of black smoke from its tip, she was only able to see a winged form entering Noah's robe before her vision went dark.


Lois Elbas died, the Hive had just killed a member of the Royal family!


Noah quickly reached for Lois corpse and stored it after cutting away the finger wearing the space-ring, it would be up to Elder Austin and Elder Julia to decide what to do with that storage item.


"Did we really kill a Royal?"


Elder Jason asked as he neared Noah with a worried expression.


Noah stared at Jason for a brief moment before he understood what he was feeling.


Jason was a heroic cultivator who had lived in the Coral archipelago for most of his life.


As a member of a dominant organization, he had never had to fear stronger powers, he could act freely without caring about the consequences of his actions.


Instead, Noah had lived an opposite life, he had always been a mere ant in a world filled by monsters that tried to control and exploit him.


He didn't hesitate for even a second before inflicting the final blow to Lois, he was so used to have stronger powers after him that he didn't even consider the possibility of letting her live.


A tinge of admiration appeared inside Jason when he saw how calm Noah was, he couldn't help but accept the fact that he had earned the title of Demon Prince.


"LOIS!!"


A rough cry sounded in the area a few instants after the Royal died, Jason and Noah turned in its direction only to see Fred Muwlos staring at them.


Fred's condition was poor, most of his robe had been burned, and many deep wounds filled his body, it seemed that Elder Hope's ambush was going well.


Fred briefly looked at Jason before fixing his gaze on Noah, his eyes widened, and he released another loud cry when he understood who he was.


"NOAH BALVAN!"


Fred shouted, and large flames enveloped his body, pushing the three elders around him back for a few meters.


Then, he shot in Noah's direction at an incredible speed, Noah was sure that he wouldn't be able to match that acceleration even while using his Shadow sprint!


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw the figure reaching for him, the threatening flames around the noble's figure surpassed the power of the liquid stage and entered that of the solid stage!


'He used a secret art!'


Noah immediately realized that when he felt the power behind Fred's flames, it seemed that the noble was so desperate that he had decided to waste his dantian only to launch an incredible offensive against him.


Noah kicked the air as he activated his secret art once again, his figure disappeared right before Fred could reach him.


Yet, to Noah's surprise, Fred's eyes were able to follow his movements even when he used the Shadow sprint coupled with the secret art!


Fred gathered the flames around his body on his right palm before throwing them toward Noah, a shining red orb flew at high speed toward him.


'I can't escape!'


Noah thought when he saw that the orb was even faster than Fred, his martial art wouldn't be able to shake it off, and he didn't have enough time to use the Warp spell.


He could only defend.


A Black turtle appeared out in the open and enveloped Noah with its vast body, its shell pointed toward the incoming orb as countless defensive layers appeared over it.


A black sphere formed in front of the layers, Noah activated the Black hole spell to deplete part of the power contained in Fred's attack.


At last, Noah became ethereal, even his Ethereal form spell was activated as he tried to survive that powerful spell.


Then, the orb clashed with Noah's defensive methods, and the sky became red in that area.



						




                    


                
				
                    533. Wounds

					
					

                    
                        An explosion filled the air where Noah had deployed his defenses with flames, making the sky become red due to the width of the blast.


Noah felt a surge of power filling his body before he started to be affected by the heat radiated by Fred's attack.


The Black hole spell absorbed part of the Breath contained in the attack before being overwhelmed by the heat, the defensive layers in front of the tortoise shell broke as the flames advanced.


More layers were created under Noah's control, but they weren't able to keep up with the advance of the heat, the flames soon reached the black shell and filled its surface with cracks.


Noah's Blood companion screamed in pain as its shell was broken, the flames burned its body, and cracks appeared over its half-transparent figure in Noah's sea of consciousness as the creature endured the attack.


Then, Fred's attack reached Noah's ethereal form hidden inside the Blood companion.


Noah felt a burning sensation filling his body and injuring him through his Ethereal form spell.


The power behind Fred's attack even surpassed that of the flames of the rank 5 Cursed dragon in the Granite Abyss, Noah felt his internal organs boil under the incredible heat radiated by that attack.


Yet, after a few seconds, the flames dispersed, the sky returned to its natural azure color, and Noah's figure appeared out in the open.


White smoke came out of Noah's body, burned patches of skin could be seen everywhere under his tattered robe, and smoke even came out from his mouth as he breathed, it was as if something inside him was still burning.


'That bastard!'


Noah cursed in his mind as he directed the energy absorbed by the Black hole spell toward his injuries, he also ate a piece of a magical beast's corpse from his space-ring to increase the healing speed.


The power behind Fred's attack was similar to a spell cast by a solid stage cultivator, it was far more potent than the casual attack of a weakened rank 5 magical beasts.


Yet, Noah had improved too much since his trip to the Granite abyss, especially for what concerned his body.


'Zac absorbed a lot of damage and my spells did a lot of work too. Yet, my body endured a lot of power and survived with just these injuries, great!'


Noah happily thought when he evaluated his injuries.


His condition wasn't optimal, but only the wounds on his internal organs would take a few weeks to heal, the charred skin would be completely fixed in a matter of hours.


What left him satisfied was that his spells, together with Zac and his powerful body, made him able to endure the attack of a solid stage cultivator!


As for Zac, that was the name that he had given to the peak rank 4 Dark turtle that he had transformed in his Blood companion.


"How?"


Fred spoke in a soft voice when he realized that Noah had survived.


His mood was further worsened by the fact that Noah seemed mostly fine, the attack that had cost him his dantian wasn't even able to leave a lasting injury.


A sharp pain spread from his back, Fred lowered his head only to see that a wind blade had created a large fissure on his chest.


He felt his mind growing dark as he raised his gaze once again toward Noah, he could only have one last thought before life abandoned his body.


'He was just a bit stronger than Samuel back then.'


Then, his lifeless body began to fall from the sky, but Elder Laurel quickly grabbed it, she knew that Noah stored the corpses of the heroic cultivators that they killed.


"Are you ok?"


Elder Hope appeared in the air next to Noah and asked, she seemed really concerned about his condition.


"Yes, let me see his corpse."


Noah plainly answered as he neared Elder Laurel, a disappointed expression appeared on his face when his consciousness analyzed Fred's low waist.


'His dantian is wasted, there is nothing left in there, and even its tissues have been drained. Damned nobles.'


Noah cursed in his mind as he gestured to Laurel to keep the corpse, he had no use for it.


"How did you survive that attack? I'm quite sure that its power had reached the solid stage."


Elder Jason asked as he flew toward him, the rest of the group gathered around Noah too, their expressions showed how amazed they were after witnessing that accomplishment.


"My defense is good."


Noah casually answered before adding something else.


"And my element is darkness."


Noah's words reminded the other cultivators of his aptitude.


He was supposedly the weaker of the group due to his inexperience, but he still had one of the rarest aptitudes, his spells and attacks would naturally be more powerful compared to those of the other elements.


Of course, that answer alone didn't solve the doubts of the cultivators, not all of them at least.


They were experienced heroic cultivators who had lived for far longer than Noah and had accumulated way more experience, they knew that aptitude alone couldn't fill the gaps between the gaseous and solid stage.


They were sure that Noah hid some sort of secret, but they decided not to probe further, every cultivator had its secrets after all, it wasn't polite to investigate them.


"Can you continue the mission?"


Elder Hope asked when she saw that everyone had given up on probing Noah's power.


"Yes, but it would be better if I rested for a bit."


Hope's nodded to reply to Noah's answer, she gestured to the group to surveil the area while she accompanied Noah to the snowy ground.


"I'll contact the elders and make them handle the space-rings of the cultivators, they should have been sentries placed at the borders of the territories controlled by the Utra nation. Recover as much as you can while I reorganize the group."


Elder Hope spoke those words before flying back in the sky, Noah stared at her figure for a while before taking Lois' dantian and quickly eating it.
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                        'Zac's defense is good, it will take a bit to heal completely, but I should be already able to use it in a day or so.'


Noah analyzed the previous battle as he rested on the snowy ground.


The Dark turtle's ethereal figure had been gravely injured to defend against Fred's attack but, since it was a Blood companion, Noah's mental energy could quickly heal it.


'Havok was useful too, its speed is incredible, and it's lethal when it attacks unprotected areas. It can also merge with my robe since its black, and hide inside the partial Demonic form as it flies.'


Noah's attention went on the other half-transparent figure inside his sea of consciousness as he thought that.


Havok lazily floated over the sea inside his sphere, it was the peak rank 4 Night falcon that Noah had turned into a Blood companion.


Havok was also the cause behind the black trail, Noah needed to use the partial Demonic form to make it fly freely outside his body, but that only made its attacks incredibly dangerous!


Night falcons could merge with the darkness to increase their speed, the black smoke radiated by its body when Noah activated his spell was the perfect conduit for that ability.


Also, due to the peculiar capabilities of that species, Havok could directly merge with his robe since he always wore black, it didn't need to tear it to appear in the open.


The same went for Zac, Noah could just make it come out from his hands if he wasn't in a hurry, he had to keep his sleeves folded up to his elbow to keep his robe intact though.


'Yet, reaching the upper tier just before approaching this mission has been crucial, I would be in a far worse shape right now otherwise.'


Noah thought as the nourishments coming from Lois' dantian reached his internal organs and mended them.


Noah knew that he would have been forced to abandon the mission if his body was still in the middle tier, he would have simply suffered too many injuries in that situation.


'This endurance, this resilience, I can almost fight at my full power if I stop the healing process. I should refrain from using the secret art though, the injuries on my internal organs might worsen otherwise.'


Noah couldn't express how satisfied he was about his hybrid body, there were simply too many advantages to his status, and he only had to endure the dragon's instincts as a drawback!


It must be said though that, as his body improved, those instincts became more intense.


It wasn't only his hunger that increased, even his aggression and pride became stronger as his body grew.


Noah was able to act in his usual way because his mental sphere continued to improve alongside his body, he managed to control himself and remain calm under any situation because of that.


Yet, those instincts were part of him, he was partially a dragon after all, he had just to make sure that his human side was always stronger.


In time, everything about him would harmonize, Noah strongly believed that the process would continue as he chased after his individuality inside the heroic ranks.


'I wonder what I'll become.'


Noah let his mind wander as his mental energy healed Zac's half-transparent figure, and the Breath inside his body stabilized the injuries on his internal organs and skin.


Almost a day passed, Noah didn't move from his position for the entirety of that period.


Snow accumulated on his body, but the coldness radiated by the snowflakes wasn't able to affect it.


Instead, it seemed that that coldness somewhat weakened the heat that still scorched his insides, Noah felt as if his injuries healed at a faster pace in that environment.


"Prince, it's time."


At some point, a voice resounded next to him.


Noah opened his eyes and saw that Elder Hope was standing in the air right above him, he sighed as he stood up and followed her where the rest of the group was.


"You are quite lucky. This type of snow is called Primordial Ice, it is a material rarely found in the old continent, and it is useful for the training of certain body-nourishing methods of the water element. I believe it is also beneficial for your injuries since they come from a fire attack."


Elder Hope explained as they flew, Noah slightly nodded as he changed into another black robe, throwing his burned one inside his space-ring.


"What do the elders say?"


Noah asked when he reached the rest of the group.


"The Elbas family has yet to realize Lois' death, it would immediately interrupt the attack on the Shandal Empire otherwise. We can advance freely for now."


Noah nodded when he heard Elder Hope's answer before continuing with his questions.


"What about their space-rings?"


"Lois Elbas' space-ring can't be touched, it seems to be protected by a power that neither Elder Austin nor Elder Julia can affect. The noble's one is in their hands though, they already said that we would be rewarded according to the wealth inside it."


Elder Hope said as she pointed toward the north.


They had reached the end of the southern coast, the only path forward was alongside the eastern coastline.


From that point onward, they would actively travel across the lands conquered by the Elbas family, there were bound to be encampments and similar on their way.


There was a high chance though that they wouldn't meet other heroic cultivators too soon, the Elbas family was attacking the Empire after all, it could only leave so many sentinels on their borders.


Considering that two of them had already been killed, it was likely that they would only meet human cultivators for a while.


"Oh, right. Why did the noble resort to a secret art just to attempt to kill you? He had a chance to escape with that burst of power."


Elder Jason asked, he had clearly seen that Fred had decided to give his everything to kill Noah.


Fred's face appeared inside Noah's mind, but he wasn't able to recognize him, even his robe had been burned so he couldn't understand from which family he came from.


'I guess I have too many enemies in the Utra nation.'


"I don't know."


Noah plainly answered as he thought that.


The group began to fly, and a land filled with Spiked roots appeared in the distance after the snowy plain.
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                        The group flew past the snowy plain and entered a land filled with rank 4 Spiked roots.


Elder Laurel seemed fascinated by those magical plants, but she forced herself to remain focused on the mission, that wasn't the time to study the flora of the piece of Immortal Lands.


The Spiked roots though began to diminish as they advanced, large patches of burned terrain could be seen from time to time as they went deeper into the eastern coast.


Then, a tall obelisk appeared in their field of view.


The group stopped when it saw the colossal structure, that sharp change in the environment surprised the cultivators who immediately halted their flight to analyze the area.


The obelisk seemed to absorb the Breath in the air, Noah and the others were immediately able to notice that particular feature due to the lower density of Breath around them.


Their consciousnesses expanded to inspect the environment at the bottom of the structure, some gasps resounded in the group of elders when they saw that a small city had been built around the base of the huge pillar.


"They found a way to colonize these territories in less than five years, the Hive pales in comparison to the three big nations."


Elder Hope couldn't help but give voice to those words when she saw the city.


What was even more surprising was that its inhabitants were human cultivators!


'There are even cultivators in the second rank, the Elbas family has created the perfect cultivation ground for its human assets.'


Noah thought while his consciousness probed the city.


The obelisk reduced the density of Breath, making the area around its base an ideal environment where human cultivators could train.


'The traces left by divine beings for the heroic assets and the cities for the human ones, Elder Hope is right, the Hive is still far behind.'


Noah agreed with Hope's evaluation, but he had always known that the three big nations were simply too powerful.


He couldn't be sure about the Papral nation and the Empire, but he had gained a clear understanding of the heroic assets of the Utra nation.


'The Elbas family alone is stronger than the entirety of the Hive. Then, there are all the heroic cultivators of each noble family… I would say that there are around two hundred heroic cultivators in the ranks of the Utra nation. I wonder how many of them are on Chasing Demon's level.'


Noah knew that the real power of every organization could be found in its strongest members.


The number of ants at your disposal didn't matter if the enemy had a dragon, the cultivation world gave more importance to single but unmatched entities rather than to many pawns.


Of course, rank 4 cultivators weren't ants, but the power held by a single rank 6 existence was too great, which was one of the reasons why the Coral archipelago managed to become independent as soon as it obtained a chance.


"What do we do?"


Elder Pansy asked when she saw that the group continued to remain still, she didn't like to remain out in the open for such a long period.


"Can't we just destroy the city? Losing these humans won't affect the Utra nation too much, but this obelisk seems expensive, it should be a harsh blow to endure even for a big nation."


Elder Jason suggested, but the others hesitated to pursue that approach.


"Destroying the obelisk will force to a stop the attack of the Elbas family on the Empire. We want to inflict as many losses as possible while also exploring their territories and remaining anonymous. These humans might become a threat only in the distant future, but our focus must stay on the present now."


Noah expressed his opinion on the situation.


Taking down the structure would be the right approach if the Hive wanted to conquer that area, but that wasn't possible with its current strength.


On the contrary, reducing the heroic assets of the Utra nation would give more room to the forces of the archipelago, allowing them to maintain control over the lands on the other side of the southern coast and the western coast.


"We don't even know if there are defenses around it. I don't think the Elbas family expected an attack, but building something so important without protections it's simply reckless."


Elder Hope added, expressing her agreement with Noah's vision.


Silence enveloped the group for a while before everyone agreed to avoid the city and keep ambushing the heroic cultivators on their path.


Noah and the others flew around the area occupied by the obelisk, and Spiked roots reappeared as soon as they left the range of the city, it seemed that the Royals had decided to clean only that zone.


They lowered their flying speed since they had officially entered the territories controlled by a big nation, it wouldn't be surprising to meet heroic cultivators plundering and studying the materials there.


Then, Noah felt his instincts tremble when a dark gorge appeared on the ground at a few kilometers in front of him.


The gorge didn't escape the eyes of his companions, the terrain around it had been cleaned after Lord Delbert discovered that place, the Spiked roots hiding the canyon had been eradicated in the years that had passed.


"Such an ancient aura!"


Elder Jason gave voice to his thoughts as he stared at the gorge, his companions thought something similar when their eyes fell on that place.


Only Noah had something different in mind.


Low growls resounded from the bottom of the gorge, their roars carried anger, pain, and even some helplessness.


'They are trapped. Mighty beings trapped in the darkness by the hands of a higher power.'


His mind began to wander as he used his dragon side to understand the meaning behind those growls.


'A hunger that has lasted for centuries, and only the screams echoed in the darkness as their companion. A yearning for the light that knows no limits, a desire for freedom that will never be suppressed.'
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                        The growls of the magical beasts inside the gorge made Noah experience their feelings, he stopped his flight as he immersed himself in those sensations.


He knew them too well.


The yearning for freedom, something that he had fought so much to obtain, but that was still threatened by the many enemies that he had made along his path.


He knew what it meant to be the best of your kind but still unable to escape the grasp of beings far stronger than you, he had felt that helplessness often in his life.


To put it simply, he empathized with the beasts trapped inside that place.


'Yet, I don't yearn for the light, my path can only lead me deeper in the darkness.'


Noah thought as he closed his eyes, the only thing that his mind could perceive were the growls of the beasts.


'You were just following your nature, someone or something else has forced you to suffer because of its needs.'


A tinge of anger formed inside Noah, both his human and dragon side could sympathize with that situation.


The Cursed dragon species had been deprived of its reproductive capacity and wings, confined in a cage that it couldn't escape, forced to see its heritage dwindle over time.


Noah had been treated as a prisoner for most of his life, his efforts had always been seen as a feature to exploit rather than as something to nourish.


'They made a mistake too.'


Noah realized when his reasoning reached that point.


The Balvan family, the Elbas family, Daniel, the soldiers of the Empire, even the orthodox organizations in the Coral archipelago, they all made the mistake of underestimating him.


They all thought to be in control of the small human cultivator that was Noah Balvan.


'It's as if my essence spreads to whatever comes in contact with me, a mistake that generates mistakes wherever it goes.'


The others in Noah's group managed to notice that something was wrong with him when they raised their gazes from the gorge, some of them were about to speak, but Elder Hope promptly stopped them with a gesture.


'When something that shouldn't exist affects the world, chaos is born.'


Traces of a smile appeared on Noah's face, he couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction when he reviewed the positive influence that he had through his life.


The guard without a future found a worthy disciple to nurture;


The solitary girl who had lost faith in her family was entrusted of a power that even middle-size noble families didn't have;


The ruined cultivator who spent his days fighting his endless pain obtained an heir that could fulfill his dreams;


A nation on the verge of collapse left a grain of hope in his hands;


An organization that hid under the surface was finally able to rise to power and claim its independence;


An almost extinct species flew once again in the sky and shouted its anger toward Heaven and Earth.


'I am the first one, the human destined to be a commoner, but that ended up as a monster to defy his fate. Why would I despair if darkness surrounds me?'


His aptitude had caused most of Noah's problems, his element was his curse but also the reason why he managed to shine so brightly among his peers.


'If darkness surrounds me, I will just turn it into my darkness! My essence is devoid of Heaven and Earth's will, I don't have to abide by their laws!'


Noah's aura changed slightly right under his companion's gazes, the coldness and savagery that he exuded diminished in intensity, it was as if a dark veil began to cover his existence.


'Chaos spreads whenever I take a step, what I touch leaves the predetermined fate chosen by Heaven and Earth. My darkness won't bind nor hide, it will create paths where there is only void instead! Because a mistake can live and void can exist, and it will affect the world around it.'


Something inside Noah changed when he reached that point in his thoughts.


'Spending so much time taking lives makes you forget about those that you give. In the same way, focusing too much on destruction makes you forget that you can create, even if you have been creating things all along.'


Noah opened his eyes after those thoughts, he felt the eyes of the elders fixed on him, but he didn't care, he had to give another look at the dark gorge.


Growls resounded unceasingly from the depths of the canyon, Noah could almost see himself being forever trapped in a similar place by the hands of a power that he couldn't match.


He knew that he could have ended in the same way and that such a chance still existed, but that was the very reason why he had managed to gain some understanding from their situation.


'I'll trail the paths that have been taken from you. If darkness has been made to blind and destroy, I'll be a darkness that illuminates and creates. Your desperation won't be wasted.'


Noah felt a bit of gratitude toward those beasts even if he knew that they were just following their instincts, their growls were never meant for the enlightenment of a cultivator.


Yet, Noah wasn't a simple cultivator, he was a hybrid who could relate with their situation.


The understanding that he had just obtained didn't only concern the laws of the darkness element, it even explored the depths of his individuality.


He had always thought to be only a destroyer, someone that kept on severing what appeared in front of him to advance.


He had always neglected what remained intact after his passage, he had never managed to see what he created, the paths that he forged.


"Prince?"


Elder Hope probed when she saw that Noah heaved a sigh and moved his gaze away from the gorge.


"What is it?"


Noah asked, his voice was calm as his eyes crossed Hope's, it was as if he was unaware that he had just stopped flying in the enemy territory for a while.


She felt as if she was staring at an abyss, his mental energy concealed the proprieties of his aura, but everything about him was visible.


'Darkness that doesn't act like darkness.'


Elder Hope thought before shaking her head and resuming her flight, the other elders shot a quick look at Noah before following her.


Noah didn't have anything else to do in that place and followed her too.


His mind though wasn't on the environment under him, but it studied the basis behind the creation of spells instead.
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                        Spells needed mental energy and Breath as their fuel.


The Breath was the power source, while the mental energy had to trace the diagrams needed for the activation of a spell.


A complex system of lines made a diagram, each line carried a specific meaning that produced the desired effect once they were linked together.


To put it simply, a spell was a set of lines that carried different meanings, and that was fueled by mental energy and Breath.


Noah had been able to understand those meanings in the past and reproduce those that interested him through his body, creating a martial art which produced similar effects.


Yet, he had never been able to create a spell, he didn't know where to start on that field.


His Elemental forging methods needed materials and wills while the diagrams needed to copy the natural language of the Breath in the world, something that he couldn't hear nor read.


He had always thought that he couldn't create spells since he didn't know how to forge a diagram, but the new enlightenment proved him wrong.


'Diagrams are just conduits that force the Breath to work in specific ways, they act as laws, they just set a meaning.'


Noah thought as he followed his group past the dark gorge, their slow flight gave him all the time that he needed to ponder about that issue.


'Of course, they aren't just one meaning but a set of them that can create amazing effects once combined. They are even more complex than the will that handles my cultivation technique.'


Noah's attention briefly went on his low-waist, where his small half-transparent figure floated in front of dantian.


Noah had to continually refill the reserves of mental energy of his will to keep it active.


Still, its role was relatively simple, it just regulated the absorption speed of his rank 4 cultivation technique.


The new enlightenment had improved his growth once again, more laws of the darkness element fused with his dantian, favoring the absorption of Breath.


That forced Noah to slow down his cultivation through his will.


His dantian enlarged continuously, Noah had to limit his cultivation technique if he wanted to preserve the health of its center of power.


Yet, even if he forcefully slowed down the absorption of Breath, the speed at which his dantian enlarged continued to grow.


It couldn't be helped, the nourishment of the laws of the darkness element improved the status of his center of power, increasing what it was able to endure.


Because of that, Noah's cultivation speed continued to increase even though he restricted his cultivation technique.


'I need to create a complex will if I want to create a spell. Such a will should express the effects that I wish for once I fill it with my Breath. It is doable.'


Noah had finally understood why he couldn't forge a spell through his inscription method: Because it was the wrong approach!


The Elemental forging method imbued meanings in items, transforming them in the process.


Instead, spells needed understanding, cultivators could either copy the work of Heaven and Earth or invent something equally complicated.


Of course, that wasn't something that Noah could do right now, he needed time and a safe environment where to test those ideas, and the enemy territory didn't meet those requirements at all.


Days passed without encountering any heroic cultivator, even the elders would take weeks to cross those territories at that speed.


Then, two huge shapes took form on the horizon.


The first one was another obelisk identical to the one in the middle of the plain filled with Spiked roots, a city had been built at its base too, it seemed that the Royals had invested a lot in the colonization of the piece of Immortal lands.


The other one was a giant tree with a thick silver trunk and a vast yellow crown.


The tree stood at some distance from the obelisk, and a forest made of smaller trees of its same species expanded from its base.


The sight was quite peculiar, humans and magical plants had created two similar environments so close to each other.


"These are Silver-yellow woods, and that one is a rank 5 specimen! Careful, they are a carnivorous species of magical plants."


Elder Laurel spoke as soon as she recognized those trees.


'The obelisk must scare the rank 5 plant, I don't see why it didn't expand the forest otherwise.'


Noah thought while he analyzed the scenery, the city and the forest were quite close, but there wasn't any sign of battle on the terrain between them.


"What should we do? This is already the second city, and the assault on the Empire must be almost over by now, I think we should just destroy an obelisk and retreat."


Elder Jason expressed the same idea as before.


The group was deep in the enemy territory, and weeks had passed since the mission started, something was bound to happen at that point.


Yet, Elder Austin didn't contact them, it seemed that even the Papral nation wasn't sending information to him.


'Killing human cultivators feels so useless, but advancing even more can only cut our path to retreat, we must be halfway through the eastern coast after all.'


Noah analyzed in his mind.


He felt conflicted about the current situation, the lack of reports from the Papral nation didn't make the situation clear, he couldn't decide which one was the best approach.


Then, as if answering their doubts, a blue light shone in the distant north, far away from their position.


The light was so bright that the group from the Hive could clearly see it, it was as if a pillar of light had enveloped the territories in the distance.


The sound of an explosion followed, and a shockwave chased after the sound.


The ground trembled, and the air shattered, even the robes of the cultivators in Noah's group fluttered when the shockwave reached the air around them.


The pillar of light released so much power that even Noah and the others could feel part of its effects.


"Don't tell me, the light comes from the territories of the Empire!"


Elder Hope shouted as her mouth opened in surprise, she couldn't imagine how a shockwave could travel for almost half of the eastern coast!


The group was so shocked that it didn't notice that runes lit up on top of the obelisk.
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                        The shockwave continued to spread through the sky of the eastern coast, Noah's group could only feel its weakened effects.


Yet, that made them able to imagine the insanely powerful force that had caused that phenomenon.


"What is happening?"


Elder Pansy asked in a loud voice, her words struggled to reach her companions through the trembling air.


No one answered her question, the rest of the group was in the same situation after all, the only clue they had was the blue pillar that still shone in the distance.


Elder Hope picked her inscribed notebook and tried to contact Elder Austin and Elder Julia. 


Yet, the obelisk in front of them began to shine at that point, runes spread from its tip, and created a brilliant halo that attracted the gazes of her group.


It was evident to everyone that the halo resembled that of a teleportation matrix.


"Run!"


Noah shouted through his consciousness, his dragon instincts sensed the imminent danger before his mind could, he was sure that something powerful was coming.


Yet, just as he turned to escape, a barrage of brown runes appeared in front of him and spread to surround even his companions.


'Fuck!'


Noah cursed in his mind as a pair of black sabers appeared in his hands, and his skin began to cave in.


The injuries on his internal organs had healed during his flight, there was no danger in activating the secret art.


The air shattered as he slashed with his sabers, two fuming black lines appeared on the barrage of runes and tried to force the blockade.


However, the runes simply endured the attack, not even a crack appeared on their surface.


A series of wind blades crashed on the area attacked by Noah, Elder Hope followed Noah's example and tried to force the blockade with her attacks.


The rest of the group did the same, a huge fireball, a fiery slash, and a torrent of flames focused the spot already attacked by Noah.


Nevertheless, even the joint attacks of four heroic cultivators were unable to pierce the encirclement of the brown runes.


"Who would you be?"


A female voice resounded above them, the halo radiated by the obelisk dispersed, revealing a dozen figures that were staring at them.


'Rank 5 cultivator!'


Noah realized when he sensed the power of the woman in the lead.


She had golden hair and green eyes, and she wore a charred golden robe that was barely able to cover her body.


The torn parts of her robe revealed patches of burned skin and a series of deep wounds, it seemed that she had just come out of a battle.


The rest of her group was in a similar situation, wounds filled the bodies of the cultivators, some of them even missed a limb or two.


'They must have teleported back here after the blue pillar appeared, this obelisk was their escape route.'


Noah quickly understood what was happening.


The cultivators above him were the forces sent by the Utra nation to attack the Empire who had just returned from the battlefield.


'This is bad, there is nothing we can do against her runes.'


Noah evaluated as he searched for an item inside his space-ring.


He had two methods to destroy the blockade of a rank 5 cultivator.


The first one was the detonation of his rank 6 storage item, but the blast would surely kill him so he could only use its power as a threat.


The second one was the talisman that Chasing Demon had given him before his journey to the Granite abyss.


The brown runes affected his consciousness, Noah couldn't use the Warp spell, the talisman was his only way out of that situation unless the elders intervened.


"You must be Lady Edna, the reports don't do justice to your beauty."


Elder Austin's voice resounded in the area, and a series of fireball descended from the sky and fell on the barrage of brown runes.


The fireballs seemed to have liquid capabilities since they clashed with the runes and began to drip over the surface of the blockade.


The runes quickly melted under those flames, Noah and the rest of his group were soon freed from the encirclement.


However, they didn't immediately escape, they waited for Elder Austin's instructions before deciding their next move.


After all, they couldn't escape from a rank 5 cultivator even if they wanted.


"I've never heard of you though, it seems that the Elbas family must improve its investigations on the rats that plunder empty homes."


Lady Edna answered as she raised her gaze to the sky, her eyes sharpened when she realized that she couldn't pinpoint the elder's location.


Meanwhile, the cultivators behind her began to shot stares at Noah's group, whispers resounded between them when their eyes fell on Noah.


Then, one of them neared Lady Edna and politely whispered something in her ear.


Lady Edna's brows knitted together when she heard those words, her gaze went on Noah for an instant before returning to the sky.


"What is the Hive doing here? Are you working together with the Council?"


Lady Edna asked.


She had immediately linked the presence of the Hive with the betrayal of the Papral nation, the latter was the only force that could have leaked the information about the attack on the Empire after all.


"Questions, questions. Why don't we test each other for a bit? I've always wanted to see for myself what a Royal can really do."


Elder Austin's voice sounded again, and his figure appeared from the clouds in the sky.


Tongues of flames floated around his figure, they resembled red rivers ready to explode outward.


His shining green eyes radiated pure confidence, the morale of Noah's group rose as soon as they sensed his aura.


"Hold on as much as you can, Elder Julia is preparing a way back to the southern coast."


Elder Austin's voice resounded in the mental spheres of the cultivators of the Hive, he sent a mental message through his methods before shooting toward Lady Edna.


Lady Edna snorted when she saw his figure reaching for her, countless runes appeared in the air next to her as she prepared herself for the imminent clash, two rank 5 cultivators were about to fight!
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                        The tongues of flames surrounding Elder Austin shot forward, clashing with the flying brown runes that Lady Edna used as her protection.


The impact between the two attacks created a shockwave that flung away the cultivators of both nations, rank 4 entities couldn't even remain near that battle!


Noah was flung back too, but he managed to keep his eyes on the fight as he tried to stop himself, he saw how the runes melted as soon as they came in contact with the elder's flames.


'They resemble rivers of lava.'


Noah couldn't help but think that when he saw Elder Austin's attack, he was almost sure that part of that battle prowess came from the enlightenment obtained next to the lava lake.


More clashes happened mid-air, the two rank 5 cultivators exchanged attacks at an incredible speed, creating shockwaves with their every move.


The sky around them shattered, large cracks formed in the air only to close shortly after, it seemed that the Breath in that area struggled to keep up with the destructive force behind those two beings.


Even the obelisk in the distance began to tremble, the buildings in the city at its base started to crumble when the shockwaves swept them, and panic spread among the human cultivators living there.


It was pure chaos.


The battle between such powerful cultivators had instantly altered the environment, it was as if a danger zone had appeared out of nowhere.


Only the heroic cultivators on the scene could somewhat endure the sight of the battle, but those of the Utra nation saw their injuries worsening under that pressure.


"Go after them!"


Lady Edna shouted while she redirected her complete focus on her battle.


More runes formed around her and the ethereal image of a tall tree appeared behind her back.


The ethereal tree resembled the rank 5 Silver-yellow wood, its sharp half-transparent branches linked themselves to the runes, which began to shine with a brighter light.


That spell was effective since Lady Edna's runes stopped melting under Elder Austin's flames and began to push him back in the sky, it seemed that she wanted to drag him away from the obelisk.


Meanwhile, the remaining eleven cultivators of the Utra nation shot after the elders of the Hive.


There were two rank 4 cultivators in the liquid stage and nine in the gaseous stage in the group of the Utra nation.


However, they were all wounded, some of them even badly.


The cultivators of the Hive saw multiple figures approaching them, it didn't take much before each one of them was surrounded.


Elder Hope found the two liquid stage cultivators at her sides, and even the other elders found themselves with two opponents on their level.


Yet, Noah discovered that a special treatment had been reserved for him.


'So, this is how they want to play it.'


Noah thought as his consciousness retracted and focused on the enemies around him.


Three cultivators in the gaseous stage had encircled him, it seemed that he was some kind of important target in their mind.


"I remember you as a young kid with a deep interest in magical beasts, I can barely believe my eyes when I see you flying on my same level."


One of the cultivators around him spoke, he was a short man with curly hair and a long beard.


Noah recognized him, he was Professor Roy, the man who held the magical beasts' course in the academy.


Noah didn't answer him, his reptilian eyes analyzed his three opponents, and his consciousness entirely focused on the imminent battle, he knew that words were useless at that point.


'They have yet to mend their injuries, they can't express their full power in their condition.'


Noah thought as he took note of the wounds of his enemies, he saw a glimpse of hope when he realized that their conditions were quite poor.


Professor Roy was missing an arm and blood flowed from his right leg, it seemed that a grave injury was still healing on that spot;


The old man on Noah's side had more than half of his body burned, and crusts fell from his body as new skin formed to replace the damaged one:


The woman on his other side was covered in cuts, her robe had long since turned red due to all the blood that had flowed out of her wounds.


'I might win if I go all out, I won't be able to hide any of my abilities though.'


Noah thought as he stopped limiting his cultivation technique and lifted a hand to his side.


A torrent of Breath entered his dantian as soon as his will stopped hindering its absorption, but part of that energy was immediately depleted to fuel the activation of a spell.


Mental energy was also depleted as a diagram formed over the sea inside his mind, an uneven black sphere formed at the center of his palm and enlarged as more energies were poured inside it.


Noah directly used the Dark blast spell at the beginning of the fight!


"You won't even speak to your professor, maybe you are the demon described in the reports spread throughout the nation."


Professor Roy sighed and nodded to his companions before waving his remaining arm, the two cultivators next to Noah did the same as they prepared their attacks.


Flames, ice spears, and columns of water shot toward Noah from three different sides, the cultivators encircling him had cast their spells without hesitation.


Zac came out in the open and surrounded Noah with its huge body, defensive layers appeared over its shell right before the spells crashed on it.


'Why would I even hide them though?'


Noah pondered as he felt the spells of the cultivators from the Utra nation destroying the defensive layers and crashing on Zac's shell.


Noah had obviously improved the natural capabilities of his Blood companions with the elemental forging method.


Zac's defense and Havoc's speed had been enhanced past their limits, those two peak rank 4 magical beasts had turned into beings that were almost as strong as quasi-rank 5 specimens, at least for what concerned those abilities.


Zac's shell endured the attacks and gave Noah time to answer his question.


Then, a roar resounded from inside the companion's body.
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                        Noah had hidden for all his life.


It didn't matter where he went, there was always something stronger than him that he had to fear and escape.


He had only been able to reveal himself inside the safety of the Chasing demon sect, and he had nothing to fear after the Coral archipelago claimed its independence, the copying spell simply defended him from any possible threat.


Yet, he couldn't remain inside the borders of the archipelago forever, he needed to gather experiences to improve.


Also, relying on the Hive for protection wasn't much different from hiding.


However, as his journey through the piece of Immortal Lands continued, Noah began to explore the depths of his individuality and find pride in his exceptional achievements.


He was the youngest rank 4 mage in the history of that world, no one could even come closer to his record;


He had reached the fourth rank of the dantian with a cultivation technique that he had personally created, only the most nourished and talented cultivators could attempt in something like that, and almost all of them would still fail;


He had fused with a magical beast, solving one of the most significant weaknesses of the cultivators and succeeding in discovering the secrets behind that race, that achievement alone was incredible.


'Why would I even hide!'


Noah screamed inside his mind, but only a roar came out of his mouth.


He wasn't a lone human cultivator without backing anymore, he was a heroic existence that strived for the realms high in the sky!


'Who cares if they find out that I reached the heroic ranks? Who cares if they discover that I can launch flames from my mouth?'


Black smoke came began to come out of Zac's body, its defensive capabilities immediately increased when the Demonic form spell was activated.


The three cultivators from the Utra nation took a step back when they saw the smoke.


The power behind their spells had partially depleted to pierce Zac's defense, but the arrival of the black smoke further stalled their advance.


The roar didn't scare them, they were aware that Noah used magical beasts as puppets, but Professor Roy felt that something was off with that cry, it seemed completely different but also extremely similar to that of a dragon-type magical beast.


'Who cares if they hear me roar!'


Noah shouted in his mind before activating his secret art and kicking the air under his feet.


Zac's body broke to let Noah's out, the Blood companion was soon reabsorbed in his body, and the spells of his enemies flew in the distance now that their target was gone.


What came out of the Dark turtle though wasn't a human, it was a fiendish figure with a pair of horns and a tail!


Noah didn't hesitate to enter the complete Demonic form against three heroic cultivators!


He wielded two black sabers, and an uneven sphere floated next to him, the Dark blast spell had never stopped gathering energies while Noah was inside his Blood companion.


Noah directly threw his spell toward the three cultivators, the sphere had reached a radius of two meters by then, that width was enough for his purposes.


The cultivators from the Utra nation retreated once again when they saw the uneven sphere coming for them, a dangerous sensation was radiated by its shape, and a threatening black smoke surrounded its surface as it reached for them.


The cultivators didn't remain passive in front of Noah's offensive, three walls made of ice, water, and flames surrounded the Dark blast spell and tried to contain its might.


Meanwhile, they also targeted Noah with their attacks.


Two huge fiery snakes and a hundred starfishes made of water appeared in the sky and shot toward Noah.


Also, countless ice shards joined the charge of the starfishes and aimed for the fuming fiend above them, Noah found himself surrounded by three different attacks once again.


Noah didn't seem to care about the incoming spells, he quickly detonated the uneven sphere before diving directly toward the three cultivators!


An explosion resounded in the area, and cracks appeared on the surfaces of the three walls when the blast and the black smoke reached them.


Yet, the joint power of three defensive spells managed to stop Noah's attack completely.


It was at that point though that the cultivators from the Utra nation noticed that something was wrong.


Their vision and consciousness had flickered for an instant when the spell exploded but, when they focused again on the battlefield, Noah had completely disappeared.


Then, all three of them felt claws tearing through their internal organs.


Blood came out of the mouths of the cultivators, they quickly understood that Noah had smuggled hundreds of those ethereal claws inside the Dark blast spell to catch them by surprise.


Professor Roy didn't even have the time to curse since a shockwave hit his mental sphere, his mind went blank while he tried to stabilize the tremors that filled the walls of his sea of consciousness.


Noah was over him, he had used the detonation of his spell to activate the full power of the Shadow sprint martial art and make his enemies lose track of him.


Then, he had targeted the cultivator that knew him better, he had decided not to hide anymore, but giving a chance to your enemies to learn all your abilities was simply stupid.


The one who could pick some clues about his status as a hybrid was Professor Roy, so he had to be taken care of first.


Noah performed two slashes as he descended toward Professor Roy's head, the air shattered as two fuming lines vertically cut the sky.


Roy was clueless about the imminent threat, his mind was still trembling under the effects of the Mental tremor spell, his complete focus was on the walls of his mental sphere.


Yet, a barrage of ice shards and starfishes appeared in his protection, the other two cultivators had promptly redirected their spells to defend their powerless companion.


Two fuming fissures appeared on the defensive barrage, countless starfishes were destroyed, and ice fell in every direction as the spells tried to block Noah's attack.


In the end, Noah's slashes didn't reach Roy, their power was depleted at a few meters from his head, only some traces of the corrosive smoke remained in the air between them.


Roy's companions heaved a sigh of relief when they saw that he was safe, they were about to launch themselves toward Noah when they saw that a black trail dove at high speed toward the Professor.
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                        The cultivators of the Utra nation were all injured, they couldn't express their full power.


At the same time, Noah had never been more powerful.


The enlightenments had slightly improved all the abilities that used the darkness element, and his whole essence brimmed with confidence, he knew exactly how strong he was.


Havok flew at an incredible speed through the fissures created by his slashes, the corrosive smoke still lingering in the air further improved its speed when it dove through it.


Roy's companion couldn't do anything, Havok was too fast, and their spells had already been pierced, they could only watch as the black trail engulfed Roy's head and brought his lifeless body back to Noah.


Noah quickly cut away the parts of Roy's body that were being eroded by the black smoke and stored the rest, there would be time to eat his dantian after the battle was over.


Noah's dantian didn't lack Breath, his cultivation technique refilled it at full speed, he could battle for a while without caring about it.


Only his mental energy diminished at a fast pace, using so many spells at the same time placed a heavy toll on his mind.


However, Noah had been a rank 4 mage for almost five years by then, he could easily keep using his full power for a while.


For the first time in his life, he could take part in extended battles!


"What have you done!"


The man at his side shouted as he charged toward Noah.


They had just survived the siege on the Shandal Empire only to find themselves in another battle.


They outnumbered their enemies, but their injuries were quite severe, and their centers of power didn't have many reserves, their situation wasn't good.


Yet, they would have never expected that one of them could die so soon.


Noah saw the man coming for him, and his sabers traced a cross in the air when he slashed them.


The man was prepared for his attack, and countless starfishes appeared the trajectory of the slashes as he flew toward the fiendish figure.


A fissure with the shape of a cross appeared in the barrage of starfishes, and black smoke lingered on its borders. 


Still, the spell successfully blocked Noah's attack once again, giving an opportunity to the cultivator.


The man stretched his hand as he flew toward Noah, the water that made the starfishes gathered on his arm and transformed it into a threatening reptilian claw.


Zac came out to intercept the man's spell, the azure claw pierced its defensive layers and shell, but part of its power had been expended in the process, allowing Noah to block it with his sabers.


The Demonic swords were rank 4 items created with his flesh, and his body wielded the might of a hybrid that used a secret technique.


His weapons managed to remain intact after the clash, and his physical strength allowed him to stay still, the man couldn't help but think that he had clashed with an immovable mountain.


The black smoke surrounding Noah began to affect the azure claw, the armor of water was slowly being pierced by the corrosive capabilities of Noah's spell.


Yet, at that moment, Noah sensed a threat coming from behind him.


His consciousness saw the woman wielding two icy swords diving toward him, a layer of ice covered the surface of her skin. 


Still, its snowy color was tainted by the blood flowing out of her many injuries, it seemed that utilizing that spell further worsened her wounds.


Noah couldn't move his sabers, they had to remain in their position to block the man's spell, so he simply turned his head toward the woman, and a crack appeared on the armor of smoke.


Noah's head turned in an inhuman way, his neck seemed incredibly flexible, but the woman didn't have time to be surprised about that feature.


The crack in the armor of smoke revealed Noah's open mouth, the woman was only able to see a pale-gray light before flames engulfed her entire body.


The man next to him gasped in surprise, his companion had attacked from his blind spot, but Noah had still been able to counterattack!


Then, he felt an incredible force pushing him backward, Noah's head resumed its normal position and turned toward the man as he launched another wave of flames.


The man promptly used the water still lingering in the battlefield to protect himself, an azure shield appeared between him and the flames, but the black smoke surrounding them threatened to pierce his defensive measure.


Since he knew that he couldn't defend, he simply let Noah's physical strength flung him back in the distance.


Noah finally had a moment of peace after that exchange.


The remaining cultivators were attacking uncaring of their injuries, he couldn't exploit any opening like he did with Professor Roy.


After all, they were still two rank 4 cultivators with deep battle experience, it was impossible to quickly kill one of them without the element of surprise.


Also, he was continually using his Demonic form, he didn't know how much mental energy and Breath his enemies had left, but his mind continued to be emptied as he kept fighting.


'I can't disperse the Demonic form, but my dantian is doing well without the restrictions on my cultivation technique, I should only pay attention to my mind and body.'


Noah thought in that brief moment of peace.


His mind was still somewhat ok, but he had used the secret art since the beginning of the battle, he felt hungry beyond reason at that moment.


Noah knew that he could just eat Roy's dantian to fill his body with nourishments, but the dantians of the cultivators were the meal that made his body improve the most, he didn't want to waste it just to keep fighting.


Of course, he wouldn't hesitate to do so if the situation required it, but he could still hold on.


Noah gave a few orders to the spirit automaton inside his space-ring while he kept his attention on the two enemies in the distance.


The man was relatively fine, the battle had stopped the regeneration of his burned skin, but he didn't suffer any other injury during the clashes.


On the other hand, the woman's face was ashen.


Noah's flames had destroyed her weakened layer of ice, and the cuts on her body enlarged in the impact, she seemed on the verge of collapsing due to her exhaustion.


Meanwhile, the spirit automaton sent pieces of the corpses of the strongest creatures stored inside Noah's ring, Noah quickly stuffed them inside his mouth before the smoke around him could affect them.


'They are communicating.'


Noah realized that when he saw that his two enemies were using part of their consciousnesses for other matters, he guessed that they were preparing a plan of some sort.


He turned toward the woman and was about to charge at her to interrupt their preparations, but a loud explosion filled the clouds above them with flames, illuminating the area with a vivid red color.


Then, a flaming figure fell from the sky.
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                        Noah turned his gaze toward the falling burning figure, even the other cultivators of both nations interrupted their battles after the explosion resounded the area.


The flames that surrounded the falling figure were thick, it wasn't clear who was enduring that scorching attack.


Yet, everyone in the area knew that it had fallen from the battlefield of the two rank 5 cultivators.


Seconds of silence passed as if they were years, the outcome of the battle between the two powerhouses would make their fights pointless, not even all of them together could rival a rank 5 existence.


No one dared to near the falling figure, the flames around it were too powerful, and they were concerned about its identity, they would rather avoid attempting to save the wrong cultivator.


The figure continued to fall until it crashed on the ground, there were still a few rank 4 Spiked roots on that spot, but the flames instantly burned them.


The flames lasted for a few minutes before they dispersed on the terrain, revealing a fainted woman covered in half-transparent runes.


The outcome of the battle became clear to everyone, Lady Edna had been defeated by Elder Austin!


'She is alive.'


Noah's eyes sharpened when he thought that.


The runes around her body seemed some natural form of protection that had prevented the flames from affecting her skin, but their power had largely depleted during the fall.


'The dantian of a rank 5 cultivator! If I manage to eat it…"


Noah's hunger began to fill his mind when he realized that he had a chance to seize Lady Edna's center of power.


His fuming foot slowly turned in her direction, power began to accumulate on his legs while he prepared to sprint toward the ground.


His focus rose as he inspected his surroundings, everyone's attention was on the fainted Lady Edna, no one was watching him.


Yet, it was at that point that Elder Julia appeared in the middle of the battlefield.


Everyone's attention went on her, and the cultivators of the Utra nation began to take steps back when they saw that another rank 5 entity had appeared.


However, her next words surprised both groups.


"Let's go, we are done here."


Elder Julia's words resounded in the area and stupefied both groups.


Elder Austin had just defeated Lady Edna, and now even Julia had appeared, they clearly had the upper hand, why would they retreat?


"The higher-ups are having a meeting, they called a truce until an agreement is reached."


Elder Julia explained before slowly flying toward the southern coast.


***

A few hours before, while the siege on the territories colonized by the Empire was still happening.


A large table made of marble floated high in the sky over the sea between the new and old continent.


Four seats floated next to the sides of the table, and a middle-aged man sat on one of them, calmly sipping what seemed tea from a cup.


The man had short black hair, dark eyes, and a short beard, and his expression was incredibly calm as he waited for the other three guests to join him.


Minutes passed in which he didn't move from his position, he simply took short sips from his cup from time to time.


Then, a man appeared and neared the table without taking a seat.


"I must warn you, if this is some kind of trap, I'm more than willing to make the entire archipelago detonate. I reckon half of the Empire will be destroyed in the shockwave."


The man who had just appeared and spoken was Chasing Demon, the patriarch of the Hive.


"Do not fear, young one, the Almighty just wants to find an agreement."


The man answered without raising his gaze from his cup.


Chasing Demon inspected him for a while before sighing a sitting in his opposite direction, caution lingered on his eyes as he watched his surroundings.


More time passed, and another figure appeared.


It was a man who wore a golden crown, and a golden robe, surprise mixed with arrogance were exuded by his expression when he saw the two men sitting next to the floating table.


"Why is the closest man to god summoning me? Is the Empire so scared about the attack on its territories?"


The newly arrived cultivator was King Elbas, the ruler of the Utra nation.


"King Elbas, please, just call me God's Right Hand and sit. We are just missing a guest for the meeting to being."


God's Right Hand spoke while pointing to the seat to his left.


King Elbas didn't move and simply turned his gaze toward Chasing Demon before speaking once again.


"Why is he here? Our three nations are enough to colonize the piece of Immortal Lands."


"Because greed has won over one of you, we need a fourth power to secure the coasts peacefully, or we will never make it to the center of the new lands."


A female voice resounded in the air which answered King Elbas' question, a beautiful middle-aged woman appeared immediately after and sat on the remaining seat.


"Thank you for joining this meeting, Great Elder Diana."


God's Right Hand spoke and turned toward King Elbas, the other rank 6 existences on the table did the same and waited for the ruler of the Utra nation to sit on the table.


King Elbas hesitated for a while before heaving a sigh and sitting in front of Grand Elder Diana, her shining blue eyes watched him through the whole process before turning toward the envoy of the Empire.


"First of all, I'd like to ask for a truce for the duration of this meeting, no killings on the new lands while we are here."


God's Right Hand spoke, and his words made both King Elbas and Grand Elder Diana complain.


"You can't ask for something like that when your territories are under siege."


"I agree with King Elbas, the Empire has no right to stop the attack, we can have the meeting after the battle ends."


God's Right Hand revealed a calm smile before answering those complaints. 


"Very well, we'll talk after the battle ends."


It was at that point that an explosion resounded from below them, and a blue pillar appeared in the new land.


The cultivators around the table were quite surprised by the power behind the blast, but they were rank 6 existences, such an explosion couldn't affect them.


King Elbas and Grand Elder Diana immediately picked their inscribed notebooks and remained in silence as they listened to the reports of the troops on that battlefield.


It took a while, but, in the end, both of them sent one last message through their items before turning toward God's Right Hand and speaking a single word at the same time.


"Truce."


The three rank 6 cultivators then turned toward Chasing Demon who simply shrugged his shoulders before repeating that word.


"Truce."
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                        The rank 6 cultivators of the four nations were aware of the events that had disturbed the peace in the piece of Immortal Lands in the last period.


A heroic cultivator of the Papral nation had been killed, and her death kindled the battle intent of the three big countries, ultimately leading to the attack on the territories of the Empire.


The specifics about Elder Cheryl's death were still unclear though, a culprit had yet to be found, which forced the interested nation to consider everyone else as their enemy.


Of course, there was someone among the four powerhouses that knew everything about that messy situation.


Chasing Demon did his best to appear clueless about the political situation of the new continent.


The fact that God's Right Hand had contacted him meant that the Hive could gain something from that meeting, he couldn't waste that chance.


"First of all, I would like to say that every faction has lost something, so we can skip the part where we ask for compensation. Do we all agree on this point?"


God's Right Hand's calm voice resounded in the air, the clouds above him seemed to stop when his words traveled through the sky.


Yet, the power carried by his voice wasn't able to affect the existences in front of him, and King Elbas immediately snorted before pointing at Chasing Demon to deny his statement.


"Every faction except for the Coral archipelago! Actually, I would really like to know why the Hive was in my territories."


Chasing Demon listened to King Elbas' words and shrugged his shoulders once again before answering with an expressionless face.


"An external force has just hired my men, my organization can't sustain the expenses of two different wars, we just wanted to make some quick gains while also weakening you all."


King Elbas' eyes sharpened when he heard those words.


Chasing Demon's lie had been flawless, and he had also avoided hiding the real intentions behind the attack.


It must be said that they were all aware that the Hive was attacking the old continent, thousands of cultivators had landed on the shores of a weak territory in the area of influence of the Empire and had begun to submit its inhabitant.


Chasing Demon's alibi was perfect, but he felt like adding something to his statement.


"We are not greedy, we will just wait for the inevitable war between your three factions before claiming the southwestern coast. The Hive has experience in stealing nations after all."


Chasing Demon opened a flask full of wine as soon as he finished speaking and began to drink in silence, his performance was over, now he only had to listen to the real rulers of the Mortal Lands before deciding how to exploit the meeting to his advantage.


King Elbas wanted to retort, but he knew that Chasing Demon was right, even one of the three big nations didn't have the power to stop a fourth organization from taking over part of a completely new continent.


Of course, he and the other three rank 6 entities would be furious to know that the Hive had explored the piece of Immortal Lands for months by then, but they were far from suspecting something like that.


"I agree, just go straight to the point."


In the end, King Elbas spoke those words while turning toward God's Right Hand.


"Same here, just reveal the reason behind this meeting."


Grand Elder Diana agreed and turned toward the envoy of the Empire too.


Chasing Demon simply nodded when he saw that God's Right Hand was waiting for his answer.


"Very well."


God's Right Hand revealed a smile after those words and waved his hand over the table.


An image appeared over its surface, the other three cultivators quickly realized that the picture illustrated the known territories of the new continent.


Chasing Demon's eyes immediately went on the southwestern coast and sighed internally when he saw that those areas were dark, only the vague shape of its borders was drawn.


The same went for the northwestern and southeastern coasts, those areas were dark, only the coastlines had been depicted.


However, the territories on the northeastern coast were depicted in detail.


God's Right Hand had revealed the layout of those territories, leaving apart only the traces left by divine beings that the Empire had discovered!


"What does this mean?"


Great Elder Diana asked while she memorized the information revealed by the picture, even the other two powerhouses wondered about the meaning behind that action.


"We all know that there are traces left by divine beings on the new continent and that the density of Breath in the environment increases as we explore its depths. Yet, we have all limited our explorations to the coastlines because we are aware that only rank 6 existences can explore the center of the continent!"


God's Right Hand spoke, revealing an essential piece of information that Chasing Demon promptly noted in his mind.


Silence fell on the meeting, both King Elbas and Great Elder Diana were aware of that truth, but they didn't speak about it.


The inland territories were simply too dangerous, and too many powerful beings inhabited them, even rank 6 cultivators couldn't explore them that easily, not alone at least.


After all, the new continent had once been an environment that only divine beings could explore, it wasn't a surprise that it hid dangers that even peak heroic cultivators feared.


"What are you suggesting?"


King Elbas asked.


His tone was far more polite compared to before, it seemed that the topic deeply interested him.


"I say that we can stop caring about the coastlines and make an alliance to explore the most dangerous areas, we can resume killing each other after the entirety of the continent is mapped."


God's Right Hand answered and pointed at the map before adding something.


"There is no point in wasting assets with so many resources at hand, and we can't continue to hold ourselves back just because we belong to different factions. Let the weaklings fight over the coastlines while we explore the rank 6 danger zones together, we are all aiming to the Immortal Lands after all."


God's Right Hand explained further.


The rulers of the three big nations had to remain in their domains as a last line of defense, even Chasing Demon needed to stay in the archipelago to operate the copying technique.


Yet, the envoy of the Empire was suggesting to drop those enmities to finally explore those dangerous areas.


"And whose word can we trust to form this alliance?"


Chasing Demon spoke at that time.


As the weakest organization, the Hive would be the first to be attacked if its strongest power was to suddenly disappear.


God's Right Hand took a shining token from his storage device and answered while wearing a reverent gaze.


"The Almighty's, of course!"
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                        The token shone with a soft light but radiated an ancient aura, King Elbas, Great Elder Diana, and Chasing Demon could immediately realize that the power contained in the inscribed item surpassed their realm.


"A pact?"


Great Elder Diana asked.


That kind of item was often seen in the cultivator world, many pacts and agreements were sealed through tokens or sigils.


Of course, a token able to force four rank 6 existences to follow an agreement had to be in the divine ranks.


"Yes, reveal the details of the territories that you've conquered, and you will join God's Left Hand and me in the exploration of the depths of the new continent. There must be a reason why these territories have fallen from the Immortal Lands, the cause is either on the other side of the sky or at the center of the new continent."


God's Right Hand ended his explanation with those words, the Shandal Empire was basically offering the help of two rank 6 cultivators to explore the depths of the new continent!


It was needless to say that such an offer was incredibly enticing for the three guests, the chance to explore areas that could benefit them despite their high rank was something that they would rather not miss.


King Elbas was the first to act, he touched the shining token and browsed the conditions of the agreement in his mind before waving his hand toward the map.


Names and lines of demarcation began to appear on the southeastern coast, the dark areas were replaced by detailed drawings that depicted the environment on those territories.


Then, he touched the token again, and a shining rune appeared on the back of his hand, the ruler of the Utra nation had immediately agreed to the alliance!


Great Elder Diana did the same, she checked the terms of the agreement and waved her hand before sealing the alliance.


The territories on the northwestern coast of the map obtained names and details, only the traces left by divine beings weren't mentioned on the map.


The three of them then turned toward Chasing Demon who wore a solemn expression.


He knew that he was the weakest of them and that his organization paled compared to those of the forces sealing the agreement.


Yet, obtaining something that could benefit him despite his rank couldn't be missed, it was possible that nothing else in the entirety of the Mortal Lands could offer him such a chance.


His hesitation was soon replaced by determination, and he reached for the token, accepting the terms of the alliance that the item contained.


The four major forces of the Mortal Lands had sealed the contract created by the God of the Empire!


Each of those powerful entities had a nation that relied on them for protection and guidance, but they were still cultivators, the weight of their organizations couldn't hinder their path to power.


Families, sects, soldiers, and nations were notions that belonged to the human world, there was no place for them in the solitary life of those that strived for the stars.


Of course, Chasing Demon didn't add the information that he knew about the southwestern coast to the map, those areas remained dark.


The light of the token flickered when the alliance was sealed, and the item rose in the air before shooting in the distance, toward the territories of the Empire.


No one asked about its destination, it was clear that the token was returning to the only being that could control it.


"Now, we just have a few matters to settle."


God's Right Hand stood up as he resumed to speak.


"The alliance divides the four corners of the new continent between our countries, but there are many territories that have yet to be claimed under a banner, especially for what concerns the southwestern coast."


Chasing Demon's expression didn't flicker when he heard those words, he knew that the time to obtain official claims over the new lands had arrived.


"It's not fair to divide the coastlines into four equal parts, the Hive didn't bear the expenses of the colonization in these last five years so it can't gain such rich and vast territory for free. Our nations need a chance to conquer some of them without too much bloodshed."


The alliance aimed to preserve the current strength of those four nations to focus on the complete colonization of the new continent, it would be pointless to start a war right after sealing the pact.


"I might have an idea that should satisfy all the interested parts."


God's Right Hand said before revealing his thoughts to those that were now his companions.


***

Back on the piece of Immortal Lands, on the eastern coast.


Elder Julia flew at high speed toward the southern coast, followed by the rank 4 cultivators of the Hive.


They had left the territories controlled by the Utra nation in a hurry after the truce had been called, and, until then, they had been unable to learn more about that matter from Elder Julia.


At some point though, a figure descended from the clouds and joined Elder Julia in her flight.


The figure was Elder Austin, the rank 4 cultivators behind him were immediately able to recognize him.


Also, they were able to notice that his complexion was quite pale and that brown runes seemed glued to specific spots of his body.


"Damned Edna, she was able to retaliate even in her injured state, her status as inscription master can't be underestimated."


Elder Austin cursed loudly, and his words resounded in the space behind him, Noah and his companions could clearly hear them.


Then, right when the snowy plain became somewhat visible in the distance, the inscribed notebooks of all the members of the group received a mental message at the same time.


The message seemed extremely important since dense mental waves were contained in it, and there was only one being in the entirety of the Hive whose mind could produce that energy.


The cultivators quickly listened to the message, Chasing Demon's voice resounded in their seas of consciousness and summarized the events that concerned the meeting between the rank 6 existences.


The last phrase of his message though made them so surprised that they all halted their flight to watch the expressions of their companions.


Only Noah's head remained lowered on the inscribed notebook, Chasing Demon's last phrase echoed in his mind and filled him with eagerness.


'The three big nations won't leave the southwestern coast to the Hive for free, but bloodsheds must be avoided per the terms of the alliance, so one versus one battles have been issued to decide the owners of those territories.'
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                        One versus one battles to claim the ownership of a territory, that was the condition placed over the conquest of the southwestern coast.


Specifics about the battles and the agreements were sent alongside Chasing Demon's message, Elder Austin was particularly annoyed when he read that the Hive would only obtain the desert without fighting since it was situated at the exact corner of their coast.


Powerful sandworms inhabited the desert, and one rank 5 specimen had even been confirmed, it was virtually useless as an asset.


Another aspect of the agreement was that the territories on the coastlines could only feature battles between rank 4 cultivators, while rank 5 cultivators had to fight for the areas more inland.


Simply speaking, Elder Austin couldn't fight for the ownership of the lava lake, he could only join the battle for the azure plain or similar territories that had yet to be explored.


'The lava lake and the forest of White woods must be maintained, but it wouldn't be bad to win all the battles.'


Noah thought as he reviewed the outline of the new continent in his mind.


The lava lake contained traces left by divine beings, it was the most valuable territory explored by them and had to belong to the Hive.


The Coral archipelago had more than doubled its human assets in the last years, but it lacked methods to nourish its heroic cultivators, the lava lake could provide that service, for what concerned those with a fire aptitude at least.


As for the forest of White woods, the Hive had already set a teleportation matrix and many defenses there, it had to keep ownership over that land, or its efforts would be wasted.


Also, the fact that it had already infiltrated the new continent would be revealed if the forest passed on the enemy's hands, something like that had to be prevented at all costs.


Elder Austin turned toward the rank 4 cultivators behind him, his eyes moved between the elders with a fire aptitude, it was clear that he was choosing who would fight for the lava lake.


The group obviously noticed his actions, Elder Jason, Elder Pansy, and Elder Laurel wore a solemn expression when they understood that they were being evaluated.


Elder Austin's expression became resolute, and he was about to speak, but a voice interrupted him and claimed the attention of the group.


"I'll fight for the lava lake, my endurance surpasses the benefits obtained by the fire element."


Noah said as he fixed his gaze on Elder Austin.


The battles for the territories had to be fought in the sky above them, meaning that the fight for the lava lake would happen above it.


Noah didn't think that he could last more than a rank 5 cultivator in that environment, but he was more than sure that he surpassed all rank 4 cultivators in that field.


After all, he was a rank 4 hybrid in the upper tier, no human on his same level could match his endurance.


The three elders of the fire element were about to complain, but a heatwave swept them and interrupted their actions.


The heat engulfed Noah too, flames had appeared around Elder Austin, which were slowly nearing the four of them.


The elder had simply decided to test them!


The three cultivators with a fire aptitude revealed a determined expression as they closed their eyes to focus.


Being chosen for that battle was a great honor, and Elder Austin would probably reward anyone that managed to keep his training area, having the favor of a rank 5 cultivator was something quite valuable.


On the other hand, Noah simply stared at the incoming flames.


He had continuously eaten during the flight, and he had even managed to eat Professor Roy's dantian as the group left the territories of the Utra nation, his body was at its peak form and had also improved slightly.


The sight of the flames didn't force him to turn his gaze away, his icy reptilian eyes weren't bothered by their brilliance.


After all, his were the eyes of a dragon, flames were part of his bloodline now.


Elder Austin's flames neared the four cultivators, increasing the heat that surrounded them.


The four of them began to sweat, and traces of struggle could be seen on the three elders with the fire aptitude.


It wasn't only a matter of enlightenment, the power behind the flames was too strong, they felt as if all the liquids inside their bodies were boiling due to the high temperature.


Noah was sweating and experiencing their same sensations, but they didn't have such a harsh impact on him.


His body expended nourishments at a fast pace to oppose the heat, but their depletion was far lower than the Breath contained in the bodies of the three elders.


His body was simply too strong, it needed less energy to do the same work.


Also, Noah absorbed part of the Breath contained in the radiance of the flames with every breath, he felt his lungs improving when that energy nourished those organs.


One by one, the elders began to crouch and retreat, unable to sustain the heat of the flames anymore.


The first one to give up was Elder Laurel, quickly followed by Elder Pansy.


Only Elder Jason struggled to remain in his position, but his determination was broken when he opened his eyes to stare at the contender next to him.


He saw Noah coldly staring at the flames while his long black hair fluttered due to the heat waves that they released.


He recognized the emotion hid by his reptilian eyes: There was eagerness, battle intent, and ambition.


Elder Jason tried to look at the flames to see the emotions that their sight would bring to him.


He felt awe, respect, and a deep reverence for the being able to create such a wonder.


In that short exchange of gazes that Noah didn't notice, he understood what he lacked as a cultivator, and something deep inside him changed.


Elder Jason closed his eyes once again and spread his arms while stopping opposing the pressure radiated by the flames.


His body was immediately pushed back, and the heat burned part of his skin, but a smile soon appeared on his face.


Elder Austin dispersed his flames at that moment, Noah had won the competition by a large margin, he was clearly the perfect cultivator for the battle in the harsh environment above the lava lake.


He and Elder Julia turned without saying a word and resumed their flight toward the southern coast, the rest of the group quickly followed them in silence.


Noah ignored the gazes that went on him and was about to resume his flight when Elder Jason arrived next to him and bowed before following the group.


Noah guessed that he was just being respectful and put the matter in the back of his mind as he chased after his companions, he didn't notice that Elder Jason's eyes were now carrying an ambition quite similar to his.
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                        The news of the alliance sealed between the powerhouses of the four nations quickly spread in the old continent.


Peace had been reached once again on the new continent, that period would last until the rank 6 existences of the countries returned from the depths of the piece of Immortal Lands, and the entirety of its surface was mapped.


The details concerning the battles for the ownership of the territories of the southwestern coast were also leaked, many cultivators were excited about that opportunity, and the organizations behind them didn't hesitate to organize fitting events.


The one versus one battles were an excellent opportunity to select promising heroic cultivator to nurture, the Utra nation and the Papral nation quickly organized tournaments to choose the contenders that would fight the elders of the Hive.


Also, powerful envoys reached the southwestern coast to analyze the territories, both nations had to know the battlefields to select the best candidates.


As for the Shandal Empire, the pact prevented it from joining the battles on the southwestern coast, which was one of the reasons why the other rank 6 cultivators accepted to seal it so quickly.


The Utra nation would attempt to claim the territories on the southern coast while the Papral nation had to fight for those on the northern coast, that division had only geographical reasons, it would be hard to control a land on the other side of the continent after all.


Another piece of information though spread as quickly as those concerning the alliance: Noah Balvan had killed Professor Roy of the academy!


Through the years, Noah's name had become quite renowned.


He was a criminal of the Utra nation who had escaped both his family and the Royals, gaining whatever he could from both of them;


He was the Hooded Devil of the Odrea nation, his explosive inscribed items had been a pain to deal with even after he left that country, the losses suffered by the Empire because of him were uncountable;


He led the human assets of the Chasing Demon sect in the war for the independence of the Coral archipelago, helping in making it become a country that aimed for the title of fourth big nation.


Also, many believed that he had been the one to obtain the inheritance in the separate dimension under the Great whirlpool, his status as Demon Prince of the Hive was taken as a proof of that achievement.


Yet, the fact that he had killed a heroic cultivator could only mean that he was a heroic cultivator himself, and a complete one too!


That news shook many cultivators forced to halt their growth due to their status, Noah had fulfilled their secret dream to escape the shackles of servitude and to rise to the realm of the heroic cultivators.


What was even more surprising was that Noah wasn't even forty!


"We lost the youngest heroic cultivator in history over a mortal woman."


Thomas Balvan said after reading the report in his hands.


He was inside the main hall of the Balvan mansion, and his sons had their heads lowered as they stood around him.


The main hall of the mansion seemed far more luxurious compared to the past, many ornaments filled its walls, and even the concentration of Breath inside it was considerably higher.


Thomas Balvan looked at his youngest son before sighing in disappointment and reading the report again.


Reading that his bastard grandson had reached the heroic ranks so soon made him feel incredibly old, his over two hundred years of life began to weigh on his mind when he realized how much his family has lost.


Truth to be told, the Elbas family had granted countless benefits to the members of the Balvan family after Noah's identity was exposed.


What should have been a slow decline became instead a stable growth thanks to the help of the Royals.


New heirs were nurtured with the first-rate techniques of the academy, the future of the Balvan family was bound to be great with the support of the rulers of the nation.


Yet, nothing could compare to the value of the youngest heroic cultivator in history who also had one of the rarest aptitudes.


"Father, I'll go to the new continent."


Adrian Balvan, the oldest son, spoke as he raised his head.


He had taken care of the new generations of the family and acted as the patriarch since Thomas spent most of its time in seclusion.


Also, he was the only other heroic cultivator in the entirety of the family.


Thomas stared at his firstborn for a while before asking something.


"Do you want to fight him?"


Adrian nodded and lowered his head again as a form of respect.


"Go but return alive at all costs, the Royals won't cover for the losses caused by Noah this time."


Thomas accepted Adrian's request while adding a warning.


"Do you think he can beat me?"


Adrian asked.


He was nearing one hundred years of age, he didn't feel good when his father hinted that he could die when meeting someone sixty years younger.


"I don't know, that guy keeps on breaking records! Heck, I wasn't even able to fly properly after I entered the heroic ranks, but he is already fighting against old monsters, I don't know what to expect!"


Thomas dismissed his sons with those last words, his mind was too messy to be bothered with those political matters.


Similar scenes could be seen in the mansions of the noble families whose heirs had encountered Noah or suffered by his hands, and the same was applied for the branch of the Royal family that handled the creation of a secret army of criminals.


A young-looking woman with long and wild silver hair sat on the roof of a mansion situated near the capital of the Utra nation.


A golden spear was laid next to her as she read a report in her hands, her fingers trembled slightly when she understood the contents of those words.


Max Ballor was behind her, his expression was solemn, but traces of concern appeared in his eyes when he looked at his daughter.


He was incredibly proud of her.


June had single-handedly raised the status of the Ballor family to a medium-size noble family and had provided it the support of the Elbas family.


The family had to relocate to fulfill the role assigned by the Royals, but the benefits obtained through that job vastly outclassed the expenses.


Yet, June had long stopped seeing him as a father, and she was even colder with the rest of the family, she only used them as tools to obtain materials and techniques that she needed.


"Father."


June spoke after she read the report a few times.


"You are only a human cultivator, you can't affect his life."


Max gave voice to those words, he knew exactly what his daughter was thinking at that moment.


However, June completely ignored his statement and gave him an order.


"The colonized areas on the new continent are the best training ground for human cultivators. Contact the Royal family, I want to go there."
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                        Noah was obviously unaware of the events happening in the old continent, but he could imagine most of them.


It wasn't hard to guess that the two big nations would bring their most talented heroic cultivators to the southwestern coast to join the battles and that everyone now knew his status.


Yet, there was very little that he could do about that, he had decided to stop hiding after all.


He was a heroic cultivator chasing after his individuality now, he couldn't walk that path afraid of being seen.


'Defensive inscribed items aren't allowed, and a cultivator can only have inscribed weapons at its same rank or lower. Also, both contenders can surrender and give the territory to the opponent's faction. I guess they really want to preserve the heroic assets of each nation.'


Noah reviewed the conditions of the one versus one battles in his mind as the group returned to the forest of White woods.


He felt satisfied with most of them, the ability to use defensive items would just favor the more prosperous nations, for example.


However, he didn't really like that his opponents could just walk away, it didn't happen so often to have the chance to decrease the enemy power while also obtaining dantians for his body.


The group quickly landed on the ground under the white crowns of the magical plants, more than a month had passed since the pact had been sealed.


Elder Laurel assured them that the envoys from the old continent wouldn't be able to sense the teleportation matrix, but Elder Julia still wanted to add a few covers through her methods.


It wasn't clear when the battles would occur, the rank 6 existences didn't set a specific date, it was up to the three interested nations to come up with a time.


'How can I improve in this period?'


Noah asked himself when he saw his companions starting their preparations.


Elder Austin disappeared after a quick exchange of words with Elder Julia while the others sat on separate areas of the forest to cultivate.


'I've just discovered a way to create spells, but I would need countless tests to find the right method, I need to create something as complex as the laws set by Heaven and Earth after all.'


Noah had found a way to create spells after he was enlightened by the beasts trapped inside the dark gorge, but that method required time and a lot of mental energy to fuel the Divine deduction technique.


It wouldn't be wise to focus on it with the impending battles, experiments were for moments of peace, there would be time to create wills after the Hive acquired an official position in the new continent.


Noah stood still next to the teleportation matrix as he pondered about the matter.


'Improving my body is obvious, but I wish there were something more that I could do.'


Noah analyzed any possibility inside his mind, but he had reached the point where he could become stronger only through methods that required a lot of time.


His dantian and mind were far away from a breakthrough, there was no point in stressing his centers of power more than that only to improve slightly faster.


The creations of spells and the understanding of the laws of the darkness element would take even longer, and he had no control over those matters, he could only test and meditate until he obtained some results.


'Body and martial art then. I guess I can spare some time to begin testing with the wills.'


Since there was nothing that he could do to increase his battle prowess abruptly, he would just continue training in his usual way.


Noah flew in the air and went for the azure plain.


That area featured many rank 4 magical beasts and had countless Azure Credits growing there, it was the place where his body would grow the most.


The contenders were forbidden from intentionally destroying the territories below them during the battles, but the agreement didn't consider the fact that the Hive was already there.


Noah could feed on the magical beasts and plants of the azure plain freely, he only had to pay attention to the envoys sent by the continent to inspect the southwestern coast.


Also, there was something that he wanted to try.


The cries of the creatures trapped in the dark gorge had enlightened him, which meant that his dragon side could be one of the sources from which gaining understanding of the laws of the darkness element.


Noah wanted to immerse himself in the wild life of the piece of Immortal Lands, he wished to attune his peculiar existence with his mindset, further exploring his individuality in that way.


His Demonic swords appeared in his hands, and he undressed the upper part of his robe, he had become so used to fight with his torso uncovered that he felt more comfortable in that outfit.


Days had to pass for the blue plain to appear in his view, Noah directly landed next to a pack of rank 4 tiger-type magical beasts when he reached it.


His mind was calm, and mental energy fueled the Divine deduction technique as he slowly walked toward the tigers.


The beasts began to roar as soon as they noticed his closing figure, they felt as if another creature was challenging them for their territory.


'With every step, chaos spreads.'


Noah repeated those words in his mind while the pack quickly surrounded him.


Only part of his focus was on the imminent battle, most of it was reviewing the emotions felt when he heard the growls of the creatures trapped in the gorge.


'Heaven and Earth lose control over the things that I touch, my existence carries their mistake, and I spread it to the world.'


The tigers began to pounce at him, but Noah slashed with his sabers and kicked away those that his weapons couldn't reach.


The entirety of the body of a magical beast was a weapon, Noah had yet to adapt that asset to his fighting style completely.


'What I destroy becomes mine, I add it to the foundation of my power. I steal the raw materials from Heaven and Earth to build my own world.'


The tigers either died or were heavily injured in the clash, those mere rank 4 magical beasts in the lower and middle tier couldn't compete with a hybrid in the upper one.


'Yet, stealing isn't the last step, my apex must be creating those same raw materials from nothing.'
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                        Noah's mind wandered as he fought the pack of rank 4 tigers.


His existence affected the world, and he could transform the energies around him in part of his power, but that was only a form of theft.


Cultivators absorbed the Breath in the world, but most of them didn't remove Heaven and Earth's will from it, even heroic cultivators still kept the laws of their element created by the world.


Yet, creating something from raw materials that already existed in the environment wasn't enough, his path had to bring him to a status similar to Heaven and Earth.


To put it simply, Noah felt that he needed to reach a state where his existence could create something similar to the Breath.


After all, he knew that Heaven and Earth were intelligent beings, he couldn't possibly imagine the power that they held, but it was evident to everyone that they could create the marvelous energy that filled the world.


Of course, Noah was only dreaming for now.


His path was clearer than before, but he didn't have the power to imagine its end, he could only keep on gaining insights that would eventually lead him to the absorption of other laws of the darkness element.


Understanding the laws that suited your individuality and growing until you become your own law, that was what Noah knew about the path to godhood!


'All starts by yourself.'


Noah closed his eyes to better experience the sensations running through his body.


The bodies of the magical beasts that made the pack of tigers were lying lifelessly around him, he had killed all of them while his mind wandered.


He could clearly feel the destructive power contained in his body, its hunger, its pride.


Everything about his beast side seemed made to destroy the world created by Heaven and Earth, he felt as he was some sort of enemy of the Breath.


However, there was also creation.


He created black lines every time he waved his sabers, and his lungs were able to turn pure energy into flames.


Noah used the energy stolen from Heaven and Earth to fuel his attacks, and his body and mind to control them.


'The Breath is the fuel, but the mind sets the blueprint that will eventually determine the final effect. My body is just an organic blueprint with very specific behaviors.'


Noah thought as he stored the corpses of the beasts and let the spirit automaton of his ring handle them.


He needed to store as many rank 4 creatures as he could to be prepared for any eventuality, they were his main food and also the most common nourishment for his body, he didn't expect to obtain many dantians in the imminent future.


'The more I attune myself with my dragon side, the more I find ways to improve my combat style. I still think too much as a human when I fight, I need to use my legs and even my teeth if necessary.'


Noah knew his weaknesses better than anyone else because he was the only one who knew the full extent of his power.


'I guess I can spend this period to fix this issue and gather enough resources, I should also plunder as many as those azure bushes as I can.'


After he thought that, Noah went deeper into the plain, searching for another pack to fight.


Time passed in the new continent.


Ships continuously landed on its shores, carrying many ambitious human cultivators.


The alliance between the four nations had delineated the borders of the dominions of the three big countries and brought peace once again, only the manpower needed for the complete colonization was lacking.


Even the envoys tasked to analyze the territories of the southwestern coast arrived, Elder Julia politely escorted them through those areas while pointing out the details that the Hive had discovered in that period.


Of course, her actions were only another performance meant to solidify the lie about their arrival, her methods were more than enough to cover the traces left by her group during the past months.


It was needless to say that the envoys ignored most of the territories after they reached the lava lake, the Elbas family felt fortunate when it learnt that traces left by divine beings were situated in a land that they could obtain.


Noah had been forced to stop his wild lifestyle while the envoys analyzed those lands, he couldn't show them that he was plundering anything that contained Breath in the azure plain.


The last weeks harmed his aspect, but he felt more confident than ever in his abilities after the prolonged period spent exploring the depths of his dragon side.


Experiencing the simple life of a magical beast had been quite refreshing, he did nothing but battle, eat, and train all day, without anything else bothering him.


His body improved steadily, but his other centers of power benefitted from that lifestyle too.


His mind was always under pressure due to the constant battles and the threats that the areas around the plain hid, and his dantian was nourished by the laws of the darkness element whenever he gained some insights about his path.


He had even resumed forging weapons in his spare time, he had way more rank 4 materials that he needed, and he didn't want his ability in the Elemental forging method to become rusty.


That led him to accumulate a few disposable weapons again, he couldn't create stable items with materials of different elements, but he had succeeded in making them reach the fourth rank nonetheless.


He didn't think that he could use them to win a battle against a heroic cultivator, but they could be useful if another situation like that next to the obelisk happened again.


In the end, the envoys returned to their respective nations, and he could resume his wild lifestyle.


'I must say that I enjoy battles more since I became a hybrid, I even feel more in general.'


Noah thought as he laid on the ground of the azure plain.


He had decided to rest that day, the stars in the sky were particularly shining at night, so he had chosen to let his mind wander as he stared at them.


'To think that I would become more human by fusing myself with a magical beast, or maybe it's just this freedom that makes me express my true self.'


He analyzed himself as the light of the stars was reflected in his reptilian eyes.


Only rank 4 beasts inhabited the plain, Noah was basically the strongest creature in that area.


He was experiencing what being at the peak of an environment meant, it was as if he had reached his lifelong goal in that zone.


'Yet, monsters that I can't even approach live right next to me, and the stars still shine over me.'


Noah didn't know how much time he had spent in the plain, he had long lost track of it, but he knew that he was only living in an illusion of his dream.


Then, a voice resounded in the air.


"Prince, it's time."
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                        The Utra nation and the Papral nation were ready.


The tournaments on the old continent had ended, and the contenders for the territories of the southwestern coast had been chosen, it was time for the one versus one battles.


The Hive couldn't know it, but the three big nations had issued events even in the settlements in the new continent, friendly fights would happen between the promising cultivators inhabiting the cities built in those lands.


Of course, those battles were just an appetizer for the main event.


Large crystals had been placed throughout the cities on the piece of Immortal Lands, they reflected images featuring the territories where the fights between heroic cultivators would happen.


Crowds of human cultivators filled the streets next to the crystals and to the stages that would feature the battles between human cultivators, the three big nations treated that even as a festivity.


The atmosphere was completely different in the group from the Coral archipelago.


Noah had reunited with the rest of his group only to be greeted by the tense air that surrounded his companions.


Elder Jason had notified and accompanied him in the area above the desert inhabited by the sandworms where the rest of the group was waiting, they couldn't use the forest of White woods with so many eyes on them after all.


Noah saw some new faces when he reached them, the Hive had made its selections too, bringing a few elders in the new continent to fight the battles.


'It's finally time.'


Noah thought when he sensed the anxiety in the air, even those mighty existences would become nervous when the future of the Hive was at stake.


Also, their performance in the battles would influence their reputation and possibly affect the future behavior of the Hive toward them.


"Prince, you can't fight with those clothes."


Elder Austin spoke to him as soon as he noticed his arrival.


Noah had lived as a magical beast for months before that event, he would be mistaken for a beggar if a powerful aura didn't surround his figure.


He was about to change into one of the robes that he kept inside his space-ring when Elder Austin threw some clothes to him and added a few words as soon as he caught them.


"Wear this, you will be fighting as the Demon Prince of the Hive today."


His words were simple, but they carried a deeper meaning.


The incoming battle would put the future of the Hive at stake, but it wasn't only a matter that concerned the conquest of resources that were beneficial to heroic cultivators.


The elders knew that the battles would be seen in the cities of the new continent, and possibly even in those of the old continent, performing well could inspire many exploited and restricted human cultivators, making them migrate in the Coral archipelago.


"My battles don't really inspire though."


Noah said as he undressed and wore the new clothes.


The Hive had prepared for him a luxurious robe that matched his preferences, it was tight and could be easily opened to reveal his upper body.


Blue tentacles were embroidered on his sleeves, and a series of purple dots decorated his back.


The tentacles were the symbol of the independence of the Coral archipelago, and the purple dots represented the islands were the Hive thrived, everyone would understand his origin when he wore that robe.


It was clear that the elders wanted their Prince to appear majestic, but Noah's fighting style was far away from that description, especially after his period of isolation in the wilderness.


"Don't worry, the Utra nation is going all out to conquest the lava lake anyway, we are confident only in keeping the forest of White woods."


Elder Austin heaved a helpless sigh after he spoke those words, and he handed a report to Noah before flying toward the azure plain.


The report contained the information discovered by the Hive in the last period, such as the contenders that they would have to face and some of their abilities.


Noah's eyes sharpened when he read that a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage would be fighting for the lava lake.


'They are going all out for the traces left by divine beings. Well, I couldn't have expected anything less.'


Noah thought before reading the rest of the report.


Elder Laurel would handle the battle for the forest of White woods, she had studied that environment so much that she was now able to cause the increase of toxicity in the air with her abilities, that fight wouldn't be a problem.


Elder Austin would be fighting for the azure plain and face a certain Elder Doyle from the Papral nation.


Noah felt gazes fixing on him for a short time before going away, and he felt the concern that those stares carried, it was clear that his companions were worried about his well-being.


'Solid stage… I can endure a few attacks, but I can't beat it, not under normal circumstances at least.'


He knew that he had improved, but that didn't allow him to fight against cultivators on higher stages, he barely had the confidence to face a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage after all.


Yet, he didn't really have to beat his opponent, he only needed to endure the heat radiated by the lava lake for more time than the contender.


'This solid stage cultivator should be in the early phases of the stage, or it would need a rank 5 body to contain its center of power. I can totally use the environment to my advantage or just escape until it is exhausted. I can do this.'


Noah's battle intent rose as he thought that.


He had already endured an attack fueled by a power similar to the solid stage of the fourth rank, and he had improved since that time.


He had never been more confident in his abilities.


Elder Julia neared Noah at that point and lowered her head to speak a few soft words.


"The Utra nation wants the battle for the lava lake to be the first, it's your turn."


Noah nodded at those words and simply turned toward the east before flying in that direction, his focus reached its limits as he approached the fight.
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                        Noah didn't meet anyone during his flight, his senses perceived the presence of the sandworms in the desert under him, but no cultivators appeared on his road.


Then, when the environment began to change and the temperature began to rise, he saw a figure in the distance.


The figure was at many kilometers away from his position, Noah was only able to see a dark dot in the sky, but he knew that it was his opponent.


The rocky wasteland spread in front of him, he had reached the area of the battle, but he stood still, just as his opponent was doing.


Noah felt the hunger inside him increase as soon as he sensed the aura of the lava lake, part of him wanted to dive through the threatening red rivers just to have a chance to eat the source of that power.


Yet, he was also incredibly calm.


His period spent in the wilderness made him attune entirely with his body, there were no more human and dragon side, there was just him.


'It's not even charging at me, it doesn't know that its chances to win decrease with every second.'


Noah smiled inside his mind when he saw that the figure remained at the opposite border of the wasteland.


However, he kept a stern expression, he wanted to give the impression that he was putting his life on the line.


'Power brings confidence and delusions, only the light of the stars can keep us in check.'


Noah thought as he took a step forward, the temperature around him immediately increased as he neared the areas with lava.


His thoughts concerned the period spent in the azure plain when he was at the peak of the food chain.


He remembered that confidence, the feeling of being unrivaled in his kingdom.


'I bet it feels in the same way.'


The figure in the distance noticed his movement and began to walk too, Noah was slowly able to recognize the outline of what appeared to be a forty years old man.


'He looks young.'


Noah noted in his mind when he was able to see the facial features of his opponent.


A cultivator would stop aging as long as its power continued to grow, it was clear that the man in front of him had found very few hindrances in his cultivation journey.


Noah and his opponent continued to walk toward one another slowly, it took hours before they could reach a distance where their words could be heard.


Then, they both stopped at the same time.


'He clearly has a fire aptitude, the Breath around him can merge with the heat in the air, blocking most of the negative effect on his body. Yet, something still reaches him.'


Noah analyzed his opponent, and the latter did the same.


He saw how Noah wasn't countering the heat as well as him, the Breath around his body was fighting the environment instead of blending with it.


It was evident that the second method consumed more Breath, but it managed to leave the body virtually unaffected.


"Junior, I don't want to bully you. I'm Amos Lochster, and I respect you."


Amos greeted Noah with polite words, but his behavior just made him smile even more in his mind.


'He is not a member of the Elbas family!'


Noah understood when he heard his name.


A Royal would have just pounced at him due to all the accumulated grudges, but the man in front of him was a noble who had said that he respected him!


'I don't really like to resort to tricks now, but he is in the solid stage, there isn't much that I can do.'


Noah saw a chance to exploit the situation after he heard those words.


The fact that he was using Breath to fend off the heat was just an act, he could just rely on his body and on the energy that it contained to survive in that environment.


"The tales of your journey have filled the country in the last months, I must say that I'm impressed by your determination."


Amos continued to speak after a short moment of silence.


"You are talented, maybe more than me. Don't waste your life over a territory that doesn't even match your aptitude and don't force me to attack someone far weaker than me. Just give up, your time to shine will eventually come, I'm sure of it."


Amos resembled a caring senior as he advised Noah, it almost looked as he cared about him.


Noah stared at him in silence, his expression didn't waver at all during his speech, Amos could clearly feel those reptilian pupils fixed on him.


Yet, the pressure that they radiated wasn't enough to make him tremble, he only felt as if a magical beast was looking at him.


Then, Noah turned his gaze toward the ground, in the direction of the lava lake.


Amos followed his line of sight and stared at the lake too, some eagerness could be seen in his eyes when the light radiated by the lava filled them.


"It's beautiful, isn't it?"


Amos asked, but it seemed that he was speaking to himself.


However, Noah answered at that time.


"Yes, let's take a closer look."


His words surprised Amos, but he didn't have time to reply since Noah had already begun to descend toward the red lake.


He was confused by that gesture at first, but he soon descended together with Noah.


He thought that Noah wanted to take one last look to a trace left by divine beings or that he wanted to admire such spectacle with a senior, he couldn't possibly imagine that everything was just a plan to weaken his body.


Noah stopped when he was at a few kilometers from the surface, the heat at that altitude threatened to burn his clothes, but he didn't really care, he was just glad that Amos was following him.


"Better?"


Amos asked when he reached him.


They stood side by side, watching the dense lava that filled the huge basin under them.


"Talk to me about the fire element."


Noah said after a few minutes of silence.


Amos turned to look at Noah, he saw how the protection of the Breath around him was slowly thinning, it wouldn't take much before Noah's body was exposed to the heat.


Meanwhile, his body was enduring a small part of those temperatures, but he depleted far less Breath and he was in the solid stage, his reserves were virtually infinite compared to Noah's.


"Well, fire can be an explosive force but also a gradual destroyer, it can affect the matter but it can also mend it. My flame burns inside me, and it will keep burning as long as I remain true to myself."


Noah nodded, but his eyes never left the lake under him.


His focus though was on the body of his opponent, he noted how even a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage was starting to being affected at that altitude.


"I don't really understand, let's go deeper."


Noah said before descending even more under Amos' astonishment.



						




                    


                
				
                    551. Fool

					
					

                    
                        Noah descended through the heatwaves radiated from the lava lake.


The Breath around him was consumed at high speed to protect his body, but all of that was just an act to bait Amos.


Noah knew that he had no chance to win against a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage, he had just begun battling those in the gaseous stage after all.


Yet, he had an advantage that many couldn't even begin to suspect: His body.


"Junior, I understand your eagerness, but there is no point in your actions. Fire can't enlighten darkness, no matter how brightly it burns."


Amos sighed after speaking those words, he felt that Noah was simply acting like an excited junior.


"Flames burn inside me too, they might be fueled by the darkness element, but they are still flames."


Noah replied to his comment.


His answer was honest, he had often seen his ambition as a bright fire that drove him through his life.


Amos' eyebrow arched when he heard those words, he immediately understood that Noah had already gained some insights about the laws of his element, and his admiration for him couldn't help but increase at that moment.


"Haha! You are really amazing! How much has it been since you entered the heroic ranks?"


Amos became excited and quickly neared Noah to descend with him, he felt as if he could gain some insights from that conversation.


"All the elements are similar and also extremely different. They can't be found on their own, they are always combined. The world is just the result of that union."


Noah revealed part of the insights obtained in his period of isolation in the azure plain.


He couldn't lie to a heroic cultivator that had reached the solid stage while keeping a youthful aspect, he had to give voice to his real thoughts if he wanted to obtain his attention.


"Look at this lake, isn't it made by liquid flames? Fire can flow like water, it can be subtle like wind, it can be sturdy like earth, it can pierce like lightning, it can shine like light, and it can engulf like darkness. Why shouldn't I be able to understand darkness through it then?"


Amos was stupefied when he heard those words.


He didn't create his own cultivation technique, his breakthroughs had come only from his understanding of his individuality.


That led him to be extremely confident in his path, he had already defined himself after all, he only had to dive through the laws of the fire element now.


Yet, Noah appeared incredibly vast in his eyes.


His existence seemed to encompass many fields while still being limited to one person, the depths that he reached seemed unfathomable.


The truth was that Noah's mentality was simply broader than that of a human since he belonged to a completely different species, he was able to have those thoughts because his body could absorb every type of Breath and transform it in its power.


What Amos didn't realize though was that, as they descended, even his protection began to waver.


However, he was too engrossed in that conversation that he didn't bother too much about it.


Also, he knew that Noah's Breath would be depleted before his, there was no reason to worry about the outcome of that battle in his mind.


"The world is a silent teacher, it gives you all the answers, but you can read them only when your mind is ready to accept them. Junio-, no, Noah Balvan, I thank you for broadening my eyes."


Amos honestly thanked Noah, but the latter ignored him and continued to descend, the edges of his new robe began to burn due to the temperatures around him.


Then, when Noah noticed the first drop of sweat running down Amos' forehead, he stopped.


"I'm amazed you can last so much, you must be nearing the peak of the gaseous stage to have such deep reserves."


Amos commented, but he couldn't know that Noah was refilling part of the depleted Breath through his cultivation technique at that moment, he had even removed his limitation to increase the absorption speed.


"Do you mind going deeper? I am enjoying this conversation, and I want to memorize the feeling of being near a divinity."


Noah lied as he turned toward Amos.


His words were polite, and even a bit of eagerness was reflected in his gaze, Amos couldn't find any reason to deny to such a talented cultivator the chance to admire the lake one last time.


"Sure, let's exchange insights until you are exhausted, I feel that this experience can benefit both of us."


Amos agreed to his request, and they both resumed their descent.


They soon reached a distance of a few hundred meters from the lava lake, the temperature at that point became almost unbearable and, no matter how much Breath both of them used to protect their bodies, the heat still affected them.


Noah's robe began to burn, and even Amos' clothes took fire, it was as if the lake forced everything over it to become ash.


Noah was sweating profusely, but so did Amos, it seemed that both of them couldn't last much in that area.


"This is the limit for those with a rank 4 body, even our clothes can't survive in this air."


Amos commented as the last bit of his robe became ash, his gaze went on Noah who was equally naked.


"What do you think about Heaven and Earth?"


Noah asked, his aspect didn't give him the slightest concern.


Amos sighed when he saw that Noah still wanted to converse, he decided to answer only when he saw that the Breath around him had vanished entirely.


"They are everything, they are balance, they are fairness. They encompass every existence and are part of everything in this world. Only gods can somewhat imitate their status by separating themselves from their laws. Yet, I think they are innately good since they give their energy to every living being."


Noah fell silent when he heard those words.


He had never been able to understand the mindset of someone that trusted Heaven and Earth, he had been their enemy since he started cultivating after all.


However, he felt that he could finally understand what the privileged cultivators thought about them.


That realization made him laugh.


Noah managed to hold himself back for several minutes, but, in the end, he couldn't help but explode in a loud laugh.


Amos' body was nearing its limits, his Breath wasn't able to stop the heat at all at that altitude.


Yet, when he heard the man next to him laughing, he noticed that something was wrong.


Noah had long stopped using Breath to protect his body, burned patches of skin could be seen everywhere on his figure.


Nevertheless, when he laughed, he seemed still full of energy, it was as if those burns didn't affect his complexion at all.


Then, Noah decided to stop pretending and reveal what he knew about Heaven and Earth to keep him a bit more at that height.


"You are a fool."
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                        "Balance? Fairness? Innately good!?"


Noah shouted to the confused Amos.


Noah had only been able to hold his laugh back because he needed to weaken Amos' body further.


Yet, when he saw that his skin had begun to burn too, he simply stopped pretending.


"Heaven and Earth are just powerful entities bound by their same rules, they would wipe out any cultivator, magical plant, and magical beast if they could. Why do you think there are Tribulations? Why do you think magical beasts can absorb any type of Breath? Heaven and Earth have set a balance that they can't escape!"


Noah revealed what he had understood after living as a hybrid for many years.


Of course, that was only a hypothesis, but Noah felt that it was quite close to the truth.


Why magical beasts could absorb any type of Breath?


Why did he feel like an enemy of that marvelous energy?


Why did Heaven fear the union between a human and a beast so much?


Noah believed that the fairness of Heaven and Earth caused all of that.


"They do not bless us, we are their natural enemy! Our only role is to bring balance to their omnipotence!"


Noah revealed everything that he thought about the world.


Amos was stunned, he had never considered similar ideas, he had always believed that the Breath was a gift and that the Tribulations were some sort of a test.


It took a while before he felt like speaking, he wanted to hear more about those ideas.


After all, Noah was an existence that viewed most living beings as enemies of the world, he had never seen such a peculiar individuality.


"How can you be sure of that?"


Noah shrugged his shoulders when he heard those words, and he revealed a simple smile as he answered him.


"I'm not, only gods can have a clear idea of the nature of Heaven and Earth."


Amos came back to reality after Noah's answer, he had noticed that something was wrong, but the latter's revelation had made him ignore that aspect.


Yet, now that he focused again, he saw that something strange was happening on Noah's body.


The patches of burned skin quickly healed, and Breath began to circulate again around it.


He had only pretended that his dantian was empty, the truth was that he had simply stopped using it to defend his body.


The same went for his injuries, Noah had allowed his skin to be burned, but he was far away from reaching his physical limits.


He was a hybrid in the upper tier after all, his natural defenses against those heatwaves were on a whole different level compared to a human body.


Also, the air around him was darker, Noah had continuously absorbed the light radiated by the lava lake to lower its power.


"What is happening? How can your body be fine after all this time and without protection?"


Amos asked.


He didn't retreat when Noah dropped the act, he didn't feel any fear for his life even when he revealed his wild aura.


However, he was still stupefied by his healthy complexion.


Amos was using solid Breath to protect his body, but the heat still managed to affect him.


Noah, instead, had stopped relying on his gaseous Breath for protection for some time already, but it seemed that he didn't suffer any injury!


That outcome should have been impossible since both of them had a rank 4 body in the upper tier, Amos simply couldn't understand what was going on!


Yet, Noah was done talking.


His attacks couldn't hurt Amos, but he was confident in prolonging the battle until the latter's body reached its limits.


Noah's skin caved in, and a pair of sabers appeared in his hands as he slashed toward him.


The air in the trajectory of his weapons shattered, but Amos promptly raised his hand to block the attack.


Two black lines appeared right next to the noble, but thin flames prevented them from nearing him, a simple wave of his hand had been able to block Noah's martial art empowered by the secret art.


'He really is on another level.'


Noah thought before kicking the air under his feet and shooting in the sky.


The previous attack was just a distraction, Noah needed that short instant to retreat from that area.


"Do you really want me to kill you?"


Amos asked before he realized that Noah had left a trail of spiked spheres and needles in his retreat.


Noah had created those rank 4 disposable weapons for unforeseen situations, he had never expected to use them so soon.


A series of blasts filled the area right over the lava lake, the power contained in those weapons made the rocky wasteland below tremble, but not even a ripple appeared on the surface of the lake.


Noah reappeared high in the sky, his reptilian eyes analyzed the gray clouds formed after the explosions, but a layer of black smoke soon covered them.


He didn't hesitate to activate the complete Demonic form when battling a solid stage cultivator!


Then, he sensed a danger that surpassed even that felt when he faced Fred's last attack.


A black sphere appeared in front of him, and Zac covered his body while his figure became ethereal.


Right after Noah deployed his defensive measures, a torrent of flames engulfed Zac's fuming figure.


Noah felt the Black hole spell shattering after it absorbed a huge amount of energies, he felt the flames destroying the defensive layers in front of Zac's shell, and he endured the pain of his Blood companion when the attack pierced its body to reach him.


The torrent of flames continued for a few seconds before dispersing and revealing Noah's charred figure.


Most of his skin had been burned to withstand the attack, but his internal organs had been unaffected at that time, his body had clearly improved since his battle with Fred.


Also, the Demonic form spell had provided another layer of protection, further weakening the attack of a true solid stage cultivator.


The torrent of flames had dispersed the gray clouds, revealing an equally burned Amos that couldn't hide his surprise when he saw that Noah was alive.


He was about to launch another attack when he saw that Noah was once again creating his defenses, the latter felt confident in surviving at least three of those spells.


However, Amos didn't have all that time.


His skin was completely burned, the heat had begun to affect his muscles, and his internal organs would quickly follow them.


Wasting time to launch another attack would injure him, and launching a third one would inflict him lasting wounds, Noah had perfectly calculated how much Amos' body could endure.


Also, the damage had spread so much that even retreating high in the sky won't solve the issue, Amos had to retreat and heal if he wanted to prevent further injuries.


Amos simply had to choose how far he was willing to go to win.


Those seconds of hesitation further sealed the outcome of the match.


In the silence of the rocky wasteland, a phrase resounded in the air.


"I surrender."
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                        The human cultivators watching from the cities on the new continent couldn't hear the conversation between Noah and Amos.


They only saw them slowly diving toward the lava lake, exchanging words for many minutes, and ultimately clashing.


They clearly saw Noah being overwhelmed by Amos' attack, but they also saw both of them halting the battle after the first clash.


The crowds held their breath when they realized that both heroic cultivators were leaving the sky over the rocky wasteland, those human cultivators were unable to understand the outcome of the battle from those few exchanges.


Yet, an aged voice soon resounded in the cities, carrying a message that made those cultivators explode in loud shouts.


"The Hive has claimed the territory containing the lava lake!"


The masses soon understood the meaning behind that message: Noah Balvan had won against a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage!


Of course, those cultivators weren't stupid, they had watched the battle after all.


They saw that Noah couldn't even hurt Amos, it was impossible for someone in the gaseous stage to hurt him.


It was clear that the Demon Prince of the Hive had outsmarted his opponent.


However, that was an incredible achievement already!


Noah had triumphed in a hopeless battle!


No one cared that Amos was stronger, what mattered was the loss of a territory containing traces left by divine beings!


"Miss, I don't know how you did that, but I'm a man of my word. Your wins are here."


An old man handed a space-ring to a young-looking girl that was quietly staring at the images radiated by the crystals.


June took the ring and continued to stare at the now empty lava lake, countless thoughts and emotions filled her while she reviewed the match in her mind.


"Miss, tomorrow's battle will see two rank 5 cultivators. I was wondering if you wanted to place another bet."


The old man asked, but June shook her head before adding a few words.


"I'll pass, I was only confident in this one."


Then, she turned to leave, she wanted to return to her habitation to calm herself down.


She didn't lie to the man, she was sure that Noah would have won.


Her confidence came from what she had understood about Noah in their short cohabitation.


She knew that Noah did everything for a reason, he was the most focused and driven man that she had ever met in her life.


The sole fact that he had joined the battle meant that he was confident of winning, the Noah she knew would never waste time in a hopeless fight, he would rather train than lose precious hours.


'He has changed.'


June couldn't help but have that thought.


She couldn't see that aloof attitude anymore when she watched his battle, she only saw a man brimming with cold confidence, an entity able to make a plan to beat someone far stronger than him.


'I guess you have finally obtained the power to reveal yourself.'


Her mind reviewed her life inside Noah's habitation in the academy.


She saw a young man continually avoiding the crowds even when he had the power to lead them, she saw a man hiding so much that even his breath had become part of his lies.


Then, she compared those images to the man reflected in the crystals.


'At least, your core is still the same, your ambition didn't change. You have just stopped hiding.'


Traces of a smile appeared on her face when she thought that, she felt somewhat glad to have learnt more about him.


June had only been able to see his true face when he threatened her after she received Eccentric Thunder's inheritance, and she felt happy to learn more about his real character.


'I expected you to reach for the sky before all of us, but that happened too soon… I spent a lot of time solidifying the position of my family inside the Utra nation and studying Master's formations, but now I'm ready, I can aim for the peak of the third rank and prepare for the Tribulations.'


Those thoughts filled June's mind while she made her way through the crowd, she felt finally ready to approach the last step of the human ranks.


***

Meanwhile, Noah had quickly returned to the desert inhabited by sandworms.


His skin had almost completely healed since he didn't hesitate to eat pieces of magical beasts during his flight, and his clash with Amos didn't injure him gravely, he would be fine in a matter of hours.


The atmosphere in the group of the Hive was completely different from before, Noah saw broad smiles shooting in his direction as soon as he neared his companions, he could sense how happy the other elders were about the outcome of his battle.


"How did you even pull that off!"


Elder Jason shouted as he neared him with the other rank 4 cultivators.


He held another luxurious robe in his hands that he quickly handed to Noah, the latter had just changed into one of his old ones during his flight.


"Elder Austin had already given up on the lava lake! You must know that the Hive only has a cultivator in the liquid stage with a fire aptitude, all the others are either in the gaseous stage or have a rank 5 body! Luckily for us, the Demon Prince has taken care of it!"


Elder Jason couldn't contain his excitement, and the other fire cultivators were in a similar state.


Noah had saved the best training area available for the elders with a fire aptitude, their gratitude was somewhat expected.


'That's why he didn't contact me when he discovered that my opponent would have been in the solid stage, there was simply no point in replacing me.'


Noah thought when he heard Elder Jason's words.


Rank 4 cultivators in the solid stage would need a rank 5 body to contain all that power, Amos was an exception that the Utra nation had managed to find in its numerous assets.


The Hive though had around fifty heroic cultivators, and none of them could match Amos' power and also respect the terms of the pact.


"I've already notified Austin about your victory, he said that he will go all out to claim the azure plain since you are so attached to it."


Elder Julia spoke after appearing above Noah, a proud smile was on her usually stern face.


"When is he fighting?"


Noah asked Elder Julia, he didn't want to miss the chance to witness a battle between two rank 5 cultivators, which was one of the reasons why he hurried on his way back.


"In a few hours. We have prepared suitable stages to watch it, Elder Jason will escort you there when you want. Anyway, I wanted to say that the Hive won't forget your service."


Elder Julia answered before disappearing again in the air, she had to prepare for her battle too.
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                        Elder Austin's battle against Elder Doyle of the Papral nation for the ownership of the azure plain began a few hours after Noah returned to the desert.


Both rank 5 cultivators didn't hesitate to launch attacks as soon as they entered the battlefield.


Elder Austin shot toward his enemy with flames surrounding his figures, his opponent used a similar tactic and covered his body with an armor made of water before pouncing the incoming elder.


The result of that clash was an explosion that dispersed the clouds in the sky above them.


Both cultivators were flung away in the distance after the impact only to resume their offensive with long-range attacks.


Elder Austin created tens of flaming snakes that flew toward the contender while Elder Doyle summoned hundreds of blue carps which shot water bullets.


The fire snakes' bodies were pierced by the bullets and exploded before they could reach the barrage of carps, the blast destroyed part of Elder Doyle's spell, but many carps managed to remain intact and pressed on with their offensive.


Elder Austin cast more flames that fused with those still lingering in the air to form a massive burning figure, a nine-headed hydra appeared in front of the elder from the Coral archipelago and blocked the incoming bullets.


The reptilian heads then spread their mouths and aimed for Elder Doyle's figure hidden behind the barrage of carps, they launched nine flaming pillars that pierced his spell and crashed on the seemingly defenseless elder.


At that point, a blinding light dispersed the smoke created by the pillars of flames only to reveal a blue sphere that surrounded an unharmed Elder Doyle.


Then, the elder from the Papral nation flew toward the remaining carps and absorbed the water that made them in his defensive sphere.


The sphere began to grow as more carps were absorbed, and its shape also morphed until it became a colossal dragon whose size matched the flaming hydra.


The two creatures began to fight, they released shockwaves that made the azure ground under them tremble after every clash.


The spells were equally matched, they continued to fight until they depleted all the energies that fueled them without managing to win over their opponent.


As the spell dispersed, Elder Austin and Elder Doyle resumed their offensive through other methods.


Spears, columns, arrows, bullets, and magical beasts of both elements appeared and clashed between each other, the elders seemed equally matched both in raw power and in the proficiency in their spells.


Yet, the battle couldn't continue endlessly.


Elder Doyle decided to use one of his strongest spells when he felt that the time was right.


A massive whirlpool appeared in front of him and began to rotate, pulling everything toward its center.


The spell affected even the environment of the plain, magical beasts and plants rose in the air unable to counter the suction force of the massive blue whirlpool.


Even Elder Austin felt himself being pulled by the spell, the flames that made his attacks and those around him escaped his control and reached for the center of the whirlpool as he tried to retreat.


However, nothing seemed able to escape such suction force.


Elder Austin felt forced to use the same attack that had defeated Lady Edna to destroy the enemy's spell, and he raised his hands to the sky to cast his trump card.


The sky turned red after his mental energy and Breath fused with it, and red clouds gathered under Elder Austin command.


Then, flames began to rain down from the clouds.


Countless drops made of flames fell on the battlefield, the whirlpool was initially able to absorb them, but its surface started to shatter after a while.


Also, Elder Austin controlled those flaming drops and turned them into some of his attacks.


The whirlpool was soon assaulted by a series of flaming snakes and fire spears, and it ultimately broke under Elder Austin's endless offensive.


Elder Doyle showed a surprised expression as he raised his gaze to the sky.


The red clouds were still releasing flames that fueled his opponent's attacks, it was as if Elder Austin had created an unending source of fire for his spells.


"I surrender."


Only Elder Austin heard those words, but everyone spectating the battle understood the outcome of the fight when the red clouds vanished, and the sky returned to its natural color.


Elder Austin had dispersed his spell, meaning that he had no reason to keep it active anymore!


The Hive had claimed another territory!


Noah had watched the entirety of the battle from a crystal that the Hive had bought explicitly in the old continent.


The other elders were there too, their amazement could be clearly understood by their expressions.


Noah felt astonished too, the battle between those two rank 5 cultivators was simply on another level, rank 4 cultivators could die if even one of those shockwaves hit them after all!


'They didn't use martial arts, it seems that cultivators tend to abandon attacks that rely on their bodies as they grow.'


That was Noah's first thoughts when the fight ended.


Martial arts relied on body and dantian to activate their effects, and the body of a human simply couldn't express that much power.


The main role of the body as a center of power was to contain the dantian and the sea of consciousness, that was true for cultivators at least.


Spells would have a far superior effect since they relied on the dantian and the mental sphere, their power would just leave martial arts far behind as a cultivator grew stronger.


'I guess I will be an exception in this aspect, my martial art can match spells when I use the secret art, my body can match my other centers of power when I push it to its limits.'


Noah thought as he reviewed the rest of the battle in his mind.


Cheers resounded in the sky over the desert inhabited by sandworms, the elders of the Hive felt as if they had won already.


After all, the richest areas had already fallen in their hands, the rest of the territories of the southwestern coast required a lot of work and resources to be fully explored and turned in sources of income.


A day passed by, and another battle followed.


The Utra nation fought for the area with the snowy mountain right after the plain filled with Primordial ice.


The Hive sent Elder Mona in battle, she was one of the elders that had reached the new continent after the pact was sealed, and she was a rank 4 cultivator in the liquid stage with a water aptitude.


Yet, Elder Mona lost, the Utra nation had decided to deploy Amos Lochster once again, who overwhelmed her and secured the territory.
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                        One versus one battles continued to happen in the following days.


The remaining territories on the southwestern coast didn't appeal the two big nations that much, so they simply sent heroic cultivators that wanted to make a name for themselves.


Elder Laurel fought for the forest of White woods against an elder of the Papral nation.


She exchanged many rounds of offense and defense against her enemy, proving herself weaker after every clash.


Yet, just when her energies were about to deplete, the White woods under the battlefield suddenly released toxic substances in the air, which filled the area where the two elders were fighting.


Of course, that phenomenon had been triggered by Elder Laurel, she had spent months attuning the defensive measures around the teleportation matrix with the forest after all, she could easily control them in the air.


Her opponent wasn't prepared for that event and was forced to surrender since Elder Laurel seemed unaffected by those toxic gasses.


The contender couldn't possibly know that the elder from the Coral archipelago had specially requested for a spell that she knew would have blocked the toxins of the White woods.


The Hive could breathe a sigh of relief after the forest was secured, all the proofs of its unofficial invasion were under the white crowns of those magical plants, and they would be forever hidden now that the archipelago owned the territory.


The Hive then lost the battles for the mountains inhabited by snake-type magical beasts and for the grassland filled by the yellow moss.


Those territories were situated next to the domain of the Papral nation, the Council didn't want to see its borders being affected too much by the pact, so they used their best contenders in those battles.


On the other hand, the Hive didn't really want those territories.


Its assets were far less numerous compared to those of the big nations, obtaining more lands that it could defend would end up being a disadvantage in the long run.


Elder Jason performed exceptionally well in the battle for the lake inhabited by octopus-type magical beasts, his flames seemed fueled by some sort of indomitable will as they crashed on his opponent, ultimately forcing the latter to surrender.


The Papral nation then sent a newly advanced heroic cultivator for the territory with the poisonous rivers.


That land was too far away from its domains, it wasn't worth owning it due to geographical reasons, it was better to use it as a training ground for a new heroic asset.


The fights for the territories on the western coast ended like that, the Hive would control everything from the desert to the lake inhabited by the octopus-type magical beasts and leave the remaining coastline to the Papral nation.


Only two territories had yet to be claimed on the southwestern coast: the area inhabited by ape-type magical beasts after the lava lake and the beginning of the mountain chain after the azure plain.


Those two areas were virtually worthless, the mountain chain was inhabited by beings so strong that only Chasing Demon or other rank 6 existences could face, and the other only had some valueless magical plants.


The aftereffects of the pact sealed by the rank 6 existences of the four nations seemed about to end, Noah was already planning his next move when something unexpected happened.


Elder Hope went to fight for the territory after the lava lake, she knew that her opponent would either be Amos Lochster or a heroic cultivator that the Royals wanted to train.


Yet, what appeared in front of her was a man wearing an emblem that she recognized.


Elder Hope had rarely left the Coral archipelago in her life, and she had never studied the many noble families that filled the Utra nation.


She was able to recognize that emblem because it usually appeared in the reports concerning the Demon Prince of the Hive that came from the Utra nation!


"Lord Balvan, I presume."


Elder Hope spoke when Adrian Balvan neared the borders of the lava lake to talk to her.


"I'm flattered, I would have never thought that the Hive would be aware of my family's emblem."


Adrian performed a bow as he spoke those words, he didn't seem intentioned to fight her at all.


"The Hive would obviously gather information concerning the possible enemies of its Demon Prince, your family is almost on top of the list."


Elder Hope replied coldly, her stern gaze inspected the burly heroic cultivator in the gaseous stage that had neared her so boldly.


Noah had gained the respect of the elders of the Hive after winning the lava lake, Elder Hope's behavior was simply a reflection of that.


"I've asked for a special permission to the Elbas family to fight for this land, the Royals are aware that this territory is useless, but they would have still sent Lord Lochster only to take it from you. My actions have given you hope to conquer it, but I will only fight against my nephew, Lord Lochster will take my place if someone else appears."


Adrian explained the situation to Elder Hope, who maintained a cold gaze.


The Hive could obtain that territory only if Noah were to fight, Amos would claim it under the Utra nation's banner otherwise.


Elder Hope remained silent, she didn't answer him, and she remained on the edges of the area above the rocky wasteland as she continued to stare at Adrian.


"Your answer? Will you contact him?"


Adrian became impatient as time passed and couldn't help but speak those words.


He had traveled a long way and asked for a favor to the Elbas family only to have that chance to fight Noah, he didn't want to think that all of that was for nothing.


"I won't contact him."


Elder Hope ultimately answered.


Adrian showed a surprised expression, but the elder's next words relieved him a bit.


"The Prince is already on his way."


***

In the sky over the desert, just before Adrian Balvan neared Elder Hope.


The elders of the Hive were watching the incoming battle through a crystal.


Noah was there too, his mind wandered from time to time as he analyzed the fights of his companions, his eagerness to resume his training was almost uncontainable after all the inspirations obtained in the last days.


Yet, when Adrian became visible in the crystal and the emblem was reflected in those images, he instinctively kicked the air under his feet to shot in the direction of Elder Hope's battle.


The elders around him were surprised by that sudden action, Noah had abruptly used a martial art after all.


However, when they saw Adrian's emblem too, they picked their inscribed notebooks to inform Elder Hope about the Prince's gesture.
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                        Noah didn't recognize Adrian, he had barely interacted with the higher-ups of his family after all.


Yet, he was sure that the cultivator who was facing Elder Hope carried the Balvan bloodline.


He knew far too well how the noble families handled their cultivation resources, a medium-size noble family would have never given the means to reach the heroic ranks to someone without blood ties.


Noah flew at high speed toward the area inhabited by ape-type magical beasts, he was sure that Adrian had appeared on the new continent for a reason which most likely concerned him.


The Elbas family would never give the privilege to fight for the territories to a medium-size noble family, there were no benefits in promoting such small powers.


Also, he knew that the elders in the desert would inform Elder Hope about his departure, he wasn't worried at all that Adrian would leave before he arrived there.


Three days had to pass before Noah was able to see the two figures waiting for him in the air and an hour for him to reach Elder Hope.


"Hello, nephew. We have never met, I'm Adrian Balvan."


Adrian introduced himself as soon as Noah arrived, but the latter simply inspected him with his cold reptilian eyes.


Adrian did the same, but he couldn't sense anything particular from Noah's aura, it was as if he contained all his emotions.


"We can give up on this territory, the Hive has already obtained enough on the western coast. Just a word from you and I will-"


Elder Hope began to speak, but Noah placed a hand over her shoulder and interrupted her phrase.


Noah wasn't applying any strength, but Elder Hope still felt as if a mountain was threatening to crush her shoulder, she couldn't help but wonder how a cultivator in the gaseous stage could give her those sensations.


"I'll handle this, don't worry."


Noah calmly spoke before retracting his hand and crossing the border of the battlefield.


Adrian showed a satisfied expression when he saw his gesture and retreated to give space to Noah.


Elder Hope stood still, she didn't return to the desert, she remained over the rocky wasteland with her eyes fixed on Adrian.


She didn't know if Adrian's presence there was some sort of trap of the Elbas family, so she chose to remain to watch the battle and to intervene in case Noah was about to lose his life.


Of course, that action would make the Hive lose the match, but she couldn't care less about that territory, she only wanted to do everything in her power to preserve the life of the most promising heroic asset of the Coral archipelago.


"You resemble her, it seems like yesterday that Rhys brought a commoner back to the mansion. Father was so mad at him, but he had always spoiled Rhys, my little brother has never understood that his actions could have consequences. Well, he learnt that after Fabian's death."


A slight smile appeared on Adrian's face as he spoke those words.


Noah couldn't understand what his uncle's intentions were, but he didn't care about them, he limited himself to listen to him only to see if he could gather more information about his family.


"I'm different though. Father has raised me to become the next patriarch of the Balvan family, I won't mourn the deaths of a few heirs that couldn't even overcome a bastard who has trained without any support. Yet, I must thank you. Your betrayal forced the Royals to compensate the family, our foundation has never been so stable, I believe we will have a third heroic cultivator in the next sixty or so years."


Adrian continued to speak, but he soon lost interest in interacting with Noah since the latter didn't show any reaction.


Not even the slightest trace of emotion appeared in Noah's aura, he resembled almost devoid of them as he continued to stare Adrian.


"My presence today is just a whim of mine, I wanted to see with my eyes if your betrayal was a fortunate event or if the family has lost as much as the reports say."


Adrian retreated even more after he gave voice to those words, his robe was torn apart as his muscles bulged, and his skin turned yellow.


Also, a seemingly metallic defensive layer appeared over his figure.


In a few seconds, Adrian had transformed from a burly middle-aged man into a four meters tall giant with silver skin.


Noah watched the transformation in silence, he had no intention of stopping him.


Yet, when he saw that Adrian seemed to wait for him, he decided to speak.


"Are you done?"


Adrian listened to the emotionless tone of his nephew and laughed, but a wild aura soon swept him and forced him to focus on his opponent.


Noah's mental energy began to release cold and wild mental waves, Adrian felt as if thousands of incorporeal blades were crashing on his giant body.


Also, he felt the deep hatred contained in them.


Noah had always held his hatred back.


It didn't matter how much he improved, he couldn't just barge in the Utra nation and go after his family, he knew that he didn't have the power to defeat Thomas Balvan.


He wanted to avenge his mother but he couldn't throw away his life to attempt in his revenge, there was no point in killing Rhys if he had to die afterward.


That forced him to contain the hatred for his family as he continued to grow stronger, he knew that one day he would face them again, but he had to pursue the power that he wanted first.


However, now that Adrian had willingly appeared in front of him, those feelings exploded.


Adrian felt as if he was facing a wild magical beast, he had never seen a cultivator radiating such a savage aura.


Black smoke came out of Noah's body as he took a step toward his uncle, he immediately activated the complete Demonic form as he slowly neared his opponent.


A fuming sphere appeared next to him, Noah's centers of power fueled the Dark blast spells as he wielded his sabers.


Adrian couldn't see it due to the armor of smoke, but Noah's skin was caving in, he had activated the secret art before sprinting toward his enemy.


Noah reappeared in front of Adrian in an instant, his Demonic swords were already tracing two vertical lines as they descended toward the giant figure.


Adrian's skin released a humming sound that slowed Noah's offensive.


Two black lines crashed on him, but only a few cracks appeared on his body, his defensive spell had managed to stop his nephew's martial art!


Yet, just as Adrian was about to counterattack, Noah's head shot toward his face.


Adrian felt a stabbing pain coming from the left side of his face, and he hurriedly decided to retreat.


His skin rereleased a humming sound, slowing Noah's chase and giving him time to understand what had happened.


When he raised his gaze again to stare at the fiendish figure, he saw that its fuming maws were slowly consuming a silver ear.
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                        Adrian had used the ability of his body-nourishing method to empower his muscles and skin, and had activated a defensive spell that had transformed him into a silver giant.


Also, his new form allowed him to release that humming sound, which was another defensive spell.


It wasn't surprising that he had been able to block Noah's martial art with all those defensive methods.


Yet, right when he was about to counterattack, Noah had surprised him, biting off his left ear with a quick movement.


Adrian couldn't use the humming sound in time, and the ears of a human were one of its most frail parts, his silver skin couldn't oppose the power behind Noah's maws.


Adrian couldn't understand how his Silver body spell had been pierced so quickly, he could only blame Noah's Demonic form for that.


He couldn't possibly imagine that Noah's physical strength was enough for that feat after all.


However, the Silver body spell wasn't his limit.


Adrian focused and his muscles bulged even more, his size increased, and his skin darkened while he transformed once again.


The silver giant became black as he reached a height of six meters, it seemed that Adrian specialized in spells that applied defensive and offensive measures on his body.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't feel any fear when he watched the transformation.


Why would he hesitate when his opponent wanted to have a melee battle?


Noah roared as he kicked the air under his feet to activate the Shadow sprint martial art.


His pride as a hybrid screamed inside him, a human dared to challenge him in a battle of bodies, he felt as if he had been offended by that gesture.


Adrian saw the fiendish figure suddenly appearing in front of him and crossed his arms to protect his chest, two black lines crashed on his skin but were only able to create small cracks.


Adrian's new transformation made him able to withstand Noah's martial art without using the humming sound!


The humming sound resounded once again, and Noah felt his movements hindered by dense vibrations that spread rhythmically in the air.


Adrian used his spell to create an opening in Noah's defense and followed it by quickly punching with his crossed arms, Noah saw two massive fists reaching for his face as he tried to oppose the restrictions around him.


Since he couldn't break the slowing spell and defend against the fists at the same time, he decided to attack.


Adrian only saw a blinding pale-gray light engulfing his figure before he felt his arms hitting something that resembled a mountain.


Noah had used his flames to weaken his uncle's attack and summoned Zac to endure the remaining power behind the fists.


Zac's defensive layers and shell were pierced, but the fists only had so much remaining power when they hit Noah's chest, the latter could easily withstand them without moving by an inch.


Flames and a corrosive black smoke lingered on Adrian's body, but they were only able to scratch the surface of his skin, his defensive methods were exceptional.


Yet, while he was still trying to understand how much damage did Noah suffer, he felt something similar to a hammer crashing on his stomach.


Noah had delivered a powerful kick after he blocked his uncle's attack, but he didn't manage to inflict much damage, Adrian's defenses were able to block his martial art after all.


It became clear to both of them that their fight would be a battle of endurance.


Noah and Adrian continued to exchange attacks between each other, almost completely ignoring the damages that reached their bodies.


Shockwaves spread after every clash, the battle between those two heroic cultivators seemed to have turned into a clash between magical beasts!


The human cultivators that watched the fight couldn't help but realize how scary the heroic ranks could be.


They viewed heroic cultivators as haughty and distant figures, forever detached from the mortal world.


Yet, right in front of their eyes, those entities had turned into monstrous figures that fought using teeth and fists!


Noah relentlessly attacked, he slashed, kicked, and bit whenever he could, leaving the defense to his Blood companion.


Also, a black trail often came out of his fiendish form and quickly dove toward Adrian, only to disappear inside the black smoke immediately after.


Adrian, on the other hand, boldly punched Noah as the humming sound often resounded in the air.


As time passed, white marks and cracks covered the entirety of his dark skin, and he knew that his Black body transformation spell wouldn't be able to sustain his nephew's relentless offensive much longer.


However, he didn't understand Noah's state since the black smoke covered his features.


He knew that he had landed many blows on his body, but he didn't know if Noah was injured.


He could only continue to punch madly, he was using two spells to empower his body, the effects of his body-nourishing method, and the humming sound, he didn't believe that he would lose that battle.


Another wave of white flames engulfed his figure, and a corrosive black smoke followed them, further worsening the state of his skin.


When his vision regained the focus on his opponent though, he saw that a massive, uneven sphere had appeared between him and Noah.


Noah had activated the Dark blast spell at the beginning of the battle and had continued to fuel it throughout its duration, the amount of mental energy and Breath contained in that fuming sphere made Adrian shiver.


Adrian was about to activate the slowing spell once again, but the sphere suddenly exploded, engulfing both him and Noah in its blast.


Before Adrian was forced to close his eyes to endure the might of the blast, he saw that the fiendish figure right in front of him wear a vicious smile.


The blast destroyed Adrian's black skin and torn his muscles, he felt the walls of his sea of consciousness tremble when his defensive spell was forcibly broken.


His Silver body spell though was still active and managed to endure the remaining power behind the blast.


Adrian was about to open his eyes when he felt hundreds of ethereal hands tearing his insides and two long wounds appearing on his torso.
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                        Noah knew that the Dark blast spell wouldn't do enough damage if Adrian managed to use the humming sound again, so he had to make it detonate when his uncle wasn't ready.


The only way to do so though was to make it explode right after a clash, meaning that he wouldn't be able to escape its area of effect.


However, why would he care about his own attack when he didn't fear the spells of solid stage cultivators?


Noah had hidden the enlarging sphere behind his figure during the battle, waiting for it to become threatening enough.


Then, when almost half of the Breath in his dantian and of the mental energy inside his mind was poured inside the spell, he decided to make it detonate.


Zac enveloped his figure as his body became ethereal, Noah couldn't use the Black hole spell to absorb his own energies, but those defensive methods were more than enough to block the blast.


As soon as the explosion ended, Noah returned material and shot toward his uncle while launching hundreds of ethereal claws and slashing with his sabers.


Adrian had returned to his silver form and couldn't fully block Noah's attacks without using the humming sound, the ethereal claws damaged his internal organs, and two long wounds appeared on his chest.


For the first time since the beginning of the battle, Adrian feared for his life.


Noah's power didn't make sense in his mind.


Adrian knew that empowering his body with two spells, using the ability of his body-nourishing method, and further defending it with another spell placed his power almost at the peak of the gaseous stage.


Every cultivator specialized in a field, and his was close combat, there were very few humans on his same level that could break his defenses before he managed to catch them.


Yet, Noah's body seemed as powerful as his, even stronger actually, but without using any strengthening spell.


Only his Demonic form spell seemed to affect his body, but that alone couldn't match all Adrian's methods.


That led to a situation where Noah could use all his spells and martial arts to attack Adrian while still matching his physical strength, it was evident that he had an advantage against him.


Truth to be told, Adrian wasn't weak, his defenses and resistance were something that very few cultivators on his level could destroy.


Yet, against someone able to press him with an endless offensive and a variety of attacks, he could only passively defend until all his spells were broken.


And that was precisely what had happened.


Adrian stared at the fiendish figure reaching for him, he knew that he wouldn't be able to stop his nephew even with his humming sound in that form.


He only had one way to keep his life.


"I surrender."


Elder Hope heaved a sigh of relief when she heard the words spoken by Adrian, that vicious battle had finally ended, and the Hive had managed to claim another territory.


Yet, she was surprised to see that Noah didn't stop his charge.


Noah arrived right in front of Adrian and stored one of his sabers to stretch his fuming hand and grab his uncle's throat.


Adrian felt an immense strength preventing him from breathing, he could only stare at icy-blue eyes hidden behind the armor of smoke while Noah chocked him.


He saw the deep hatred radiated by them and understood that Noah wouldn't think twice to trade the territory under him for his life.


Noah continued to tighten his grasp, and the black smoke around him kept on consuming Adrian's silver skin, the latter knew that only death waited for him at that point.


However, a golden light shone next to them, and three figures appeared immediately after.


Noah heard a familiar voice speaking a few words directed at him right after he sensed the three cultivators.


"Stop, Noah Balvan, this act doesn't respect the pact sealed by the rulers of our nations!"


Noah didn't need to turn to understand the identity of the man behind that voice.


"Thaddeus Elbas, do you think rules can bind me?"


A deep voice came out of the fiendish figure, Noah answered Thaddeus without releasing his grasp from his uncle's throat.


Another figure appeared near Noah, Elder Hope had immediately entered the battlefield when she saw that three heroic cultivators had teleported next to him.


Thaddeus revealed an ugly expression when he heard those words, but he managed to remain calm as he threatened the entirety of the Hive.


"If the Hive doesn't respect the pact, the Royal family won't respect it either. Take his life, and you will obtain a war."


Elder Hope's expression became cold when she heard Thaddeus' threat, and she turned her gaze toward Noah.


She couldn't really stop him, Adrian's throat was already in his hands, Noah could just crush it before anyone could intervene.


Everything was up to him.


Noah closed his eyes for an instant, but countless thoughts surged in his mind in that brief moment.


He knew that he wouldn't obtain another chance to kill Adrian anytime soon, he had been able to reach for him only because his uncle wanted to fight after all.


Yet, killing him would provoke a war against the Utra nation, something that the Hive couldn't endure.


The territories just claimed would become battlefields, and he knew that the Hive would lose.


Losing those territories would force the Hive back in its previous situation, with promising heroic assets but without the adequate resources to nurture them.


Without powerful heroic cultivators, the Hive wouldn't be able to expand its influence on the old continent and would be forever contained by the three big nations.


If the Hive weren't influential, Noah's position as Demon Prince would be affected, and he wouldn't be able to obtain resources for his cultivation.


Without resources, his path toward the higher ranks would be hindered.


'When will I be able to snap his neck without fearing the consequences of my action?'


Noah sighed internally as he thought that.


Then, he released his grasp and dispersed his armor of smoke, revealing his skinny figure out in the open.


Adrian coughed for a while as he retreated, he had come too close to death at that time, he didn't want to remain on the new continent any further.


"The Royal family can't tolerate such actions, we ask the Hive for compensations!"


Thaddeus continued to speak when he saw that Adrian was safe.


The meaning behind his words was clear, he wanted to extort something from the Hive.


Yet, Noah's answer forced the royal to drop that act.


"The pact wasn't broken, you can complain about my behavior to Chasing Demon when he returns. In the meantime, go away from my land."


Thaddeus saw the pair of reptilian eyes fixing on him when those words resounded in the area, he felt as if Noah would just charge at him if he insisted on that matter.


In the end, he simply left, followed by the two elders that had teleported with him and with a wounded Adrian.
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                        "You made the right decision, Prince. Vengeance can be attained at any point, but there are only so many chances to increase your power. The Hive now has a stable foothold on the new continent, and its power will increase sharply. I'm sure you will lead our armies against your family one day."


Elder Hope said as she and Noah flew back to the forest of White woods.


She was trying to console him, but there was truth in her words.


Noah was the Demon Prince of the Hive, his status wasn't devoid of authority, he would be able to lead an attack against his family given the right circumstances.


On the other hand, Noah was aware that he had acted for his best interest, but his mood was still sour.


Coming so close to a form of revenge only to be stopped by the politics between two nations, that event was a harsh blow to a man that believed that power could overwhelm everything.


"I guess I'm still too weak."


Elder Hope could only hear a murmur since Noah had spoken too softly.


"Prince?"


She asked when she saw that Noah's gaze seemed to wander on the horizon.


"I believed destruction had to come before creation, but how could I destroy if I don't create a power that allows me to do that? Everything is a cycle, nothing ever stays still. The origin of everything should be Heaven and Earth, but can they be its end too?"


Noah gave voice to his thoughts under Elder Hope's confused gaze.


She could only understand part of the meaning behind his words, but she felt the helplessness carried by his tone.


Her eyes went on the horizon too, she let Noah's emotion invade her before she managed to answer.


"Heaven and Earth are the world itself. Cultivators claim to defy them, but they improve through their energy. We might think that we are ascending into the sky as our rank rises, but we are only exchanging one cycle for another."


Elder Hope spoke with his same helpless tone.


Questions about Heaven and Earth, about the meaning behind the cultivation journey, and the true essence of the Breath had lingered on the cultivators' minds since the first human learned to absorb Breath in its dantian.


Elder Hope was a heroic cultivator that had reached the liquid stage through her understanding of the laws of the wind element, her thoughts had reached a similar topic many times while she tried to gain insights.


"What about gods? What's the point of becoming a law outside of Heaven and Earth's grasp if you are just entering one of their cycles?"


Noah asked, but his question wasn't directed to the elder next to him, he seemed to be asking that to himself.


"That I don't know, Prince. I'm walking the cultivation road just like you are, and the answers that we find will obviously be different. After all, every heroic cultivator is pursuing its individuality, there can't be a universal answer nor a general path."


Elder Hope showed her wisdom through her words, it became clear to Noah that she had earned the level of her dantian.


"Paths and roads built on a world that belongs to something else. Heaven and Earth can keep it…"


Noah spoke but continued the rest of the phrase only inside his mind.


'I want the stars.'


Both of them spent the rest of the flight back to the forest in silence, they let their minds wander as they flew through the land that had fallen from the sky.


When they landed on the terrain under the white crowns, they discovered that the area around the teleportation matrix had become far more crowded in those few days.


Elder Julia had fought for the beginning of the mountain chain after the azure plain while Noah was flying to fight Adrian.


Their return sealed the end of the one versus one battles, which meant that the Hive could finally start to use the entirety of its assets to colonize the new continent.


"The hot-head is back."


Elder Julia commented when she saw Noah, but Elder Austin's loud laugh interrupted her from speaking further.


"Come on, Julia, everything turned out for the best in the end. Also, the Prince is not even forty, he still needs to vent from time to time!"


Elder Austin couldn't stop smiling while he said those words, he was simply too happy that Noah had won the lava lake to mind that he had almost caused a war against the Utra nation.


"Hmph, he is the Demon Prince, he can't show any weakness! And what is your problem with your clothes? How can you be the emblem of the Hive if you end up naked after every battle?"


Elder Julia complained and pointed at Noah's torn robe.


Adrian had managed to land many attacks on his body during the fight, and the armor of smoke was pierced many times, meaning that the robe under it had to endure those fists.


Of course, simple clothes would just shatter under the attacks of a heroic cultivator.


Noah was once again almost naked, his upper clothes were completely gone, and only tatters covered the rest of his body.


What had once been a luxurious robe had turned in nothing more than a few rags.


Noah could only shrug his shoulders at her words.


Clothes had always hindered his combat style due to his Blood companions which were one of the reasons why he had never purchased an inscribed robe and relied on his body-inscription spell to defend himself.


Also, now that his combat style had acquired features belonging to a magical beast, his clothes ended up suffering even more.


"I'll pay more attention from now on."


Noah gave voice to those words since Elder Julia didn't seem to want to let go of that matter.


Elder Austin continued to smile at her side, he seemed really amused by Julia's reprimand, or maybe he was just too happy to care about it.


In the end, Elder Julia heaved a helpless sigh and gestured to Elder Jason to bring Noah new clothes before pointing at a table that had been placed next to the formation.


"The Hive is now officially in possess of eight territories in the new continent, but it has only so many heroic assets. With the Patriarch gone, it's up to us to make these lands habitable by human cultivators. Also, many elders have to remain in the Coral archipelago and the conquered nation in the area of influence of the Empire. I believe you all understand what this implies."


The elders gathered around the table, which had a map of the southwestern coast laid on its surface.


Yet, when Noah tried to near it, he was stopped by Elder Austin, who handed him a crystal before adding a few words.


"This contains the images of Elder Julia's battle, put them to good use."
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                        Elder Julia explained her plan on how to handle the newly obtained territories.


The Hive could only send around twenty rank 4 cultivators in the new continent but, for what concerned those in the fifth rank, Elder Austin and Elder Julia had to be enough.


The Hive only had a handful of rank 5 cultivators, and having two of them in the piece of Immortal Lands was already its limit.


One elder at that level was needed to control the copying technique, and another one had to defend the conquered nation in the area of influence of the Empire.


The remaining one had to remain in the Coral archipelago too, in case something happened to the elder managing the copying formation.


Dividing its power between those three areas wasn't something that the Hive would do during normal circumstances. 


Still, the pact sealed by the rulers of the four nations gave it some insurance, it would be up to Chasing Demon to decide how to handle the situation once he returned.


The main focus of Elder Julia's explanation was to create areas inhabitable by human cultivators.


Hordes of rebels, criminals, or simply suppressed soldiers were migrating to the Coral archipelago, and the elders expected that number to increase after the recent events.


The one versus one battles had proven that the Hive was strong, but it was extremely lacking in assets.


Yet, to those human cultivators, a nation that was rising to power was better than a place where they couldn't grow.


However, the islands of the archipelago could contain only so many people, and the Hive needed to establish stable sources of income if it wanted to nourish them.


The solution to both issues could be found in the new continent.


The piece of Immortal Lands was almost as vast as the old continent, and each one of its lands could be used as the perfect training ground for rank 3 cultivators.


The problems started there though.


Territories so vast would have countless magical beasts, and the concentration of Breath in the air there was so high that human cultivators risked suffocating due to its pressure.


Cities in the old continent needed a large amount of Breath blessings to increase the density of Breath artificially, and to create appropriate training areas.


Instead, those in the new continent needed to decrease the density, or human cultivators wouldn't be able to inhabit them.


Yet, clearing some areas from the magical beasts would only increase the density of Breath since there would be fewer living beings absorbing it.


The Hive had to clear one area while building something that absorbed the Breath in the air at the same time!


That project required a lot of manpower and an item similar to the obelisks used by the Utra nation, which the Hive currently didn't have.


"The other higher-ups and I will work on creating a copy of the obelisks, you all focus on lowering the population of magical beasts in the azure plain and the land after the lava lake."


Those were Elder Julia's last words before she dismissed the group.


The territories that she had mentioned were the easiest to colonize, all the others had environmental conditions that would require a lot of effort to modify, it wasn't worth focusing them right now.


As for the rocky wasteland with the lava lake, the elders couldn't do much about it.


The heat there scared away any lifeform, only heroic cultivators could stay there for short periods and even at some distance.


Also, affecting the environment might cause unwanted effects that they couldn't control, there were traces left by divine beings there after all.


Noah didn't linger in the forest and immediately set off for the azure plain, his body was fine, he could begin to work immediately.


Of course, he would first watch Elder Julia's battle and deeply analyze all the fights that had happened in the last days.


Noah dug a cave in the azure terrain as soon as he reached the plain and began to review the battles right after he watched the images contained in the crystal that Elder Austin had given him.


His battle prowess satisfied him, he knew that he was doing the best he could with the spells and techniques in his possession.


Yet, it was clear that something was missing, something that he had begun to notice since a long time ago.


'My attacks lack synergy.'


That thought hit Noah's mind after he analyzed his power.


Many cultivators, especially on his level, were able to use spells to fuel other spells or to gather the remains of their attacks to create new ones.


Noah knew that he couldn't hope to obtain such a harmonious set of attacks in a short period, those heroic cultivators had had decades to search for the spells that they needed the most and for those that could be matched with the diagrams already in their possession.


Noah, instead, wasn't even forty and had simply used anything that he obtained to fight, he had never specifically searched for scrolls or similar.


There was another important detail in that issue: His element!


Scrolls containing spells and techniques of the darkness element were extremely rare, even Divine Demon's inheritance only had two of them up to the fifth rank.


Also, their effects covered many fields.


They could go from mental attacks to a corrosive smoke, from a defensive orb that could absorb energies to a spell that could directly turn his body ethereal.


The only two spells that Noah had been able to harmonize were the Demonic form and the Body-inscription spell, but the other heroic cultivators could synchronize almost all of their attacks!


Even Adrian could fuse three spells to become a massive giant that slowed his opponents.


'I've been able to match these entities thanks to my body and the secret art, but I can't only rely on it. My enemies will soon understand that I'm lethal in close combat if they haven't done it already.'


Many human and heroic cultivators had watched Noah's battles, he was sure that his enemies would analyze his power just like he was doing.


After all, he wasn't a criminal in the human ranks anymore, he was the Demon Prince of the Hive, the three big nations would be stupid not to create a profile that evaluated his abilities.


'Also, if I'm able to harmonize my spells, I would obtain a perfect offensive, matching both those that focus on long-range attacks and those that prefer close combat. I guess it's time to test the limits of the Divine deduction technique.'


As soon as he thought that, Noah reached for a scroll inside his space-ring and unfolded it on the ground in front of him.


Mental energy was redirected to the inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere as his eyes stared at the diagram of the Warp spell.
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                        The Warp spell was one of the three diagrams in Noah's possession that he could use for the entirety of his cultivation journey.


Yet, Noah found it hard to use it efficiently as his power grew.


The issue wasn't with the power of the spell, but with its effects.


The smoke of the Demonic form became more threatening each time he memorized a Kesier rune, and the Body-inscription spell's power was linked to the magical beasts turned into Blood companions.


Those spells were clearly battle oriented, and Noah could always put them to good use in any of his fights.


However, the Warp spell had effects not strictly related to combat.


The spell was useful to travel long distances and to make lose track of any pursuer, but it had unfavorable conditions to its activation that made it quite predictable in battle.


The teleportation required time and the cultivators on Noah's level were able to react to that sudden tremor in the air, he couldn't use it to take his enemies by surprise anymore.


Yet, the Warp spell didn't have limits, Noah could use it through the entirety of his journey, so he decided to use the Divine deduction technique on its diagram first.


He had other ideas on how to create, modify, or even fuse spells, he could clearly imagine the Black hole spell and the Dark blast spell being combined into one, for example.


However, now that he had time, he wanted to focus on creating something that would last, and that wouldn't have to be discarded due to his growth.


The lines of the extremely complex diagram formed over the sea inside his mind before being redirected in the inscriptions over its walls.


Noah experienced part of the feelings of the creator of the diagram, as well as the deep meanings that those lines contained.


'These lines… Their power is linked to the mental waves of a sea of consciousness, they are meant to teleport a cultivator till the limits of its consciousness. The diagram is a teleportation matrix without set destination nor origin, a perfect machine that can bring anywhere as long as enough energy is poured inside it.'


Noah began to understand the meaning behind those lines.


The Divine deduction technique allowed him to analyze diagrams at high speed, that feature was one of its main abilities after all.


Noah intended to completely understand the diagram so that he could reproduce and modify it through his wills, turning it into his personal spell, which effects could be altered according to his needs.


'The black flames aren't a portal, they act as a container for my body, which gets expelled once they reappear in their destination. Since the body is contained inside the flames, the teleportation won't deplete as much energy as it should. Amazing, the creator of the Warp spell has found a way to reduce the interference with the space to make the consumption of mental energy and Breath somewhat affordable.'


Learning more about the mighty entity behind that diagram made Noah marvel.


'Yet, the entirety of the body and the teleportation seem fixed effects.'


Noah stopped using the Divine deduction technique as he thought that.


More than half of his mental energy had been depleted to understand those few things, and he didn't even know how much time had passed in the outside.


It couldn't be helped, he was trying to understand a spell that had no limits to its power, he couldn't expect to learn everything about it with only one round of the Divine deduction technique.


Noah needed time to thoroughly understand the lines of the diagram, time to learn how and why they were connected in that shape, and time to reproduce them in the form of wills.


Only after all those processes were completed, he could start to modify it according to his needs.


Of course, what he needed was to turn that movement-oriented spell into something that he could rely on in battle and hopefully increase his battle prowess.


'I might obtain black flames able to teleport only my attacks if I can remove those two fixed effects. At that point, I would be able to synchronize three spells and a martial art, creating an offensive that isn't affected by distances.'


The attacks in Noah's mind were the Warp spell, the Demonic form spell, the Body-inscription spell, and his Dragon's claw.


'It wouldn't even stop there. Theoretically speaking, even my other spells could be directly teleported next to my enemies, and I might add a form to my martial art… All of this can only happen if I manage to modify this masterpiece though.'


Noah knew that there was no point in dreaming when he had yet to take the first step toward his goal.


However, he had all the time that he wanted now.


The Hive was still trying to create items able to lower the density of Breath in the territories of the new continent, and he knew that hunting magical beasts before that was pointless.


Other creatures would simply migrate to take the place of the killed ones, he and Elder Hope had already seen that happen after all.


Also, he was the Demon Prince, and he had just claimed a territory containing traces left by divine beings under the Hive's banner.


His achievements were impossible to evaluate, and not even a rank 5 cultivator could dictate his next actions so casually.


To put it simply, he didn't really need to help his companions with the colonization of the southwestern coast.


'I've done more than enough for the Coral archipelago, I need to focus on my power now. The other elders can handle the pointless clearing of these areas, I'll just remain here to train.'


There was something that Noah was sure of.


The new continent came from the Immortal Lands, which meant that rank 4 cultivators could only affect it so much.


He didn't know how the Utra nation had built those obelisks, but he was sure that the work of many rank 5 cultivators was behind it, meaning that the elders on his level wouldn't be able to modify the environment in the plain and the area after the lava lake.


'I'll just wait to be contacted by the higher-ups. Until then, there is only me.'
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                        The situation in the old continent evolved precisely as the elders had predicted.


The images of the one versus one battles had been registered and copied in crystals so that anyone with enough Credits could purchase them, it was needless to say that many wealthy forces soon acquired them.


It didn't happen that often to be able to witness a battle between heroic cultivators, especially between those in the fifth rank, the value of those images was extremely high for cultivators able to gain some inspiration from them.


Also, they could be useful data of the heroic assets of the enemy forces, especially for those of the Hive.


The Coral archipelago had to use its heroic cultivators in the fights. 


In contrast, the Council and the Elbas family had sent cultivators belonging to the sects and the noble families in the battles.


Of course, that didn't apply to the rank 5 cultivators who had faced Elder Julia and Elder Austin, they were representatives of the Council and the Elbas family, they had to show their power after all.


June obviously purchased them and gave a lot of importance to the battle between Noah and Adrian, but many other forces in the Utra continent paid special attention to Noah's battle prowess too.


The Udye family, the Balvan family, and other noble families whose heirs had met Noah in their life were interested in seeing the growth of the criminal that had managed to escape the grasp of the Royal family.


Those noble families had even prevented the soldiers under them from watching his battle, but that restriction only increased Noah's fame among the ranks of the exploited and suppressed cultivators.


After all, all the citizens of the settlements in the new continent and those in the bigger cities of the old one had watched the fights unfolding during the event, tales of the fiendish figure destroying the defenses of the black giant filled the rumors among those that lacked a noble bloodline.


The number of cultivators rebelling or simply abandoning their countries to join the Hive increased, the islands of the Coral archipelago saw their population rise sharply in the months after the battles.


It took a bit more than three months for Adrian to return to the Balvan mansion.


When he reached the main hall to report to his father, he found Thomas attentively watching the images of his battle radiated by a crystal.


"You lost an ear."


Thomas commented as soon as he sensed Adrian's arrival.


Adrian lowered his head but didn't answer.


Noah had won fairly, the proof to that was right in front of his eyes, there was nothing to add to his father's comment.


"Do you want something to fix it?"


Thomas asked after a long moment of silence.


"It's just an ear, it's not worth wasting a precious potion for it."


Adrian plainly refused Thomas' offer.


He had a rank 4 body, meaning that only potions in the fourth rank could affect it.


"Good. Scars are important to a warrior, they remind him of his mistakes. Tell me, why did you lose?"


Adrian listened to those words and raised his head to watch his battle from a different perspective.


He saw his giant fists piercing the armor of smoke and landing on Noah's body, but he also saw that they had almost no effect.


"I honestly don't know. The bast-, Noah seems to be training in a peculiar body-nourishing method that gives him a strength and a resistance far superior to my Black body transformation. Still, I couldn't understand if there were spells involved."


Thomas nodded when he heard those words and used his mental energy to make the crystal display the images that pictured Noah when he dispersed the Demonic form.


"Everything under Heaven and Earth follows their balance, fairness is enforced on every living being, and the same applies to techniques and spells. Noah's physical prowess must come with a cost, his body seemed extremely frail when the battle ended, meaning that endurance might be his weakness."


Adrian neared his father after he heard those words.


He had noticed something similar as he pondered about the battle on his way back to the mansion.


Yet, when he was there, even Noah's skinny figure seemed to contain an immense strength.


Little did they know that they were completely off track.


Noah's body was something that even Heaven had tried to destroy, the only physical drawback was his endless hunger.


"He manages to hide secrets even with the eyes of the three big nations on him… I must say that we never had a chance to contain him, not after he saw his mother being abused for so many years."


Adrian heaved a helpless sigh before speaking those words.


He had accepted Noah's strength and had recognized him as an exceptional existence in his mind, he was just trying to console his father by giving voice to his thoughts.


"I know, no one could have predicted his talent nor that he would be so biased against us due to his mother. The youngest heroic cultivator in history had to be the son of a commoner, what luck."


Thomas shook his head after he replied to Adrian, he felt really helpless about that matter.


Lily was just a commoner, she would have never received a good treatment even if Noah's talent was accepted sooner.


After all, how could anyone hinder the action of a noble just because a human cultivator seemed promising?


The road to the heroic ranks was harsh, and only a small percentage of the human cultivators could obtain all the resources and experiences needed to survive the Tribulations.


Also, they even had to destroy the black clouds during the Heaven Tribulation, or their future progress would be affected since their dantians would lack vital nourishments.


"Did you consider that matter?"


Adrian asked with a serious gaze as he turned toward his father.


"What? Are you speaking about me approaching the fifth rank? I don't know if I can survive the breakthrough due to my old age, but I might be able to reach it with the help of the Elbas family…"
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                        The rank 5 cultivators of the Hive spent the months after the one versus one battles trying to find a way to fix the issue about the density of the Breath in the new continent.


They knew the method used by the Utra nation, but they were unaware of the specifics of the obelisks, they could only learn their most apparent features when they explored the eastern coast.


The Papral nation would never reveal its methods to an enemy force, and the Shandal Empire had been silent since the two big countries attacked its territories, the Hive was on its own on that matter.


Also, the Coral archipelago lacked experts in many sectors, only a few inscription masters specialized in formations could be found on its islands.


It soon became clear to those rank 5 existences that they could only use formations to solve the issue.


Yet, deciding on a method was different from finding a solution, the elders still had to find something that could absorb or drain enough Breath from the environment to make the lands of the new continent habitable by human cultivators.


The only formation in their possession that could drain so much energy was, of course, the copying technique.


It didn't take much for the elders to understand that the copying technique had to be used to solve that issue, the only problem was that Chasing Demon was away at that moment and he couldn't lay the technique on the new continent.


Some months and many tests had to pass before they could create the blueprint for something that seemed viable.


The other rank 4 elders received a mental message that explained the plan of the higher-ups at that point, even Noah had to admit that their move was quite smart despite the Hive lacking the assets of the other big nations.


To put it simply, the elders wanted to set up formations able to send Breath to the copying technique in the Coral archipelago.


Of course, since the Hive didn't have a method to accumulate that energy endlessly, the copying formation had to be continuously put to use to deplete it.


Yet, the Hive couldn't summon the copies of rank 5 beings just to deplete that energy, it would simply be a waste.


So, the elders decided to create training grounds for the human cultivators in the archipelago and make them face many copies of rank 4 creatures.


The population in the islands had sharply increased in the last years, and that growth didn't seem to slow down.


That led to a situation where the Hive was filled by many human cultivators or even commoners who lacked proper training or battle experience.


Those cultivators could just be used as cannon fodder in their current state, but they could become valuable resources once gained enough experience, some of them might even aim for the heroic ranks one day.


The Hive had a population with a high percentage of cultivators, similar to that of the Shandal Empire, meaning that it could copy the big nation in the methods that it used to sort it.


The Empire used its endless expansion campaign to train, sort, and promote soldiers, creating a ranking system where anyone could become the leader of a small legion made by simple soldiers.


The Hive wanted to imitate that system, but it lacked the power to engage in so many wars.


So, it decided to use the copying technique as the method to train, sort, and evaluate its cultivators.


The mental message didn't just convey that information, it also requested the help of the rank 4 cultivators.


'I should go, this is quite important. I've even completely understood the diagram of the Warp spell, I've reached the limit of what can be achieved in seclusion.'


Noah thought as he stood up and exited the cave that he had created in the azure plain.


He didn't know how many months had passed, but he had finally analyzed all the lines of the Warp spell and understood how they interacted between themselves, it was time to bring the process to the next phase.


'I need to reproduce the diagram using my wills as the language. Succeeding in this procedure will allow me to modify it and will also give me experience in the creation of spells. I don't know how much it will take though.'


Noah sighed as he flew toward the forest of White woods.


The elders had decided that the border between the two lands would be the area where the formations had to be placed.


That position wasn't casual, the formations needed to be near the teleportation matrix so that the latter could be used to set the destination of the absorbed Breath.


Noah's mind wandered as he fueled the Divine deduction technique with his mental energy.


He knew far too well that he could approach the translation of the diagram only in one way: Through countless tests!


Yet, he had Divine Demon's legacy, and translating was easier than creating from nothing, he was confident that he would succeed, it was only a matter of time.


When he reached the border, he found that many of the elders on his level were already there and floated silently around Elder Austin and Elder Julia.


Noah reached the group and waited for everyone to arrive, it didn't take much before all the heroic cultivators that the Hive had deployed on the new continent gathered there.


"This will be the area where we will build the devices, you must fend off any magical beast or plant that tries to near this part of the plain until the constructions and its defenses are completed."


Elder Julia ordered and began to assign specific spots to each elder, and she even requested for Elder Morgan, Elder Laurel, and Elder Duke's help.


Linking the devices meant to absorb the Breath in the area to the teleportation matrix wasn't an easy task, especially when the White woods could just increase the toxicity of the forest when they felt threatened.


Even those rank 5 cultivators needed the help of experts in specific fields, and those three elders suited their needs.


Then, she just dismissed everyone else, and Noah could begin to fly toward his assigned area.
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                        Noah didn't mind the new assignment.


He was used to training while he fought magical beasts, defending an area didn't hinder the translation of the diagram at all.


'Thoughts for lines, wills for diagrams. Imitate the meaning of each line and link them to form a will that respects the effects of the spell. It's just a matter of testing.'


Noah's mind was focused entirely on the Warp spell while he casually slashed toward a rank 4 Saber-toothed tiger, his attack severed the creature in two even if he wasn't using the secret art.


Weeks had passed already since Elder Julia gave her orders, but the constructions of the devices seemed still in progress.


However, Noah didn't expect anything different.


He knew that the devices had to be extraordinarily complex, and linking them to the teleportation matrix in the forest would take even more time, they couldn't be ready so soon.


'I'm losing track of time more often… I guess my concept of time is gradually adapting to the higher form of life that I've reached.'


Noah thought as he neared the maimed corpse of the tiger and calmly ripped off one of its legs before storing the rest in his space-ring.


His hunger continued to increase as his body grew inside the upper tier of the fourth rank, and he felt that his mindset was constantly distancing itself from the notions that he used to have when he was only a human cultivator.


He couldn't help but notice that he was becoming indifferent to the passage of time, months could go by while he analyzed diagrams or created techniques, but he would barely notice them.


'Heroic cultivators are higher existences, but this doesn't only concern the power that they hold, it also involves their mentality.'


Noah suddenly felt so distant from the feeling that he used to have when he was younger.


He remembered the anxiety, the optimization of his training schedules, his constant efforts in trying so much to reach the next breakthrough.


Now, instead, he felt calm.


His eagerness and efforts were still there, but they had evolved into more mature feelings, into something fit for the higher entity that he had become.


'Maybe I feel in this way only because I know that I'm doing everything I can to improve already.'


That conclusion made sense in his mind.


His body was improving at high speed, his dantian never stopped enlarging, and his mind could only benefit from the constant usage of the Divine deduction spell.


The growth of all his centers of power wasn't hindered in the slightest, and that made Noah feel delighted.


Training his body and dantian almost took him no effort due to his cultivation technique and hybrid status, and he could just stare at the fifth Kesier rune whenever he ended one of his activities.


'I wonder how many years will it take for the next breakthrough. Five? Ten? Twenty?'


Noah didn't know what the average time needed for the breakthroughs in the heroic ranks was, they mostly depended on the cultivator after all.


Also, the pieces of information about other heroic cultivators were rare, especially when they involved their age.


Cultivators would simply stop aging as long as their rank increased, Noah still appeared as a twenty years old man due to his fast growth, for example.


'These periods don't feel that long though. I'm still eager to reach the next rank or stage, but I feel as if five years could pass in an instant if I just close my eyes.'


Noah's mind wandered as he finished eating the limb of the tiger, only a few patches of blood remained on the corners of his mouth after the meal.


'Maybe I should just compress the corpses of some magical beasts in the upper tier in the form of small pills. Some of its nourishments would be lost in the process, but it would be far more comfortable to eat in battle. I need to find an alchemist.'


Noah thought when he inspected the huge pile of magical beasts' corpses inside his space-ring.


He preferred to eat them in the normal way since he had inherited the dragon's tastes, but the amount of nourishment that he could obtain while he was fighting was limited.


Yet, if he compressed an entire corpse into a small form, he could avoid munching pieces of magical beasts in battle and simply eat one of those pills when he was reaching his limits.


Noah immediately contacted Elder Austin and expressed his needs, but he didn't hope to receive an answer anytime soon, the elders in the fifth rank were quite busy after all.


'Oh, it's done,'


Noah exclaimed in his mind when he sensed that a will rose from the sea inside his mental sphere.


The inscriptions on the walls of his mind stopped shining, signaling that Noah had deactivated the Divine deduction technique, and the will slowly flew outside of the sea of consciousness only to appear in the outside world.


'This is the eighth already, I should have fixed all the issues concerning the harmonization of the meanings inside it.'


Noah evaluated in his mind before pouring Breath inside his half-transparent figure that floated right in front of his face.


The will shone with a dark light as soon as the Breath fueled the meanings that it contained, and black flames began to appear over its surface.


Noah intensely stared at the changes in the will, he saw how the flames quickly absorbed its ethereal figure before disappearing together with the dark light.


Black flames reappeared at a few meters of distance, but nothing came out of it even after they dispersed in the air.


Noah heaved a helpless sigh when he saw that, he knew that he had failed in the translation of the diagram once again.


'I really can't seem to get this teleportation right. Well, I'm gaining experience in creating spells through wills at least.'


Noah thought before sitting on the ground and taking out the fifth Kesier rune from his space-ring.


His consciousness didn't sense any creature in the area that he was defending, and a lot of his mental energy had been expended to create that will, it was better to use the remaining one to improve his sea of consciousness.


Once his mental energy was almost depleted, he simply waited for it to reform before activating the Divine deduction technique to analyze his mistakes.


After he found some mistakes, he still relied on the Divine deduction technique to find solutions.


In the end, he began the creation of another will without ever deactivating Divine Demon's technique.


Noah had specifically chosen that order in his experiments so that his mind would always be slightly better when he approached the creation of the following will.


Of course, during all those procedures, he would still pay attention to his area and kill the magical beasts that tried to enter it, he couldn't let anything affect the work of the elders on the border behind him.
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                        Weeks continued to pass in which Noah became faster in solving the mistakes that kept on appearing in his wills.


Countless experiments and constant analysis were bound to give results, Noah found himself completing the creation of each will in a matter of days during the last period.


After all, he was just translating a diagram in his personal language, he wasn't creating something from nothing.


At some point though, he received another mental message from Elder Julia, who pressed him to return to the border between the forest and the azure plain.


Noah didn't hesitate and flew toward the forest of White woods as soon as the message ended.


On his way back, he noticed that even the other rank 4 cultivators in the plain had been summoned, Noah saw a small group of powerful entities forming around him as he returned to the appointed location.


The Hive had deployed less than twenty heroic cultivators on the piece of Immortal Lands, that number didn't seem high, but it represented almost half of the entirety of the heroic assets of the archipelago.


The elders that had joined the group on the new continent were either on the gaseous or liquid stage, the most powerful ones in the fourth rank were still in the archipelago to monitor the situation.


Large basins became visible when the group reached the border of the plain.


The basins were hundreds of meters large and less than a hundred meters deep, and Noah couldn't help but sense a certain familiarity when he saw the terrain that made the surface of the vast holes.


Then, the answer to that sensation came from the memories that he had inherited from the Excavating worm.


'This is the same terrain of the Bare Dungeon! It will transform into Obsidian Credits if enough Breath is poured inside it!'


Noah thought when he reviewed the images of the Bloodline inheritance.


"You are all here, good, we can start then."


Elder Julia appeared over the basins as her words resounded in the air, Elder Austin and the three experts in formations and magical plants were behind her and remained silent as she kept on speaking.


"There are ten basins along this border, and they are all linked to the teleportation matrix inside the forest. Formations also cover their surface, and we have already deployed many defenses in the surrounding area. These devices and the defenses will become self-sufficient once enough Breath is gathered inside them, but we expect that magical beasts will try to storm this area once they sense the activation."


The elders released amazed gasps when they heard her words and shot gazes to the basins that covered the border.


The meaning behind Elder Julia's explanation was clear, they needed to defend the devices until their activation was completed.


"Choose a basin and defend it, Elder Austin will intervene if the number of magical beasts is too high or if something in the fifth rank appears. Go, and remember that the Hive might go bankrupt if you fail."


The elders showed stern expressions when they heard the last phrase and immediately picked a basin to defend, Noah took the central one and found Elder Jason standing proudly next to him.


No more words were spoken, silence reigned over the area as everyone focused on defending against the incoming tide of creatures.


Elder Julia nodded when she saw the resolve pictured on the elders' faces and landed on the spot before the basins to pour Breath in what seemed one of the cores of the formation.


Lines lit up under her and spread in the area, it didn't take much before their brilliance covered all the basins.


Lines also spread toward the forest, a sort of humming sound resounded from the white crowns of the magical plants as the formation under them activated.


Noah was the first one to sense that something was changing in the air around him.


His mind was susceptible to the variations in the Breath, he was a hybrid after all, that feature was part of his instincts.


He sensed that the Breath around him was moving toward the basins as if attracted by the terrain that made their surface, its density in the air immediately decreased as the process continued.


The terrain in the basins began to shine along with the lines of the formations around them, crystals began to appear at their bases as the Breath gathered there.


'I think I understand now.'


Noah thought when he stared at the shining holes.


'The formations enhance the innate absorbing capabilities of that terrain, forcing it to accumulate enough Breath to transform into Obsidian Credits. Yet, I believe that this is just part of the mechanism.'


Noah continued to stare at the basins with interest.


His inscription method was somewhat limited compared to the formations field, he wouldn't give up on the chance to observe how it worked.


The surface of the basins soon completely transformed into Obsidian Credits, but the absorption of Breath didn't stop.


Shining drops began to appear over the crystals, they accumulated at high speed and soon became shining water that kept on filling those vast holes.


The basins transformed into shining lakes right under Noah's amazed gaze.


At that point, he understood the reason why Elder Julia was so concerned about the magical beasts' attack.


His hunger seemed to explode when he stared at that shimmering water, he felt the urge to dive in it and claim that area as his.


Then, roars reached his ears.


Noah turned only to see that smoke filled the horizon, and he instinctively wielded his sabers when he understood the cause behind that event.


Heavy footsteps soon resounded in the area, the ground trembled as if unable to endure the charge of so many magical beasts.


'More than a hundred of them, all in the fourth rank.'


Noah's eyes sharpened when he evaluated the power behind the incoming tide, and he didn't hesitate to cast the Dark blast spell to begin the accumulation of energies as soon as possible.


His companions imitated his actions, they also prepared their attacks and defenses when they realized the event that they had set off.


After all, they were less than twenty, and that was only the first tide formed by the magical beasts closest to their position, there were bound to be more of them as the Breath kept on gathering behind them.


Yet, two huge fiery snakes flew over the elders' heads and crashed on the incoming tide, unleashing deadly flames that burned to death most of those beasts.


The rank 4 cultivators raised their heads to the sky only to see that Elder Austin was floating in the air above them and that a rare seriousness could be seen in his expression.


"The first one is free, you can handle the next."
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                        The elders shot grateful gazes toward Elder Austin, but Noah and a few others could understand the reason behind his action.


Rank 4 magical beasts weren't threatening for those lofty entities, the problem was their sheer number.


Dealing with more than a hundred magical beasts at the same time with ten basins to defend and less than twenty rank 4 cultivators was quite problematic.


Noah knew that those creatures would recklessly pounce the lakes made of Breath, he was tempted to do the same after all.


The amount of Breath contained in all the basins could be compared to that inside the bodies of many rank 5 creatures.


The most appealing part though was that so much energy was harmless!


Anyone with enough power could just reach out and drink the shining water accumulated on the formations, the only threat in the area was the cultivators defending it.


Noah didn't know the specifics behind the formations, but Elder Julia seemed quite serious when she explained the plan, so he could guess that they had to prevent anything from interfering with the basins.


'The situation must be quite delicate for Elder Austin to intervene, it seems that not even a magical beast must be allowed to pass.'


Noah thought while he focused on the horizon.


He felt hungry beyond any limit, but his mind didn't falter and remained focused on the task.


Other packs of magical beasts appeared in the distance, they completely disregarded the charred corpses of the creatures of the first tide and charged at high speed toward the shining lakes.


Yet, there were only fifty or so creatures at that time, with only a handful of them in the upper tier.


They were mostly Saber-toothed tigers, but even a few ape-type magical beasts could be seen among those packs.


The elders didn't wait to see if Elder Austin would intervene again, those of them having long-range attacks at their disposal began their offensive.


Bullets, spears, and slashes of various elements crashed on the sparse group of beasts, killing almost all of them in the impact.


However, a few of them managed to survive and continued their reckless charge, even those that had only been injured struggled to keep advancing.


Noah slashed without hesitation when those creatures entered in his range, and his companions did the same, the beasts were soon defeated, and no problems occurred.


More magical beasts appeared on the horizon, all the creatures on the plain and those that inhabited the lands nearby felt instinctively attracted by the basins and migrated as soon as they sensed them.


Yet, now that the closest creatures to the border had died, only sparse packs and solitary powerful beasts neared the elders in the air.


Noah and the others unleashed another wave of attacks and vanquished those creatures, but more beasts appeared once again in the distance.


Hours passed with the rank 4 cultivators of the Hive continuously dealing with the seemingly endless magical beasts that tried to reach for the shining lakes behind them.


Even the creatures that inhabited the nearby territories made their way through the plain and pounced the elders.


Noah saw the Poisonous frogs that inhabited the area with the toxic rivers, the Giant sandworms from the desert, and even the octopuses living in the lake next to the forest of White woods.


Nothing seemed able to stop the hunger of those creatures, but the elders didn't falter and continued to launch attacks to fend off the beasts.


Eventually, an entire day passed, but magical beasts kept on coming.


Noah stared at the lakes behind him while he launched a few slashes toward a rank 4 Giant sandworm.


The lines of the formations kept on spreading on the terrain under him, the shining lakes fueled them and redirected the Breath toward the defenses previously deployed by Elder Julia and the others.


'This should be almost over.'


Noah thought when he saw that the lines of the formation were surpassing their position and encircling an area that spread in front of him, he knew that the process was almost over.


Then, a sandstorm filled the sky in the south.


Noah felt a huge threat coming from that direction and knew that the only being that could cause it was the rank 5 sandworm that ruled over the desert.


The massive figure of the rank 5 Giant sandworm appeared in the distance, it resembled a small mountain that crawled toward the azure plain and destroyed everything in its path.


Elder Austin shot toward it without speaking any word, he knew that it was up to him to handle the situation.


A fiery hydra appeared in the air and clashed toward the beast, shockwaves spread through the plain and cracked the ground around the battle between the two massive figures.


Elder Austin showed his perfect control over the spell as he kept the Giant sandworm away from the area filled by the formations.


Pillars of flames and screeches filled the battlefield in the southern side of the plain, Noah did his best to keep part of his focus on the two rank 5 beings, but most of it was still on the creatures that kept on charging toward the shining lakes.


Even the appearance of a rank 5 magical beasts didn't stop their charge, their hunger had completely taken over their minds.


Yet, at some point, a change finally happened in the formations.


A thick shining line appeared on the terrain in front of the elders and separated the forest and the area with the basins from the rest of the azure plain.


The line encircled an area a few thousand kilometers wide before projecting its light in the air, an ethereal wall formed and covered part of the sky, creating something similar to an invisible dome.


The dome covered the shining lakes and part of the forest of White woods in its range, and the group from the Hive could immediately notice its effects.


The magical beasts still lingering near the blockade stopped their charge and showed confused expressions when they looked toward the forest, it was as if they had lost their target.


Even the rank 5 sandworm stopped attacking, Elder Austin patiently waited for its reaction before making his next move.


Then, the Giant sandworm suddenly left and returned to the desert, and the magical beasts near the dome began to fight each other for the corpses lingering in the area.


It took Elder Julia's voice to awaken the elders from their amazement.


"Clean this mess and recover the corpses, the formation and its defenses are finally complete. Now, the Hive can colonize the piece of Immortal Lands."
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                        The dome created by the formations didn't just have the ability to hide the shining lakes.


Elder Julia took her time to explain the features of the formations after the battlefield was cleaned, and the corpses of the magical beasts were stored.


The basins were an extremely efficient device that became self-sufficient once they were activated entirely.


The formations activated the innate capabilities of the terrain that made the surface of the basins and initiated the accumulation of Breath, which was then stored in the form of shining water.


Yet, the accumulation didn't stop when the basins were full.


Elder Julia and the other experts had made many tests and calculations to find a balance between the expenditure of Breath and its accumulation so that the basins could function continuously without incurring in an overflow.


Even the copying technique though wouldn't be enough to deplete that considerable amount of Breath and bring balance to the device, not by copying rank 4 magical beasts at least.


The Hive couldn't possibly copy rank 5 magical beasts just to expend energy, it would be a complete waste.


So, the elders decided to link other formations with different purposes to the basins.


Those formations would gather their power to create the ethereal dome that covered the shimmering lakes, and that delimited an area habitable by human cultivators.


The dome could stop the senses of the magical beasts and plants and even the consciousnesses of weaker cultivators, but it also featured many defensive mechanisms.


According to Elder Julia's estimation, the dome would be able to defend against the attacks of rank 5 cultivators and even send part of their power back, it was basically a sturdy shield.


Of course, the cultivators of the Hive could easily cross the shield, but rank 5 elders could take control of it in dangerous situations and prevent access to anyone.


'This is indeed fit for human cultivators. I guess this area will become crowded quite soon.'


Noah thought when he analyzed the density of Breath inside the dome.


He could clearly sense that the area would be perfect for cultivators in the third rank, the only issue was the lack of buildings where to live.


'Well, I would have trained here anyway back then, I still do.'


Noah smiled internally when he saw the vast azure plain and turned his gaze toward the shining lakes in the distance.


He could still feel his hunger screaming to reach them and drink their water, but Elder Julia had emphasized many times that the basins didn't have to be affected in the slightest.


Apparently, even the tiniest change in the balance between the absorbed and depleted Breath could cause a chain reaction that would make the formations around them fall apart.


Noah could only give up on the shining water after he understood that aspect of the devices, and he turned to leave in the direction of the lava lake.


He couldn't concentrate with the hunger assailing his mind, and he needed to focus on completing the translation of the diagram of the Warp spell, he desperately wanted to improve his battle prowess after all.


His task in the azure plain was over, and Elder Julia didn't mention him when she assigned other missions, meaning that he could focus on himself for now.


It was evident in his mind that the Hive had just begun its exponential growth since it had finally covered all the areas where it was lacking.


Human cultivators kept on migrating toward the archipelago, filling the Hive with manpower and promising soldiers.


Many training areas had also been created in the archipelago thanks to the shining lakes, the Hive was now forced to create copies of rank 4 magical beasts to balance the absorption of Breath and could train all those inexperienced assets that reached its shores.


The Hive had also taken control over the southwestern coast of the piece of Immortal Lands, gaining lands that heroic cultivators could use to train and meditate.


Some of those lands would eventually become sources of income, the elders mentioned by Elder Julia were tasked to analyze and write down the growth of Azure Credits so that she could decide the quantity to reap.


The cultivators with a fire aptitude had even gained a land containing traces left by divine beings, it wouldn't be surprising if many experts with that element were to appear in the next years.


In the end, with the ethereal dome, the Hive had obtained an area habitable by human cultivators.


Not only the colonization could finally start due to that achievement, but the issue of the overcrowded islands would be solved once cities were built in that safe area.


Noah could imagine that the scenery inside the dome would drastically change in the next months, but he didn't really care, he was too distant from the matters that concerned human cultivators now.


That was why he decided to simply go away and leave those matters to Elder Julia, there was too much to do about his personal power.


Noah flew toward the lava lake, but he didn't stop there, his destination was the area inhabited by ape-type magical beasts after the rocky wasteland.


He knew that the next target of the Hive would be that land, it couldn't be satisfied with just a few thousand kilometers of habitable terrain.


So, he thought that he could begin to lower the population of magical beasts while he trained, he needed to feed his body after all.


'The next step of the Hive will be the colonization of this area. Yet, it's pointless to create other basins now since a balance has already been reached. We must wait for Chasing Demon to return so that he can lay the copying technique on the new continent and on the territory in our possession in the area of influence of the Empire. Only then the Hive will be able to create more training areas and more basins.'


Noah summarized in his mind while he landed among the sparse vegetation of that area.


The inscriptions on the walls of his sea of consciousness activated and consumed mental energy to assemble meanings in an intricate layout, he had resumed the translation of the diagram of the Warp spell without hesitation.
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                        Noah didn't choose that location just because it would be the Hive's next target.


The lava lake was nearby, he could just go there whenever he felt like meditating.


He didn't have a fire aptitude, but the lake contained traces left by divine beings, they could still help him gain some insights.


Noah didn't know how much time passed after he went into the new territory.


Weeks would pass without him even noticing, it was as if his mind couldn't perceive them in the same way as before.


Only the translation of the diagram of the Warp spell occupied his thoughts, his battles against the ape-type magical beasts were something that he did by instinct.


The fauna in that land though was different from that of the azure plain.


Part of the mountain chain that stretched toward the center of the new continent and the snowy mountain were quite close, which meant that strong creatures could randomly appear in that seemingly safe territory.


That would force an ordinary cultivator to be constantly wary of its surroundings, but Noah was different, he could just rely on his instincts to understand the safety of the area around him.


The translation went well most of the time, but there always seemed to be something that stopped his wills from working.


Even when he felt that the translation was completed, the spell didn't work as intended, it was clear that something was missing.


His wills would produce the black flames and begin the teleportation, but they always came out damaged and broken.


'It's as if the world itself doesn't want it to work.'


Noah thought when another of his wills failed to execute the teleportation.


He could see how the Breath in the air resisted the effects of his wills and affected the teleportation, he couldn't help but feel that Heaven and Earth didn't want him to succeed.


'This should have some similarities to when I created hybrids, which means that I have to force the effects that I want on the world.'


Noah realized that when he pondered over the matter.


Heaven had been against the birth of a hybrid, so it could also be against spells that had a foreign origin.


'I see, it has always been impossible to translate the language of Heaven and Earth completely. I've always needed to modify it to make it work in a world that doesn't follow my laws.'


The problem was simple: The diagram of the Warp spell used the laws of Heaven and Earth to work, but Noah was a being wholly separated from them.


His creations would obviously face some sort of resistance when they tried to apply their effects on the world of Heaven and Earth, there was a reason why Noah couldn't understand their language after all.


'That's why it took me so much to create a cultivation technique, I was able to forge the Black hole technique only when I imbued it with my hunger. The same goes for my sabers and my body, I could forge them only when I've managed to imbue a strong will in them.'


The situation became clearer inside Noah's mind.


Why was it so hard to create personal techniques, methods, and spells?


Why wasn't every cultivator creating its own path?


Noah had always believed that it was just a matter of complexity, his achievements could be linked to the Divine deduction technique or his initial advantage with the sea of consciousness after all.


Yet, that last realization led him to believe that there was a deeper issue to the matter.


'To create something able to show its effects on the world, a cultivator must have a will able to force its way through the Breath under Heaven and Earth's domain. So, I need to modify my wills before they can work outside my mind.'


As soon as he found the cause of his problem, he began to work on a solution.


Noah continued to spend his time testing wills and fighting the magical beasts in the area after the rocky wasteland.


He would also occasionally meditate near the lava lake, he didn't stop exploring the depths of his individuality because he was busy with another matter.


He would always find Elder Austin next to the lake, and even the other elders with a fire aptitude could be often seen near the area.


The faces of his companions were quite relaxed, the Hive was at peace after all, and was experiencing a period of stable and unhindered growth.


Their job now was to raise their power and become even more valuable assets, any other expansion project had to wait for Chasing Demon's return.


Noah found it hard to contact Elder Austin and Elder Julia in that period.


Not only was his mind mostly occupied by thoughts about the Warp spell, but even those elders were busy with their matters.


Elder Austin seemed glued to the lava lake and didn't interact with anyone. 


At the same time, Elder Julia managed the habitable area in the azure plain and oversaw the construction of the city there.


Also, she added layers of defenses around the dome and made sure that the shining lakes worked as intended.


Human cultivators from the Coral archipelago had even begun to migrate to the new continent to make room for the other human assets reaching for the islands.


Of course, only rank 3 cultivators with an excellent battle prowess would be allowed to travel to the new continent, the Hive used the relocation as a form of reward.


All those events occurred without problems, every nation was focusing on itself since the pact between the rank 6 beings enforced peace.


Yet, something was bound to happen as the Hive grew stronger.


It happened on a seemingly random day, Noah was casually eating the arm of an ape-type magical beast while he laid on the branch of a tree when he sensed a few strong presences coming from the snowy mountain.


He first thought that they were magical beasts attempting to invade that territory, but he soon found out that those presences were, in fact, cultivators.


Noah flew in the air to understand the identity of those invaders, but a surprised expression appeared on his face when he saw that there were even human cultivators in that group.


There was some sort of barrier that surrounded the group and allowed those human cultivators to breathe.


Noah's gaze went to the head of the group to try to understand its origin.


He saw a slender young-looking man with short silver hair in the lead, followed by a tall, middle-aged man that resembled him and by a cultivator that had its face hidden.


Human cultivators followed behind the three of them, they weren't really walking but merely being transported inside the barrier.


Then, Noah was surprised once again when he saw the emblem embroidered on the robes of those cultivators, he could clearly recognize the symbol of the Udye family when he saw it.



						




                    


                
				
                    569. Meeting

					
					

                    
                        Noah recognized the young-looking man and the emblem embroidered on the group's robes.


'Daniel Udye.'


That name appeared in his mind as he kept on watching the group from above.


'This isn't an invasion, it's an envoy.'


Noah picked his inscribed notebook when he realized that and sent a simple mental message to the two rank 5 elders in charge of those territories.


"We have guests."


There was no reason to say anything else because he would greet them himself.


Noah began his descent toward the group, but he stopped midway when he remembered that he had lived like a beast for the last period.


'This is an official meeting, I should at least try to appear presentable.'


Noah threw away the torn robe that he was wearing as he thought that and used his mental waves to clean his body.


The thick mental waves of a rank 4 mage were able to affect the material world, all the dirt that had accumulated on Noah in the last period was removed from him.


'I'm not exactly clean, but I won't resemble a magical beast, at least.'


Noah sighed as he took a clean robe from his space-ring and quickly wore it, he really wasn't prepared for that event.


Then, he continued his descent.


The group suddenly stopped moving, and the human cultivators in it shot confused gazes to the three figures in their lead before a dark shape entered their field of view.


'Three heroic cultivators, well, almost three.'


Noah thought when he reached the group.


'The middle-aged man should be Daniel's father, and he is in the solid stage of the fourth rank. The woman with her face covered is in the liquid stage, but she doesn't seem part of the family. Daniel is in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank, but…'


Noah had stopped in the air right above the group to analyze its power, his gaze moved between the three figures in the heroic ranks and lingered for some moments on Daniel.


'He isn't a rank 4 mage yet, he isn't a complete heroic cultivator.'


Noah didn't know how he felt when he understood Daniel's level.


He clearly remembered that his power matched Daniel's back in the Bare Dungeon, but many things had changed in those years.


Daniel, instead, felt an overwhelming sense of defeat.


He was older than Noah and had the full support of one of the strongest large-size noble families.


Yet, his achievements paled in front of the young-looking cultivator floating above his head.


"This territory belongs to the Hive, you have trespassed our borders. Do you mind explaining the purpose of your journey?"


In the end, Noah gave voice to those words.


He didn't care much about the past, he had simply used Daniel and his connection to the Cause to escape the Utra nation back then.


Yet, the two of them had never been in any form of friendly relationship.


Noah only needed him to gain time for his escape, and Daniel's purposes were linked to the Cause, he needed a cultivator with a darkness aptitude to raise his status inside his family.


"Greetings, Demon Prince, I am Ian Udye, I believe that you and my son Daniel know each other. We have traveled a long distance for the chance to be received by the higher-ups of the Hive. Would you mind showing us the way?"


Ian spoke polite words, but Noah's gaze didn't falter, he continued to radiate a cold pressure as he stared at the group.


"Yes, I do mind. Purpose of your journey?"


Noah repeated his question.


He knew the power behind his status far too well.


The force in front of him belonged to a large-size noble family, and it couldn't compare to the power of the entirety of the Hive.


He could act as overbearing as he wanted, and he felt that approach to be the best one.


That was a delicate period for the Hive, troubles had to be avoided at all costs to ensure its growth.


Daniel opened his mouth and was about to speak, but the woman next to him placed a hand over his shoulder to stop him.


She was Octavia, Daniel's personal guard, and she couldn't let him do something so stupid like being impolite to one of the most important figures of an enemy force.


On the other hand, Ian kept his calm and continued to speak politely to Noah.


"We only want to have a friendly meeting. The four nations have sealed a pact, but most of the smaller powers have been ignored in that agreement. We believe that both the Udye family and the Hive can benefit from cooperation."


Noah remained expressionless, but he knew that Ian had made a good point.


The Utra nation was considered the most advanced country when it came to inscribed items and other fields of the cultivation area.


Its political system and the academy allowed the birth of many experts every year, and innovative devices were produced along with them.


The air-ships were just one of the most striking creations, but the Elbas family didn't limit itself to the promotion of inscribed items.


Alchemy, formations, runes, inscriptions, diagrams, forms, the Utra nation was advanced in all those fields!


"It's ok, Prince, they have contacted us beforehand."


A voice resounded behind Noah, and he was suddenly able to sense that Elder Julia had appeared behind him while he was thinking.


"I guess you can handle them, Elder Julia."


Noah nodded at her after he spoke those words and was about to return to the ground below when he felt her hand over his shoulder.


Then, he felt a mental message reaching his consciousness.


"I need you to lead them to the azure plain and show the actual strength of the Hive. We need to make them understand how powerful we are to obtain a better deal."


Elder Julia's words resounded in his mind, but Noah promptly complained through another mental message directed to her consciousness.


"Can't Jason do it? I'm in the middle of something, and I'm not exactly polite with nobles."


However, his words did not affect Elder Julia, who quickly sealed the matter with her next phrase.


"You are the pride of the Hive, you are the only one who can show how capable we are. Also, weren't you looking for an alchemist? The best ones are in the Utra nation and Papral nation, but I don't think that the latter would contact us for the time being. We must settle for a noble family!"


Noah could only sigh when he heard those words and watched Elder Julia disappearing right in front of his eyes.


Ian and Octavia could clearly understand that Elder Julia was a cultivator in the fifth rank, and they were stupefied when they saw Noah calmly conversing with her through his mind.


They quickly realized that Noah's position was even higher than they expected.


Yet, Noah was quite annoyed by that matter and ignored the gazes on him as he gave voice to a few words.


"Let's go, we will take the long route."
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                        Noah led the group from the Udye family across the southwestern coast.


Ian had to lift the barrier around them high in the sky when the flew over the lava lake, the heat in the area would just seep through it and kill all the human cultivators in an instant.


Elder Austin interrupted his cultivation when he saw Noah and rose in the sky to speak a few words to him.


Apparently, he was the one who had the idea of using a noble family to obtain the advanced devices of the Utra nation.


The sects of the Papral nation couldn't seal a pact with the Hive, its patriarch was the leader of one of the eleven unorthodox sects that had been exiled in the past after all.


The Council and the Elbas family were too busy with their territories in the new continent to care about a small force like the Hive, so only the noble families were left as an option.


The best choice among them was obviously the Udye family.


Not only was it one of the most potent large-size noble families, but it also was one of the reasons behind the Cause.


The Elbas family would neglect noble families that sided with the Cause and give part of the resources obtained in the new continent only to the loyal ones.


That led to a situation where the families siding with the Cause were forced to look for external help so that their power wouldn't stagnate.


'They could have just told me. Well, the Udye family is perfect, and it's already here, I might as well end this matter as fast as I can and continue to create wills.'


Noah sighed inside his mind as he thought that.


He had never liked being interrupted when he was in the middle of his training, but his position brought duties along with benefits.


He was quite annoyed, and that feeling was further fueled by Daniel's gaze, which was fixed on his back.


Noah flew without turning his back, he didn't care if Ian was forced to move the barrier to avoid the heatwaves, he couldn't be bothered to adapt to his problems.


They soon reached the desert, and Noah purposely flew over the area where the rank 5 sandworm rested.


Some of the human cultivators inside the barrier directly fainted when they heard the creature's screech, but they were too high in the sky, the sandworm wasn't able to reach them.


Noah led the group over the land filled by poisonous rivers only to reach for the forest of White woods where he turned toward the east.


The ethereal dome was hidden entirely even to his eyes, Noah could only see the vast azure plain stretching as soon as the forest ended.


It was at that point that Elder Julia appeared again and waved her hand to perform a spell.


Winds blew over the surface of the barrier that covered the group from the Udye family, and a thick layer of compressed air soon surrounded it.


The layer blocked the vision of the cultivators inside it and was also able to contain the consciousnesses of the two rank 4 mages in the group.


Elder Julia then waved her hand again, and the oval layer descended toward the plain before disappearing when it crossed an invisible barrier.


Noah understood that they had entered inside the area habitable by human cultivators, but his mind was on something that didn't concern the meeting.


"Can I return to my training now?"


Noah asked Elder Julia, but the latter simply shook her head before speaking a few words.


"No, the Hive needs you at the meeting, you represent the new generations after all! Remember to change yourself before the banquet."


'Banquet?'


Noah was surprised by the turn of events and was about to ask more about that matter, but Elder Julia just vanished once again.


He could only heave a loud sigh before diving toward the ground.


His vision changed when he crossed the barrier of the invisible dome.


Tall buildings appeared in his view, a small city had been built in that area in those months.


Also, he could see small groups of rank 3 cultivators walking through the street, he couldn't help but realize how the human assets of the Hive had grown in the past years.


Noah looked in the distance, toward the area with the shining lakes, but he was only able to see that a tall defensive wall had been erected in front of them.


'A lot has changed while I trained, the life of the mortals seems so fast.'


He thought when he saw how his old home had been transformed into something entirely different.


It didn't take much for him to find where he was supposed to go, he only needed to follow the presences of the heroic cultivators under the dome.


Noah landed on top of a large building that stood at the center of the city and found Elder Duke waiting for him.


Elder Duke notified him that a bath and new robes had been prepared on the floors below, so Noah didn't find any reason to waste time.


The way he saw it, the sooner the banquet began, the sooner it would end.


Not even an hour later, he found himself in a large hall that featured many long tables.


Delicacies and fine wines filled the surface of the tables, and both human and heroic cultivators were seated next to them.


Of course, the order of the seats followed the rank of the cultivators.


Elder Julia, Noah, and Elder Duke sat on one side and faced Ian, Octavia, and Daniel. 


In contrast, the other human cultivators sat at some distance from that group of powerful entities.


Noah ate in silence and enjoyed the excellent wine that was served on the table, but Daniel kept his eyes on him for the whole time.


Meanwhile, Elder Duke entertained the guests with a long speech about the features of the piece of Immortal Lands, he seemed the appointed mediator for that meeting.


The banquet ended after a few hours in which Noah never stopped eating and drinking.


The Hive was serving cooked magical beasts' meat after all, he preferred it raw, but he wouldn't waste such a nourishing meal just for his tastes.


Then, the human cultivators left the room, and large sofas and praying mats replaced the tables.


Even the remaining food was taken away with a gesture of Elder Julia's hand, and only the wine remained between them.


"You are free to begin with your requests, did you find something interesting in our territories?"


Elder Duke spoke as he turned toward Ian.


Elder Julia was a rank 5 cultivator, she was there only as a show of power, and Noah simply didn't care, he only wanted to finish the translation of the Warp spell.


"There is something that I wanted to ask before proceeding with the meeting."


Daniel spoke, surprising Elder Duke who thought that it would have been Ian the one to lead their side of the conversation.


"Noah Balvan, did you kill Phoebe and Manuel back in the Bare Dungeon?"
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                        Noah was silently sipping his wine when he heard that question.


Daniel's words surprised him, he didn't expect to be questioned about matters that had happened almost twenty years ago.


"Yes."


In the end, he answered honestly.


He had decided to stop hiding, denying his deeds would only go against his individuality.


"Why?"


Daniel asked, and his eyes sharpened.


He didn't expect Noah to reveal the truth so quickly, killing heirs of large-size noble families wasn't a small matter after all.


"They were in my way, so I killed them."


A simple answer came out of Noah's mouth.


He was being honest, he had never hesitated in killing whoever stood in his path, and he had never felt guilty about it.


Power stood above notions of good and evil in his mind, and being weak would always put you on the wrong side.


Daniel couldn't bear the sight of Noah speaking about the death of his companions so casually, anger filled his mind and took control of his next words.


"Is there really nothing that matters to you? Does life have no value in your mind? Are you really the monster described in the reports!?"


Daniel shouted as he gave voice to those words, and a series of gazes went on Noah.


That was a discussion between heroic cultivators, every trait of someone's personality could show something about its individuality.


Noah felt the stares on him and the emotions behind them.


There was anger, curiosity, surprise, and also anticipation.


However, Noah felt only annoyed by that situation.


His training had been interrupted by political obligations, the same obligations that had forced him to let Adrian go.


It was as if the world tried to remind him that he wasn't strong enough to ignore all those matters that had no value in his mind.


Noah placed the cup that he was holding on the ground and fixed his reptilian eyes on Daniel before speaking in a tone that resembled a growl.


"Who do you think you are?"


At that moment, Daniel could clearly feel the immense difference in their power.


He felt those vertical pupils piercing his skin and reaching for his internal organs, it was as if his life was completely exposed to Noah.


Also, sweat ran down his forehead since he had to focus on fending off the pressure radiated by Noah's stare.


"I could kill you with one thought, how can you have any right to accuse me?"


Noah continued to speak, venting part of the anger that he felt toward that society that kept on interrupting his growth.


"Do you think you are my equal just because we share a rare element? You are delusional!"


Ian seemed about to interrupt the conversation, but he suddenly felt an enormous pressure stopping his movements, he could only turn his head toward the origin of that feeling.


"The Demon Prince of the Hive is speaking."


Elder Julia murmured those words, and Ian understood that he couldn't intervene.


It was Daniel's fault after all, he shouldn't have provoked a heroic cultivator while being only a rank 3 mage.


"You nobles are all the same. Your families give you power, techniques, resources, and a lofty status, but you always forget that all of that isn't part of your strength. My eyes can only see a void man who has deluded himself into believing that his borrowed power belongs to him! You are nothing without your family."


Noah's words were sharper than swords, they stabbed Daniel's pride and continued to injure his belief.


"Y-you are the same! What would be of you without the Hive behind your back? You would still be running for your life, doing the dirty work for some organization to obtain some quick gains before hitting the road again!"


Daniel had to use all his concentration to stutter those words, he wasn't ready to accept Noah's view as the truth.


Then, to his surprise, he felt the pressure that was pressing on his mind disappear.


He raised a confused gaze toward Noah only to see that a slight smile had appeared on his face.


"I see, your birthright made you blind."


Noah's words resounded in the hall, and Daniel felt chills running down his spine.


"You have misunderstood, I didn't reach this rank because the Hive has my back. Instead, it is the Hive that wouldn't be here if I hadn't appeared."


Shocking words came out of his mouth, and Elder Julia's nod further surprised the guests.


Noah was speaking the truth.


Divine Demon's inheritance would have fallen in the hands of an orthodox organization if it wasn't for him.


The Coral archipelago would have never claimed its independence without the copying technique, not so easily at least.


Without independence, there would be no Hive.


One of the underground organizations of the archipelago became the strongest country after the three big nations, and that fantastic growth was connected to Noah's appearance.


Noah had dispersed his pressure because he had realized that he was already too far away from Daniel.


He was a dragon, and Daniel was just a promising noble, why would he even care about his words?


Daniel was speechless, he couldn't believe that a rank 5 cultivator had actually agreed with Noah's statement.


In his mind, something like that was simply impossible!


After all, Noah was only a rank 2 cultivator when he reached the archipelago, how could his arrival influence its growth?


However, his amazement was interrupted since Noah began to speak again.


"You are right about the murder of those two nobles, my actions were evil and ruthless."


Noah wasn't lying, he clearly remembered the events in the Bare Dungeon.


His decision to kill Phoebe and Manuel came from the need to lower the threats in Daniel's group so that he could exploit that situation more easily.


"However, being right doesn't give you any power. Only power can give you power, and you simply don't have it."


Noah raised his hand and stretched his index to point at Daniel when he finished that phrase.


His eyes began to exude a suffocating pressure again, but Daniel felt that it was somewhat different from before.


There was cold anger before, but now Noah's pressure was calm and seemingly inevitable.


Daniel didn't feel that he was the target of that pressure, but he still realized that it could be destroyed in an instant.


That made him feel worse than before because he understood that Noah could kill him without even focusing on him.


Noah's words resounded once again in the hall while his mind experienced all those emotions.


"Answer me. Who would save you if I was to attack now? Would it be your power or your family?"
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                        Daniel couldn't find the strength to answer Noah.


What demoralized him even more was that he couldn't turn that question toward Noah.


He had watched his battle against Amos, he knew that Noah could defend against the attack of a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage, not even his father could kill him in one strike.


Daniel could only lower his head.


His mind was a mess, he was beginning to question the very reason why he had come there.


He had always known that Noah was strong, his battle against Adrian had proved that.


Yet, he believed that he could still be Noah's match sooner or later, or at least a worthy rival.


After all, he was only forty, but his dantian was already in the fourth rank.


That achievement made him a genius in the cultivation world, but Noah was even above that title.


His belief was incredibly distant from the truth.


Daniel suddenly began to feel unworthy of seating among complete heroic cultivators.


Noah's words resounded in his mind, he realized that he was sitting there due to his position inside the Udye family and not thanks to his personal power.


Everything that Noah had said was true.


'I might have helped him.'


Noah thought as he moved his gaze toward Ian while picking his cup from the mat.


He knew that shattering someone's belief could lead to two very different results: The person could either fall apart, unable to stand up anymore, or use that experience to solidify its individuality.


'It seems that I can't help but spread my influence when I don't hide. Maybe, the chaos that I radiate will eventually destabilize Heaven and Earth. Is this akin to plant seeds fueled by my intrinsic mistake? Is this a form of creation?'


Noah's mind wandered while he analyzed the influences that his individuality had on the world around him.


'An individuality absorbs laws to become a law with no connections to Heaven and Earth. Are these effects part of the law that I will become?'


The banquet became far more enjoyable now that Noah had managed to enter a meditative state.


The other cultivators on the couches couldn't see that event, but Elder Julia's eyes sparkled for an instant when she saw his expression.


Octavia was too focused on Daniel's mental state to care about her surroundings, and Ian had an unsightly expression on his face.


That discussion had proved that the Hive had the best prodigy, Daniel wasn't even close to Noah's level nor mindset.


"I think we can start the negotiations."


Elder Duke stepped in to disperse that awkward atmosphere, the Hive had yet to seal a pact with the Udye family after all.


However, Noah's performance had set the foundation for a good deal, it was now evident that the Hive completely overpowered those nobles.


Elder Duke and Ian began to discuss the details of a possible agreement.


They first listed the resources that interested them.


Elder Duke explained how everything that didn't concern the formations field could be useful to the Hive, and Ian expressed his interest in the soil of the azure plain.


Their conversation then became more specific, involving even manuals for certain inscription methods and magical plants.


The Hive wanted to nurture experts and become self-sufficient, but it lacked the basics in many fields.


Its only way to create something similar to the academy was to purchase tomes and scrolls that taught those methods.


The Udye family, instead, was interested in increasing its wealth.


The White woods and the Azure Credits could become a reliable source of income if the nobles managed to make those plants grow in the old continent.


Obtaining those magical plants was a way out of the monopoly of the Elbas family over the resources of the new continent, which would allow the nobles loyal to the Cause to grow stronger without the help of the Royals.


Noah had even the time to express his request.


Ian found the task of condensing an entire rank 4 magical beast in the upper tier into a small pill quite peculiar, but he didn't dare to express his opinion about the matter.


Instead, it was Daniel the one who answered Noah.


"The process won't result in the same amount of Breath, some of that energy will be lost when compressing something so big."


Noah turned his head toward Daniel, he couldn't help but be surprised when he heard him speak.


'I did help him.'


Noah thought when he looked at him.


Daniel looked pale, but there seemed to be a peculiar light in his eyes, it was as if he was in the process of realizing something important.


"That's fine too."


Noah shortly answered.


"Before you accept, you must know that I'm the best in my family when it comes to alchemy. Are you sure that you want to give the task to me?"


The meaning behind his question was clear.


As an alchemist, it would be easy for Daniel to taint the pills with toxic substances or similar.


However, Noah's answer left him completely stunned.


"Well, there would be no point in this deal if you are willing to spoil the only power that belongs solely to you just to hurt me. I don't trust you, but I don't have many choices, I never had."


Noah's answer stunned Daniel.


There was recognition in his words, something that Daniel didn't expect to receive after their previous conversation.


The banquet ended after Noah's words, all the other details had already been discussed previously, and it was only a matter to create an oath now.


Elder Julia and the others left the room, but Noah remained in the hall to think.


The flavor of the wine brought back happy memories.


It reminded him of his cohabitation with June, of Ivor, and his life in the academy.


It reminded him of the period when he was simply Vance, a member of the hunters' guild.


"Thank you for your pointers, I feel as if I was living in an illusion until now."


Daniel's voice resounded in the hall, but Noah didn't turn, he had obviously noticed his arrival.


"There is just one question that you have yet to answer, and I will be thankful if you did. Are you really the monster described in the reports?"


Daniel's words entered Noah's mind, and his peaceful memories immediately disappeared.


Images of countless corpses began to fill his thoughts, all the people that he had killed to reach his current rank appeared in front of him before falling under his feet.


The many battles that he had fought, the experiments for the creation of the hybrids, Noah was aware of all the lives that he had taken.


Noah saw himself standing on a massive pile of corpses, they resembled a hill built only to bring him closer to the stars in the sky.


"I'm worse than that."


Daniel bowed and left the hall when he heard that answer, leaving Noah alone with his thoughts.
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                        Noah felt no sadness in that realization.


He had never given much importance to life in both his lives, but that didn't make him unable to care for other people.


Even a monster could love, even he could feel affection.


Lily, William, June, Ivor, and Nina had managed to claim a bit of space in a mind filled only with thoughts that concerned the cultivation field.


'What importance can love have if you don't have the power to hold it?'


Noah asked himself.


Lily had died when Noah was just a helpless rank 1 cultivator, and she had lived most of her last years in a violent man's grasp only to protect him.


William had been able to help Noah only from the shadows, and he had to point him toward the academy to fuel his dreams.


Noah had to leave June due to his peculiar situation.


He liked to be around her, but the leash of the Royals was becoming too tight, he had to leave the academy and her to improve freely.


The situation with Ivor was a bit different.


Ivor had ruined his mental sphere to create something that could make him reclaim his lover, and Noah had completely abandoned him when he left the country.


Yet, Noah didn't believe that he felt any grievance, the latter had succeeded in his dream after all, he had found an heir for the Elemental forging method.


Nina, instead, was the closest thing to a lover that Noah had found in his second life.


They had shared happy years, but Noah's ambition couldn't be tamed.


Remaining in the Odrea nation wasn't something that he could do, he would have never reached the heroic ranks in that environment.


'A life spent being the training dummy of the Shandal Empire, with only a bit of warmth at night to keep my morale intact… It would have been a nice life, but I want more.'


Noah's eyes shone when he thought that.


The events of his Earth Tribulation reappeared in his mind, and he felt as if he could see Earth watching him with its gaze full of contempt.


'Heaven and Earth's plan was to make me live as a commoner, but I decided to cultivate.'


The brilliance of his eyes became stronger as he kept on reviewing the moments when he defied the world.


'The language of the Breath has always been hidden from me, but I learnt the Elemental forging method and created a path that I could tread.'


A slight smile appeared on his face as his realizations took form.


'One of the three big nations was after me, but I've managed to escape and thrive to the point that they have to respect me.'


He had already realized that flaw in the world, but it became more evident as he kept on growing stronger.


'Heaven and Earth are bound by the same fairness that they enforce. They can't break their own rules, which means that there will always be a path available for me as long as I have the will to walk it.'


The inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere began to consume mental energy at that point, Noah had activated the Divine deduction technique to resume the creation of his wills.


"Was the banquet successful?"


Elder Julia's voice resounded in the hall.


Noah suddenly turned his head toward the entrance, only to see the elder smiling at him.


Noah was a bit surprised by her appearance and tried to give a polite answer.


"I guess it was. The Hive will greatly benefit from the items from the Utra nation, and it only has to give up on a few magical plants in exchange."


He was speaking the truth, the Hive really didn't lose anything in that deal.


The environment on the piece of Immortal Lands was simply fantastic, magical beasts and plants would be born at an incredible rate.


The Hive could just give up on a few specimens to obtain long-lasting benefits, it could be said that Elder Duke had done a remarkable job in the meeting!


However, Elder Julia shook her head at that answer and moved to sit on the couch in front of Noah.


When she sat, she spoke again while pointing her finger toward her forehead.


"I meant successful here."


Noah's eyes widened when he heard those words, it was as if Elder Julia knew about his recent realizations.


"How?"


In the end, he managed to ask that.


Elder Julia's smile widened when she saw Noah's stupefied expression and lifted one of the jars in the back of the hall with her mental waves.


The jar floated only to land between the two of them, and Elder Julia didn't hesitate to immerse her cup in it.


She answered only when she lifted the cup from the jar full of wine.


"Elder Austin has told me that you were traveling toward the lava lake more frequently in the last period, we easily figured out that you were having problems with your training. The arrival of the Udye family was quite lucky though, it gave us the chance to force you to take a break."


Elder Julia's words reached Noah, but his eyes were fixed on the cup.


The wine inside it was overflowing, and red drops fell from the entirety of its surface.


However, Elder Julia didn't seem to mind that her hand was getting dirty and continued to hold the cup right above the jar.


"One way to fill this cup to its limits is to immerse it in a larger container. Doing that will ensure that I've taken the best out of this cup."


Noah's gaze went on Elder Julia at that point, he felt that she was trying to teach him something with that gesture.


"Yet, I have to get my hand dirty to achieve this result. It is a small sacrifice to obtain the best out of this cup. Also, I have to wait for its surface to dry up before drinking the wine since I don't want to sacrifice my robe too."


Noah interrupted the Divine deduction technique at that point, he wanted for the entirety of his focus to be on the rank 5 existence.


"Of course, there are other ways that would lead me to the same result or the same amount of wine, but this is surely the fastest one."


Then, the surface of the cup dried up, and Elder Julia could finally drink from it.


After she emptied it, she revealed the meaning behind that metaphor.


"The jar is the world, the wine its laws, and the cup is your mind. The stains are just the sacrifices that you have made."
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                        Noah fell silent when he heard that revelation, but the thoughts inside his mind were churning violently.


Elder Julia's metaphor could be interpreted in many ways or, rather, it could express the many available approaches to a cultivator's training.


'You can surely fill the cup without getting dirty, but you would only be able to drink less wine in that way. A steady growth without sacrifices.'


That was the normal method, what the majority of the cultivators did.


'You can drink directly from the jar, but the entirety of your body would be tainted, and most of the wine would fall on the floor. A reckless method, suitable only for helpless situations.'


Elder Julia remained silent, she didn't want to interrupt Noah.


'You can ask for someone's help to fill your cup or use a smaller container, but the flavor of the wine would be affected due to those steps. After all, the best container is the jar, which represents the world. That is the approach of the nobles.'


Then, he understood what method he was using.


'I would just get my robe's dirty and waste part of the wine only to drink it sooner. In that way, something always escapes my grasp even though I'm making great sacrifices.'


Noah's eyes began to shine when he thought that, and Elder Julia understood that it was her moment to speak again.


"Prince, in my long life, I've never seen someone like you. You are extremely driven and incredibly hardworking, I don't think I've ever seen you taking a break."


Elder Julia heaved a sigh after she spoke those words before continuing to give him pointers.


"Heroic cultivators have fewer physical limits, but that doesn't imply that they don't need to rest. You keep on sacrificing yourself to walk on the faster road, but you risk to waste most of the wine in the jar only to drink less than half of it."


"But, the jar is bottomless."


Noah said when he heard those words.


No matter how much he drank, the wine wouldn't be depleted.


The world would always have more laws for him to absorb, the metaphor wasn't a perfect representation of reality.


"Yes, but you have limits, every cultivator has. Also, you risk being too drunk to fully taste the wine if you keep on drinking it at that speed. There is nothing wrong with choosing a path filled with stains, but it is pointless if you can't enjoy the wine when you drink it. You must learn to enjoy every sip, Prince."


Noah felt that he understood what she meant.


Elder Julia had taken the fastest approach without getting her robe dirty, all she needed to do was to wait for the cup to dry up.


'Does she mean that my mind must become used to the changes before refilling it?'


He only thought that question since Elder Julia began to speak again.


"Prince, you forget yourself when you focus too much on the world, and you ignore the world when you focus only on yourself. In your case, you lose the beauty of the details when you focus only on the bigger picture."


'The beauty of the details.'


Noah repeated those words in his mind.


Elder Julia was right, he had been able to accept the positive effects that he had on the people around him only recently after all.


"As cultivators, our lives are very long, commoners would even call us in the heroic ranks immortals! However, we are living beings too, and no living being can keep doing something that it doesn't enjoy for centuries. Tell me, Prince, do you like cultivating?"


That question surprised Noah.


He had never lingered too much on that aspect of his training.


He would cultivate because nothing really mattered if he didn't have power.


His choice had always been between a worthless life and one that could mean something.


Noah answered after a long moment of silence.


"I think I like it. Not strictly training, but the power that results from it."


He loved the feeling of his centers of power growing stronger with each passing day.


He loved the freedom that his power brought.


Also, after becoming a hybrid, he had begun to enjoy fighting more.


He had begun to love when his training gave him the power to overwhelm his opponents.


"Enjoy that feeling, Prince. Cultivating is a journey, not a sacrifice. Learn to appreciate what you have achieved before turning your gaze toward what you want. Once you've done it, you'll be truly able to use your current power to affect the world."


Elder Julia concluded her speech with those words, and she showed a smile before leaving the hall.


Noah left his cup on the mat and closed his eyes to think.


The Divine deduction technique activated again, and the creation of a will resumed.


Yet, there seemed to be some slight modifications from before.


A smile appeared on Noah's face as a feeling enveloped his body and filled him with a dense ecstasy.


He was bathing himself in the emotions that he had felt when he won his first battle as a hybrid, when he fought against Heaven for the first time.


He remembered the joy that he felt in that act of defiance when a transmigrator and a cursed species had finally managed to claim their first victory against such an oppressive ruler.


'I don't care about rules, but I like breaking theirs. Heaven and Earth might suppress my creations, but they would only hear me laugh when I forge a different path.'


Noah felt as if he had found something that he lacked since the beginning of his second life.


'I'm not a machine, I am a hybrid! I've already forged my rightful place in this world when I defeated the Tribulations, I've already proven that Heaven and Earth can't suppress me!'


Mental energy gathered under the surface of the sea inside Noah's mind as the light of the inscriptions on its walls illuminated the ethereal area.


A will quickly formed and rose from the sea only to appear next to Noah's half-transparent figure.


The will had Noah's shape, but its body was made of black flames.


Also, an arrogant smirk was on its face as it floated outside of the mental sphere to land on Noah's hand.


Noah injected his Breath inside the will and the flames that made its body flickered before disappearing from his palm.


The black flames reappeared on the couch in front of him, and they soon took the same shape as before, even if some of them had been depleted.


The will though continued to smirk and directed its gaze to the sky, it was as if it was challenging the world to stop it.


Noah stood up at that point and reinserted the will inside his mind.


The translation was completed, he had finally made the Warp spell his.


However, he didn't immediately leave.


He stood there with his cold reptilian eyes fixed on the ceiling of the hall.


Then, a thought hit his calm mind.


'I understand this feeling now. Defying Heaven and Earth is fun!'
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                        The translation of the diagram of the Warp spell had finally been completed!


Noah had wholly understood the spell and translated it in his own language, it could be said that the spell now belonged to him.


Yet, that was only half of the process that Noah had in mind.


The Warp spell was still flawed and unsuitable for battle, Noah needed to modify part of its effects to add it to his arsenal.


Of course, that would take time and a lot of tests, but Noah didn't feel any hurry.


He had actually chosen to remain in the hall after the success of the will, he wanted to enjoy the wine and reminisce for that night.


One night didn't seem enough though, and there was still wine in that room, so Noah decided to stay there for a few more days.


There wasn't anyone in the Hive that could force him to leave, and he needed those moments to attune his realizations with his individuality.


He felt as if something inside of him had reborn.


However, to his surprise, it was his human side that had benefitted from the recent events.


He had acted as a machine for most of his life and focused only on his goal, but there was far more in the world.


There weren't sides inside his mind anymore, there was just him, but he could still feel that part of him had drastically changed.


Other heroic cultivators would enter the hall and sit on the other couches to enjoy a few moments of peace, that place seemed renowned between them.


'I might come here again from time to time.'


Noah thought as he flew away from the room after nodding to the other existences on there.


Learning to enjoy peace would take time too, Noah guessed that he would finish the modifications on the wills before that.


Yet, he felt no hurry.


The cultivation journey was long, probably endless, and most of it had to be traveled alone.


'Right now, no one is after me, and the four nations are at peace. My ambition and the hatred toward my father will always push me to improve though, especially the former. I feel that I have to find a sort of balance.'


Noah thought as he flew back to the area after the lava lake.


He wouldn't take breaks at all if he had to be true to his individuality, he was hardworking to the extreme after all.


However, he had to learn to enjoy his achievements, which was needed to fully make those improvements part of him.


'It's almost funny how I keep on forgetting to slow down, but there is always someone ready to remind me of resting.'


A complicated smile appeared on his face when he had those thoughts.


He remembered how that had often happened in the past, even if the reasons behind it were different.


Lily, June, William, and Nina did that as an expression of their affection, while Ivor and the Hive had personal reasons.


Yet, he didn't mind either of those reasons.


'Power can be the source of those behaviors. Ivor saw me as a promising heir while the Hive wants to nourish the youngest heroic cultivator in history. I obviously understand them since I'm someone who pursues power with the entirety of his focus.'


He couldn't find issues in Elder Julia's reasons, he actually felt that they were quite reasonable.


The way he saw it, the world was founded on power, and everything originated from it.


It was reasonable to protect someone that could wield it.


Noah immersed himself again in the wilderness of the area before the snowy mountain as soon as he returned there.


He didn't even take a look at the lava lake during his flight.


He felt as if he had obtained too many insights for now, and he wanted to slowly absorb them before trying to improve even more.


After all, his centers of power were already growing at an incredible speed, even Elder Julia would be amazed by the enlarging speed of his dantian.


Of course, Noah was oblivious to that since he had never compared himself to other heroic cultivators, and there weren't set standards for their growth.


Peaceful times went by in the piece of Immortal Lands.


Every faction was busy with something, there were too many resources to plunder and too many constructions to build.


Also, there were areas that had yet to be fully explored due to their dangerous environment, the Hive still had to take a real look to the toxic rivers next to the White woods after all.


The other big nations were far ahead in the exploration and colonization. 


Still, the recent pact had shuffled some of their territories and forced them to use their manpower to relocate essential structures.


All four forces in the new continent shared the issues connected to the population of the human cultivators though.


Every rank 3 cultivator with wealth and ambition would want to travel to those fantastic territories, and even those in the second rank wished to obtain some benefits from them.


Most of those cultivators were either nobles, disciples of some important sect, or high-ranked soldiers in the army of the Shandal Empire, of which the old continent was full.


Many new habitable areas had to be built to welcome such a large number of travelers, and there was even the need to create specific places that could accommodate the weaker cultivators.


The situation reached a point where the habitations for rank 2 cultivators cost up to ten times the price for those in the third rank!


It was simply too expensive to force those territories to reach a density of Breath suitable for weak cultivators, and the three big nations couldn't give them away for free.


Only the Empire was somewhat laxer on that issue due to its sturdy political system, but problems appeared anyway due to its higher number of human cultivators.


The Hive, instead, eagerly waited for Chasing Demon's return.


The Hive was becoming stronger with each passing day, but that growth would skyrocket if its patriarch were to return.


Chasing Demon was the only one who could lay the copying technique on those new lands, and that was the only method that the Hive had to forcibly lower the density of Breath in the environment.


Yet, no trace of the rank 6 existences of the four nations appeared, no matter how many months passed.
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                        Quiet months passed in the piece of the Immortal Lands.


Those months then became years, but the heroic existences inhabiting the new continent barely noticed that passage of time.


Black clouds though often appeared on the sky above it, and the crackling of thunders followed them every time.


Many rank 3 cultivators had been stuck on the last step before the heroic ranks, but the new environment and the help from strong organizations allowed them to cross it.


Something had become apparent to the three big nations when they realized how sharply the Hive had grown: The independence of the Coral archipelago could be the first of many successful revolutions!


Their internal issues had been exposed, and the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands further worsened their political situation.


A new land meant new hopes!


Of course, the rebelling forces didn't aim for the new continent, the environment there was simply too harsh for organizations that barely had heroic assets.


However, the focus of the three big nations in those territories gave them a lot of freedom in the old continent.


Many forces saw that situation as a chance to finally escape from the influence of those oppressing rules.


The three big nations were obviously aware that their behavior would cause such consequences, but there wasn't much that they could do.


Even the most powerful countries of the Mortal Lands would find themselves short on assets when a new continent appeared so suddenly.


It became clear that they lacked the manpower to control such a large surface and so many different organizations.


So, they decided to slightly ease their grip on the techniques and methods in their possession.


Loyal soldiers were given a chance to obtain the means to reach the heroic ranks at the price of harsh oaths, and even the costs for the resources useful in the heroic ranks plummeted.


The Shandal Empire handled things a bit differently, but the Council and the Elbas family favored the birth of heroic cultivators as long as they accepted their conditions.


The territories of the new continent would often witness the bolts of lightning of the Heaven Tribulation due to all those human cultivators that had finally obtained a chance to break through the heroic ranks.


After all, the number of hopeless and suppressed cultivators far surpassed that of those that could have access to cultivation techniques in the fourth rank.


Also, those cultivators would often have sturdier mindsets due to the lives that they were forced to live, which helped in making their breakthroughs easier.


Giving the means to advance to so many cultivators was a risky move, but the three big nations couldn't find any other solution to their issue in the short run.


They could only create the harshest oaths and tune them around the power of a rank 5 existence so to preserve some form of control.


Those events didn't only benefit the cultivators close to the leading powers of each big country though.


Many noble families and sects who had been unable to nourish some of their promising heirs and disciples could finally afford heroic resources and increase their power.


The heroic cultivators born among those organizations would have no bindings and could possibly go against the leading force of their country one day.


However, the Council and the Elbas family took that as a calculated risk, it was impossible to increase their manpower so quickly without risking anything after all.


June was one of the few cultivators that didn't benefit from that situation, but that still managed to overcome her Heaven Tribulation in that period.


June gasped for air in a remote area of the eastern coast that was close to one of the obelisks built by the Royals.


Sparks still lingered on the ground around her, and black clouds filled the sky above her figure.


However, the clouds were slowly dispersing, and the sparks seemed to gather under her feet only to be absorbed by her body.


White smoke came out of her charred orange robe, and a metallic hat fell on the terrain when she moved.


The hat shattered when it fell on the ground, that inscribed item had simply endured too much during the tribulation.


Yet, June hid an ecstatic expression under the wild silver hair that fallen over her face after her hat fell.


'I managed to follow Master's instructions, I've defeated the Tribulation and captured a Heaven's spark!'


June thought while she waited for her dantian to fully absorb the nutrients released when she defeated the black clouds.


Her breath slowly returned to a normal pace, and she felt a wave of power surging inside her body when the whiff of rank 4 gaseous Breath inside her dantian stabilized.


It was only at that point that she felt confident in raising her arms and stare at the material that she held in her grasp.


There was a thick orange spark inside her hands that released crackling sounds whenever it touched her skin.


However, her skin didn't seem affected by the shocks that hit it, the lightning simply dispersed inside her body without causing any damage.


'With this, I have the material needed to continue the nourishing of my body. Master said that he had probably lost against the rank 7 Tribulation because his True Thunder body wasn't perfect. Yet, with this spark, I can complete the method that he had been able to create only in the fifth rank!'


June couldn't contain her eagerness to absorb that spark when she thought that.


Eccentric Thunder had created the True Thunder body refining method only when he was already in the fifth rank, meaning that he couldn't obtain a Heaven's spark during his Tribulation.


'After I absorb it, I'll link my body to my dantian and create the Perfect circuit described in his teachings. However, that can only work as a foundation to my power, Master has stressed many times that I need to add formations that I create to the circuit or my individuality won't be expressed. I need to become a rank 4 to create and add formations that can affect my current body though.'


June carefully stored the orange spark in a particular container that she had previously prepared before depositing it inside her space-ring.


She was too tired now and absorbing something that was strictly related to Heaven was a dangerous procedure, she would have the confidence in doing that only when her mind reached the fourth rank.


'I should face the Earth Tribulation in a few months. I can subdue the Heaven's spark once my mind is in the heroic ranks, and I will finally be able to pursue the laws of the lightning element when even my sea of consciousness joins the Perfect circuit!'


The face of a young-looking man appeared in her mind at that point.


The prospect of becoming a complete heroic cultivator made her think about the man that had given her the means to reach that level.


Her ecstatic expression became a complicated smile, and a bit of longing filled the question that appeared in her mind.


'Where are you, Noah?'
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                        June returned to the city next to the bushland inhabited by Silent hyenas.


The Elbas family had built one of the obelisks there after clearing the area from the magical beasts. 


That territory was the northernmost land in possession of the Utra nation.


Cheers welcomed June when she returned to the branch of her family that had been established there.


Max, her father, was there as well as some envoys of the Elbas family.


The Royals were obviously aware that she had set off to fight the Heaven Tribulation, and they had even offered their help in that matter.


However, June insisted on undergoing the Tribulation alone, and neither her father nor the Elbas family had been able to win over her stubbornness.


June felt no happiness when she saw those heroic cultivators smiling at her.


Her eyes became cold at that sight, she couldn't help but understand what Noah had been through when he was still in the Utra nation.


'I guess they have a leash on me too, the only way to escape their control is to abandon my family.'


June thought as she bowed to those existences and entered the mansion behind them.


Max and the two heroic cultivators from the Royal family were used to her behavior by then, their smiles remained on their faces as they began to discuss the future of their cooperation.


The Ballor family was deeply connected to the Elbas family, June's achievements in the old continent had provided it a prestigious position.


Her family had long become a medium-size noble family and was going to become a large-size if the Royals kept on supporting it.


Of course, the Ballors would need a rank 5 cultivator in their ranks first, but June seemed the perfect target for their hopes.


Also, there was a high chance that the Ballor family would just fuse with the Elbas family.


After all, June was a great talent and even quite beautiful, many Royals wouldn't wait to marry her and absorb the Ballor family in their ranks.


Truth to be told, June had already received similar proposals, but she had always rejected them with the excuse of being too focused on cultivating.


"You know, your family isn't as bad as you think, especially your father. He doesn't mind managing all the boring work of the family as long as you can cultivate in peace. I've never seen a heroic cultivator so dedicated to his daughter."


Those words resounded in one of the halls of the mansion, and June could immediately recognize their source.


"Shut up, Errol. My father's situation is hopeless, he passed the Heaven Tribulation only thanks to the Patriarch's help. The power of our dantians isn't so different, and I've just advanced!"


June snorted and angrily answered the tall man seated in that hall.


Max didn't destroy the black clouds of his Tribulation back then, and his dantian didn't obtain the necessary nourishments for its growth.


That greatly hindered Max's cultivation, which, coupled with the already poor situation of the Ballor family, forced him to stop cultivating completely.


The Royals had tried to make up for that lack of nourishments with precious pills, but there weren't many drugs that could emulate something created through Heaven's power.


To put it simply, Max Ballor's dantian had barely made any progress since it entered the fourth rank.


"That doesn't mean that he doesn't care about you."


Errol replied while taking a couple of cups from his space-ring and filling them with some tea.


"You had to see him before the academy, don't speak about things that you don't know."


June sighed after she gave voice to those words and sat on one of the couches in the hall while picking a cup.


The treatment that her family had reserved her after her aptitude was confirmed still afflicted her mind, and she had yet to find a reason to forgive it.


'I don't really want to forgive though, I know you wouldn't.'


Noah's face appeared in her mind when she thought that.


June would often think about Noah when she met difficult situations.


'What would Noah do against this enemy?'


'How would he face this situation?'


Those questions often appeared in her mind when she was forced to handle the pressure of both the Royals and her family.


After all, she yearned for power just like him, her reasons and her notion of power were just a bit different from his.


June wanted to imitate Noah, but that wasn't strange for a citizen of the Utra nation.


Noah had basically become a legend among the suppressed cultivators and the smaller noble families since he had succeeded in their hidden dreams without anyone's help.


His deeds had become a source of inspiration for many that didn't want to be limited by their social status.


However, June felt something deeper together with admiration, but she mostly suppressed those emotions.


Noah's name was almost a taboo among the ranks of the Elbas family, and his recent victory over Amos Lochster further worsened his image in the Royals' eyes.


"Why are you here? What do the Royals want this time?"


In the end, June asked.


The Elbas family was aware of her friendly relationship with Errol and knew that he was the best person to deal with her wild character.


Errol revealed a helpless smile and handed a scroll to June.


June quickly sorted through its contents, and she revealed her arched eyebrows when she lowered it.


"This event is scheduled for a year from now, you might reach the heroic ranks by then. Why would I bother doing it?"


June asked as she analyzed Errol.


He was in the third rank and was even nearing its peak, it would only take a couple of months for him to be ready for the Heaven Tribulation.


Also, due to his peculiar position, Errol would surely receive the help of the Royals, meaning that there shouldn't be any issue in his breakthrough.


However, Errol shook his head at that question and revealed something that deeply surprised June.


"June, I'm not like you and, well, Vance. I don't want to improve only to enter a larger battlefield, I'm sick of seeing blood. I want to have a family, and I want to see my children grow up far away from these political schemes. You lose something important when you live for too long, and I don't want to reach that point. My cultivation journey is over."
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                        Errol then pointed at the scroll still in June's hands and continued to speak.


"The Elbas family is aware that you'll be a complete heroic cultivator soon, and it wants to show that there are promising talents that choose to remain in their ranks. Come on, June, it's just an exchange meeting, we have done worse in the Royal Inheritance."


June's eyes sharpened when she heard those words.


The Elbas family had obviously continued the exploration of the tower in the Nerere country in those years.


June and Errol had kept on clearing floors with the help of other cultivators that the Royals were able to find, but their progress was slow.


There was a limit to how much they could grow in those years, and the lower stages of the Royal Inheritance had begun to feature high numbers of rank 4 magical beasts.


It was needless to say that the exploration had been put in hold until heroics cultivators without links to the Elbas family and the Cause appeared in the Utra nation.


However, June's reaction didn't originate from the memories of those tests.


What concerned her was the awareness of the Royals about the state of her centers of power!


It wasn't an issue to know about her dantian or body, they were quite tricky to hide after all.


Yet, the sea of consciousness of a cultivator was its most personal space, but the level of June's mind was still easily understood by the Royals.


"I swear, some of your expressions start to resemble his."


Errol laughed a bit when he spoke those words, but his expression soon became severe.


"June, you need to stop comparing yourself to him. He might be incredible when it comes to cultivation, but he leaves behind a trail of corpses wherever he goes. Look at Ruth, for example. Her will has shattered after our mission in the archipelago, and she claims that even her gift has been affected by that encounter. Don't follow the footsteps of a monster unless you want to turn into one."


Errol advised June, and she knew that he was speaking the truth.


Yet, she couldn't control her feelings in that matter, Noah had simply helped her too much.


'I took your hand, and my world changed, you freed me with one gesture. How can I accept the happiness around me when it comes from cultivators that want to kill you?'


June lowered her eyes when she thought that.


The Royals and her family filled her with glory and benefits, but all of that felt rotten when it came from their hands.


"Sometimes, a cup of wine is worth more than all the luxurious banquets of this world."


June murmured those words and continued to speak before Errol could ask about their meaning.


"I accept the mission, just tell the Elbas family to send the specifics about the exchange in a few months. I need to stabilize my condition and focus on my mental sphere before meeting the heroic cultivators of other nations."


***

The peace on the piece of Immortal Lands continued even in the following months.


Nothing really changed in that period, only the cost of the resources suitable for heroic cultivators continued to plummet.


That event was uncontrollable, there were simply too many precious materials on the new continent.


Also, the three big nations continued to favor the birth of heroic cultivators, which further lowered the prices of rank 4 cultivation techniques and body-nourishing methods.


The only resources that saw an increase in their price were the spells.


The population of heroic cultivators was increasing sharply, which increased the need for diagrams that could be used at that level.


After all, a heroic cultivator without a suitable set of spells couldn't express the power contained in its centers of power.


Of course, that situation wasn't completely casual.


The central powers of each big nation knew that favoring the birth of heroic cultivators was a risky move, but they could somewhat control their power if they didn't make spells accessible.


Controlling the power of those under them was a necessary act to remain in power, they couldn't risk becoming the cause of a successful revolution after all.


Yet, the high prices around the spells didn't bring only positive effects.


As large organizations, the leading powers of the three big nations were involved in many purchases.


However, it wasn't worth purchasing diagrams in that period, they would simply suffer heavy losses just for spells with power up to the fourth rank.


That's why they decided to organize an exchange meeting.


What surprised the Royals though was that both the Council and the Empire were willing to invite the Hive to the meeting, which forced them to accept that decision.


The news soon reached Elder Julia, who gave the role to inform the Demon Prince to Elder Jason.


No one could represent the Hive better than Noah, the thought of sending someone else didn't even cross her mind.


Elder Jason gladly accepted the job and flew toward the territory before the snowy mountain, where he knew that Noah was training.


The environment there was barren as usual.


Sparse magical plants could be seen from time to time, but the packs of ape-type magical beasts were relatively abundant.


Elder Jason found Noah in one of the areas near the lava lake, and he almost didn't believe his eyes when he saw the scene playing in front of him.


He saw Noah with his usual torn robe standing in front of a rank 4 Fire-eating ape in the lower tier.


However, to his surprise, the creature wasn't trying to attack Noah nor to escape from him.


He could clearly see the fear in the beast's eyes, but the latter didn't dare to move, it was as if Noah's eyes were keeping it still.


"Jason, what is it?"


Noah asked without even turning his head, he was too focused on the behavior of the ape to turn his gaze.


"P-prince, Elder Julia has a mission for you. There is a meeting organized by the three big nations and the Hive has been in-"


"I'll go."


Noah suddenly interrupted Elder Jason's explanation before releasing a low grow directed to the beast in front of him.


The Fire-eating ape struggled a bit, but, in the end, it lowered its head and pressed its arms on the terrain.


Elder Jason couldn't help but feel that the creature was kneeling toward Noah.


Then, Noah simply nodded and pressed his foot on the lowered head of the beast.


The beast didn't even try to react, it let Noah kill it without fighting back at all.


"Jason, the report."


Noah spoke again when he saw that Elder Jason was still floating in the air with his gaze fixed on the corpse of the creature.


His amazement though was interrupted by Noah's words, and he hurriedly handed him the report contained in his space-ring.


Noah quickly read through its contents, and a slight smile appeared on his face after he stored the sheet.


"This is perfect, I was getting bored of this place!"


Noah exclaimed and walked past the stunned Jason as if nothing strange had happened.
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                        Elder Jason didn't turn, he kept his eyes on the corpse of the magical beast.


The scene that he had just witnessed simply didn't make sense!


Magical beasts had innate aggression that couldn't be tamed, they could just be subjugated under the rule of a stronger being of a similar species.


Those features were further enhanced as the creatures' rank rose, rank 4 magical beasts could be barely controlled even by the leaders of each pack.


Of course, even those mindless beings could understand the difference in power when they saw it.


Every living being had an innate sense of danger, and magical beasts were the best in that field.


Yet, his eyes didn't lie to him, he knew exactly what he saw.


He saw a rank 4 magical beast offering its life to Noah without struggling, it was as if Noah's pressure had suppressed even its survival instinct.


That was theoretically impossible, only creatures of a similar species and on a higher rank could subjugate lower beings so thoroughly.


However, Noah was a human, and his centers of power were still in the fourth rank.


"Are you coming?"


Noah's voice resounded in the air, and Elder Jason felt a pair of reptilian eyes landing on his back.


He could immediately sense from that stare that Noah's aura had changed into something sharper and denser.


It wasn't surprising that a cultivator's aura changed as it explored the depths of its individuality.


The heroic ranks were meant to solidify the essence of each cultivator, it was evident that a change in their mindset would affect the aura that surrounded them.


After all, the "aura" was just the energy innately radiated by the mental energy contained in the sea of consciousness.


Yet, Noah's aura seemed to change way too often.


It had first started as a cold and sharp halo only to become a violent membrane that surrounded his body.


Also, Elder Jason could even feel some sort of pride inside it.


Those sensations came from his instincts, Noah's aura wasn't clear in the end.


He seemed to radiate far too many things at once, but, at the same time, it was as if everything simply came out from the dark halo that followed him.


"How did you do it?"


Elder Jason asked when he turned toward him.


He didn't want to probe the powers of another cultivator of the Hive, especially of the Demon Prince.


Yet, the ability to tame magical beasts in the fourth rank wasn't something that could be overlooked.


The copying technique had allowed the Coral archipelago to become independent, showing how useful those creatures could be.


So, the possibility of building an army of real magical beasts wasn't something that he could ignore just to be polite.


"Oh, that."


Noah didn't seem surprised by that question, but he still hesitated a bit to answer.


He wanted to be true to his individuality, which meant that he couldn't just make up a lie to cover himself.


At the same time, he couldn't just reveal that he had fused himself with a magical beast, which gave him access to powers that simple humans could never wield.


"I think it's clear that my body-nourishing method imitates magical beasts in many ways."


Noah said in a plain tone.


Cultivators weren't stupid, especially those in the heroic ranks.


Anyone would notice that something was off about his body, he had revealed his flames and his physical strength against Adrian after all.


Also, it was easy to make a connection with the magical beasts' world.


Noah was an expert when it came to those beings, anyone would be inclined to think that he had taken inspiration from those powerful creatures when he created a body-nourishing method.


Of course, all of them believed that such a powerful body would have some sort of equally strong backlash due to the rules of Heaven and Earth.


"My body releases a peculiar scent, which becomes stronger as my rank grows. This scent makes most magical beasts think that I'm one of them rather than a human."


Noah said when he saw that Elder Jason's attention was on him.


His words weren't exactly lies, he was really exuding the scent of a magical beast.


Yet, that was because he was a real magical beast or, rather, because he was also a real magical beast!


"I've been working on a language that could be understood by those creatures in the last period. I guessed that I could talk to them since they recognized me as one of their kind. What you've witnessed is me succeeding for the first time in that language."


That was another half-truth.


Noah had never needed to create a language, he already knew it.


However, he had to live in the wilderness as a magical beast for an extended period before becoming able to use that ability.


His body alone wasn't enough to make those creatures accept him in that world, the aura around him also had to change to make that possible.


In the end, he had succeeded.


His growls could carry commands that the beasts submitted to him had to follow, and he guessed that he could expand that ability to other fields.


He wasn't lying when he said that Jason had witnessed his first success, the ape in the lower tier was the first specimen that he had completely submitted to his rule.


Yet, that was only the simplest way to use that ability.


Noah could clearly imagine him becoming able to create packs as he continued to train or just build a system similar to that of the rank 5 Albino snake in Twilboia Cliff.


"That's amazing!"


Noah was surprised to see Elder Jason exclaim that when he was done with his explanation.


"Prince, you've managed to make use of a feature of your body to control magical beasts! The implication that this achievement could have are endless! We must tell Elder Julia, she will surely know how to bett-"


"No."


Noah interrupted Elder Jason's phrase.


"I can just give orders that magical beasts can understand, but it's the power behind the orders that affects their decision to follow them. I don't mind doing missions, but I won't focus on an unreliable ability just because it can be beneficial to the Hive. Be sure to say this when you report to Elder Julia."


Noah explained before flying away in the direction of the forest of White woods.


Elder Jason hesitated a bit, but he decided to follow him in the end.


He couldn't really give orders to him, and Noah's words also made sense.


Noah was a member of the Hive, but he was also a cultivator striving for the higher ranks.


No one could ask him to stop focusing on his cultivation only to train in something that could benefit the Hive.


A bit of guilt filled Jason, which made him transmit some thoughts to Noah's consciousness.


"I've spoken too much, Prince. You have done so much for the Hive already, but I actually asked you to sacrifice your training to do even more. My apologies."
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                        Noah felt a bit relieved when he heard that message.


He didn't really mind that the news of him submitting a magical beast spread inside the Hive.


After all, the original exploration team had seen him communicating with the sandworms inside the desert, it wasn't a secret that he could speak with those creatures.


Yet, he didn't want the rank 5 elders to become interested in that ability.


There was a chance that both his training and freedom would be affected, which was why he had decided to make his stance clear with Elder Jason.


His words seemed to have the wanted effect since Elder Jason had immediately offered his excuses on the matter.


'Not hiding is one thing, but revealing all my secrets is something that I still need to avoid. There are too many eyes on me right now, and I can't expose my uniqueness until I have confidence in dealing with higher-ups of the other nations. Well, I managed to complete the modifications on the Warp spell, at least.'


Noah thought as he continued to fly toward the forest of White woods.


Those years of isolation had greatly benefitted him, and it wasn't something that concerned only his centers of power.


He had completed the modifications required on the Warp spell and added its improved effects on his combat style.


That achievement gave him a lot of confidence in his battle prowess since he had finally removed one of his most evident weaknesses.


That confidence though also brought something else.


Noah had learnt to fight like a magical beast and to behave like one, but there was something that he had never been interested in learning.


That was the ability to control other magical beasts.


He had always relied on himself in his second life, using someone else's power had never been his priority.


Yet, when that confidence arrived, he instinctively felt that he was ready to rule.


Noah believed that feeling to be something that magical beasts naturally felt when they reached a certain maturity, but it was something strange to experience nonetheless.


Of course, he didn't give all the credit to his confidence.


He was sure that his conversation with Elder Julia had influenced the arrival of that ability, it was as if his mindset had changed enough to allow the arrival of such power.


As for what concerned his centers of power, they improved at an unbelievable speed for the standards of the heroic ranks.


They were still in the same stages and tiers, but Noah felt that he was completely different from when he had just broken through.


Yet, he also felt that he needed to gather more experiences if he wanted to quicken the arrival of his enlightenments, which was why he had immediately accepted the mission.


'I guess I'm still growing, both as a human and as a magical beast.'


Noah couldn't help but have those thoughts when he sensed Elder Jason behind him.


Back then, he would have just lied or attacked whenever someone tried to probe him.


Now instead, he had explained part of his abilities without minding it too much.


'Well, I did think about killing him for a moment.'


Noah smiled internally when he thought that.


He had instinctively thought about killing Jason when the latter spoke about Elder Julia, but he had immediately suppressed that idea.


He didn't need to hide anymore, his path led him out in the open where he could affect the world with blinding darkness.


Elder Jason eventually accelerated to reach Noah, he was anxious that his outburst from before had angered the Prince.


However, Noah simply took the report that he had previously stored and began to ask about the specifics of the mission.


"I understand that this is an exchange and the reason behind it. However, why does it require only one cultivator for each faction? And why is it in the territories of the Papral nation?"


Noah asked Jason while pointing at the report in his hands.


"It's a matter of glory and pride, Prince. The three big nations and the Hive will send their most promising heroic cultivators to the meeting as a sign that they can carry the responsibilities of the organizations behind them. You will probably meet cultivators that will be assigned to important positions in the future."


Elder Jason explained without even trying to hide the meaning behind his words.


Noah was the Demon Prince, that alone meant that the Hive expected a lot from him.


However, the big nations had fragmented political environments, so the identity of those representatives couldn't be understood easily.


"As for the location, that was up to the three big nations. It's not bad at all though, the territory is on the western coast, so your safety should be assured."


Elder Jason continued to explain, but Noah didn't really like that situation.


Four rank 4 cultivators from different factions would meet in a territory unknown to three of them, and all of them would carry a high number of precious diagrams.


Noah could clearly predict that the atmosphere in the meeting would be tense.


"I need a list of the diagrams to prioritize. I guess those of the fire element are a must, and I will surely go all out to obtain those of the darkness element, but I need more information about the requirements of the Hive."


Noah said as he stored the report again.


The Hive would obviously need spells for cultivators with a fire aptitude in the imminent future.


The lava lake was the perfect training area for cultivators with that element, it wasn't hard to predict that the Hive would see their number increase in the following years.


Also, he didn't hide the fact that he would prioritize the spells of the darkness element since it was in his interest to obtain them.


Yet, he wanted to know what the Hive needed the most to complete his mission.


"I will contact Elder Julia, I'm sure that she has already prepared a list that will help you."


Noah nodded when he heard Jason's answer.


The meeting was at a few months from then, there was time to prepare for the worst.


'It doesn't look like a trap, and it should also be impossible to plan one due to the pact sealed by the rank 6 existences. However, even if I'm overthinking, I should still forge a few explosive devices as a contingency plan.'


Noah thought and spent the rest of the flight in silence, thinking about what he could do to be prepared for unexpected situations.
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                        The day of the meeting neared quickly.


Noah began to fly on his own along the western coast a few weeks before the set date.


He was directed toward the land after the mountains filled by snake-type magical beasts, which basically was on the other half of the coast.


The rules of the exchange meeting allowed the presence of escorts as long as they stopped in the territories before the set location.


However, the domain of the Hive was already relatively close to that area, and the heroic cultivators from the Coral archipelago were too busy with their matters.


Elder Julia simply couldn't provide him with an escort.


However, she still gave Noah a few protective items that would keep him alive until one of the rank 5 existences came in his help.


Of course, no one believed that something would happen in the meeting, not even Noah.


Yet, it was a habit of his to be always prepared for everything.


Also, he had begun to feel a strange sensation in the past weeks, he felt as if a storm was about to crash on the piece of Immortal Lands.


'My dragon's instincts cause this feeling, but it doesn't seem to originate from the areas ahead. It is as if a natural disaster is going to storm the new continent.'


Noah thought when he left the domain of the Hive and entered the territories of the Papral nation.


He could somewhat understand that the feeling didn't originate from cultivators, but a natural disaster seemed equally unlikely.


'The only beings able to affect the environment on such a large scale should live at the center of the new continent, but there are the rank 6 existences there…'


Noah couldn't shake off that feeling from his mind.


Also, he had noticed how even the magical beasts and plants under him seemed to share his sensations.


The yellowish moss under him seemed denser toward the coast and scarcer in the areas more inland.


Even the lake inhabited by the octopus-type magical beasts that he had previously passed was completely dark, meaning that the magical beasts living there had activated their defensive measures.


'Well, there isn't much that I can do against something so powerful, I can only leave it to the rank 6 existences.'


In the end, Noah decided to suppress that feeling.


There was no point in worrying about something that he couldn't control and that he wasn't sure would happen, it was better to focus on the impending mission.


The absence of an escort didn't bother Noah.


He was going to meet the talents of the other big countries, which meant that he would most likely be the strongest among them.


He had left behind him the status of a newly advanced heroic cultivator some time ago, his dantian was now deep inside the gaseous stage of the heroic ranks.


Almost four years had gone by since he passed the Heaven Tribulation, but he felt as if he was still at some distance from the peak of the stage.


However, he wasn't too worried about that.


The heroic ranks were too different from the human's, he couldn't expect to experience breakthroughs every three or four years.


Yet, he was confident that he was growing quite fast.


His individuality continued to solidify, and he was using a cultivation technique that he had personally created!


Theoretically speaking, he wouldn't even need to explore his individuality to improve since his cultivation technique already expressed part of himself.


That was one of the advantages of creating techniques and methods, it was assured that Noah's journey toward the fifth rank would almost be without hindrances.


Of course, Noah didn't want to rely only on his technique and desired to improve as fast as he could, which is why he focused so much on his individuality in the last period.


Noah eventually crossed the area with the yellowish moss and entered the land inhabited by snakes.


The mountains in that place showed signs of battles, Noah could imagine that they had been thoroughly explored after his clash with Elder Cheryl.


The magical beasts in that area behaved in the same way as those previously seen by Noah.


The rank 4 snakes seemed unwilling to remain close to the central territories of the continent and amassed themselves along the coastline.


That amassment obviously generated battles between the many packs, but Noah wasn't interested in that event and simply continued to fly toward the next territory.


A few days had to pass before a huge waterfall appeared in his eyes.


The waterfall was incredibly tall, it originated from one of the highest mountain peaks at the end of the area and poured in the rocky environment below.


The water of the waterfall was shining, it illuminated the land on the other side of the mountain peak and created a small river that filled that area with life.


The water seemed to have peculiar capabilities, it released a scent able to relax even Noah's mind.


Also, trees with a thick crown grew from the rocky terrain and gave to the environment many shades of green.


'I bet that many would treat this place as a natural paradise.'


Noah couldn't help but have those thoughts when the entirety of that new territory appeared in his view.


Yet, he was soon forced to divert his gaze from it since he sensed a faint presence approaching him from a distance.


"The Demon Prince of the Hive is indeed amazing, even my Master struggles to notice me since I've entered the heroic ranks."


A female voice resounded in the area, and Noah turned to take a look at the woman that had come to receive him.


Brown hair, shining green eyes, slim eyebrows, a small nose, and a radiant smile appeared in Noah's vision.


The woman had a slender waist, a quite ample bosom, and wore a luxurious white robe that enhanced the entirety of her harmonious body.


The sense of purity exuded by her robe and smile created a deep contrast with the sensuality of her figure.


Noah was sure that he had never seen a woman more beautiful than her.


"This place is amazing, isn't it? The waterfall brings life to the hard rocks that make the terrain and peace to the magical beasts that inhabit it, my nation is doing its best not to taint the environment."


The woman continued to speak, but Noah didn't move his gaze from her.


He wasn't mesmerized by her beauty. 


Instead, he was interested in the aura that she radiated.


The woman was surrounded by a sort of peaceful membrane that managed to stop his mental waves completely.


It wasn't a matter of power, her mind was clearly weaker than Noah's.


Yet, her mental waves seemed to have exceptional defensive capabilities, which made Noah unable to analyze her strength thoroughly.


'She is weaker than me, I'm sure of that. Yet, I feel that she would be quite troublesome to face.'


Noah thought before the woman performed a slight bow and decided to reveal her identity.


"I'm Faith Vigny of the Quiet Lake sect and the envoy sent by the Council."
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                        Noah nodded at Faith before lowering his gaze toward the natural paradise.


He was quite interested in the water poured by the waterfall, it didn't happen often to find something that could appease the innate aggression of the magical beasts.


Faith had spoken the truth, the insect-type magical beasts that filled the environment seemed to peacefully cohabitate, which was something that Noah had never seen in his life.


'This can be a training area with equal value to the lava lake even if it lacks traces left by divine beings. I believe it might force any cultivator in a meditative state in a matter of hours!'


Noah thought while he analyzed that territory, but he was soon forced to stop since Faith continued to stare him with growing intensity.


"What is it?"


Noah asked.


Faith wasn't trying to probe his centers of power, so he couldn't understand the reasons behind her action.


"My apologies, you are the first man that can divert his gaze from me so soon. I was just surprised, I guess that the Demon Prince is amazing even in fields outside of cultivation."


Noah shot a confused expression toward Faith before shaking his head.


He could imagine the torments that such a beautiful woman had to endure through her cultivation journey, the world wasn't exactly a good place after all.


'Her beauty might have been the very reason why she focused on cultivating.'


Noah was aware that Faith was a rare talent, her youthful appearance was the proof that she had met few hindrances on her path toward the heroic ranks.


Yet, there was a limit to how much Noah cared about her situation, he was simply analyzing her to understand her individuality better after all.


He remembered Jason's words, he knew that the cultivators on that meeting would probably become someone important in the future, which was why he was using that chance to learn about them.


Noah didn't know if they would become his enemies in the future, but it didn't hurt to be prepared for that eventuality.


"Faith, don't mind the eunuch, any man that can't appreciate your beauty shouldn't be worthy of your thoughts."


A manly voice resounded in the area.


Noah turned to look at the huge figure that had appeared in the distance.


The man that had spoken was extremely burly and was more than two meters tall.


He wore a sleeveless red robe that revealed the thick black hair on his arms.


Long and unruly black hair fluttered in the wind as he neared Faith, and traces of a growing beard filled his chin.


'Did he just shave to impress Faith?'


Noah couldn't help but think that when he saw the burly man kissing Faith's hand as a form of greeting.


"Did he bother you in any way? You know the voices about him, he isn't called Demon only due to his title."


The man asked Faith while wearing a concerned expression, he seemed really worried about her well-being.


"Andrew, you can drop with your act. I've already said that I won't accept a man that can only think about war."


Faith retracted her hand, and a bit of coldness began to fill her figure.


Noah stared at the event with interest, it seemed as if Faith's peaceful aura had instantly solidified into something sturdy.


"I also think a lot about you!"


Andrew complained, but Faith simply heaved a sigh and distanced herself from him.


"I apologize for his rude words. He is Andrew, also called Eager Titan, and he is the envoy from the Shandal Empire."


Faith revealed the man's identity to Noah, but the latter simply nodded and continued to analyze the environment under him.


Andrew seemed far weaker than Faith. 


Noah felt that he could completely overwhelm him if a battle were to happen.


Andrew, though, didn't like Faith's kindness toward Noah and began to radiate a dense battle intent as he stared him.


'No one should ever challenge a dragon unless it is confident in defeating it.'


Noah thought as he turned his head to reply to Andrew's stare.


The envoy from the Empire was clearly challenging him, and he wasn't even slightly inclined to ignore him.


Not only was that meeting a matter of glory and pride, but Noah couldn't let anyone challenge him so bluntly and just ignore it.


Andrew was a bit surprised to see the same person who was ignoring Faith's beauty was immediately reacting to his challenge.


However, he was the Eager Titan of the Empire, he couldn't just show any weakness against the representative of such a small nation.


The two of them kept on staring at each other, and the atmosphere between them became tense.


Then, Noah broke the silence with a few words.


"I'm ready when you are."


Both Andrew and Faith could see the pure confidence radiated by Noah's figure when he spoke.


Noah was basically asking Andrew to attack first, and he did so without the slight trace of worry.


Andrew felt as if he was just an ant in Noah's eyes.


"You think that, just because you have defeated your worthless uncle, you know the power of melee specialists?"


Andrew's aura surged as he gave voice to those words.


His muscles bulged, and his hair fluttered as mental energy and Breath were exuded from his body.


"Faith, do you have anything against this battle?"


Andrew asked without moving his gaze away from Noah.


Faith sighed before answering.


"Do what you want, but I'll kill both of you if you ruin the harmony of this place."


Faith didn't exude any battle intent, but her words carried a chilling pressure, it was clear that the territory was more important than her guests in her mind.


Then, right when Andrew was about to charge Noah, a fourth figure appeared in the area.


Noah and Faith turned toward the new presence, and Andrew dispersed his aura when he noticed the action of the two of them.


A young-looking woman with wild silver hair appeared in their view.


A golden spear filled with orange inscriptions was in her hands, and her eyes radiated a bright orange glow.


'The color of her eyes has changed.'


Noah couldn't help but notice that difference, and June had similar thoughts about his pupils.


June had completely ignored the other two envoys when she realized that Noah was there, and Noah found it difficult to divert his gaze too.


More than twenty years had passed since their last talk, but their aspect had barely changed.


However, they could both notice the few and small differences that had appeared in those decades.
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                        'The scars on her arms have disappeared, and she seems less wild than before. Her hair is still the same though.'


'He is a bit taller, and his features aren't as soft as before. Even his aura is different, but his gaze still radiates the same coldness. What's with his hair though? Did he always like it long?'


Noah and June had those thoughts while they stared at each other.


Twenty years had passed, but they could still see the wild girl and the aloof boy behind their powerful status.


June tried her best to keep an expressionless face, but Noah noticed the slight tremor of her eyelids.


Also, he sensed that their prolonged exchange of stares was attracting the attention of the other two cultivators in the area.


'She might be an enemy now. I don't know how the Elbas family has treated her due to her relationship with me, so I should just avoid revealing anything. I guess I would like to catch up.'


Noah diverted his gaze and turned when he thought that.


His last words to June had been a threat, and she had been under the rule of the Royals for twenty years.


He didn't know how she felt about him or what the Royals and her family had done to her in those years.


He didn't even know how she had described their relationship to the Elbas family, the Royals might even believe that he was her worst enemy.


'Friendship and love are complex matters. Instead, fighting and killing are quite straightforward.'


Noah thought when his gaze went back on Andrew.


He felt somewhat irritated to see his actions being restricted once again by the politics of the forces behind the envoys.


He couldn't have an honest chat with an old friend since he didn't know what restrictions had been placed on her.


He couldn't even ask if she still considered him a friend since he would risk breaking her pretense inside the Utra nation.


That irritation was something that Noah was becoming familiar with, the reminder that he couldn't ignore rules that he didn't care about annoyed him to no end.


Luckily for him, he had already found someone that could help him venting that feeling.


Andrew could clearly understand that Noah wanted to return to the previous situation, and he didn't hesitate to unleash his aura again.


'He is protecting me.'


June thought when she saw Noah turning without saying a word.


She could somewhat understand what Noah was thinking at that moment.


'He doesn't know if he can trust me, but he still chose the approach that won't cause me any problem.'


That realization annoyed her too, but part of her felt glad that Noah hadn't changed into someone that she couldn't recognize.


'It's up to me then.'


June thought before flying toward Noah.


She didn't even mind Andrew, she knew that Noah wouldn't face him if he weren't confident of winning.


Yet, there was something that she had to tell him, and she had to make sure that the other two cultivators wouldn't understand the meaning behind her action.


The battle was interrupted once again by June since she quickly arrived next to Noah.


Noah showed a curious expression when he turned, but June's words made his eyebrows arc in surprise.


"Demon Prince, I'm ashamed that a fellow student of the academy has betrayed my nation and committed uncountable crimes. Yet, I must admit that your achievements deserve my respect."


Then, June stretched her right arm toward him.


"I respect you. Take my hand if you feel the same about my achievements."


Noah felt that the corners of his mouth were curving into a smile when he heard those words.


However, he suppressed that instinctive gesture and focused on June's eyes.


He could see her determination reflected by the orange halo in her irises, but he also noticed a trace of fear.


'She has actually used my words from twenty years ago…'


Noah thought while he maintained an expressionless face.


He had already decided to take her hand, but he still waited to do it.


June had gone to such lengths to express her feelings, he couldn't ruin her effort because he was eager to do the same.


Noah noticed how the fear radiated by her eyes became stronger, but he continued to wait.


Yet, when he saw the first trace of sorrow appearing on her gaze, he raised his arm to grasp her hand.


The sorrow and fear that had accumulated inside June in those instants were dispersed as soon as she felt Noah's warm hand touching her palm.


What only appeared as a normal handshake to Andrew and Faith hid deep meanings that only Noah and June could understand.


Noah felt glad too that his relationship with June hadn't changed through the years, but he soon sensed something strange.


June's body emanated a strange scent that gave birth to a wave of primordial anger inside his body, it was as if he instinctively hated that aroma.


June let go of Noah's hand and neared the other two envoys to greet them.


Noah noticed the relief and happiness hidden behind her expression, but he was too focused on that scent to appreciate her emotions.


'This smells like a Heaven Tribulation! Don't tell me… That Eccentric Thunder was really a madman.'


Noah thought when he recognized her scent.


He could easily make a connection inside his mind between June's centers of power and the Heaven Tribulation.


After all, he had given her the inheritance, and the Heaven Tribulation consisted of lightning bolts, it wasn't hard to link the two to the aroma so hated by his instincts.


'Now, I want to ask her more about the technique, method, or whatever she used to obtain such an interesting feature. It might be beneficial to my individuality!'


Noah's gaze unconsciously went on June's back as he tried to understand which of her centers of power carried Heaven's scent.


June was simply greetings the envoys when he sensed the reptilian pupils trying to analyze her.


Noah's mind was stronger than her, she had basically just become a rank 4 mage after all.


There wasn't much that she could hide to his probing, and she didn't really mind that Noah was staring at her.


Yet, Noah's mental waves carried his interest, which June could clearly feel when they landed on her body.


Of course, she felt a bit uncomfortable.


Noah was so interested in her technique that he didn't take into consideration the misunderstandings that his gaze could create.


At that point, June turned and moved to the side to symbolize that the exchange meeting could begin.


Noah saw June shooting an admonishing glance toward him, but he also noticed that her cheeks had reddened since their handshake.


Noah's eyes widened when he understood that she was blushing, and he quickly retracted his mental waves.


'I'll explain this when we find a moment to talk.'


Noah thought as he turned and imitated June's actions, moving to the side to show that he was ready to negotiate.
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                        The image of June's blush appeared in Noah's mind and caused a feeling that he had yet to experience since he became a magical beast.


'Am I aroused?'


Noah couldn't help but think that when he sensed what that feeling caused inside his body.


Of course, feeling something and letting it affect his body were two very different things.


Cultivators had incredible control of their bodies, especially those in the heroic ranks.


Noah easily prevented any effect of that sensation from appearing on his body, but that event still made his mind wander a bit.


'So much for a species of magical beasts with limited fertility! Damned Cursed dragons, how can your arousal be almost as intense as your hunger?'


Noah cursed in his mind while he kept on suppressing that feeling.


He wasn't surprised about his sexual interest in June, he had always known that he liked her character and that she was quite beautiful.


Yet, he didn't expect that the sexual drive of a magical beast could match its hunger!


'She even smells like a Heaven Tribulation, she should be the last person able to give birth to these sensations… I guess a beast it's still a beast in the end, no matter how powerful it is.'


Noah gave up on trying to suppress that feeling when he thought that and simply limited himself to control the reactions of his body.


His sexual drive was just like his hunger, something deeply rooted in instincts that were now part of him.


His hunger couldn't be suppressed, so the same had to be true for the former.


Andrew and Faith took their place too, and the four envoys became the corners of an imaginary square that floated in the air.


Andrew still stared at Noah with an intense battle intent, but Noah's mind was too messy for him to care about him.


'I hope this drive will go away at some point or I will need to take care of it once I return on the southwestern coast.'


Noah thought while shining lines appeared under the feet of the envoys and traced a shining square in the air.


The instructions for that exchange meetings were quite clear, none of the envoys was surprised to see those lines appearing seemingly out of nowhere.


The Papral nation had prepared the area beforehand and created an environment where the envoys could trust each other's words.


Taking a position to form a square would activate an area where the cultivators inside it couldn't lie nor taint the truth.


Of course, the trigger for that technique was Faith, but the same restrictions would bound her after the square was completed.


The three big nations didn't trust each other, especially when it came to the most important resource of that period.


The same obviously went for the Hive.


There was the need for an even ground where cheats and tricks were impossible to actuate, which was something that the Papral nation found quite easy to create.


After all, oaths and devices with similar purposes were something that every nation had.


The cultivation world was cruel, and trust was rarely found among forces with a different origin, it wasn't surprising that the oaths' field was so advanced in each country.


The shining lines under the envoys' feet spread, creating a luminous platform that radiated a peculiar yellowish light.


Noah felt his mind being affected by that light, but he didn't mind it too much.


The fact that the cultivators inside the square couldn't lie didn't mean that they were required to answer every question.


Remaining silent was an option, so there was no risk of exposing valuable information to the enemies.


The exchange meeting begun immediately after the square was completed.


Faith suggested simple rules which everyone accepted without complaining.


To put it simply, the value of a diagram had to be decided according to three factors: Its effect, its element, and its limit.


The last two factors were easy to evaluate.


The rarity of an element set the base value of a diagram, and the limits to its power defined by how much its importance had to be raised.


For example, a spell of the thunder element up to the fourth rank would be worth less than a diagram of the fire element that could be used till the sixth rank.


The first factor was harder to define by precise boundaries and had to be discussed for each specific case.


For example, diagrams like the Warp spell would be less valuable since their effects were hard to apply in battle.


Of course, some spells weren't battle-related but were still extremely valuable.


Noah saw a spell of the water element that was potentially able to entirely reconstruct a body as long as the sea of consciousness and dantian of the cultivator were intact.


Its cost in terms of Breath and mental energy was obviously huge, and only rank 6 mages could safely use it.


Yet, it was still a fantastic spell obtained by Faith at the price of five diagrams of the earth element with limits to the fifth rank.


Noah focused on obtaining the diagrams of the elements that Elder Julia had requested.


The Hive's main interests were the spells of the fire element, followed by water and wind.


It was needless to say that Noah had informed Elder Julia about his intention of obtaining as many diagrams of the darkness element that he could.


Elder Julia didn't oppose him, but Noah soon discovered that he was bound to be disappointed since no diagrams of the darkness element were mentioned during the meeting.


'This is too coincidental, and some of them are trading spells of the light element… They did this on purpose.'


Noah immediately suspected that, but there wasn't much that he could do.


The only method that the other nations had to slow down his improvements was to keep the resources that could help him for themselves, Noah couldn't force those countries to sell them after all.


The lack of spells of the darkness element though didn't bother him too much.


He was approaching the next step in his cultivation journey, he knew that he would create his own diagrams given enough time.


What bothered him was the constant need to suppress his arousal.


Noah tried not to look at June during the meeting, but their eyes were bound to meet when they traded.


Every time that happened, Noah had to enforce his control on his body again.


That was quite easy for Noah, but it was also a constant reminder of that feeling.


However, at some point, that drive suddenly disappeared.


A subtle tremor ran through the terrain below them, and the magical beasts inhabiting that area stopped moving.


The envoys didn't sense that tremor, but Noah felt the same sensations of the magical beasts below.


He instinctively turned to look toward the center of the new continent, but he could only see the beginning of the mountain chain in the distance.


Yet, another sensation took the place of his arousal, something that even surpassed his hunger.


He felt fear.
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                        The world slowed down in Noah's eyes.


The living beings in the area seemed to be holding their breath, and that behavior wasn't limited to the magical beasts.


Even the magical plants there stopped absorbing nutrients, and the air seemed to freeze as if waiting for the catastrophe to unfold.


Of course, the world appeared utterly normal to the other envoys.


Only Noah could feel those sensations since they originated from the instincts inherited by the Cursed dragon species.


His strange behavior was quickly noticed by the other three heroic cultivators who began to stare in the same direction.


However, they could only see the beginning of the mountain chain that stretched toward the center of the continent.


They couldn't sense anything out of the ordinary even with their rank 4 seas of consciousness.


Yet, June was able to recognize Noah's expression.


She had seen him doing something similar when they were exploring the seventh layer of the Royal Inheritance, just before the rank 4 Cloud eagle's attack from the sky.


Her survival instincts kicked in, and her awareness reached its peak, but she still couldn't sense anything from that direction.


As time passed and nothing happened, she began to think that she had misinterpreted Noah's gesture.


"What are you staring at, Prince?"


Andrew asked while adding a mocking tone when he said the word "Prince".


He found it funny that the "demon" who had escaped from the Utra nation would just become distracted during such an important meeting.


On the other hand, Noah barely noticed that the Eager Titan had spoken to him.


Fear spread through his body, he felt that the sensation that had accompanied him in the last weeks was becoming more intense with each passing second.


Then, when the intensity of that sensation reached its peak, he understood what was about to happen.


"Close your ears and retract your consciousnesses!"


Noah shouted before gathering all his mental energy inside his mental sphere and blocking his ears with his hands.


The instincts of a magical beast, coupled with the heroic mind of an expert in the beasts' field, made Noah able to predict the imminent catastrophe.


Of course, he didn't care enough about Faith and Andrew to help them, he would actually prefer for them to die since they belonged to enemy organizations.


Yet, June was among them, and he didn't want her to be unprepared.


A mental message sent by his consciousness would have reached her sooner without revealing its contents to the other two envoys, but Faith and Andrew would have noticed his action.


Noah couldn't evaluate the power behind the imminent catastrophe, but the two envoys would suspect that June was on his side if they survived after seeing him personally warning her.


Warning everyone would avoid creating any suspect while still alerting her, which was the best outcome that Noah could hope for in that sudden situation.


June didn't hesitate and followed his orders, she simply trusted him too much to do otherwise.


Noah's words confused Faith, but the solemnity radiated by his expression made her took his warning seriously.


After all, Noah's achievements were well known by anyone in a position of power.


Faith knew that the Demon Prince of the Hive had managed to escape from organizations ruled by heroic cultivators, had traveled for half of the old continent, and helped in the war for the independence of the Coral archipelago.


She didn't trust him, but she trusted his survival instincts.


Faith closed her ears and retracted most of her consciousness inside her mind.


However, she left part of her mental energy around her figure in case Noah's act was part of a trap.


It was needless to say that Andrew didn't follow any of Noah's orders.


"What are you even saying!? Faith, why are you listening to him? This Prince is surely planning something. I think it's time to cont-"


Andrew began to speak, but he couldn't continue the rest of his phrase since a deafening cry resounded from the center of the continent.


The piece of Immortal Lands shook when the soundwaves spread through the entirety of its surface.


The ground split, mountains fell apart, and cracks appeared in the sky as soon as the cry crossed those areas.


It wasn't a matter of shockwaves or just an attack that used the sound to inflict damage, the cry was simply so loud that even the environment of the new continent could only crumble in front of it.


The cry affected even the sea around the continent.


Giant shards of ice separated themselves from the land under the azure continent, even the spell that had stopped the fall of those territories from the sky suffered some damage in that situation.


Noah couldn't move nor inspect his surroundings.


The air around him seemed stiff, it was as if it had become solid under the pressure that accompanied the cry.


His mental sphere trembled to no end, but the entirety of his consciousness was working to keep it intact.


His internal organs couldn't oppose those vibrations, he felt blood reaching for his mouth from inside his body.


Yet, he didn't dare to spit it.


He was sealing all his orifices in the best way he could, he even shut his eyes to protect them.


However, injuries were inevitable in that situation.


He felt a warm liquid spreading on his palms, which made him understand that his eardrums had collapsed under those vibrations.


He felt tears running down his eyes, only to realize immediately after that those tears were instead lines of blood.


Blood kept on accumulating on his mouth as his internal organs kept on being torn, and he felt the foothold created with his Breath shattering every time he lost his focus.


In the end, the sound dispersed, and the tremors stopped.


Noah tried to open his eyes, but his vision was foggy, it seemed that they had been damaged while he endured that attack.


He couldn't hear anything too, even his sense of touch felt off when he waved his arms.


Of course, Noah wasn't in the dark.


His consciousness left his mental sphere as soon as its walls stabilized and analyzed the situation around him.


The other envoys seemed to be still struggling with the after-effects of the piercing cry, and Noah could see that they were far worse off compared to him.


Two pills appeared in his hands, and he quickly put them inside his mouth.


A warm sensation filled his body, and a massive amount of nutrients began to focus the injuries on his internal organs with their healing capabilities.


Noah didn't hesitate to gulp one of the rank 4 healing pills from Divine Demon's inheritance, and one of the compressed rank 4 magical beasts in the upper tier that the Udye family had sent in the last period.


Little by little, his vision and hearing came back, which made Noah able to analyze the devastation that the cry had brought to the piece of Immortal Lands.
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                        Noah analyzed his surroundings while he waited for his body to return to a decent state.


'June seems fine, Eccentric Thunder's technique and methods must be amazing. Her centers of power are working together to disperse the remaining tremors that are still affecting her, she shouldn't have suffered any lasting injury.'


A glance to June was enough to make him understand her state.


She was utterly defenseless now, her mental waves were all inside her mind, there was nothing that could stop Noah's probing at that moment.


'Faith's mental sphere is still trembling, but she appears quite calm. I wonder what kind of individuality does she have to have such firmness.'


Noah saw how Faith was using her focus to stabilize her mind without revealing any struggle in her expression, it seemed that her mental waves had some peculiar capabilities.


'The idiot, instead, is lucky to have a sea of consciousness still.'


Noah thought when he turned toward Andrew.


The latter's mental sphere had endured the entirety of the cry without defenses on its insides, and the mental energy that was around him had dispersed when the tremors arrived.


Noah could see that cracks had appeared on the walls of Andrew's sphere, his mind was able to remain in one piece only thanks to the protective membrane that had enveloped him when the attack reached him.


Of course, Noah didn't even need to analyze their bodies to understand their state.


Noah was a hybrid, but he had suffered a lot of injuries when the tremors swept him anyway.


The envoys though were only humans, many of their bones had cracked, and some of their internal organs had completely stopped functioning.


Blood came out from every part of their skin, their robes had been thoroughly drenched in those few seconds.


'I could easily kill the two of them now. However, this crisis has just begun.'


Noah's mind was working at full speed while he analyzed the situation.


He picked up clues from everything that he could see or sense and quickly compared them with his vast knowledge of the magical beasts' field.


He had been able to predict the arrival of the deafening cry mostly due to his instincts, but he couldn't know what would follow that event without understanding the situation first.


The natural paradise under him had mostly fallen apart.


The small lakes had disappeared since deep gorges had appeared after the earthquake, and the magical beasts that had survived had left in a hurry toward the areas over the sea.


The waterfall was still standing, but the mountain behind it had seen many boulders falling from its surface.


'A cry able to reach the western coast and possibly the entirety of the new continent; a power that can affect this sturdy terrain at such distance; the rank 6 existences exploring the central areas; a piece of the Immortal Lands falling into the Mortal ones…'


The data inside Noah's mind seemed to point toward a simple deduction: rank 7 magical beast!


'No, I would be dead in that case.'


Noah quickly discarded that hypothesis.


He had seen the power of a god, the ruler of the Shandal Empire had been able to stop a meteorite that would have probably killed most of the lifeforms on the Mortal Lands.


Rank 7 magical beasts would obviously be less potent than cultivators on the same rank, but that didn't mean that they were weak!


Andrew had managed to keep his life without preparing any defense beforehand, which meant that heroic cultivators could protect themselves against that power.


'Also, the Immortal Lands should have gods continuously absorbing their Breath, it's unlikely that a single being can cause its fall. Well, I hope it, at least.'


Noah thought while he stared at the hordes of magical beasts migrating toward the coastlines.


Roars and cries resounded everywhere in the continent, the magical beasts in every territory didn't hesitate to run away from the central areas as soon as the tremors stopped.


Those creatures abandoned their packs to distance themselves from the origin of the deafening cry, they didn't even fight when they crossed each other's paths.


The entire fauna of the central territories was migrating toward the coasts and unleashed chaos along its path.


Noah remained in the air, and his gaze went toward the beginning of the mountain chain after he understood what was happening around him.


However, the cause behind that event was still unclear, he didn't have the confidence of evaluating events that were so far away from his rank.


"W-what happened?"


Faith's voice resounded in the area.


She had finally managed to stabilize her condition, and she directly asked that question after gulping a few pills.


June opened her eyes a few seconds later and did the same, their complexion seemed to improve slightly after the drugs had taken their effect.


Of course, their bodies were far from fine, they could only see and hear thanks to their consciousness.


Noah didn't answer, he was as clueless as them in that situation, he was just waiting to see what other events would follow that cry.


There was no point in escaping, the tremors would reach him even if he flew over the sea.


Also, he now knew the entity of the attack, he could just deploy one of the most suitable defensive measures that Elder Julia had given him before the meeting.


Andrew was still doing his best to control the damages on his centers of power, but Noah didn't care about him.


He had chosen not to kill him simply because he didn't know what to expect from now on, there was a chance that he could use Andrew's life to his advantage.


Noah wasn't wrong to expect some consequences, but what followed made the fear that had dispersed after the cry reappear.


Thousands of figures rose at high speed in the air, carrying clouds of dust and terrain in their trail.


They had a pair of large feathered wings attached on their backs and a skeletal humanoid body.


A pair of curved horns grew from their temples, and long claws spread from what could be considered their arms.


However, what made Noah really scared was that those creatures could fly!


The new continent was relatively safe due to the absence of flying magical beasts, but the appearance of those humanoid beasts completely changed the situation.


What was worse was that many of them were in the fifth rank, with a handful of them in the sixth rank, and the rest in the fourth.


The winged beasts released cries that echoed the loud one that had previously filled the continent.


The creatures under him stopped roaring when they heard those cries, it seemed that they feared the new presences that had filled the sky over the piece of Immortal Lands.


It was at that point that Noah understood the meaning of their roars and repeated them in human words inside his mind.


'Gather food.'
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                        'Black feathered wings, gray skeletal bodies, and curved horns… I don't recognize them.'


Noah tried to link the identity of those creatures to the bestiary inside his mind, but he couldn't find any match.


The fauna and flora of the Immortal Lands were radically different from those of the Mortal ones, it wasn't surprising that Noah couldn't recognize those magical beasts.


'They must have been dormant deep underground. Earth element? I can't be sure. Yet, it's certain that they are the pack of the being that has released the cry from before.'


Noah's mind worked at full speed to find ways out of that situation.


Understand the threat, study the environment, and choose the safest path, Noah was going through those processes in a matter of instants.


He had even activated the Divine deduction technique to improve his thinking speed, he wasn't holding anything back in front of such a threat.


'The leader of the pack should be at the peak of the sixth rank or even be half-step inside the divine ranks. A handful of rank 6 creatures as captains, a hundred of rank 5 beasts as soldiers, and thousands of rank 4 pawns, we might be forced to abandon this place.'


The width and power of the pack of winged beasts could match any of the three big nations, it could even be considered superior.


Only the Shandal Empire with its god could overpower such a force since it appeared that the pack lacked a divine being.


'I can't affect this situation, I can only try to survive until I reach Elder Julia and Elder Austin.'


Noah realized that almost immediately, the pack of winged beasts was simply too numerous and powerful, he could only escape.


His gaze went on the other envoys, and some coldness filled his reptilian pupils while his mind made plans about them.


'Andrew can't run away on its own, he can be a good bait. These are the territories of the Papral nation, so Faith should know escape routes toward safe areas. June can use her status to find protection under the Council, but my situation is a bit different.'


Noah cursed inside his mind when he understood his options.


He would just follow Faith toward one of the safe areas of the Papral nation if he was a normal envoy and leave to the force behind him to reward the Council.


However, he was the Demon Prince of the Hive, the most promising new talent of the Mortal Lands.


His value would be incredible in the eyes of any force, especially since he belonged to the weakest country among the important ones.


Also, he was Divine Demon's heir, and the Papral nation was the home of the Ravaging Demon, the traitor of the twelve demon sects.


Noah didn't know how much Ravaging Demon knew about him, but he couldn't take any change against a being that was at least in the fifth rank.


Calm filled his mind when he understood that he couldn't seek political asylum inside the territories of the Papral nation.


Hundreds of thoughts had surged inside of Noah's mental sphere since its walls had stopped trembling, but only a few instants had passed in the outside world.


Dust and debris were still falling from the winged beasts' bodies, it was as if the Divine deduction technique was hastening the passage of time inside Noah's mind.


'It would take me less than a week to return to the forest of White woods if I use the secret technique, the Shadow sprint, and the Warp spell. I must go now!'


Noah thought and turned toward the south to prepare himself for the fastest escape that he was capable of.


He didn't care about Faith at all, and June was far safer than him in that situation since she could rely on the Council and on the escorts that had accompanied her through the travel.


However, he was alone, he could only rely on himself for his survival.


Yet, a sudden sense of danger filled his mind.


Noah felt helpless when he saw that winged beasts rose in the sky from the territories along the western coast, it seemed that they took a bit more to awaken due to the distance from the rest of the pack.


Only a few instants had passed from when the deafening cry filled the new continent, but that time was enough to fill the sky above its territory with winged figures!


Noah saw how hundreds of rank 4 magical beasts appeared in the escape route that he had just set, and they were even accompanied by a multitude of beings in the third rank of the same species!


'This land was the damned hunting area of these beasts!'


Noah quickly understood the situation and realized that he couldn't fly back to the territories of the Hive.


He could cross the sea of rank 4 magical beasts, but they would inevitably slow down his journey and gain enough time for the rank 5 beings in the distance.


The safest path had suddenly become the most dangerous.


'By foot then!'


Noah directly switched approach and dived toward the ground.


Faith and June were still recovering, but their consciousnesses made them able to see their surroundings.


They could see that Noah was charging toward the ground, and they instinctively decided to follow him.


After all, it was thanks to him that their centers of power were still intact.


Of course, Andrew was completely unaware of the events that were sweeping the new continent and remained in the air.


The pack of winged beasts began to move after they were done echoing the orders of the leader, and each specimen shot toward the first lifeform in its line of sight.


Every magical beast or plant that couldn't fly had instantly become a prey.


The tide of migrating magical beasts appeared in Noah's eyes, but he didn't fear them.


They were too scared, their only focus was to escape that situation.


Such an innate fear had been able to suppress their aggression, which made the ground the safest place where to hide for the moment.


Noah didn't slow down his descent and crashed on the ground, creating a large hole in the terrain that flung away the weaker beasts that were escaping on that spot.


Noah punched the terrain as he kept on diving underground, he was basically creating a large cave where he could reorganize.


The sky was the territory of the winged beasts now, and the surface was their hunting area, only the underground could provide him with some safety.


Noah punched and kicked, shattering any sturdy rock that appeared as he dug deeper.


He stopped only when he saw that the sunlight couldn't reach his position anymore.


"Now what?"


Faith's voice resounded in the underground area, and Noah turned to stare at the two women that had followed him underground.


The azure light radiated from the terrain illuminated their bloodied figures, it was clear that their bodies had yet to reach a stable state.


"Now, we wait."


Noah said as he crossed June and Faith to destroy the entrance to the underground area.
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                        \"Wait? How can we just remain here during this crisis!? My people are probably dying out there! I can't let these beasts take over the territories of my nation!\"


Faith loudly complained, but a wave of coldness immediately surrounded her figure.


She felt Noah's reptilian eyes fixing on her and exuding a chilling killing intent.


Then, soft words that resembled a growl resounded in the underground area.


\"An army of powerful magical beasts has suddenly appeared on the continent, and you thought that it would be wise to raise your voice against the man that saved you. I will personally bring you back to the surface if you keep on threatening to reveal my position.\"


Noah warned Faith as he tried to suppress his killing intent.


Attempting to kill her now would just reveal his position, and he needed her contacts on the surface to keep track of the advance of the pack.


Faith shut her mouth at that point.


Noah was right, she wouldn't be there if it weren't for his warning.


Also, losing her calm was out of her character.


\"Sorry, I guess I don't have much experience in these kinds of crises.\"


Faith apologized using a soft voice before sitting on the ground to calm herself down.


She was a rare talent in the Papral nation, but no one could compare to Noah when it came to survival, especially when it was about magical beasts.


\"Andrew?\"


Faith asked while picking her inscribed notebook from her space-ring.


\"Dead or worse.\"


Noah gave a plain answer before sitting on the ground too.


His body was stable, but there were many injuries on his internal organs that had to be taken care of, he guessed that he would need a week to return to his peak.


\"Worse?\"


Faith asked, but Noah didn't answer.


He didn't have certainties, there were only hypotheses inside his mind.


\"What are those things? How could our forces miss something like that?\"


June questioned Noah when she sat too.


She knew that he was an expert in the magical beasts' field, he was the only one among them that could reveal something useful.


\"I don't really know, there is no record of those creatures even in the archives of the academy. They probably are a species exclusive to the Immortal Lands, or some sort of mutation that has happened due to the high density of \"Breath\" up there.\"


Noah revealed his thoughts when June asked for them.


\"I'm still unclear about many aspects of this situation, but it seems that the entire pack had gone dormant before or during the fall of this continent, only to awaken when the leader released its cry.\"


Noah explained the things that he was certain of.


Magical beasts could go dormant in certain situations.


For example, they would hibernate during their breakthroughs to a higher rank or when the environment lacked the necessary nourishments.





Of course, that action wasn't completely safe, there was the risk that a dormant creature wouldn't wake up anymore since the nutrients inside its body were consumed during its sleep.


Only a rare species like the Undead chameleon could use that ability at will and without risks.


However, that was their only way to survive at times.


\"What's the plan?\"


June asked without even bothering to hide her trust toward Noah.


Faith noticed that interaction, it seemed that they were almost used to working together.


Yet, she also knew that they had been students of the academy during the same period.


She had never studied the specific behind their relationship, but she could easily guess that they weren't simple classmates.


\"Wait, for now. The appearance of the pack would modify the food chain, and I can predict its behavior only when the fauna reaches some kind of stability. In the meantime, we must rely on your escort and on Faith's forces to obtain reports about the situation on the surface.\"


Noah sighed when he finished explaining.


There was a limit to how much he could do even with his instincts and with the Divine deduction technique.


The fauna on the surface was chaotic now, it was impossible to predict it.


Yet, he was sure that the strongest beasts would take care of the central areas once the situation stabilized, meaning that only rank 4 beasts would patrol the coastlines.


\"I agree to help both of you, but you must stop hiding things. What did you mean by worse?\"


Faith asked while waving her inscribed notebook.


Coldness appeared once again in Noah's eyes, but he forced himself to suppress that feeling.


'I need the eyes of the Papral nation on the surface.'


That thought made him sigh internally, but revealing his hypothesis wasn't really a bother.


\"A magical beast that has just come out from the state of dormant would require a large amount of food to restore its body, and cultivators are more nourishing when they are alive. I believe you can understand where this is going.\"


Faith's eyebrows arched when she heard Noah's answer.


That gesture caused her pain since her eyes were still recovering, but that realization made her completely ignore that sensation.


There was a high chance that Andrew had been captured and brought at the center of the continent alive!


After all, cultivators kept most of their \"Breath\" inside their dantians, their bodies were almost worthless for the magical beasts.


'It's just a matter of how smart these beasts are and what abilities do they possess.'


Noah kept that thought for him.


He knew that the leader of the pack was relatively smart, forcing rank 6 creatures to gather food that they couldn't eat wasn't a small matter.


Faith remained silent for a while, but she soon decided to maintain her side of the deal.


She sent mental messages to the force behind her, and even June did the same.


Instead, Noah simply waited for the Hive to send a report.


There were around twenty heroic cultivators from the Coral archipelago in the new continent, and they were probably all busy handling the crisis.


He was sure that they would notify him once they managed to retreat to a safe position.


Faith and June didn't have much luck, none of their messages were answered, which left them entirely in the dark about the situation on the surface.


However, there wasn't much that they could do, they could only wait for their answers before deciding on their next move.


Hours passed in the silence of the underground area, with occasional cries resounding from the terrain above them.


Noah saw how June's body was slowly recovering, she seemed almost able to open her eyes after that break.


Faith couldn't help but continue picking some clues about their relationship.


She didn't know if it was the way Noah answered June or just the way she looked at him, but she didn't seem to treat him as a criminal of her nation.


In the end, Faith decided to break the silence and directly ask since she realized that they would probably be stuck in that area for a while.


\"Say, did you have feelings for him before Noah turned out to be a criminal?\"
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                        Faith's soft words ran through the underground area.


June kept an expressionless face while Noah simply ignored the question.


He knew that it was easy to mask expressions and hints during a formal meeting. 


Still, anything could reveal the truth behind his relationship with June in that relatively safe situation.


He knew that because he had spent most of his life hiding and pretending.


\"Vance was the strongest student in the academy, and I was only his sparring partner. Noah Balvan, instead, is a traitor and a criminal, I have nothing but battle intent for him.\"


June answered without putting any emotion in her words.


She wasn't exactly lying.


Her relationship with Noah had begun to evolve through their cohabitation, but he left before it could solidify into something more than friendship.


Noah had given her a future and good memories that had accompanied her through the years, but they had never even labeled themselves as friends.


\"He is an amazing rival that I will surpass one day.\"


June said, and the honesty behind her words could be clearly felt by the other two envoys next to her.


Faith stretched her legs and laid her back on the azure terrain when she heard that answer.


Her mind seemed to wander for a moment, it was as if she was choosing her next question.


\"You know, I've spent my whole life surrounded by old cultivators that focused only on my centers of power and men that could only see my beauty. One side claimed that feelings were a hindrance on my cultivation journey, while the other said that their lives were worthless without my love. I guess I'm fairly interested in the topic, but maybe I've asked the wrong person.\"


Faith summarized her life while turning her face toward Noah.


The meaning behind her words was clear, she thought that it was Noah the one with feelings for June.


\"You do realize that you two are alive simply because you can provide me with intel useful to my escape? The continent is in complete chaos, no one would blame me for your deaths.\"


Noah gave a cold answer while continuing to focus on his body.


\"Yes, but you can't continue to punch through the ground until the path above is clear, and you can't fight me for the same reason. Also, June's envoys might be already dead, you need the Council to return to the Hive.\"


Faith answered while waving her inscribed notebook.


A sly smile was on her face, she knew that she was the most valuable person among the three.


\"Beauty is useless if you don't have power, why would I care about a pretty face?\"


Noah sighed before giving voice to those words.


He was being honest, beauty has never clouded his judgment nor affected his behavior.


Even his arousal from before hadn't been triggered when he saw Faith, it was as if that instinct was linked to the emotions contained in his mind.





\"So, you do find June pretty, but you've barely laid your eyes on me. There must be something deeper then.\"


Faith continued to speak while keeping her sly smile on her face.


\"Why are you doing this? A powerful pack of magical beasts has just invaded the continent, but you seem more interested in annoying us.\"


June gave voice to those words, she was clearly irritated by that situation.


She had barely been able to express his position to Noah just to be stuck with a woman that kept on asking about their relationship.


'Maybe, what annoys me the most is that I don't even know how to describe it.'


June thought when silence fell in the underground area.


Both she and Noah were around forty years old, but they had known each other for less than three years and cohabitated for even less.


She had spent those twenty years fighting and training, surrounded by people that she didn't trust and that she didn't care about.


Instead, Noah had traveled far and wide and claimed a position of power that he would have avoided back then.


'Maybe, the fact that he has stopped hiding isn't the only thing that has changed about him.'


June couldn't help but reach that point in her thoughts.


\"I need to know if it's worth experiencing feelings, I can't express peace and calm if I'm clueless about that matter. I need it for my individuality.\"


Faith explained the reason behind her interest, and silence fell once again inside that underground room.


The individuality of each cultivator was vital for cultivating through the heroic ranks, and it wasn't just a matter of learning the depths of their personality.


A cultivator's individuality would eventually become a personal law in the divine ranks, meaning that everyone needed to express it other than understanding it.


A partial understanding would obviously lead to a partial expression, Faith had simply recognized that her mindset lacked something and was working to fill those gaps.


The old cultivators that trained her couldn't help in those matters, and her followers were mostly interested in her aspect.


However, June and Noah came from different nations, they didn't have any obligation toward her.


Also, they seemed to share something more profound than simple rivalry, which led her to use that chance to learn more about a world that she couldn't explore under the watchful eye of the Council.


'The best talent of the Papral nation lacks experiences in normal human interactions. Well, I can't say that I'm different. I guess we are still growing, we have just begun our journey through the heroic ranks after all.'


Noah thought when he heard her explanation.


The envoys were all in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank.


They could be labeled as the best talents of their nations, but they also were cultivators who had just begun to explore their individualities.


Their path wasn't set since they had just taken a few steps on it, not even Noah could claim to know where his enlightenment would lead him.


\"The Royal academy is a place filled with nobles and every sort of talent, but I guess you already knew that.\"


June broke the silence and claimed Faith's attention.


\"I knew that I would have had to make up for the lack of resources with my hard work when I enrolled. So, I kept on fighting and training. It was at that point that I met him.\"


June didn't turn toward Noah, but it was clear that she was talking about him.


\"This guy rarely spoke, and you would always find him in some corner, focusing on his centers of power. His focus on his cultivation could only be labeled as addiction.\"


Memories of his life inside the academy appeared in Noah's mind as June kept on speaking.


'You know, I really admired him. He was the best of the best without anyone's support, his power came only from himself. It was clear that he hid something, but I didn't care back then, I just wanted to be like him.\"


An honest smile appeared on June's face when she reached that point in her story.
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                        \"Yet, he left, and the truth behind his identity was spread through the old continent. The person that I admired so much turned out to be a criminal who only cared about power and was ready to forsake everything else.\"


June's smile disappeared when she spoke those words.


Noah didn't reveal any expression and June lowered her head in the silence that followed, only Faith continued to move her gaze between the two of them.


June seemed to have revealed her true feelings, but the end of her speech was somewhat hurried.


However, there was a limit to how many clues Faith could pick up.


June's words were close to the truth after all, her lies were hidden under the feelings that she had really felt.


\"Is she speaking the truth? Are you nothing but an addict ready to sacrifice anything just to improve?\"


Faith asked when she realized that June wasn't going to speak anymore.


The temperature inside the underground area seemed to drop when Noah opened his mouth to speak.


\"Yes. I devour what I need and destroy what opposes me. Everything I do is for my benefit.\"


Noah's answer made Faith's expression become cold.


\"I have to say, I expected more from the famous Demon Prince.\"


Faith shook her head after she spoke those words.


It was clear that she couldn't learn anything else from them, especially after Noah claimed to be precisely as the reports said.


Noah didn't mind her comment, he was that type of person after all.


He knew that he was slowly accepting other things inside his mind, but that process was still ongoing.


The way he saw it, caring about something was pointless if he didn't have the power to hold it.


No one spoke after that last exchange of words, the three envoys simply focused on their centers of powers.


Little by little, June and Faith managed to open their eyes, but bloody veins still lingered on those organs.


The deafening cry had hurt them deeply, even Noah's internal organs needed some time to recover.


Minutes became hours, and hours eventually became days.


The three cultivators hidden underground focused on their recovery and rarely spoke, only Faith broke the silence from time to time to question June about random matters.


\"What kind of family do you have?\"


\"Will you have children in the future?\"


\"What do you think about the Elbas family?\"


\"What do you think about my nation?\"


\"Will you get married at some point?\"


\"Is orange your favorite color?\"


Those questions came out of Faith's mouth from time to time, she seemed interested in learning more about June.


June gave short answers without ever revealing too much about herself.


Her mind was too messy to care about bonding with the envoy of an enemy nation.


The sound of battles resounded continuously above them, but she could only think about the man that was stuck with him.





She had finally met Noah after twenty years of work under the Elbas family only to be forced to keep some distance from him.


Noah had similar thoughts about her, but they weren't his main concern.


His instincts screamed to no end due to the battlefield above him, and they had yet to receive any news from the four forces on the new continent.


'Maybe, the sudden appearance of the pack has temporally disabled the communications between the inscribed notebooks.'


Noah couldn't help but reach that conclusion.


A sudden increase in the \"Breath\" radiated on the surface could affect the mental messages sent by those inscribed items.


After all, he had seen Elder Julia blocking one mental message, it was probable that those winged beasts could do something similar since there were rank 6 existences among them.


However, on their sixth day spent hiding, a loud explosion resounded right above them.


The ceiling of the underground room began to fall as an earthquake shook its foundation.


Cavities began to appear on the ceiling, and the sunlight illuminated the area.


Noah wielded his sabers, and the other two envoys did the same, they were ready to fight for their lives.


Yet, human figures became visible as the cavities enlarged to form a large fissure that connected the underground area to the surface.


\"Elder Clara!\"


Faith exclaimed when she recognized one of the figures on the surface and shot in the air to meet the elder.


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw the golden colors of the Elbas family on the robes of some of those figures, he immediately realized that the group wasn't formed only by the forces of the Papral nation.


June shot a worried gaze toward Noah before flying to greet the forces of the Royals.


Noah didn't move, he analyzed the situation above him and waited to see the behavior that those heroic cultivators had toward him.


'They are injured and covered in blood, it seems that they have fought a lot to reach this position.'


Noah thought when his gaze swept the figures.


\"Where is the Eager Titan? What happened?\"


A loud voice soon resounded among the group on the surface.


Three heroic cultivators dressing robes with the emblem of the Shandal Empire anxiously swept the underground area before focusing on Noah.


\"What have you done to him, demon? We know that his space-ring is still in the area!\"


The three cultivators immediately blamed Noah for Andrew's disappearance.


'This group must be formed by the escorts of the envoys. This is bad, I had planned to use their intel and escape before meeting them, but now…'


Hundreds of thoughts rose inside Noah's mind as he tried to find a way out of that situation.


\"Wait, he has sav-\"


\"Silence, Lady Vigny, this is a matter between the Empire and the Demon Prince.\"


Faith tried to explain the situation, but one of the cultivators belonging from the Utra nation interrupted her phrase.


It was clear that the forces of the Elbas family wanted to use that chance to take Noah with him, they were even willing to let the Empire take him in custody.


'I can't let them take me to their territories, I don't know what they will do to me or what price the Hive will have to pay for my release. Well, Chasing Demon will find a way to justify my actions.'


Noah thought while his arm shot in front of him.


Black flames appeared in front of him, and his arm directly pieced them.


Yet, nothing came out from the other side of the flames.


The cultivators above him were surprised, but they were all in the fourth rank, they weren't fast enough to stop Noah's actions.


Black flames appeared behind June, and Noah's hand came out of them to grab the collar of her robe.


Then, Noah directly pulled and threw the powerless June toward him.


June suddenly felt her waist being held by a firm but careful arm, and a cold sensation spread from her throat when a black saber neared it.


In less than an instant, Noah had thrown her inside his arms and trapped her.


Then, she heard his cold voice.


\"Take one step forward, and she dies.\"
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                        June had been taken hostage under the gazes of ten heroic cultivators in the fourth rank!


Everything had happened in less than an instant, and Noah's actions had been noticed only when it was too late to do anything about them.


Of course, Noah's decision to use June instead of Faith wasn't random.


Faith would have undoubtedly struggled to break free from Noah's grasp, but there was a high chance that June would just play along with his act.


Luckily for him, June was able to read the situation and pretended to be unable to do anything to escape from him.


\"Release Lady Ballor at once! These actions can only worsen your situation! You mus-\"


One of the heroic cultivators from the Utra nation began to speak, but he suddenly stopped when he saw that a drop of blood fell from June's throat.


Noah had only neared his Demonic sword to her neck, but a cut had already appeared, the sharpness of his saber was simply incredible.


The two sides had reached a stalemate, but the situation of the escorts was far worse than Noah's.


Roars and cries resounded from the surface, it was clear that the environment of the new continent had yet to stabilize.


That fact made the escorts anxious, there was a limit to how much they could stay in that open position.


\"It's thanks to him that we are still alive! Andrew ignored his warnings and was swept by the power of the cry. He wasn't in the condition to follow us.\"


Faith was finally able to explain the situation to the newly arrived heroic cultivators, and ugly expressions appeared on the faces of the escorts from the Empire.


Even the three cultivators from the Utra nation knitted their eyebrows.


They wanted to take advantage of the situation to ask compensations from the Hive and even interrogate Noah, but he had reacted too quickly and was actually on the right side of the matter!


The roars of the beasts became more intense, Noah guessed that it wouldn't take much before the winged beasts stormed the area.


\"Threw away anything that the Royal family can use to trace your position.\"


Noah murmured those words to June's ear, and she removed a golden ring from her finger.


Noah tugged June when the ring began to fall to the ground, it had to appear that he was forcing her to do that after all.


The meaning behind his order was clear, Noah wanted to use June as insurance for his escape.


The roars became even more intense and forced the escorts from the Utra nation to take a decision.


\"You better return her alive, or the Hive will pay!\"


The leader of the three cultivators from the Elbas family shouted before leaving the area, and the other escorts did the same.


June's family had yet to fuse with the Elbas family, she was a promising asset, but there was a limit to how much those escorts were willing to risk for her.


Also, they could always blame Noah afterward if something was to happen to her.





The Papral nation had retrieved its envoy, and there was no reason for the forces of the Empire to linger there any further, so they simply left.


Faith shot one last gaze to the two envoys in the underground area before turning to follow the forces of her nation.


She didn't seem to believe Noah completely, but that wasn't the right situation to learn about other's relationships.


Noah waited for the cultivators to disappear from his sight before forcefully kicking the ground.


The floor of the underground area crumbled and its ceiling began to fall apart, it would be a matter of seconds before that room was submerged by azure debris.


Noah continued to use his kicks to open a path that would lead him further downward.


He didn't trust any of those heroic cultivators, and his position had been revealed, he had to go deeper if he wanted to make humans and beasts lose track of him.


June remained silent in his arms.


Noah had long removed the saber from her throat and had stored his weapons to use his now free hand to help in the excavation.


Of course, using his martial art would facilitate the excavation, but Noah didn't dare to release \"Breath\" since he was trying to hide.


'He is doing his best not to hurt me, I'm barely noticing that he is carrying me.'


June thought while Noah used his physical strength to reach deeper parts of the piece of Immortal Lands.


She could clearly feel that just a bit of his strength was enough to divide her body in half.


However, Noah was holding her with incredible control, he had even managed to avoid reopening the injuries that had healed during the previous day.


'Playing the damsel in distress is annoying though. I guess I can let it slip this time.'


June's wild character was still there, she really hated the part that Noah had forced her to play.


Yet, her performance was helping Noah, and she felt that she owed him too much to ruin his plan.


Also, she didn't exactly hate to be held with such care by him, she even felt that she could relax for the first time since the detonation of Eccentric Thunder's separate dimension.


Noah continued to dig, even the rocky terrain that would generally take spells to break crumbled in front of his attacks.


He stopped only when he reached a depth of a few dozens of kilometers since the ground under him had become too hard to break even with his body.


Noah began to excavate toward the south at that point, he intended to create a tunnel that would bring him directly under the territories of the Hive.


He didn't know what kind of fauna the underground of the new continent would have, but he was sure that it would be safer than its surface, especially during that crisis.


Noah's excavation continued for a few hours before he decided to stop and to make the tunnel behind him crumble.


He didn't believe that the heroic cultivators would follow him till there, but he didn't want to leave a tunnel behind him.


Then, he released his hold on June and let her feet touch the ground.


\"Thanks for sticking with my act, I can't allow myself to be a political prisoner.\"


Noah spoke as soon as he let June go, but a golden flash suddenly appeared in his vision.


Noah's hand shot and grabbed the flash, which turned out to be the inscribed spear that June was wielding when she reached the meeting.


June held the other side of the spear, and Noah could sense her irritation hidden behind her expression.


\"Sorry, I guess I could have released you sooner.\"


Noah apologized while continuing to keep the tip of the spear still.


'I guess some things never chang-'


Noah continued to speak, but his phrase was interrupted since June let go of the spear and jumped toward him.


His eyes widened when he saw June suddenly hugging him.
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                        Noah felt June's arms suddenly squeezing his torso.


It was needless to say that he didn't expect something like that, especially not right after her attack.


Heaven's scent filled his nose and incited the hatred hidden in his instincts.


However, June's warmth spread through his body and suppressed that feeling.


A complicated expression appeared on Noah's face when he lowered his gaze toward the woman hugging him.


It was as if he could sense how lonely she had been during those twenty years, after the only person that she trusted had abandoned her.


Noah's hands moved.


His right arm went around her back to return the hug while his left hand went on her head to caress her hair.


'She feels so small.'


Noah couldn't help but have that thought.


A mighty heroic cultivator, one of the best talents of the Utra nation, was in his arms, holding him tightly.


\"I'm sorry, I knew nothing back then.\"


Noah felt her words reverberate on his chest, June had spoken without releasing the hug.


A slight tremble went through her arms when she spoke, it seemed that she was really concerned about that matter.


\"It's fine, I wasn't exactly fair with you too.\"


Noah replied and slightly separated himself from June.


His left hand went on her chin and lifted it to expose her throat.


The wound made by the Demonic sword had healed, but a faint scar was still there.


Also, the drops of blood spilled when he had threatened the escorts were still on her skin.


Noah used his thumb to wipe away those red spots from her neck, he wanted to understand the exact amount of damage that he had caused.


However, that situation was a bit too much to take for June.


They were still hugging, and Noah had his head lowered to inspect her wound.


She could feel how careful Noah was when he cleaned those red spots, and she was barely able to suppress the blush that his actions were causing.


She didn't hate that situation, but she wanted to catch up before reaching that point again once the relationship between them became clear.


That's why she pushed Noah away and stored the spear that had fallen on the ground when he had begun to caress her.


\"What now?\"


June asked before sitting on the ground and supporting herself to the walls of the underground area.


Noah didn't answer immediately, there were thoughts in his mind that he had to sort before he could be sure of what he wanted to do.


'Is this disappointment?'


Noah asked himself when he saw June distancing herself.


'Even my arousal is back. Maybe, this sensation is triggered by my emotions since I'm a hybrid.'


Elder Julia's words resounded in his mind at that moment.


He wasn't the Vance of the academy anymore, nor the Hooded Devil.


He felt no need to suppress his desires.





'I want her, it's clear. Yet, she is different from Nina, and I don't think I want that kind of relationship when it comes to her.'


Those thoughts surged inside Noah's mind, but his body had already started moving.


He was escaping from a difficult situation with one of the few people that he cared about, while an army of powerful magical beasts was invading the whole continent.


There was enough tension around him, there was no point in holding back in that already dangerous situation.


'Enjoy the moment.'


Noah repeated Elder Julia's words inside his mind as he sat next to June.


A familiar jar appeared in his hands, and June couldn't help but reveal a smirk when she recognized it.


\"Do you still keep Ivor's wine? Do you know that it does not affect rank 4 mages?\"


June's laugh accompanied those words, but her smile faded when she remembered what had happened to Ivor.


\"You know, many things have changed after your departure.\"


June lowered her head when she gave voice to those words.


Noah poured the wine inside two cups and handed one of them to June.


\"Tell me about it.\"


Noah said while poking June's shoulder to make her grab the cup.


\"Only if you tell me about your life. No lies this time.\"


June replied, and Noah was able to sense some hesitation behind her words.


He could tell that she was still a bit hesitant about that situation, it was impossible to prepare for that sudden turn of events.


Yet, Noah had made his mind about her and didn't hesitate to agree to her terms.


\"Deal, no lies.\"


Only when she heard those words did June pick the cup and began to speak about the events that had happened after his departure.


Noah learned about Ivor's death, about the detonation of Eccentric Thunder's separate dimension.


He learned about the progress of June and her group in the exploration of the Royal Inheritance, about the effects that the Cause was having on the nation and the rule of the Elbas family.


Then, June spoke about her family, about how its situation had evolved.


Also, she even mentioned the many marriage proposals that she had received during that period.


Her voice trembled a bit when she spoke about that topic, and she shot glances at Noah when she described the Royals that had sent those proposals.


Of course, Noah didn't show any reaction but limited himself to listen quietly.


June wasn't his woman or anything, he felt no jealousy when he learnt about the kind of interest that the Royals had in her.


'Her family can be a good asset, and she is talented other than beautiful. I don't see the Elbas family choosing a better candidate to add to its ranks.'


Noah thought as he refilled the cups.


His stash of wine was basically empty even if they only had drunk one jar, only a couple of them remained inside his space-ring.


June spoke about how she ended up in the new continent after she learnt that Noah had become a heroic cultivator.


The awkwardness between them had mostly vanished in those minutes, June felt relaxed even when she mentioned that she had often thought about him.


\"Then, you used me to escape from a different situation, and I had to play the role of the scared woman kidnapped by the ruthless Demon Prince of the Hive. I'll forgive you only if your story doesn't disappoint me.\"


June smirked when she said those words, and Noah could already imagine that she would keep on using her abduction as an excuse in the future.


However, he didn't mind it, he actually felt glad that she was smiling so often once again.


\"I guess I should start from my escape through the area of influence of the Shandal Empire. Well, I knew that the western side was les-\"


\"No, I want your full story, you don't get to keep the matters of your family for yourself.\"


June interrupted Noah with her words, and he could only sigh before focusing on the first memory that he had of his second life.


\"My mother was a commoner…\"
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                        Noah didn't limit himself to speak about his life, he even told June about the mindset that he had when he went through certain events.


He talked about how his addiction to cultivation started when he saw Thomas Balvan defeating the dragon that had attacked Balvan mansion, and revealed that his interest in the magical beasts' field had probably begun that day.


He told her about Lily, about how he had chosen to cultivate instead of attempting to escape with her, and how that decision had ultimately led to her death.


He spoke about William, about the first time that he had taken a human life, about his encounter with a rank 5 creature when his dantian had yet to form.


June had long stopped drinking her wine, Noah's adventures were simply too incredible.


A noble family that tried to suppress him, his mother punished in his place, Balor's betrayal, Rhys' ploy, she could barely believe that a kid less than fifteen years old had survived all of that.


Then, his story arrived at his life in the academy.


Noah told her that Thaddeus had instantly understood his real identity, but wanted to use him to do the dirty work of the Royals.


He spoke about his dream during the test of his attitude, about the stars in the black sky, about his ambition.


\"I dreamt about an endless battle back then. Powerful enemies kept on coming, and I would spend hours to defeat them. Yet, even stronger enemies appeared after every victory. You want to reach for the sky, but I strive for an endless battlefield. We are similar but also completely different.\"


June revealed the contents of her dream, and Noah couldn't help but comment on that.


\"Like a true battle maniac. A pity that you've met someone that you'll never beat.\"


Noah revealed a smile when he gave voice to those words, bickering with June was as fun as he remembered.


\"The Demon Prince has kidnapped a noblewoman to escape, I wonder what your followers in the academy would think about it…\"


June smirked when she reminded him about the girls that had started to call him \"dark prince\" after his battle with Manuel.


Noah's story then reached the point of his departure.


\"Part of me wanted to remain in the academy, but-\"


\"But you had too much on stake, and you will never forsake your ambition for friendship or, well, other things. I get it.\"


June interrupted Noah when he tried to apologize for his sudden departure, but she wasn't able to express herself completely.


They had just returned to the status of friends, she didn't know how her relationship with Noah would evolve.


Yet, Noah had already made his mind on that topic and didn't miss her hesitation.


His story continued after that.


Noah told her about the hunters' guild, the events of the Bare Dungeon, the city of Slyfall, Odrea nation, the Coral archipelago, his enrollment in an underground organization, Divine Demon's inheritance, and the exploration of the new continent.





Of course, Noah didn't reveal the specifics behind his centers of power, but he hinted something, and June didn't mind him keeping those things a secret.


Also, he kept hidden the contents of the inheritance and the behavior of the Hive in the new continent.


They both knew that there was a slim chance that their relationship would be revealed, and they had both agreed not to disclose anything that the Utra nation could use against the other.


Noah even spoke about the matriarch of the Charming demon sect and Nina.


Honesty was everything with June, she would never accept him if he kept on hiding his true self.


June didn't seem to mind his past women too much, she was inexperienced in that field, but she wasn't a young girl anymore.


She understood that they didn't have any kind of relationship in that period, so there was no reason to feel jealous.


She was obviously a bit annoyed, but Noah was right next to her now, and he was doing what he hadn't been able to do twenty years ago.


\"I guess we both went through a lot.\"


Noah ended his story while leaving his cup on the ground.


\"Hmph! I kept on fighting in the Royal Inheritance and managing the western border, while you went around messing with the big nations. You even had the time to stay with other women.\"


June complained, but Noah didn't waste that chance to point out something.


\"Other? Do you mind being more specific?\"


June blushed when she heard those words and stood up to distance herself from Noah's sly smile.


Noah sighed before standing up too.


He had lowered his barriers, but June was still resisting her feelings.


\"You know, I wouldn't be able to talk to you like this if it wasn't for those other women. It's also thanks to Nina that I can see myself with another person.\"


Noah spoke while pulling June's robe.


June let Noah hug her from behind but kept her head lowered, she had yet to get used to that type of physical contact.


\"You became close to me because you needed to find an heir for Eccentric Thunder back then. Isn't this the same, but for different reasons?\"


June asked.


Noah had told her that his body-nourishing method made him similar to a magical beast.


He had skipped the fusion part, but he had explained to her that she gave birth to sensations that he found hard to control.


\"I'm fairly sure that I feel this way because it's you. Yet, the decision is yours. I will understand if you refuse me.\"


Noah answered, he was being as honest as he could in that situation.


There was nothing else that he could do, he had revealed his feelings, now it was up to June.


June raised her head and stared at Noah that was hugging her from behind.


Noah could see the hesitation and fear hidden behind her eyes, but there was some determination in the words that followed that gaze.


\"It's hard for me to remain alone if you keep on creating good memories.\"


She then turned and put her arms behind Noah's neck.


Noah found himself surprised by her actions once again when he realized that June had closed her eyes and was reaching for his lips.


Noah didn't think anymore at that point, he was already immersed in a long kiss before he could feel his mind again.


June lowered her gaze when the kiss ended, but her arms were still clinging on Noah's neck, she was choosing her next words very carefully.


\"I don't want to live in regret again, so let's create amazing memories this time.\"


She wore a warm smile when she spoke, and Noah could only limit himself enough to nod before diving toward her lips again.
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                        \"No other women after I leave.\"


\"It might be hard, but I can do that.\"


June elbowed Noah's ribs when she heard his answer, but she soon forgot about it when she felt his hand caressing her hair.


They were laid on the terrain of the underground room, and the azure light radiated by the rocky ground of the new continent illuminated their naked bodies.


June was using Noah's shoulder as a pillow and had her left arm stretched on his torso, ready to hit him whenever he pretended not to take her seriously.


She had understood by then that she was unable to wound Noah with her physical strength, so she simply used her full power to poke him.


Of course, she didn't do that to hurt him but to simply hear the laugh that he made afterward.


\"And no death. Try not to die while you do something crazy like overthrowing a country or mocking the rulers of one of the three big nations.\"


June spoke again while changing her position to lay her head over Noah's chest.


They both knew that June couldn't remain in the Hive if they managed to return to the territories under its control.


No excuses could justify her change of factions, and the Elbas family could just use that chance to declare war to the Hive.


Also, June had her dreams too.


She still wanted to become the matriarch of her family and use the help of the Royals to obtain resources, she couldn't just abandon the position that she had gained in twenty years of work.


Noah could understand her decision better than anyone.


They weren't strong enough to have a relationship out in the open.


Noah was the greatest humiliation in the history of the Elbas family, and June was one of the talents that it was nourishing, the consequences of their relationship could involve the forces behind them and endanger their lives.


\"The same goes for you, no death. I want to meet you again.\"


Noah expressed his feelings without any shame, and June revealed a warm smile when she heard those words.


\"I guess I can have other men since you didn't say anything about that.\"


June couldn't suppress her laugh when she felt Noah's body becoming tense for a moment after she said that.


She turned her face to meet a pair of reptilian eyes that stared at her while radiating incredible greed.


\"June, don't joke about that. Magical beasts are possessive creatures, you shouldn't push their limits.\"


Noah was serious when he said that.


He had felt a wave of anger filling his body when he heard that joke, he believed that even his hunger couldn't reach the intensity of that feeling.


'The instincts of the Cursed dragons must have been slightly modified since I'm a hybrid, they have become more human.'


Noah thought that when he analyzed his anger, but June suddenly kissed him and made him leave the matter for the moment.





They had remained in that area for a week already, doing nothing but talk, joke, and sleep together.


It had been June's first time a week ago, and her body was still injured, but she quickly became used to that practice.


She was a heroic cultivator after all, a mighty being like her couldn't possibly have issues during sex.


On the other side, Noah found the matter a bit more troublesome.


It was his first time with his new body, and he never seemed to have enough.


Yet, he had to hold back to let June rest, there was the risk of reopening her injuries if he pushed her limits more than that.


Of course, he didn't mind holding back since he was able to enjoy that precious time with June.


\"Stop using your similarities with those creatures to justify your actions. You are you, you can be jealous even if your body-nourishing method didn't imitate magical beasts.\"


June spoke when their lips separated.


Noah found himself agreeing with her every time.


He had spent years attuning to his magical beast's side when he trained in the wilderness but, now, he felt that he was doing the same with his human's one.


He had realized that there was something that he lacked since his conversation with Elder Julia, and June was helping him on that part by just being with him.


'These peaceful feelings are indeed nice, but…'


Noah thought before his gaze went toward the southern wall of the underground room.


He knew that they were still in the middle of an invasion, and the lack of information didn't really help their situation.


'I don't mind punching a tunnel for thousands of kilometers, and we should be deep enough to avoid being noticed from the surface. Yet, I don't know the fauna and flora of the underground world. I guess we can only be cautious.'


Noah sighed when he thought that.


The underground world of the piece of Immortal Land was unexplored, the pack of winged beasts wouldn't have taken the forces of the four nations by surprise otherwise.


Yet, the surface was too dangerous, and he was still in the territories of the Papral nation according to his calculations, he couldn't just reappear after only a week.


His act of kidnapping June could be treated as something for his survival only if Chasing Demon was the one to interact with the forces of the Utra nation.


The Elbas family would just force its truth on the matter if Noah were to meet the Royals by himself.


\"Already thinking of leaving me?\"


June's voice resounded in the area, she had noticed that Noah was analyzing the southern wall.


A smile appeared on Noah's face, and he straightened his position while lifting June in his lap.


June would simply allow him to move her, she limited herself to find the most comfortable position over Noah.


After a week spent in that way, she had begun to learn even Noah's small habits.


She knew that he would speak a few words to her ear, kiss her neck, and then carefully lay her on the ground to continue from there.


\"I told you that we would have waited for your body to recover before moving. Also, you can stay in the territories of the Hive for a while, the Royals can wait.\"


June closed her eyes when she heard those words, and she felt even happier when she felt Noah's lips on her neck.


Predicting his behavior made her feel closer to him, she felt as if the distance between the two of them kept on shortening with every second that they spent together.


Three more weeks had to pass before June returned to her peak.


Noah gave her some of his spare robes since hers were filled with her blood.


Then, after one month spent in that room, Noah and June began their travel toward the territories of the Hive.
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                        Noah took down the hard, rocky terrain of the underground area with his bare hands.


June followed closely behind him, she wielded her spear tightly in her hands, ready to stab anything unusual that came out during their advance.


Of course, Noah had told her not to intervene unless the situation became really dangerous.


He didn't want the two of them to release \"Breath\" in that unknown area, which would only reveal their position to any being inhabiting the underground.


Also, he could take care of any beast and plant below the fifth rank with his body alone, he was a hybrid in the upper tier of the fourth rank after all.


June agreed to his terms, but she still preferred to have her weapons next to her.


Noah used his consciousness to keep track of his direction.


Their advance was slow, and they had to take breaks every few weeks, but they didn't meet anything out of the ordinary in the first part of their travel.


June and Noah did their best to enjoy those breaks, sometimes they even stopped for a few days in the same area.


However, they always resumed their journey in the end.


Many scenarios appeared inside Noah's mind while he continued to excavate.


He could predict the behavior of the magical beasts better than anyone else, but there were too many uncertainties in that situation and a lot of things that he couldn't be sure of.


The appearance of a new ruler in the magical beasts' system was a revolutionary event, especially when those new rulers could cover an area as large as the new continent.


The environment would be modified entirely, and those changes would affect both the surface and the underground.


'Those winged beasts have come from the ground, which means that we are in their old domain now. There is a chance that another pack has claimed this now empty area since more than two months have passed.'


Noah thought while continuing to punch through the rocky wall.


An exchange between domains was inevitable since the winged beasts had appeared.


Different creatures would choose to hide underground now that the surface was a hunting area, it was just a matter of what depths they were able to reach.


Noah knew that most creatures wouldn't be able to arrive in his position.


He was an anomaly in the magical beasts' world, he could use his instincts to improve the already amazing capabilities of his mind.


However, magical beasts didn't have that freedom, their instincts simply ruled their actions.


He knew that the octopus-type creatures that inhabited the murky lake would never attempt to dive underground, it was simply against their nature.


So, he was reasonably sure that he and June could only meet certain species at that depth.


'The insect-type creatures in the natural paradise were a possibility, but we are almost under the mountain area, they aren't a threat; The snakes inhabiting the mountains could try to excavate, but they shouldn't be able to reach our depth; the octopuses, Poisonous frogs, and Saber-toothed tigers are not a threat; The sandworms though…'





Noah reviewed the species of magical beasts that inhabited the western coastline and found that only the sandworms living in the desert could completely migrate underground.


'Yet, they are on the other side of the coastline, there is a high chance that we won't even reach their new territory.'


Noah concluded in his mind, leaving only the magical plants and the beasts that had migrated during the invasion as a variable.


\"We should almost be on the other side of the waterfall.\"


Noah warned June who took a battle position.


Noah pierced the walls in front of him for some time and sighed in relief when he saw that nothing out of the ordinary was happening.


The way he saw it, it would be perfect if he could just create a tunnel without disturbing anyone's environment.


Fighting in that situation would only bring trouble to them.


Yet, something did change at some point.


Noah punched a wall but was surprised to discover that there wasn't ground anymore on the other side of that spot.


He nodded toward June to signal that the situation would be different from that point onward and tore down the remains of the rocks that blocked the passage.


The wall crumbled and revealed an ample open space filled with gray objects hanging from the ceiling.


Dense and transparent drops of a smelly liquid fell from those objects and reached the terrain far below, it was clear that they had been broken only recently.


Noah was immediately able to understand the purpose of those objects.


\"The winged beasts have instinctively created these sacs when they have gone dormant. They are quite evolved.\"


Noah whispered so that his words would vanish after reaching June.


\"How do we proceed?\"


June asked.


She was leaving all the decision making to Noah, she knew that her survival instinct couldn't match his.


\"Let's maintain this altitude. There might be snake-type magical beasts at the bottom of this area, and it's better if I keep on having rocks that I can break in front of me. Wasting time to find the proper altitude again might be fatal.\"


Noah explained and took the first step inside the large underground area.


\"Breath\" appeared under his feet as soon as he stepped on the air, but he tried to keep its quantity to the minimum possible.


June did the same as she followed behind him.


The depths of the area appeared in their field of view, Noah could clearly see that the floor of that place was at a few kilometers under him.


'Only a rank 5 beast could excavate it. Was it one of the winged beasts? Or did the pack simply choose this preexisting place as the area where to go dormant?'


Questions filled Noah's mind.


There were too many variables, and he couldn't create a fixed picture, he could just keep on adding everything that he noticed to his hypotheses.


Their journey was uneventful for the first hours.


They could finally pick up some speed since Noah wasn't busy excavating, but they still didn't hurry their pace.


Noah was sure that the snakes inhabiting the mountains on the surface would have used the paths created by the winged beasts to escape.


After all, he was in the area where they were sleeping, meaning that their flight toward the surface had left open passages through the azure rocks.


Noah was rarely wrong when it came to the magical beasts' field.


\"You got this, right?\"


\"Of course.\"


June asked when she sensed that a huge figure was falling from the ceiling of the underground area.


Noah was soon able to make out the shape of a snake that had opened its maws when it saw the two humans walking on the space under it.


Yet, when it was about to reach June, a sharp hand ripped off its upper maw and its brain with it.
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                        The snake that had fallen from the ceiling was a simple rank 4 magical beast in the lower tier, Noah only had to arch his fingers and deliver a clean sweep to tear its body apart.


June stored the corpse of the creature as soon as it died, and she didn't even bother to dodge the blood that had fallen on her during the process.


Noah couldn't help but stare at her when that happened.


Her face stained with the blood of the beast that he had killed, coupled with her swift gestures, created an extremely captivating picture in his mind.


\"I recognize that stare.\"


June revealed a smile when she said that, and she grabbed Noah's collar before reaching for his mouth to kiss him.


They had been in a relationship only for a few months, but they were already able to understand what was in each other's minds without speaking.


\"Later.\"


June murmured that word when their lips separated.


\"I know, I know. I was just imprinting this image in my mind.\"


Noah answered before turning to continue moving toward the south.


Those interactions had often happened during the past weeks, they would just stop at specific points in their travel to express the feelings that some of their gestures caused.


That open area was different from the tunnel though, they couldn't just stop whenever they wanted.


Yet, Noah didn't mind using a few seconds to enjoy the sight of his partner.


He felt as if a sort of limit had been removed after some of his feelings had fulfilled, something that ultimately benefitted his individuality.


The absorption speed of his cultivation technique had increased since he had decided to fulfill his desire even if it wasn't strictly connected to his cultivation journey.


It wasn't a matter of insights or laws, his individuality had simply expanded.


That behavior was obviously limited to June, his core was still the same.


However, he had accepted that he cared about her.


As someone that had been driven by purposes strictly linked with death, Noah found in June something that inspired life.


After all, Noah's goal in that life was to be true to his ambition, something that was followed only by his desire to avenge his mother.


Yet, there was a third goal now, and that featured June.


Of course, that goal was still unclear, but it was a start.


'Creation needs destruction, and the same goes for the opposite. My ambition and vengeance will undoubtedly lead me to a path filled with death, but I can also see life now.'


Noah thought while walking in the azure environment filled with gray sacs.


'It is impossible to create if I only pursue death… The answers always seem so close when you find them.'


Noah smiled internally when he felt his individuality slowly solidifying.


Snakes kept on falling from time to time from the ceiling.





Those magical beasts were using the paths created by the winged beasts to migrate since they couldn't oppose their invasion.


Noah killed those beasts without hesitation, and June promptly stored them inside her space-ring to avoid creating any noise.


The tunnels on the ceiling were narrow since the winged beasts were only two to three meters tall, meaning that most of the strongest snakes on the surface didn't fit inside them.


That led to a situation where only beasts in the lower or middle tier managed to reach the underground area.


Taking care of such weak and sparse rank 4 beasts wasn't a problem for June and Noah, they could easily handle them while remaining silent.


Snake-type creatures weren't the only beasts that fell from those tunnels though.


Every magical beast would attempt to defend its domain, especially if some time had passed since the deafening cry of the invading force.


The fauna on the surface had begun to fight back since it couldn't escape from the invasion, and Noah guessed that even the cultivators of the four forces were doing their part.


Blood flowed through the tunnels on the surface and fell in the area where June and Noah were walking.


Also, sometimes, the figures that fell from above them belonged to the winged beasts.


Noah didn't let go of that chance, he stored each of those creatures inside his device so that he could study them.


The winged beasts that fell from the tunnels were all dead, they would never retreat on their own since their leader had ordered them to gather food.


Noah dissected and analyzed those creatures as their advance continued.


What arrived in the underground area were mostly body parts and not intact corpses, but Noah did his best to discover as much as he could from them anyway.


The spirit automaton also helped in analyzing their structure.


The automaton was the manager of a rank 6 inscribed item, there were countless pieces of information listed inside it.


Also, its analytical skills surpassed even Noah who was an expert in that field and a hybrid, he simply couldn't compare to such a strong item.


Of course, the automaton was only able to point out features without managing to indicate their exact purposes, most of its data concerned inscribed items after all.


Yet, that was enough for Noah since he could use his expertise to fill the gaps that the automaton wasn't able to explain.


'The wings are only useful to their flight. They provide average maneuverability and high speed, but don't add any special ability.'


Noah summarized in his mind when he thought to have a clear picture of those beasts.


'Their claws are simply long and pointy fingers, no special abilities there either. They can use them to dig through the terrain easily, and they are their main weapons in melee combat.'


Noah then focused on their horns, which were the most interesting aspect of those beasts.


'Horns curved downward, useless in physical combat. Yet, they seem to radiate soft mental waves that don't belong to them. Telepathy? Are all of them like this? Is the leader the only one commanding them?'


Noah finally understood why those beasts had been dormant while the cultivators of the four nations explored the surface.


Generally speaking, a dormant beast could be awakened quite easily, any external input would reactivate its organism.


Yet, they kept on sleeping during the fall from the Immortal Lands and through many years on the Mortal ones, which meant that they could be awakened only under certain circumstances.


Now that Noah knew that they were controlled, he became sure that they had been awakened due to the leader or other existences inside the pack.


'There are too many of them, so I guess that the leader only controls the other rank 6 creatures inside its pack. They then control a certain number of rank 5 beasts that are in charge of those in the fourth rank. A pack linked by tight strings, formed by winged beasts of the earth element. How unusual.'
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                        Noah was aware that those horns also had other purposes, but it seemed that their primary ability was to control weaker beings of the same species.


'They have the same purpose as our inscribed notebooks then. No wonder our communication devices can't pass information anymore, there are too many interferences.'


Noah completed the profile of those creatures through the travel in the underground area.


He and June had been able to cross many kilometers in a couple of weeks since Noah didn't need to create a passage there, they could pretty much guess that they would soon reach the area under the yellowish moss.


Noah told his discoveries to June, and they discussed the weaknesses of that species along the road.


It soon became clear that it was pointless to exterminate the weaker beings, that approach would just give enough time to the strongest creatures to return to their peak.


That approach would leave thousands of magical beasts without leaders, which meant that they would probably go rampage on the new continent.


Yet, that outcome was far better than the others.


Noah couldn't even begin to imagine what would happen if the rank 6 specimens of the pack and its leader were allowed to return to their peak, only the joint effort of the rank 6 cultivators in the Mortal Lands would be able to stop them.


\"They can't be so stupid, right? They have to realize this.\"


Noah gave voice to that question even if he already knew the answer.


The cultivators on the surface would be mostly busy defending the territories of their nations, focusing on limiting the losses on their territories rather than attacking the leaders of the pack.


Also, the political tension between the four countries would prevent the creation of a joint front unless the situation became too critical.


Noah could already see hundreds of rank 4 magical beasts dying to feed the rank 6 winged beasts in their pack and succeeding in restoring their power.


He released a sigh when his mind portrayed that vision, and he turned to speak to the woman behind him.


\"June, we nee-\"


Noah wasn't able to finish his phrase since June suddenly put her index on his lips and laid her head on his chest.


\"I know, we need to warn them. Humans can't lose the piece of Immortal Lands, or our future prospects will be endangered. It's fine, let's hurry back to the Hive, we will take our time once we get there.\"


June finished Noah's sentence, and he couldn't help but caress her hair when she saw her hugging him.


Losing the new continent would hinder their path toward the higher ranks and would leave the pack of winged beasts free to thrive.


Killing hundreds or even thousands of rank 4 specimens was useless since they were treated like puppets, and the powerful beings in the pack controlled most of their actions.


The leaders could easily refill their ranks, they could just force them to procreate and feed them with corpses that were useless to them.





Reaching the fourth rank for a magical beast was a slow and harsh process unless it had access to a large amount of nourishment.


Noah had been able to reach the upper tier in a bit more than four years since his battle prowess allowed him to hunt powerful beasts after all.


The same could happen for the weakest creatures in the pack of winged beasts, the leaders would just force their growth and refill the number of pawns in their grasp.


The four nations would just have to face an endless army at that point while the rank 6 beasts kept on recovering their power.


That outcome had to be avoided at all costs.


The leaders of the four nations had to be warned as soon as possible, even if it meant sacrificing part of their intimate time.


\"Let's quicken the pace then.\"


Noah said when June released her hug.


\"Are you so eager to warn them, or do you just want to bring me to your quarters?\"


June smirked when she saw Noah's solemn expression, and he felt no shame in giving an honest answer.


\"The second, of course. I would even let this continent crumble if it didn't affect my cultivation.\"


June happily followed Noah after she heard his words, she simply liked his honesty too much.


The two of them eventually reached the end of that vast underground area, and azure rocks appeared once again in front of them.


Noah resumed to punch a way through the terrain, and their consciousness told them that they had reached the area under the plain filled with the yellowish moss.


Smaller open areas featuring the same gray sacs appeared from time to time during their travel.


The awakening of the winged beasts there had created tunnels linked to the plain, which the moss didn't hesitate to fill.


Noah and June found themselves forced to change direction every time they met one of those areas due to the threatening power behind those magical plants.


Yet, their sharp minds and Noah's senses where enough to avoid any danger, those hindrances only slowed down their advance.


It had to be said that they still took breaks once every few weeks.


Noah's stamina was almost limitless, but his hunger couldn't be appeased so easily.


Also, they had just decided to hurry, meaning that Noah didn't stop excavating for entire weeks.


That forced Noah to take breaks to eat, something that gave to the couple time to satisfy their desires for intimacy.


June was initially surprised to see Noah eat entire corpses of rank 4 beasts, but she soon became used to that.


Her body had been reconstructed by a formation after all, she was in no position to judge other body-nourishing methods.


Also, that practice was one of the things that allowed Noah to express his incredible physical strength, the same strength that was allowing them to cross the new continent without encountering any deadly danger.


Eating the raw meat of a magical beast was a reasonable requirement, she would even envy him if she didn't already have a body that perfectly suited her aptitude.


Crossing the area under the plain filled with yellowish moss took a bit more than a month since they had been forced to change route many times.


Yet, they managed to safely reach the next area without having to release any \"Breath\".


It was at that point that the environment changed.


Noah destroyed the wall in front of him, and another vast area appeared in front of the duo.


Nevertheless, sunlight reached those depths, and the couple was immediately able to notice that murky water occupied the bottom of that area.


The ceiling there was nonexistent, which meant that the lake inhabited by the octopuses had simply fallen underground when the winged beasts flew back on the surface.



						




                    


                
				
                    598. Nutrients

					
					

                    
                        \"Trouble?\"


\"Trouble.\"


Noah answered June's question and took one of the magical beasts' corpses inside his space-ring.


It wasn't anything too precious, just a rank 4 tiger in the lower tier.


Yet, Noah threw it toward the underground lake as if it was something worthless.


The corpse fell into the lake and created ripples on its surface.


Noah remembered that a rank 5 octopus inhabited its water, but he didn't know if the winged beasts had taken care of it.


To his disappointment, a huge tentacle rose from the lake and wrapped itself around the corpse.


The tiger seemed just a small animal compared to the size of the tentacle, and Noah could hear its bones cracking right before it was pulled under the surface.


June's eyes sharpened at that sight, it became clear that they couldn't cross that area.


'Going forward is out of the question, and the same goes for reaching the surface. There is an entire territory to cross to reach the forest of White woods, and we don't know if the winged beasts control it.'


Noah analyzed his options in his mind.


He knew that the Hive would probably focus on defending its most valuable assets, meaning that it would forsake certain areas.


'The lava lake should be safe since the traces left by divine beings would scare away most creatures. I believe the Hive is focusing on the forest and the azure plain right now.'


It wasn't hard to reach that conclusion, Noah had a good understanding of the value of those areas after all.


'Reaching the coastline and flying over the sea is too dangerous. Most of the fauna of the continent have migrated there, I wouldn't be surprised if those areas have become a messy battlefield in these months.'


Noah thought before turning toward east.


He didn't want to dig toward the central areas, but there didn't seem to be any other option.


He had to choose between a deadly danger, two paths that would most likely feature an even more potent threat, and the unknown.


'We have been lucky until now, we didn't find any underground pack since these areas were the home of the winged beasts. The central territories though…'


Noah had seen how rank 5 winged beasts had come out from the central areas of the continent, he would avoid going there if he had the chance.


However, walking around the lake to resurface on the border of the azure plain seemed the only feasible option.


June had remained silent while Noah thought, she knew that only his survival instinct and expertise in the magical beasts' field could bring them to safety.


So, she simply waited for him to make a decision.


In the end, Noah retreated for a few hundred meters and began to punch the eastern wall of the tunnel.


He still had Chasing Demon's talisman, and there was virtually no creature in the fourth rank that could hurt him, he had no reason to hesitate.





June noticed his stern expression and limited herself to follow him closely, ready to provide him with the assistance that he needed.


The light radiated by the azure ground became softer as the duo neared the terrain under the azure plain.


Noah didn't know much about magical plants, but he could link the growth of the Azure Credits to that phenomenon.


The bushes that grew on the plain contained an incredible amount of \"Breath\", which meant that they had to take it somewhere.


That somewhere was most likely the terrain under them.


Noah and June's surroundings kept on becoming darker and darker, but a faint radiance still lingered around them.


Then, they ended up in another large chamber that featured the same gray sacs that they had seen in the last period.


However, to their surprise, those sacs were bigger than the others, and some of them weren't broken!


The duo could see the faint figures of the winged beasts inside the intact sacs!


\"Why aren't they awake?\"


June murmured after they retreated in the tunnel.


Noah had told her that those creatures were probably sensitive to the mental waves, so it was safer to use their voice in their presence.


\"Something must have happened during their sleep. I wonder if that event is connected with the Azure Credits, maybe those plants have found a way to steal nutrients from the dormant winged beasts.\"


Noah answered, but he was mostly speaking to himself.


Magical plants were living creatures, they could adapt to survive and grow just like any other existence.


'This can be the reason why the azure bushes proliferate on the surface. I don't think it's a matter of roots though.'


Noah analyzed the situation in his mind, but he couldn't find any certainty.


Magical plants weren't his specialization, he barely knew how they were supposed to function.


He couldn't possibly know that the Azure Credits had affected the ground under them to increase its absorption of \"Breath\" so that they could feed on it.


The \"Breath\" in the air was limited, but many magical beasts were sleeping in sacs connected to the terrain.


The ground then subtly absorbed the \"Breath\" contained in their dormant bodies and slowly weakened them.


The bodies of those creatures deteriorated at a faster pace because of that and made them unable to wake up even when the leader of their pack issued its orders.


Noah only understood that the winged beasts had continued to sleep through the echoed orders of the rank 6 creatures, which meant that they probably were unable to react to external inputs.


'Yet, would they wake up if a living being was to come close to them?'


That was the gravest doubt inside Noah's mind.


\"Let's move quietly. We will immediately resurface if anything moves, so be ready.\"


Noah took a decision and moved again toward the underground area under the azure plain.


June followed closely behind him, ready to cling on him if the need to resurface arrived.


The duo took small steps on the air among those large gray sacs, they could both understand that some of them still contained rank 5 creatures.


The atmosphere was tense, but both of them managed to keep their calm.


They were experienced warriors, anxiety wasn't enough to make them commit a mistake.


Yet, something peculiar happened while they flew in that area.


The azure radiance of the ceiling suddenly became more intense, and soft cries began to resound from the sacs that still contained winged beasts.


Noah could see how the liquid inside the sacs thinned during the process, and he could feel the pain that those cries carried.


'They are the nutrients for the terrain!'


Noah understood part of the situation at that point, but his mind froze when a series of piercing gazes fell on his back.


Those dormant beasts would become conscious for a few instants when the ground fed on their bodies, but they would usually sleep again when the process was over.


However, there were two preys in their vision now.
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                        The hunger of a magical beast was the feeling that drove most of its life.


The winged creatures that had remained in their sacs after the leader's orders were simply too weak to reach the surface.


Also, due to the peculiar features of their species, they couldn't feed on the other specimens of the pack unless the leaders allowed it.


So, they had been forced to remain in their dormant state for all that time, awakening only when the ground absorbed part of the nutrients contained in their bodies.


Yet, when they saw something that they could eat right in front of their eyes, their hunger exploded.


Low growls began to resound in the underground area as the winged beasts tried to use their feeble forces to come out of their dormant state and break the membrane around them.


Of course, most of them didn't have any remaining power in their limbs, they couldn't even point their claws toward the internal surface of the sacs.


However, there were a few exceptions.


Some of the rank 4 creatures at the peak of the upper tier had enough strength left to pierce the membranes, but they could only fall toward the bottom of the area when their foothold was broken.


They couldn't even spread their wings, let alone flying and hunting two heroic cultivators.


The same didn't apply to the rank 5 beings though.


Their bodies weren't strong enough to fly to the surface, but they could still launch a few attacks after they pierced the sacs.


Noah felt a sudden sense of danger filling the air around him, it was as if a subtle vibration had invaded the atmosphere and was reaching for him and June.


'As expected, mental attacks!'


Noah quickly retracted his consciousness and activated the secret art to prepare for the incoming shockwave.


June did the same with her mental waves.


Noah had shared his understanding of the winged beasts with her, she was more than ready to defend against that attack.


Of course, even the joint force of those attacks couldn't match the real power of a healthy rank 5 creature.


Years of weakening had anthropized the capabilities of the horns of the two rank 5 beasts that had managed to free themselves from the sacs.


Their joint attack was enough to cross the power of the fourth rank, but it wasn't able to completely reach the fifth rank.


It could barely be considered a quasi-rank 5 attack.


Noah didn't close his eyes and stared at the two humanoid beings at the bottom of the underground area.


Their horns released soft vibrations that made the walls of his sea of consciousness tremble, and it seemed that their ability was connected with their line of sight.


The vibrations spread randomly but gathered in his position after a few instants, increasing in intensity as they accumulated in the air around him.


'I can't fight them yet.'


Noah gave up on the idea of exploiting their weakened state and decided to retreat.





The tremors that filled his mental sphere became more intense as time passed, the soft vibrations around him were slowly becoming sharp needless that tried to shatter his mind.


He was sure that he would only last for twenty seconds in that situation, which meant that he had to escape from the range of their attack before that.


Noah quickly turned and took June in his harms before shooting toward the ceiling.


June was doing her best to fend off the mental vibrations, but her mind was far weaker than Noah's, she was already reaching her limits.


She barely noticed that Noah was flying at high speed toward the surface, not even the shockwaves released under his feet were enough to break her concentration.


Noah flew in a straight line toward the surface while using his martial art and secret art.


He didn't even bother to change his direction to fly toward one of the tunnels previously created by the winged beasts that had woken up a few months ago, he simply headbutted the azure terrain of the ceiling.


The power of a rank 4 hybrid in the upper tier that used a secret art was incredible, not even peak rank 4 beasts could match his physical strength in that state.


The rocky terrain above him shattered, and cracks spread whenever he kicked the air to sprint again.


The ceiling of the underground area under him became unstable, and large boulders began to fall from it.


Noah had utterly given up on sneaking back in the territories of the Hive and was betting everything in one full-speed escape.


He didn't have other options, the dormant beasts had been awakened, and they could use their mental capabilities, their position had been discovered.


Noah was sure that an army of winged beasts would soon converge there, so he decided to face them on the surface where he would have more room to escape.


Also, they were under the azure plain, which meant that the forces of the Hive had to be nearby.


As minutes passed, June managed to stabilize her mental sphere and open her eyes.


The sight of Noah using his head to excavate a tunnel toward the surface seemed incredibly reckless, but the warmth spread by the arms around her waist made her ignore that detail.


She felt happy to be with him in that dangerous situation.


The duo had long escaped from the range of the mental attack and was reaching the surface at high speed, only a few hundreds of meters separated them from the plain.


Then, they came out in the open again, creating a trail of terrain and debris as they kept on rising in the sky.


They had finally resurfaced after months spent underground!


The azure terrain of the plain filled Noah's vision, and he could immediately understand how intense the battles on the surface had been.


Countless corpses, body parts, and red puddles filled the plain, it seemed that thousands of magical beasts had died only in that territory.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't even have the time to think about gathering those spoils since hundreds of winged figures gathered in his position and filled the sky around him and June.


The winged figures kept on accumulating, Noah could see that the number of rank 4 creatures almost reached one thousand!


There were even thousands of rank 3 beasts among them, it seemed that the forced reproduction that Noah had predicted had already begun.


The scene was quite disheartening, an army of humanoid, winged beasts encircled two heroic cultivators in the gaseous stage.


No rank 4 creature could match a rank 4 cultivator, but there were simply too many of them.


Also, they could fuse their metal attacks, making that species extremely threatening when its packs were so populated.


The winged beasts didn't hesitate, they began to release soft vibrations from their horns that gathered in the air around June and Noah.
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                        Noah and June felt the walls of their mental spheres tremble again.


Thousands of magical beasts were fusing their attacks into few dense vibrations, it was needless to say that they surpassed the might of the two weakened rank 5 creatures from before.


June felt forced to close her eyes again to focus on her sea of consciousness.


Her mind had just stabilized only to be targeted by an even stronger attack, she felt as if cracks would form on its walls in a matter of seconds.


On the other side, Noah could resist the vibrations for the moment, but his situation was equally ugly.


Charging at the army around him wouldn't solve the issue, the mental attack wouldn't stop even if he killed hundreds of them in the short period in which his mind could hold.


He was about to take out Chasing Demon's talisman when a strange feeling appeared inside him.


Thousands of magical beasts were sieging him and June, but they weren't particularly strong if taken singularly.


There were beasts in the upper tier, but they were little more than flies in his eyes due to his battle prowess.


They could only overcome him because of the difference in numbers.


'Do I need to use the talisman against mere pawns?'


Noah thought as that feeling grew in intensity.


He knew that the rank 3 and 4 winged creatures were simply following orders echoed through their horns, they were nothing more than pawns used by the rank 6 beasts of the pack to gather food.


However, he was a hybrid in the upper tier, the only one of his kind.


His species had the potential to stand above any other magical beast, but the leaders of the winged beasts didn't even send a rank 5 creature to deal with him, they only sent pawns after him.


It was as if his enemies thought that he would be just a weak and defenseless human.


It was as if those creatures were purposely mocking his pride.


Anger surged inside Noah at that moment.


He knew that his power couldn't save him in that situation, but he still felt the need to express his superiority toward the army around him.


Of course, he didn't express it through his words.


Noah lifted his head and roared, backing his cry with all the pride that his status as a hybrid contained.


Flames came out of his mouth and accompanied his roar, Noah created a pillar of pale-gray flames that landed on the army around him.


He wasn't really attacking them, he was just making a point.


They could siege him and overpower him, but he had to be treated with the respect owed to a beast that had no equals in the fourth rank!


A dark halo surrounded the bright flames as they landed on the army, it seemed as if the light in the environment was their natural enemy.


Noah knew that his ability had improved, but it still couldn't reach the power of the rank 5 Cursed dragon inside the Granite abyss.





Also, he wasn't really analyzing his attack at that moment, his focus was on transmitting his emotions through his roar.


The pale pillar crashed on the winged beasts and disrupted their ranks, forcing many of them to interrupt their attack to retreat.


It was needless to say that the creatures in the third rank died as soon as the flames neared them, while the weaker ones in the fourth rank suffered substantial injuries if they survived them.


Noah turned to spread his flames toward all his enemies, making sure to avoid June in the process.


The air around him softened after a while, it seemed that Noah's action had momentarily interrupted the joint mental attack with his roar.


The winged beasts around him took a few steps back at that point.


Noah had killed countless rank 3 creatures with that attack and injured many of those in the fourth rank, but the power of the army didn't change by much.


His flames weren't dense, he had spread them to focus a large area, meaning that part of their power had been dispersed in the process.


However, he could see in their eyes that they now had the right mindset.


He could sense their fear, their hesitation in facing something that had the power to be their leader.


'I feel better now.'


Noah thought after he vented his anger.


A helpless smile appeared on his face when he saw that the army was preparing another joint mental attack, he knew that he had to rely on his items from that point onward.


Elder Julia had given him many protective items before the meeting with the other envoys, but stalling wasn't the best approach in that situation.


More magical beasts would simply gather there, there was no point in gaining time.


It would be better to destroy that army and charge toward the forest of White woods, he was quite sure that he would be able to reach it before another army formed.


June had just managed to stabilize her mind and open her eyes when she felt Noah pulling her toward him.


She was about to question him about the situation around them when she saw a talisman that radiated a purple light held tightly in his left hand.


\"I don't know what this thing does, but it should take care of these beasts. Stay close just in case.\"


Noah's soft voice reached her ears, and she didn't hesitate to wrap her arms around his torso.


The talisman radiated a powerful aura, it seemed that an immense power was contained in that small inscribed item.


Noah wrapped his right arm around June's shoulders and prepared himself to crush the talisman.


However, at that point, a rough voice resounded above him and dispersed the vibrations that had begun to accumulate again around them.


\"Why would you use my talisman when I'm here?\"


Noah recognized that voice and immediately turned to stare at the powerful figure that had just appeared above them.


He saw a burly man with sharp features and red eyes staring at him with a satisfied smile.


Chasing Demon had appeared in the sky over the azure plain!
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                        Noah saw the patriarch of the Hive and relaxed.


Chasing Demon had arrived, there was nothing that could threaten the duo now.


Noah released June, who stared at the powerful figure in the sky in awe.


She had never seen a rank 6 existence, and she could barely understand that the man above them was on that level.


After all, her eyes were only able to sense the immense power contained inside him but couldn't define it nor evaluate it.


Even Noah was able to understand the rank of certain powerful beings only when they were magical beasts, he had learnt about Chasing Demon's level due to Divine Demon in the end.


The army of winged beasts tried to resume their offensive, Chasing Demon's arrival didn't make them stop their attempts to gather food.


\"Hmph, mindless creatures.\"


Chasing Demon snorted a softly tapped the air with the tip of his right foot.


A sharp shockwave spread from his foot and reached from the army around June and Noah.


Those hundreds of rank 4 magical beasts showed some confusion when that tremor swept them, they felt as if their bodies had begun to destabilize on their own!


Then, they began to detonate.


One by one, the almost one thousand creatures in the fourth rank that were sieging June and Noah exploded, leaving nothing but puddles of blood behind.


Red drops rained on the azure plain and tainted its surface, creating small rivers that the ground would take time to absorb.


June was mesmerized by the event, but Noah's mind was focused on the behavior of the winged beasts.


'They changed approach when I roared, but they simply ignored Chasing Demon. Maybe there is a limit to the orders that they can execute.'


Noah tried to immerse himself in the peculiar mindset of that species.


'The rank 4 pawns should be controlled by the creatures in the fifth rank, meaning that their orders are tuned around the power of their captains. They can deploy simple battle tactics and modify them according to their prey, but only inside the limits of their leaders.'


Noah noticed that small detail.


According to his hypothesis, the army had changed approach against him because they had received orders that featured the possibility of hunting rank 5 creatures.


However, against something in the sixth rank, they simply continued to attack as if it wasn't there.


'Removing their freedom makes them more efficient but suppresses their instincts. This detail can be exploited.'


Noah was already formulating a battle plan against the leaders of the pack, but Chasing Demon was more interested in the silver-haired woman next to him, and June felt uncomfortable under his gaze.


Chasing Demon had clearly seen Noah taking her in his embrace, but she was the envoy of the Utra nation according to the recent reports.


\"The Demon Prince is safe! Prepare a banquet and apprehend the envoy!\"





Elder Julia's voice resounded in the area, and her figure appeared next to Chasing Demon.


Elder Jason and Elder Hope arrived in that territory too and flew toward the duo, but a chilling pressure soon enveloped their figures.


They stopped when they saw Noah flying toward them, wearing a gaze that radiated a violent coldness.


June followed closely behind him, she had to rely on Noah in that situation to clarify her status.


\"Prepare some quarters. We will share them, and she will be treated as a guest. This is an order.\"


The elders' eyes widened when they heard Noah's words.


They felt surprised, but that feeling didn't originate from the strange relationship that Noah shared with June.


Instead, they felt amazed to see Noah openly using his status as Demon Prince to give orders!


Even Elder Julia felt surprised when she witnessed that event.


Noah had always used his status only to obtain cultivation resources or other items that could be useful to himself.


He had completed missions, but never for his own choice or for a sense of belonging to the Hive.


The elders respected him as a cultivator, but the Demon Prince was supposed to be more than that, it was a title given to someone that would eventually become the leader of a demon sect after all.


Yet, in that situation, he was using his position to command others, it was as if he had begun to accept the entirety of his status.


Elder Jason and Elder Hope ended up in an awkward situation though.


There were Elder Julia's orders on one side, and the Demon Prince's on the other.


Who had the highest authority between a rank 5 elder and the most promising heroic cultivator in the Mortal Lands?


Luckily for them, Chasing Demon interrupted that awkward silence with a laugh and loud words.


\"Haha! Well, you have heard the Prince. Prepare some quarters and accompany the envoy there, I will have a talk with the Prince in the meantime.\"


***

About an hour later, inside one of the few intact buildings of the city in the invisible dome.


Noah, Chasing Demon, Elder Austin, and Elder Julia sat on the sides of a small table.


Wine and delicacies were laid on its surface, but no one seemed interested in enjoying them at that moment.


Noah felt the eyes of those three powerful existences on him, it was clear that they wanted some kind of explanation about the recent months.


\"The Elbas family has annoyed me for months about its envoy, but a certain Faith Vigny kept on claiming that you were forced to take a hostage and that both the Empire and the Utra nation were biased against you. It turns out that there is something else too.\"


Chasing Demon spoke, and a slight smile kept on appearing on his face, he couldn't help but find that situation quite hilarious.


The Elbas family was accusing Noah, the Council was defending him, and the Empire had simply gone silent.


Also, it seemed that Noah and June were quite close, which made the situation even more interesting in Chasing Demon's mind.


\"Faith is right, I took June hostage to avoid being captured by the other forces.\"


Noah gave an honest answer.


It seemed that Faith's version of the story was being used by the Council to undermine the Elbas family, the Papral nation could only benefit from the troubles of the other big countries.


\"What about your relationship with her?\"


Chasing Demon's eyebrow arched when he asked that, and the focus of the two rank 5 elders intensified at that moment.


\"We are together.\"


Noah's plain answer triggered the reactions of the other three cultivators in the room.


Chasing Demon laughed, Elder Austin sighed and massaged his temples, while Elder Julia simply shook her head before revealing a smile.


She felt that her previous discussion with Noah had somewhat influenced that outcome, but she couldn't complain about that since Noah was showing clear improvements.


Then, Chasing Demon spoke, changing the topic of the discussion.


\"Let's not talk about the envoy, the Prince said that he had a pressing matter to expose to us.\"
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                        \"Yes. I believe that you have started to study these winged beasts in this period. What did you discover?\"


Noah asked.


He wanted to have a complete view of the current situation before exposing his plan.


However, the situation was bound to be worse than he expected.


The three powerful beings shook their heads, and Elder Austin even stood up to lay the complete corpse of a rank 4 winged beast on the floor.


Noah's eyes widened when he saw it, he had only been able to study the features of that species through body parts after all.


\"The cry from months ago shook the very foundation of the continent. We managed to stabilize the situation when the Patriarch returned, but we can barely defend our territories. We don't have much time to study these creatures.\"


Noah nodded when he heard Elder Austin's explanation, the situation matched the prediction in his mind.


A few months weren't enough to stabilize the domains of the organizations, even the fauna had yet to stabilize after all.


Yet, it was clear that limiting their efforts on defense wasn't the right approach.


The number of winged beasts was increasing at high speed, even with the cultivators and beasts defending their domain.


'The leaders are forcing the birth and growth of the pawns. This gives us more time but also stabilizes their position on the new continent.'


Noah thought as he crouched to analyze the complete corpse.


Forcing the growth of weaker beings would undoubtedly slow down the recovery of the rank 6 creatures in the pack, but it would give them more assets.


'They are smart, they know that investing in stabilizing their hunting areas would hasten their recovery.'


Noah's eyes sharpened at that moment.


The winged creature occupied his vision, it would resemble some sort of tall angel of his previous world if it wasn't for specific differences.


The long and sharp claws and the dark wings were its most striking features, but its real capabilities could be found in the mental waves radiated by its curved horns.


\"I believe you've realized by now that they mostly use organized attacks to exploit their mental abilities.\"


Noah began to speak to the higher-ups in the room.


Both elders nodded, and Chasing Demon put a hand under his chin to express his interest in the matter.


\"However, their most powerful skill is hidden under their organization.\"


Noah pointed at the horns when he gave voice to that phrase.


\"Their organization isn't part of their species but something that derives from their leader! These horns can echo the orders of the powerful beings of the pack and make all the weak beasts nothing more than cannon fodder! The leaders are sacrificing them to gain enough time for their recovery!\"


Noah's words slightly startled the powerful cultivators in the room.


Magical beasts were renowned for their lack of control and intelligence, it was hard to imagine that such beings could form organized packs and even have ranks among them.





That behavior could very well resemble that of humans!


Yet, the world was vast, and it gave birth to many peculiar existences.


Magical beasts able to formulate complex orders were extremely rare, but their existence had already been proven many times in the past.


The most striking example was the Kesier species, a race of humanoid magical beasts that had been exterminated to develop the best training method for the mental sphere.


Of course, intelligent beasts would have a higher chance of awakening their defective sea of consciousness, but that event was strictly related to their rank. 


It was different from the creation of a Bloodline Inheritance.


A Bloodline Inheritance contained the accumulated emotions of a species passed down for millennia and could be used to expand the mental sphere of a cultivator.


However, a beast that had awakened its mind would only be able to formulate complex thoughts, and humans couldn't use its defective sea of consciousness.


The thoughts of a beast were different from those of a cultivator, but their emotions were quite similar, which led to the ability to absorb Bloodline Inheritances.


Noah had read reports that concerned the appearance of intelligent beasts in the past, but the pieces of information that involved the heroic ranks or above were scarce and extremely valuable.


He could only rely on his instincts and expertise to formulate hypotheses that could match the current crisis.


\"Patriarch.\"


Noah then directed his speech to Chasing Demon, he was the only one that could confirm his ideas.


\"You and the other rank 6 existences have awakened the leader of the pack, am I right?\"


\"Yes.\"


Chasing Demon didn't hesitate to answer, but he didn't dwell on the details.


\"What did it do when it woke up and found that powerful existences were surrounding it?\"


Noah continued to ask, he needed to know the first instinct of the leader to complete the image inside his mind.


\"It released the cry that has shaken the continent and made the mountains around its chrysalis crumble. We wanted to follow it, but the rest of the pack appeared, and we decided to focus on our respective territories.\"


Noah nodded at that point.


The leader had understood its situation and decided to retreat to focus on its recovery.


Then, when it saw that no one was hunting for it, it began to enlarge its pack and stabilize its control over the new continent.


\"How many rank 6 creatures are there in the pack?\"


\"Seven if we count the leader.\"


Chasing Demon answered Noah's question, he had begun to understand what he wanted from him.


'Seven rank 6 beasts would need a lot of food, and they can't go after the creatures in the sixth rank in the danger zones, they are simply too weak now. They would need a stable source of food for the next years to recover completely, which puts them at their weakest now.'


Noah summarized everything in his mind, he finally had the information that he needed.


\"Is the pact between the four nations still active?\"


\"Yes.\"


Chasing Demon answered again, but his eyes sharpened at that point, he had understood what Noah wanted.


\"Patriarch, you must destroy the leaders as soon as possible. These beasts are intelligent and organized, they would just keep on increasing their numbers if we let this situation continue. We might lose the piece of Immortal Lands if we give them enough time to recover.\"


Noah explained the situation as better as he could, it was up to Chasing Demon, and the other rank 6 existences now.


\"Why would the powerhouses of the other nations believe a rank 4 cultivator?\"


Chasing Demon asked, but Noah shook his head.


\"They must believe that this discovery comes from someone else. Actually, I would like it if you kept my arrival a secret.\"


\"And why is that?\"


Elder Julia asked when she heard Noah's words.


In her eyes, that was the perfect occasion to improve Noah's status.


However, Noah had his reasons.


\"Because I can avoid sending June away if the Royals think that I'm still underground.\"
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                        Noah's answer stunned the three cultivators for a moment.


They knew that Noah wasn't interested in glory or similar, but his reasons were purely egotistical!


\"You want me to create a united front with the other powerhouses and hunt the rank 6 beasts while also lying about your status so that you can spend more time with your woman?\"


Chasing Demon summarized the situation with that question.


\"Precisely.\"


Noah wore a serious expression when he answered that.


He knew that he couldn't have any vital role in that battle, there was no point in him joining the battlefield only to keep the rank 4 creatures at bay.


That crisis was simply out of his league, and he didn't see anything wrong in enjoying his remaining time with June while the higher-ups did the dirty work.


Chasing Demon couldn't help but explode in a loud laugh when he heard Noah's answer.


Noah had been nothing more than a rank 2 cultivator when he joined the Chasing demon sect, but now he was informing the higher-ups of the Hive about the dangers linked to the current crisis.


\"Haha! It took you forty years to learn to desire something outside the cultivation journey, but you are already willing to use your Patriarch for your needs. I acknowledge your desire, a demon must enjoy its freedom after all!\"


Chasing Demon spoke before turning toward Elder Julia to give voice to some orders.


\"Contact God's Right Hand. Tell him that the Hive accepts the conditions of the Empire and would like to set a meeting to announce its discoveries.\"


Elder Julia bowed and disappeared as soon as she heard those words.


Chasing Demon then turned again toward Noah.


\"We need to have a long talk about your woman when this is over.\"


Noah saw the patriarch of the Hive disappearing after he spoke those words.


Only Elder Austin remained in the room, and he began to eat the delicacies on the table as if nothing had happened.


However, Noah was confused by the recent turn of events.


\"What did the Patriarch mean with accepting the conditions of the Empire?\"


Noah asked, and Elder Austin took a sip from his cup before answering him.


\"The higher-ups of the Empire have already tried to create a united front to kill the rank 6 creatures among the winged beasts. Of course, their reasons weren't as detailed as yours, they simply wanted to take down the quasi-rank 7 leader before it returned to its peak.\"


Noah's eyes widened when he heard his words.


'The deafening cry really belonged to something that is half-step into the divine ranks, no wonder the Empire is so concerned about its existence.'


Noah thought, but Elder Austin wasn't over with his explanation.


\"Your report is very appreciated though. The Utra nation is the only force that has discovered something about these creatures, and the Elbas family keeps on refusing to collaborate with the excuse of being more valuable than the other factions. The Patriarch will probably spread this information and put every force on the same level.\"





Noah sighed internally when he learnt that.


He could imagine the value that information had during that crisis, it wasn't surprising that the Royals wanted to benefit from the efforts that they had put in their researches.


However, Noah had reached similar results with his expertise and inscribed space-ring, taking away the monopoly over those pieces of information.


\"Elder Jason is waiting in front of your new quarters, he will inform you about our losses and progresses. The envoy of the Utra nation is also there, she has been treated with care.\"


Elder Austin spoke while focusing on the banquet in front of him, he didn't even turn when Noah bowed and left.


Noah came out of the building, and the sight of the wrecked city appeared once again in his eyes.


The deafening cry of the quasi-rank 7 winged beasts had destroyed most of the buildings and killed the vast majority of the human assets inhabiting them.


The protective dome had defended the shining lakes, but it couldn't protect the frail centers of power of the human cultivators.


'A mere cry has killed the best rank 3 assets of the Coral archipelago, and the same should have happened in the territories of the other nations… Humans are less than ants in this environment.'


Noah's mind became cold when he thought that.


The world was always the same, one calamity would just end your life if you weren't strong enough to oppose it.


Noah quickly found Elder Jason with his consciousness.


He was sitting cross-legged in front of a three-story mansion that seemed to have been built recently.


He stood up and handed him a scroll when he saw Noah's descending toward the mansion.


Then, he simply flew away.


Noah began to read the contents of the scroll as he entered the mansion.


The scroll listed the events that had followed the deafening cry, describing everything in great detail.


'Elder Pansy, Elder Emil, and Elder Dorian have died during the cry. Almost all the human assets have died too, and those that survived are either crippled or completely ruined. The city was almost destroyed, but the shining lakes are fine, this area is still inhabitable by human cultivators.'


The Hive's losses weren't that severe, but the death of three heroic cultivators was somewhat disheartening.


Those elders had been stuck in the gaseous stage for decades, if not centuries, only to come to the new continent and die during the crisis.


Their hope to advance had become the reason behind their death.


'Chasing Demon has begun to deploy the copying technique on these territories though, the Hive will soon obtain larger training areas and create more inhabitable domes. Not bad in the end, I guess the Hive benefitted from having fewer valuable territories.'


Noah's mind continued to stay on the scroll until he noticed the young-looking woman casually sleeping on one of the couches in the main hall of the mansion.


She was still wearing his robe, and her eyes opened as soon as she noticed the new presence in the room.


A warm smile appeared in Noah's view, and part of the coldness that had invaded his mind dispersed at that sight.


'Life and death can coexist in the world, warmth and coldness can do the same in my mind. Feelings, mindsets, and laws can express the same power, the only difference is in the sharpness of the blade that radiates them.'


Noah thought when he felt the two different emotions in his mind.


The world filled his being with death and coldness, but June made him feel life and warmth.


\"How did it go?\"


June asked when Noah lay down behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.


\"I've taken away the advantageous position of your nation, but they won't know that it was my doing.\"


June turned to face him at that answer and neared Noah's face to murmur soft words.


\"So, do we have time?\"


\"Yes, we have time.\"


Noah kissed her after his answer, his role in that crisis was over.
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                        Meetings filled with complaints and quarrels occupied the schedules of the higher-ups of the forces that shared the piece of Immortal Lands.


The Shandal Empire wanted to create a united front and disperse the threat of the winged beasts in one powerful offensive, but the other three countries couldn't allow it to lead the attack.


The Empire was the strongest organization in the Mortal Lands, its assets would secure the largest share of gains if the other nations let them lead the assault.


The Elbas family wanted to exploit its discoveries and obtain advantageous agreements before joining the united front.


The Utra nation had lost a lot of assets between the assault on the territories of the Empire, the ambushes of the Hive, and the loud cry.


Its desire to make up for those losses was understandable, as well as its intention to limit the gains of the Empire.


The Council shared that intention.


The Papral nation couldn't provide anything special to the united front, but it still pressed for an equal distribution of the profits.


That offer saw many enemies: The Empire would deploy more rank 6 assets, and the Elbas family had useful knowledge, they couldn't just neglect those advantages when sealing an agreement.


The Hive had remained silent during that period.


The Coral archipelago was aware that its power wasn't enough to influence the meeting, but Noah's return and his discoveries gave it some leverage.


The Empire and the Elbas family had formed a sort of privileged side in the matter since they were the forces that could provide more advantages so the front.


So, Chasing Demon decided to cooperate with the Council to balance the sides and seal an agreement that could avoid benefitting few countries in particular.


The Hive knew that it wasn't a match for the three big nations, they could only aim for an equal share of the profits even with Noah's information at hand.


The Royals found their advantage being taken away in a matter of days, and they felt forced to abandon their privileged position in the deal.


The Empire was then put against three forces that pressed for an equal share of the profits and could only give up to their requests.


The pack of winged beasts grew stronger with each passing week, and the Empire didn't have the power to defeat six rank 6 beings and one quasi-rank 7 creature alone, even in their weakened state.


Hesitating on forming a united front would only increase the losses during the offensive, which would render worthless any privilege that the Empire could obtain from the agreement.


Of course, just one word from the god of the Empire would have affected that impasse and silenced the other three countries.


However, the leader of the Empire couldn't be bothered with such trivial matters and wholly ignored the meeting. 


In the end, the weeks spent quarreling and negotiating gave birth to an agreement that divided the central territories and the resources found during the assault equally.





Only the ownership of the corpse of the quasi-rank 7 creature was left out of that agreement since the four nations decided to give it to the cultivator that managed to kill it.


It was pointless to say that Chasing Demon had already given up on that corpse, but he was quite satisfied with those terms.


He would be the weakest rank 6 cultivator in the united front, but the organization behind him would still obtain the same resources as the others.


Also, the ownership of the leader of the pack would create conflicts between the assets of the other nations, and he was more than happy to avoid them.


The four nations began to prepare at that point.


The Utra nation received resources to finance the creation of inscribed items that could counter the mental capabilities of the winged beasts, and the Empire prepared the plan with the help of the other powerhouses.


The leaders of the pack would surely use as many rank 5 creatures as possible to stop the cultivators' offensive and resort to any plan that their intelligent minds could formulate.


The cultivators couldn't possibly fear the strategies of those beasts, but their ability to use their numbers to create powerful attacks was troublesome.


Yet, the Utra nation was the most advanced country of the Mortal Lands when it came to the inscriptions' field.


The Royals redirected all the experts in their ranks to the creations of items that could temporarily interrupt the capabilities of the horns of the winged beasts.


Even an army of thousands rank 5 creatures would just appear as a bunch of ants in the eyes of rank 6 beings if their ability to cooperate were taken away.


It took a few months to create and perfect items that could disrupt the mental waves of the rank 6 winged beasts, and the offensive of the four nations could finally begin at that point.


Chasing Demon, Great Elder Diana, King Elbas, God's Right Hand, and Gods' Left Hand gathered in the sky above the new continent and dived toward the mountain chain that occupied its central territories.


No one else could join their offensive, even peak rank 5 cultivators would be swept away in a battle that featured so many rank 6 existences.


The atmosphere in the group was tense, but they were confident in their abilities and their preparation.


Mental tremors began to accumulate around them as soon as they entered the domain of the winged beasts.


Their presence was immediately noticed by those creatures, which unleashed all the defensive measures that they had prepared in the months after their awakening.


Of course, such defensive measures were just basic plans that made use of the high number of specimens in the pack.


The cultivators could sense that hundreds of rank 5 magical beasts were fusing their mental attacks to create tremors that could affect their minds.


Those powerful creatures were hiding underground and using the mountain chain to cover their tracks, the powerhouses of the four countries couldn't pinpoint their location in that situation.


However, they had prepared for that eventuality.


King Elbas took a massive horn from his storage device and began to blew it.


That was a rank 6 inscribed item created with the horns of the rank 5 winged beasts hunted in the previous months and tuned so that it could transmit a cultivator's mental waves.


A silent vibration came out from the horn and spread through the mountain chain.


The mental tremors of the winged beasts dispersed when the soft shockwave invaded the domain of the pack.


Also, the mental waves contained in the horns of the creatures hidden underground scattered when the inaudible sound of the inscribed item swept them.


The defensive measure of the pack was easily countered, and the cultivators in the air could finally deploy their offensive.
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                        Chasing Demon waved his hand and large fissures appeared on the surface of the mountain chain under the group.


God's Right Hand raised his arm and dark clouds accumulated in the sky above him.


The clouds released thick drops that shone with a dark purple color and fell in the cracks created by Chasing Demon.


The insides of the mountains and the underground structure under them were soon submerged by the purple rain.


Even the surface of those territories was affected by the offensive of those rank 6 cultivators.


Dark-purple rivers formed in the valleys between the mountains and earthquakes filled the land even after Chasing Demon's spell was over.


Great Elder Diana snapped her fingers, and vast orange sparks gathered over specific fissures of the mountains.


The sparks released lightning bolts on the terrain and used the purple water as a conduit for their destructive force.


The ground began to cave in as the underground structure of the area was destabilized.


Vast canyons and fissures spread through the central territories of the new continent.


The mountain chain crumbled, and the underground lair of the winged beasts was submerged by debris and dark-purple water.


God's Right Hand rain contained poisonous capabilities that affected every living being that came in contact with it.


Smelly fumes began to come out from the crumbled environment, which signaled that the water had finally reached some life form.


Angry roars began to resound from under the land, and hundreds of figures soon pierced the ground to appear in the air under the group of cultivators.


Hundreds of rank 5 winged beasts appeared and surrounded the group of cultivators, but the powerhouses of the forces of the continent didn't even look at them.


Their focus was on the six rank 6 beasts that had emerged only to stay at some distance from them.


No trace of the quasi-rank 7 could be seen, but it was clear that the cultivators had forced the pack to reveal its full power.


King Elbas tore one of his silver hair and let fly in the in the wind.


The hair took fire as it fell toward the ground, and the small tongues of flames on its surface expanded during the fall.


That single hair became a fiery winged snake that kept on enlarging.


The rank 5 winged beasts had just begun to reorganize and were ready to launch another joint mental attack when the fiery snake shot toward them and crashed on their formation.


A sea of flames spread whenever the winged snake moved, the hundreds of rank 5 creatures were soon turned into ashes by the powerful spell of the powerhouse of the Utra nation.


Such a powerful army was destroyed in one attack.


The six rank 6 beasts felt the need to retreat at that point.


They were still weak, most of the resources accumulated in the last period had been directed to the strengthening of the pack.





Yet, a dense mental wave reached their horns and forced them to charge at the five entities that were threatening the life of their leader.


A harsh battle began at that point.


Magical beasts had only one center of power, but it required an immense amount of \"Breath\" to improve.


A rank 6 beast's body was almost indestructible and was capable of a physical might that could leave any cultivator in awe.


Even the winged beasts that were specialized in mental attacks could tear apart the frail bodies of cultivators with a simple wave of their claws.


After all, a cultivator's body was mainly meant to contain the sea of consciousness and dantian, any other feature was something that originated from the nourishing method.


However, those added features could only be considered as poor imitations of the real capabilities of a magical beast's body.


The exponential increase of power of the bodies of the beasts though was shared by the cultivators when it came to their other centers of power.


A rank 6 dantian and a rank 6 mental sphere could give birth to wonders that the simple physical strength couldn't hope to match.


The six rank 6 beasts tried to charge at the group of cultivators, but a barrage of spells blocked their advance and gravely injured their bodies.


There was nothing that those weakened creatures could do against the might of the powerhouses of the human world.


The winged beasts then tried another approach.


They encircled the group and remained at some distance to release a joint mental attack.


Cracks appeared on the surface of the long horn that had floated next to King Elbas until that moment, such powerful tremors were even affecting the composition of that powerful inscribed item.


The same could be said for the mental spheres of the cultivators there.


The primary ability of the winged beasts was their mental attack, and facing the joint effort of six creatures on their level could create troubles even for their powerful minds.


However, four more long horns appeared next to the cultivators who immediately blew them.


Those four items were in the fifth rank, even the Utra nation couldn't produce more than one rank 6 inscribed item in a few months,


Yet, their power, coupled with the horn next to King Elbas, was able to disrupt the joint attack of the beasts and give a break to the mental spheres of the cultivators.


That break was immediately exploited by the powerhouses who focused their spells on two of the six creatures around them.


Those two powerful beasts couldn't oppose that attack and saw their bodies being reduced into pieces.


Generally speaking, a rank 6 beast had no chance against a rank 6 cultivator.


Nevertheless, that crisis featured six creatures that could perfectly fuse their attacks against five cultivators that were still wary of the quasi-rank 7 leader hiding underground.


It would be reckless to go all out from the beginning, especially since their enemy was an intelligent species.


The safe approach would lead to the best outcome, so the cultivators simply limited themselves to destroy their enemies slowly.


The leader of the pack didn't have the same thoughts though.


The quasi-rank 7 creature came out of its hideout as soon as it saw some of its strongest soldiers die, and released a loud cry that shook the entirety of the continent once again.


The cultivators there weren't affected by the cry, but the inscribed horns floating in front of them shattered under the might of that roar.


The remaining rank 6 beasts showed signs of struggle, but they couldn't oppose their leader's orders and retreated to gather around it.


The quasi-rank 7 being innately radiated mental vibrations that spread in the air around it.


Those vibrations were so dense that even the rank 6 cultivators on the scene found it hard to keep their focus on it.


Only God's Right Hand, King Elbas, and Great Elder Diana managed to keep their eyes on the creature.


The leader didn't care about the humans on the scene and gave a simple order to the four beasts around it.


To the powerhouse's surprise, the four rank 6 creatures tore their curved horns and offered them to their leader.
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                        The quasi-rank 7 creature took the horns of the remaining four rank 6 beasts and threw them inside its mouth.


Its maws spread to allow the eight curved horns inside its oral cavity, and munching sounds followed that gesture.


The rank 6 creatures bled from their temples and began to falter.


The loss of the most crucial part of their bodies left them completely drained and significantly weakened their status.


However, the leader had already stopped caring about them.


Any expert in the magical beasts' field would understand the intention of the leader seeing that scene.


The winged creatures were an intelligent species that could communicate through long distances and execute complex orders, but they were still magical beasts.


The leader had realized that it was pointless to have a pack at that point, its very life was in danger after all.


So, it promptly decided to sacrifice its strongest underlings to hasten its recovery.


The rank 6 cultivators launched attacks to interrupt the actions of the leader, but the four hornless beasts charged at the spells to use their bodies as a shield.


The beasts died, and the remaining power of the spells reached for the quasi-rank 7 creature that was finishing its meal.


A loud explosion resounded when the attacks of the five powerhouses converged on the leader of the pack.


The air shattered, and the surface of the ground under blast was leveled.


Cracks spread till the depths of the continent, those fissures even reached the icy plain that bore the weight of the piece of Immortal Lands.


A battle at the peak of the heroic ranks was unfolding in those territories, the environment there was bound to be forever modified after such event.


Minutes had to pass before the cracks that had appeared on the sky reformed, and the air in that spot stabilized.


A dark cloud formed in the area where the spells had crashed, but the cultivators weren't able to confirm the death of the quasi-rank 7 creature.


The dense vibrations that surrounded it had dispersed after their attacks, but none of them believed that a being half step into the divine ranks could be killed so easily.


Their belief turned to be on point.


A deafening cry resounded from the center of the dark cloud and dispersed the smoke in less than an instant.


The cultivators felt the walls of their mental spheres tremble, the intensity of the vibrations that accompanied that cry was many times stronger than before.


However, they could still make out the new details that had appeared on the body of the leader.


Its wings were spread behind its back and shone with a dark light, its horns had stretched and enlarged, and a dark shade had been added to its now burly body.


The might of the vibrations that it innately radiated had also increased, Chasing Demon and God's Left Hand felt as if their minds were going crumble in its presence.





Even the other three rank 6 cultivators weren't that better off.


Great Elder Diana and King Elbas struggled to fend off the pressure that tried to crush their minds, and only God's Right Hand felt able to fight in that condition.


The situation was grave, the quasi-rank 7 creature had regained most of its power and was overwhelming the cultivators without even needing to move!


That half step into the divine ranks put the leader of the pack in a completely different league.


Yet, a cold sensation enveloped the area, and God's Right Hand felt relieved when he recognized that feeling.


The world froze right in front of those mighty experts, only their minds continued to observe their surroundings.


They saw how a shining figure slowly descended from the sky and stopped in front of the leader of the pack.


Its features were hidden by the blue light that surrounded it, but the powerhouses could understand that there was a human behind that halo.


Of course, they immediately understood its identity.


There was only one existence that could stop the movements of five rank 6 cultivators and one quasi-rank 7 beast at the same time in the entirety of the Mortal Lands: The god of the Shandal Empire!


Then, an ancient male voice resounded in the area.


\"Entities on this level should never appear in the Mortal Lands, Heaven and Earth are becoming sloppy.\"


The god of the Empire didn't speak, but his thoughts became words that spread in that motionless world as soon as they rose inside his mind.


\"You did good, I believe that at least two of you will reach the Immortal Lands one day. I'll take this creature with me now.\"


More words resounded in the area, and a blinding blue light followed them.


The world took life after the light dissipated, and the five powerhouses discovered that they could move again.


The two rank 6 cultivators from the Empire wore worshipping expression after the appearance of their leader, but the other three powerhouses felt somewhat disheartened.


The quasi-rank 7 creature was on a completely different level, and the god of the Empire was even farther away, their pride as beings at the peak of the heroic ranks felt worthless in that situation.


The god's thoughts also resounded in their minds, they wouldn't take anything said by a rank 7 existence lightly.


The cultivators in the area glanced at each other with interest, they wondered about the identity of the two cultivators that the god had mentioned.


However, countless cries suddenly filled the continent and forced them to focus on putting an end to the crisis.


The thousands of winged beasts that were still alive on those lands felt their freedom returning after all their leaders had been defeated, and didn't hesitate to appease the instincts that they had been forced to suppress for so long.


The remains of the pack began to madly hunt the beasts of the other species that still filled those lands.


Most of the fauna of the new continent had migrated toward the coastlines when the invasion started, meaning that the attacks of the winged beasts would be focused in those areas.


Yet, the four nations had established their settlements on the coasts too, and that sudden assault could inflict another wave of losses in their assets.


The humans had to face one last battle to declare the end of the winged beasts' crisis.
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                        The weaker cultivators couldn't possibly watch the battle between the existences at the peak of the heroic ranks.


Not even peak rank 5 cultivators could survive the shockwaves released in that battle, meaning that all the heroic assets of the four countries had remained in their territories while the powerhouses fought.


Those assets knew that their leader had engaged a fight against the rulers of the pack of winged beasts, they would have noticed the battle even if no one warned them.


Flashes of multicolored lights had filled the sky above the center of the continent, and earthquakes had spread till the coastline for the whole duration of that battle, it was impossible to miss them.


However, those heroic cultivators had been warned because they were aware that the remaining specimens of the pack would submit to their instincts once their leaders were defeated.


Any expert in the magical beasts' field could predict that outcome and identify the new target of those now wild creatures.


The four nations weren't surprised when they saw the wave of winged figures assaulting the beasts that had migrated toward the coastlines in the past months, and their heroic cultivators immediately acted to put an end to that crisis.


Battles happened everywhere along the coastlines, the cultivators of the four countries had long decided to remove every trace of that species from the Mortal Lands.


Intelligent magical beasts were too dangerous, the humans couldn't risk letting any of them survive for fear that a similar crisis could happen again at some point in the future.


Also, the remaining winged beasts had just been freed from the control of their leaders, meaning that they would take a while to control their instincts.


The heroic assets on the piece of Immortal Lands couldn't waste that chance, they had to exterminate that species before their specimens understood that escaping was their only path to survival.


Noah was sitting on top of one of the tallest buildings inside the invisible dome when the reckless assault of the winged beasts started.


He had stayed there since Chasing Demon left to join the other powerhouses, and June had been by his side the whole time.


He knew that he couldn't witness the fight of the powerhouses, but he still wanted to stare at the flashes of light in the distance to experience a trace of the power held by those rank 6 entities.


June felt in the same way.


Newly advanced rank 4 cultivators needed to experience the world hidden behind the heroic ranks to get used to their new state, and June wasn't an exception.


However, when she saw the incoming tide of winged beasts, she heaved a sigh and lay on Noah's lap.


There was a mix of concern and helplessness in her expression when she looked at Noah's eager gaze.


\"I'll be fine, you know that I can't miss this chance.\"


Noah said when he lowered his eyes to stare at the concerned lover on his lap.





June knew that the remaining winged beasts would attack the coastlines thanks to Noah, but he had also revealed to her that he had a plan to exploit that situation.


The plan was quite reckless and would most likely reveal Noah's return to the Hive, but she could understand how appealing that situation was for someone with such a peculiar body-nourishing method.


\"The feelings that we have for each other can't hinder our path to power if we want to preserve them. Go and be sure to come back, but don't forget that you owe me a spar.\"


June said before closing her eyes when she saw Noah's lips reaching for her.


The duo exchanged a long kiss uncaring of the cries of the winged beasts that invaded the environment outside the invisible dome.


\"Don't keep me waiting.\"


June murmured when their lips separated and revealed a smirk when she left Noah's embrace to enter the building under them.


Noah followed her figure with his eyes.


He couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction when he looked at her, there was a particular understanding between the two of them that he couldn't express with simple words.


'I tell her that I'm probably going to reveal my status to the other nations and she asks for a spar in exchange. I guess only a battle maniac can make me feel like this.'


Noah smiled when he thought that, but his expression became cold when he turned his attention toward the chaos that had enveloped the territories around the invisible dome in those short minutes.


The dome had protected June and Noah from the two cries of the quasi-rank 7 leader, but it didn't hinder their vision of the outside world.


All the heroic assets of the Hive had left that protected area when the remaining winged beasts began to attack, their mission was to exterminate that species after all.


However, Noah didn't immediately join the battles on those territories, he had his own agenda about that matter.


Battles that featured rank 5 beasts didn't occur so often, especially not with the same intensity as those happening in that situation.


The death of the leaders had unleashed the remaining specimens of the pack of winged beasts on the fauna that filled the coastlines, and the heroic assets of the four nations were tasked to join that battlefield.


Noah knew that countless corpses and body parts would accumulate on that rare occasion, and he couldn't just waste that chance to assist his companions.


The powerhouses of the four nations would soon return to the territories of their organizations and put an end to that reckless assault anyway, meaning that Noah's help wouldn't affect the outcome of the battles that much.


Yet, the situation could become extremely beneficial to him if he managed to retrieve pieces of powerful creatures while his companions fought.


'I might be able to reach the fifth rank in one go.'


Noah thought when he stood up.


His hunger had exploded when he sensed the many dead magical beasts that were filling the surface of the territories near the dome, but he decided to wait.


He could hunt rank 4 creatures by himself, but there was a high chance to seize rank 5 body parts in that situation!


Then, he sensed a mighty cry of pain coming from the north, and he knew that his moment had arrived.


Black flames surrounded his figure, and he disappeared from the roof of the building to teleport on the battlefield.



						




                    


                
				
                    608. Plundering

					
					

                    
                        A harsh battle was unfolding in the sky over the territory that was once occupied by the lake inhabited by octopuses.


The ground under the lake had crumbled when the winged beasts woke up from their slumber and resurfaced, but the creatures that inhabited it had survived the fall.


That area had become something similar to a large fishing area for the remaining winged beasts though.


The octopuses of the lake were trapped in a deep canyon and couldn't escape the attacks of the more than a hundred creatures that assaulted them.


Even the rank 5 specimen couldn't do much about the situation since there were two rank 5 winged beasts that were attempting to hunt it.


Most of the strongest winged creatures had died in the battle between the rank 6 existences, but some of them still flew in the sky over the piece of Immortal Lands.


Rank 5 creatures couldn't be bothered to go after rank 4 beasts when there were beings on their level that they could hunt, their hunger simply led them toward the prey that would provide the most fulfilling meal.


However, the winged beasts had lost their ability to cooperate when their leaders died.


The remaining rank 5 specimens didn't have the power to suppress the awakened instincts of the many rank 4 beasts under them, and couldn't organize them in battle formations.


Heaven and Earth were fair, the winged beasts had the incredible ability to fuse their attacks, but that was balanced by a physical strength that was below the average of the other magical creatures.


The weakness of that species was exposed entirely now that their cooperation was gone, but they could still fly, something that gave them a good advantage over the fauna of the new continent.


The two rank 5 winged creatures fought the rank 5 octopus together, but their teamwork was lacking, and their bodies weren't a match for their opponent.


On the other hand, the octopus was huge, and its tentacles weren't able to hit the nimble, humanoid figures that were sieging it.


The winged beasts used their claws to inflict deep wounds every time they dodged a tentacle, they were trying to exhaust the creature hiding in the water under them before fishing it out of its lair.


The intelligence of that species could be clearly seen in that situation.


Generally speaking, magical beasts would just run away when they saw that their opponent overpowered them.


Yet, those winged creatures could see a path toward victory and were even resorting to a natural form of cooperation to succeed.


Thick blue drops of blood fell into the lake every time the sharp claws of the attackers pierced the tentacles of the ruler of that area.


The color of the lake began to change as the rank 5 octopus, and the other weaker specimens of its pack kept on getting injured, the murky water was slowly turning dark-blue.


The battle in that area was so intense that none of the beasts there noticed that black flames had begun to appear at some point.





The black flames would form whenever a corpse, body part, or drop of blood fell toward the lake, and they would vanish as soon as those materials pierced their surface.


Of course, those materials would disappear together with the black flames.


The beasts on the battlefield could notice that something was off only when the two rank 5 creatures managed to sever one of the tentacles of the rank 5 octopus.


The winged beasts immediately dived toward the falling tentacle, and even the other creatures in the area interrupted their battles to go after such a nourishing meal.


However, black flames suddenly appeared under the huge tentacle and made it disappear in less than a second.


Angry roars resounded from the large canyon at that point, the beasts could only be furious when they saw their meal disappearing right in front of their eyes.


Yet, they were soon forced to escape since the rank 5 octopus recklessly slammed its remaining tentacles on the sides of the canyons to attempt to kill the creatures that had dared to injure it.


Noah stared at the scene from above the canyon and decided that it was time to change the hunting area.


He had already gained a lot from that place.


The Warp spell had become far more ductile after his modifications.


The black flames weren't limited anymore to his body but could teleport his attacks and random items now.


Noah didn't mean to use the Warp spell to steal precious materials when he modified its diagram, but that messy battlefield was simply too perfect for his new ability!


Noah had teleported everything that he could use to improve his body next to him with his spell and carefully stored it inside his space-ring without anyone noticing.


Of course, the expenditure of \"Breath\" and mental energy was incredible when he teleported something so far away from him and on that level, but Noah felt that it was completely worth it.


After all, he had gained the body part of a rank 5 beast and a large amount of its blood!


Noah had obviously seized the bodies of the rank 4 winged beasts and octopuses that had died, but those gains paled compared to something that came from a rank 5 creature.


He didn't stop there though.


Such a vast battlefield would appear only once in a while, and he was sure that the new continent would return to a peaceful state after that crisis.


So, he had to make the most out of those fights, even if that meant exposing his presence to external forces and shortening his time with June.


Noah completely disregarded the battles between rank 4 creatures and went after the fights that featured rank 5 beings.


Even a drop of blood from those powerful creatures was worth the risk in Noah's view.


His plan led him toward the mountain chain next to the azure plain where he saw a giant ape-type magical beast crushing a rank 5 winged creature with its massive arms.


Noah couldn't get too close since he didn't have any confidence in escaping the ape if it noticed him, but he still managed to seize a large amount of blood and a few broken claws from the corpse of the defeated creature.


Then, he continued his march toward the areas that gave birth to waves of fear inside him.


Noah didn't dare to fly in that situation, he preferred to run across the land to better hide among the fauna of the new continent.


After all, the other magical beasts recognized him as a being of their world, and the cultivators fighting in the sky would find it hard to notice him in that chaotic environment.


Like that, Noah's march continued unhindered even when he entered the territories under the control of the Papral nation.
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                        Noah had chosen to move toward north simply because he sensed more energetic shockwaves coming from that direction, he didn't care about the political situation of those territories at all.


Few rank 5 specimens remained in the pack of winged beasts, but all of them were busy fighting against beings on their same level.


The mountain chain at the center of the continent was still inhabited by powerful creatures that didn't migrate in the last months, and Noah was able to always obtain something from their battles against the reckless remains of the pack.


He mainly seized blood, but he managed to steal small body parts at times.


Of course, he never ventured too deep inside the continent.


There were even rank 6 beings there that the pack of winged beasts had chosen to avoid until its leaders returned to their peak. 


Noah didn't dare to invade their domains.


Stealing from rank 5 beings busy in battles from a safe distance was one thing, but he couldn't even begin to imagine the feats that beasts at the peak of the heroic ranks were capable of.


After all, all his gains would become useless if he died there.


Noah continued to sprint through the lands, chasing after any exciting battle that his instincts or consciousness were able to sense.


However, his advance was soon forced to a stop since he encountered a group of rank 4 cultivators that looked familiar.


Almost two weeks had passed since the remains of the pack of winged beasts had launched their offensive on the coastlines, and Noah had used that time to plunder more than ten battlefields that featured rank 5 beasts.


The powerhouses of the four nations didn't seem interested in intervening so soon in that battle, and Noah guessed that they were limiting themselves to observe the behavior of their underlings in those days.


He didn't mind that choice since it gave him more time to run freely through the territories near the western coast, and his march ultimately brought him in the mountains inhabited by snake-type magical beasts where he encountered cultivators of the Papral nation.


Noah recognized Faith and the escorts that had appeared when they were hiding underground, but his presence wasn't revealed to that group.


He was on the ground, hiding among countless battles between rank 4 beasts, while they were in the sky, hunting down every winged beast that they found.


Noah could just turn around and leave, but a massive figure suddenly appeared in the distance and slammed its body on the surface of one of the mountains.


The figure belonged to a big rank 5 snake that was crushing the small body of a rank 5 winged beast with its physical strength.


The winged beast was almost dead, but the snake didn't seem satisfied and continued to slam its body on the mountain where its enemy was.


Noah directly shot toward those two creatures at that point. 





He knew that he could steal that body, and those rank 4 cultivators didn't scare him.


Also, he could already think about a few excuses to justify his presence there, so he didn't hesitate to act.


The rank 5 snake repeatedly clashed with the surface of the mountain until the body of the rank 5 winged beast was reduced to a pulp.


Only then the snake seemed satisfied and spread its maws to eat the remains of its enemy in one bite.


It didn't notice though that black flames appeared in that spot and teleported away even the drops of blood that had tainted the terrain.


The snake delivered its bite anyway, but it roared in anger when only the rocky terrain of the mountain entered its mouth.


However, no matter how angry it was, it couldn't understand where its prey had gone.


Noah stored the broken corpse of the winged creature as soon as it came out from the black flames that had appeared next to him and began to escape at high speed in the air.


He had sensed that the group from the Papral nation had noticed his presence when he used his spell, so he purposely rose in the sky to let them follow him.


\"Noah Balvan, is that you?\"


\"Demon Prince, you can't steal in the territories of the Papral nation!\"


\"Noah Balvan, is the Hive not afraid of the power of the Council?\"


Faith and the other cultivators in her group gave voice to those questions as they chased after Noah.


Noah revealed a cold expression when he turned toward the five rank 4 cultivators behind him and released a loud snort before adding a few words.


\"Hmph! I've saved the life of your envoy, and you thanked me by letting the Empire and Utra nation blaming me for the death of the Eager Titan! Now, after I've spent months underground, you even accuse me of being a thief! Just report this matter to my Patriarch, he'll love to hear about the shamelessness of the cultivators of the Papral nation.\"


Black flames surrounded Noah's figure after he spoke those words, and the five cultivators from the Papral nation couldn't find any reason to stop his teleportation.


Noah had spoken the truth after all, Faith's escorts had really ignored everything else when they managed to retrieve their envoy.


\"Wait, where is June Ballor then?\"


Faith asked when she realized that something was wrong.


\"Maybe he left her underground.\"


\"But he was flying just now.\"


One of the cultivators said, but Faith was immediately able to find a flaw in that explanation.


The more they thought about that matter, the more they realized that the Demon Prince had probably tricked them.


\"Do you want to send a formal complaint to the Patriarch of the Hive?\"


Another cultivator asked, but Faith shook her head.


\"He would just ask for compensation for the events concerning the end of the meeting. Also, we couldn't have seized that corpse anyway, let's just forget about this matter.\"


The cultivators in Faith's escort agreed to her words and resumed hunting the remaining rank 4 winged beasts in the area.


Meanwhile, Noah had reappeared over the plain inhabited by the yellowish moss and had begun to fly toward the forest of White woods.


He had gained far more than enough in that situation, he was quite confident that his body could reach the fifth rank with all those materials.


So, he simply hurried back toward the territories of the Hive.


The forces of the Council had seen him, so the news about his return would soon reach the Shandal Empire and Elbas family.


The Royals would surely begin to bother Chasing Demon about June at that point, which would ultimately force him to send her back to her nation.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't regret exposing himself to obtain an almost complete rank 5 corpse.


That period with June had been one of the happiest in his life, but Noah knew that it was something temporary.


'Only power can allow me to ignore political bindings and fulfill my desires without fearing for the consequences.'


Noah thought as he increased his flying speed, he knew that June was eagerly waiting for the promised spar.
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                        The situation on the coastlines didn't take much to stabilize.


The heroic assets of the four countries fought bravely to exterminate the remains of the pack of winged beasts.


They aimed to remove any trace of that species from the Mortal Lands, the cultivators couldn't allow intelligent creatures to survive.


Groups of rank 4 cultivators took care of the rank 3 and 4 winged beasts while those in the fifth rank were left to the higher-ups to handle.


The powerhouses of the four nations surveilled the trend of the battles for a few weeks before intervening.


They couldn't do all the work, the assets under them had to gain experience in handling crises like that.


The aim of rank 6 cultivators was to leave the Mortal Lands and reach the plane of the deities, meaning that they would eventually leave their organizations behind.


So, they had to be sure that their organizations would have what they need to remain in power.


Their lifetime's efforts in the Mortal Lands couldn't go to waste because of their departure, and their inheritances alone wouldn't ensure the well-being of their underlings.


Only knowledgeable warriors could keep a country in power after the departure of their leaders, and, to do that, they needed experience in facing any kind of threat.


The crisis ended when the powerhouses intervened.


The five rank 6 cultivators of the four nations swept the piece of Immortal Lands and killed all the winged beasts that had survived the attack of their underlings.


The species that had made the new continent tremble for months met its extinction.


The war ended with the death of the last specimen of the pack of winged creatures, and the four countries could finally evaluate their gains and losses.


Countless human assets and structures had been lost in those months, but the spoils of war brought thousands of valuable materials back to the inventories of the four nations.


Their assets had been weakened, and their growth delayed, but time would eventually make up for those losses.


More promising cultivators would appear in the years after the crisis and would benefit from the resources obtained in the war.


Some of them would reach the heroic ranks and take the place of the dead heroic cultivators.


The surviving assets would become stronger due to the experience gained during the crisis, creating a generation of warriors forged through the flames of war.


Of course, it would take decades for those events to happen, the four nations had yet to stabilize their territories now.


The fauna had migrated toward coastlines, leaving only strong creatures in the central territories.


The center of the continent had seen the battle of beings at the peak of the heroic ranks though.


Its environment had changed forever, and it would take time for those lands to stabilize and to give birth to lifeforms again.





Mutations were bound to appear in those areas due to the influence of such powerful existences, but that was another event that would only happen in the future.


The focus of the heroic assets was to restore their sources of income and evaluate if the invasion had modified some environments in ways that they could exploit.


The Hive was happy to discover that the toxicity of the area next to the forest had diminished by a large margin due to the migration of many packs of magical beasts.


Many precious materials hidden among the poisonous creatures and rivers could finally be plundered, making that land another source of income for the Coral archipelago.


The Azure plain though suffered a lot during that period, and its terrain had been tainted with the blood of countless powerful creatures.


It would take time for its ground to absorb all those nutrients and gave birth to Azure Credits again.


However, the purity of those magical plants couldn't be assessed so soon, there was a high chance that all those contaminations would affect the purity of the Azure Credits.


Noah mostly ignored those events.


He was an expert in the magical beasts' field, and his insights in the matter were kept in high regard by the other elders.


Yet, the fauna was too chaotic in that period, he could only make a list of the scenarios that were most likely to happen.


His obligations toward the Hive ended there, and he simply focused on making the best out of his remaining time with June.


June obtained her sparring session with Noah, but their level was far too different.


June had just become a complete heroic cultivator, but Eccentric Thunder's inheritance and inscribed items gave her a sturdy foundation on which she could build a suitable combat style.


However, Noah had faced and overcome those issues when she was still in the human ranks, no amount of backing could make up for his achievements.


After all, Noah could defend against the attacks of solid stage cultivators, there was nothing that June could do to pierce his defenses.


The battle was completely one-sided, Noah simply walked through the lightning storm unleashed by June, nothing she did was able to dent his powerful defensive methods.


When Noah reached her, he lifted her large and metallic inscribed hat and caressed her face while kissing her forehead.


He couldn't attack her, his physical strength was too threatening for the frail body of the cultivators.


Yet, that gesture was enough to put an end to her offensive. 


The difference between their power was evident at that point.


\"I will definitely reach you one day.\"


June said when the battle was over.


She was a bit annoyed by how easily Noah had defeated her, but she didn't want to waste the precious time that she had with him.


Noah had told her that the forces of the Papral nation had spotted him.


The news of his return would undoubtedly reach the Elbas family then, and both of them expected the Royals to knock at the Hive's doors soon.


\"You must, or I'll leave you behind.\"


Noah smiled when he answered.


June noticed the trace of helplessness contained in his tone, but she understood him.


Noah's ambition would drive him toward the higher ranks of the cultivation world, she had no doubts that he would leave for the Immortal Lands one day.


She couldn't affect that behavior, and she didn't want to do that either.


The man that had given her a future was the most determined and driven cultivator in the entirety of the Mortal Lands, she would never attempt to change the qualities that made him so exceptional.


June laid her head on Noah's chest and murmured words that resembled a vow of some sort.


\"I love you, Noah Balvan. No matter how far you'll go, you will always be able to find me chasing you. Yet, I promise you that I'll surpass you one day.\"


Noah felt June squeezing his robe when she said that, and he couldn't help but hug her to convey his feelings too.


\"I love you, June Ballor. My life won't be the same after your departure, but I know that this feeling won't fade. Be sure to reach me wherever I'll go.\"
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                        Few words were enough to express the feelings between June and Noah.


June knew that she was still weak, but her individuality would eventually lead her toward higher battlefields.


Noah knew that his ambition would bring him toward higher forms of existence, meaning that he would leave behind anyone that couldn't keep up with him.


Yet, their feelings were mutual, the months spent together had given birth to love, even though they both knew that their separation was unavoidable.


So, they could only promise to become strong enough to stand on the same ground one day, no matter how high it was.


\"The great Demon Prince can use the word love, I'm stunned.\"


\"A noble woman loving a criminal, the Ballor family must be a cradle of traitors.\"


June and Noah mocked each other, but their expressions changed when their eyes met.


They felt that they had reached a deeper level of intimacy with those promises, it was as if they had suddenly become closer.


Desire appeared on their faces and filled their minds at that moment, and they quickly decided to fulfill that sensation.


June and Noah remained in those quarters for the following period, without even interacting with the outside world.


Chasing Demon tried his best to stall the requests of the Royals, but there was a limit to how much he could hide June's presence inside the territories of the Hive.


However, he still gained as much time as he could, and the couple managed to spend two and a half peaceful months together thanks to his efforts.


The Elbas family wasn't too worried about the information in June's possession.


The most crucial piece of knowledge in her mind was the Royal Inheritance, and the Hive was already aware of that.


Yet, imprisoning the envoy of one of the three big nations could be considered as an insult to its honor, so the Elbas family had to pressure Chasing Demon.


In the end, Noah received a message from Elder Julia that stated the need for June to return to her nation.


June didn't show any sadness when Noah conveyed that message to her, she simply smiled and kissed Noah before leaving the habitation.


They had prepared themselves for their separation in the last period, they had already said all the words that needed to be said.


A smile and a kiss were more than enough to say goodbye.


June flew outside the invisible dome and the heroic cultivators of the Utra nation that were waiting outside heaved sigh of relief when they saw her usual cold expression.


The escorts immediately gave voice to apologies and excuses to justify how much it had taken them to force the Hive to release her, but June simply snorted at them.


Those heroic cultivators could only guess that she was incredibly angry at their incompetence, but they felt helpless about that situation.


After all, they did their best during the negotiations for her release, but Chasing Demon's stubbornness had been hard to overcome.





Of course, June barely minded them.


She limited herself to snort because her mind could only play the images between her first and last kiss with Noah whenever she tried to think.


Meanwhile, Noah was lying on one of the couches inside his quarters.


He didn't know how his instincts would react at the sight of her going away, so he simply remained in that room during her departure.


June's scent entered his nose, and he immersed himself in the feelings that he had felt when he was with her.


He knew that he had enough nutrients to reach the fifth rank inside his space-ring, and he was also aware that he could modify other diagrams in his possession to improve his battle prowess.


Yet, he wanted to use that moment to fix his memories with her in his mind.


He knew that he would abandon himself to his ambition as soon as he stood up, he had never felt so eager to improve in his life.


So, he decided to imprint those feelings in his mind, he wanted to be sure that June's warmth wouldn't fade when he immersed himself again in his training.


Noah wasn't afraid that he would forget about her, June had already left a permanent mark on his existence.


However, he needed to remember the life and warmth that she represented clearly, he needed that for his individuality.


\"You have a good taste for women, I give you that.\"


Chasing Demon's voice resounded in the room, and Noah turned only to see that the Patriarch of the Hive had appeared on one of the couches in front of him.


\"Does it hurt to see her going away?\"


Chasing Demon asked and threw a sealed jug toward Noah.


Noah removed the seal, and the aroma of strong wine filled the room.


\"Cultivation is a solitary journey. I treasured our time together, but I won't mourn in the period that we'll spend away from each other.\"


Noah answered and took a long sip from the jug.


He really believed in those words, it was pointless to mourn if he could use that time to improve.


The jug then escaped his grasp and returned in Chasing Demon's hands.


Noah didn't feel anything, but it was evident that the Patriarch had used his mental waves to take the wine.


\"Good, good. I was afraid you would do something reckless like waging war against the Elbas family and bringing the Hive down with you. I would understand, I've done the same in the past.\"


Chasing Demon said and drank from the jug whenever he finished a phrase.


Noah knew a bit about Chasing Demon's history, but he had never been too interested in it.


He knew that Chasing Demon was one of the twelve disciples of Divine Demon and that he had resorted to cultivation techniques created by others to reach the fifth rank back then.


His choice had been motivated by his desire for vengeance against Ravaging Demon, the betrayer who had joined the orthodox sects of the Papral nation to exile the demon sects.


Noah also knew that his vengeance had failed.


\"You know, I've had a similar relationship in the past. She was Divine Demon's disciple too, but she wasn't as pure as that June Ballor. You could say that she treated men as materials.\"


Chasing Demon began to speak, and Noah didn't mind learning more about his past.


Also, the Patriarch continued to pass him that amazing wine, listening to him seemed the least he could do in that situation.


\"Yet, I didn't mind it. I had never seen someone as charming as her in my life, so I purposely let her steal my yang just to be with her. I've almost died a few times, but I won her heart in the end. We didn't get to spend much time together though since the Council killed her and Devouring Demon during the betrayal of the Ravaging demon sect.\"
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                        \"Do you love her?\"


\"Yes.\"


Chasing Demon asked after a brief silence, and Noah immediately gave an honest answer.


Noah didn't know why the Patriarch of the Hive was so interested in his relationship, but he didn't mind telling him the truth.


It was thanks to his backing that Noah could do whatever he wanted inside the Hive.


The Hive had even borne the cost of the resources depleted for the creation of his cultivation technique and nourishing method, there was no reason why Noah shouldn't trust him with the truth.


\"Love can elevate a man and destroy another. Tell me, would you forsake your power for her?\"


Chasing Demon gave voice to that question, and Noah could finally understand the reason behind their conversation.


'He worries about the Hive. It's understandable, I am his successor according to my title.'


Noah thought when he heard that answer.


He was the Demon Prince, that status put him somewhere above the rank 4 cultivators and below the Patriarch.


The Hive placed many expectations on him and his growth, and it would obviously worry when he claimed to be in a relationship with a noble of an enemy nation.


However, Noah had found his answer about that question long ago, and his position didn't change through the years, it had only broadened.


\"Patriarch, you have misunderstood me.\"


Noah began to answer and used his mental energy to lift the jug that Chasing Demon had laid on the floor and bring it in his grasp.


\"My search for power is something that defines my individuality. I can't choose to forsake it because it's part of what I am.\"


Noah drank a mouthful of wine after those words and continued to speak when he felt the warmth caused by that liquid spreading through his body.


\"Also, I wouldn't abandon it even if I had the choice. I can accept my desires only because I've gained enough power, I can love only because I've become confident enough in my strength. After all, it's pointless to have such deep feelings if you can't survive the cry of the powerful beings that you can meet in your journey.\"


Chasing Demon's eyebrows arched in surprise when he heard those words.


He had always known that Noah's determination surpassed any common sense, but his last phrase made him understand how pure and unbound his ambition was.


His worries about the future of the Hive were dispersed after that single sentence, he was sure now that Noah would never abandon his pursuit of power.


\"Haha! No wonder my Master has chosen you! Wonderful! Now, tell me more about this woman of yours. Nothing lifts my morale like amazing wine, accompanied by a good story.\"


Chasing Demon exploded in a laugh and took back the jug while asking for more details about Noah's relationship.


Noah understood that there was something that bothered the Patriarch, so he revealed some funny anecdotes of his past experiences with June.





Of course, he didn't reveal anything too intimate, or that could bring trouble to June, but Chasing Demon didn't seem to mind his partial exposition.


Chasing Demon interrupted Noah with stories of his own too.


He spoke of Divine Demon's domineering character, of the life of the demon sects back in the Papral nation.


He also mentioned the peculiar techniques that his lover, Charming Demon, taught to her disciples.


\"Strange forms during sexual intercourses to absorb the yang inside the body of a cultivator? I might have encountered something similar in my life.\"


Noah interrupted Chasing Demon with that question.


The description of the techniques of the Charming demon sect resembled the forms used by Gillian, the middle-aged woman that had forced Noah to sleep with her in the city of Slyfall.


Noah described those positions, and Chasing Demon couldn't help but recognize them.


\"It appears that you have found the remains of the Charming demon sect during your escape. The demon sects have lost track of each other after the Council exiled us, but maybe it's time to reunite them under one banner.\"


Chasing Demon put a pensive expression when he said that.


The demon sects of the Papral nation had spread through the old continent after their exile, and they had covered their traces to escape from their pursuers.


The Chasing demon sect had ended in the Coral archipelago and thrived as an underground organization, but the other sects weren't so lucky.


For example, the Charming demon sect had lost its matriarch, and its survivors had been forced to hide in the small city of Slyfall, Noah wasn't even sure that they had heroic assets.


However, now that the Coral archipelago had become independent and that its growth was unstoppable, Chasing Demon was considering the idea of reuniting the demon sects under the banner of the Hive.


\"I found your next mission. You will become an envoy of the Hive and explore the old continent looking for clues of the demon sects. Only you can do this, the other nations will only accept the Demon Prince as a guest.\"


In the end, Chasing Demon gave that order when he decided on the matter.


Nevertheless, Noah had more pressing matters at hand.


\"I can do that, but I need a few years.\"


Noah answered without revealing what he had in mind.


He liked the idea of traveling, those new experiences would surely benefit his individuality.


Yet, he had to take care of a few things first.


He had just begun to modify diagrams, which was the first step toward the creation of entirely new spells.


The many available modifications could improve his battle prowess given enough time, and he couldn't prioritize a mission over his personal power.


Also, he had just obtained the body parts and blood of magical beasts in the fifth rank!


Eating and digesting them would take time, but he was sure that he would begin the breakthrough toward the fifth rank once he absorbed those resources.


He couldn't neglect the improvements that bringing his body in the fifth rank would provide, that breakthrough was something that would give him the power to fight any rank 4 cultivator that he met after all!


\"There is no hurry, there is still a lot of work to do here. I need to lay the copying formation on the territories under our control and create new training areas habitable by human cultivators. The Coral archipelago is becoming too small for the Hive, we need to transfer our headquarters to the new continent.\"


Chasing Demon said.


He didn't want to hinder Noah's growth, and the matter of finding and gathering the demon sects wasn't a priority.


Noah and Chasing Demon continued to drink for some more time and kept on exchanging funny anecdotes about their lives when they were still in the human ranks.


Then, when Chasing Demon was about to leave, he placed a long scroll on the floor while adding a few words.


\"This is the description of the battle against the leaders of the pack. I've also added a few personal considerations. Take it as a sign of gratitude for lifting my mood.\"



						




                    


                
				
                    613. Ants

					
					

                    
                        Chasing Demon left at that point, and Noah didn't hesitate to reach for the scroll on the floor.


The scroll contained the description of a battle between rank 6 cultivators and a quasi-rank 7 creature, he simply couldn't control himself from diving into its contents.


Noah soon understood that Chasing Demon didn't just add a few considerations to the description of the battle.


The Patriarch had taken time to write down the thoughts and emotions that had surged inside his mind when he watched the other powerhouses' attacks, and he tried to link them to what he knew about their individuality.


'God's Right Hand acts as a natural calamity, he is detached and oppressing. I can only describe him as the Tribulation that follows the god of the Empire's orders.'


'God's Left Hand is similar to him. Her winds carry the power of a natural calamity, but there is deep worship inside them. I can't help but take her as another Tribulation of her leader.'


'Great Elder Diana is calm and precise. Her lightning has the power to pierce the piece of Immortal Lands from side to side, but she can restrain it with her impeccable control. Her handling of such chaotic energy makes her more threatening that any calamity.'


'King Elbas is arrogant, but real achievements back that feeling. His pride overflows from every fiber of his body, and he uses himself to fuel his flames. It's as if he knows that there is no better fuel than himself.'


'The god of the Empire is so powerful that even time bends to his will.'


Noah finished reading his considerations and couldn't help but stare at the last phrase, the one concerning the rank 7 cultivator.


The scroll made him understand the cause behind Chasing Demon's sour mood, but it also gave him many exciting insights into the individualities of the powerhouses.


Of course, there was nothing that could be understood from his description of the god, it was clear that even Chasing Demon didn't have the power to evaluate such a powerful entity.


'Cultivators at the peak of the heroic ranks couldn't do anything against a quasi-rank 7 beast. They couldn't even begin to quantify the power held by beings that have taken a step toward the divine.'


Noah felt calm even if messy thoughts kept on surging inside his mind.


He read the contents of the scrolls many times and made sure to store it inside his space-ring when he felt satisfied.


The value of the contents of the scroll was immense, any heroic cultivator would be willing to pay a fortune only to take a peek at the world at the peak of the heroic ranks.


However, Noah had no intention to sell it.


His status as a rank 4 cultivator didn't allow him to understand the depth of Chasing Demon's considerations, his level was simply too low to imagine the battle between such strong beings.


Yet, there was a chance that he could gain some insights from it once he became more powerful.





Also, he didn't lack financial assets and resources right now, he couldn't find any reason to sell that valuable scroll.


'Heroic cultivators are completely different existences compared to those in the human ranks. Those differences enlarge as their power grows and culminates in the divine ranks. Why is someone able to stop the time of the most powerful existences in the Mortal Lands still here? Why is his nation even waging wars?'


Noah's thoughts led to many questions, especially when they concerned the god of the Shandal Empire.


There didn't seem to be any apparent reason for his actions, he simply appeared and left whenever he wanted.


Of course, Chasing Demon had recorded the god's words in the scroll too, but they didn't make much sense to Noah.


He was only an existence at the beginning of the heroic ranks, the thought that his still unclear individuality could have caused Heaven and Earth's sloppiness never crossed his mind.


Cultivators on his level were considered powerful, but they could barely affect the laws that ruled the world.


'My next breakthrough will put me one step closer to them though.'


Noah's eyes shone with the flames of his ambition when he thought that.


Monster, gods, and overlords stood above him, the sole pressure of their existence was enough to make billions of ants tremble.


However, they had been ants too back then, their current power was the result of centuries and millennia of efforts.


Noah knew that there was a limit to how much the backing of a powerful organization could help once reached the heroic ranks.


Cultivators on that level needed to walk their personal journey, and no amount of nurturing could help them improve.


On the contrary, those that had relied on the organizations behind them to reach the fourth rank would find it difficult to make any progress because they would lack the mindset to explore the depths of their individuality.


'Those who rely too much on their organizations forget about themselves, only true individuality can give birth to laws that can't be contained by Heaven and Earth.'


Noah thought and took out a large barrel from his space-ring.


That barrel was a rank 4 inscribed item that he had found inside Divine Demon's inheritance and decided to keep.


The Body-inscription spell required the blood of the magical beasts that Noah wanted to turn into Blood companions to function.


The blood of a magical beast obviously radiated part of its power, which meant that normal items couldn't contain it if it came from a powerful creature.


Ordinary items had been fine for peak rank 4 beasts, but Noah didn't plan to remain a rank 4 mage forever.


So, he had decided to keep that inscribed barrel to be prepared for when his mind became able to subdue rank 5 beasts.


Noah opened the barrel, and a dense, dark liquid appeared in his view.


The sight of that liquid made his hunger skyrocket, no rank 4 beast could control itself when put in front of materials that came from rank 5 beasts after all.


'The blood should be the easiest to digest. The body parts and the complete body will have to wait until I completely absorb the contents of this barrel.'


Noah thought as he cupped his hands to take a small sip of the rank 5 blood contained inside the inscribed barrel, he was ready to push his body toward the next stage!



						




                    


                
				
                    614. Digesting

					
					

                    
                        Eating a rank 5 beast while having a rank 4 body wasn't an easy task.


Magical beasts had only one center of power, which meant all their accumulated \"Breath\" would be redirected to reinforce it.


That led to a situation where beasts on a lower rank couldn't even wound those on a higher one.


Rank 5 beasts couldn't control dozens of rank 4 creatures if the latter had a chance to defeat them, the food chain of the magical beasts would be quite chaotic otherwise.


Yet, that didn't mean that they couldn't eat them.


The corpses of the magical beasts would begin to release the \"Breath\" contained inside them in the outside world after their death, which weakened the structure of their bodies and allowed weaker creatures to wound them.


However, there was still the issue of their digestion at that point.


A rank 4 body couldn't possibly have the power to destroy and absorb a rank 5 beast, even one that had begun to weaken.


Any body part that a weaker beast managed to bite off would need to stay inside its stomach for a while before it was fully absorbed, meaning that eating the entirety of a stronger beast couldn't happen in a matter of days.


Noah faced the same problems when he began to eat the materials that he had managed to steal from the battlefields during the last assault of the winged beasts.


He had it a bit better compared to ordinary beasts on his level due to his hybrid status, but he still met difficulties in digesting those rank 5 resources.


The blood remained in his stomach for days, and there was nothing that he could do to hasten the absorbing process, nothing worth doing at least.


He could use the secret technique to boost the power of his body momentarily, but part of the nutrients contained in those materials would be wasted to refill the expenditure of the technique.


The amount of absorbed \"Breath\" would still surpass the depleted one, but Noah was aiming for a complete absorption since there were some variables that he couldn't evaluate.


He wasn't a magical beast, he was a hybrid born through the fusion of a dragon and a cultivator who had trained in one of the best methods available to humans.


Dragons were considered as the powerful kind of creatures in the magical beasts' world, and their power was balanced by higher requirements when it came to the amount of \"Breath\" needed for each breakthrough.


Yet, those requirements could only become harsher when they were coupled with the features inherited from the Yin body.


Noah knew that he couldn't calculate the requirements of his body through normal standards, so he simply stole as much as he could.


The blood came from various rank 5 beasts, but the body parts mainly originated from the winged creatures which didn't focus on their bodies.


However, he was quite confident in reaching the breakthrough with all that blood, body parts, and one almost entire corpse.





It took a bit more than a month for Noah to empty the inscribed barrel and completely digest the blood that it contained.


Noah felt drowsy when that process was over, he felt as if he needed to sleep to allow that new power to modify his body thoroughly.


Of course, Noah followed that instinct.


He was a peculiar case in the magical beasts' world, meaning that the growth of his body could take strange paths or deviate from what was generally considered normal for those creatures.


Also, he was unique, the first and only of his species.


There was nothing in the collective knowledge of the four nations that could give him some kind of foresight about his breakthroughs, Noah was walking on entirely uncharted territory.


Yet, magical beasts generally had powerful survival instincts, and Noah could only rely on them as he made his way toward the peak of the fourth rank.


Noah slept for a few weeks only to awaken due to the splitting hunger that was assailing his mind.


He felt that his body had improved by a lot, but he didn't linger on useless tests since his meal had just begun.


His next targets were the broken claws of the winged beasts and the tentacle of the rank 5 octopus.


It was needless to say that eating them was even more troublesome.


The claws weren't that big of a problem since they were already broken, but it took him some time to divide the tentacle into small pieces so that he could gulp them without chewing them.


His teeth didn't have the power to tear such powerful skin apart, and Noah had kept those body parts inside his space-ring, so they hadn't been weakened by the passage of time.


Noah had to wait until the full power of his martial art became able to pierce those materials, and there was nothing that he could do about the \"Breath\" lost in the process.


It took him some months, but, in the end, he managed to consume even those body parts.


Noah felt the drowsiness invading him again, and he slept only to wake up a whole month later at the peak of the upper tier.


His body brimmed with power, he felt the strength of a being at the peak of the fourth rank filling every fiber of his body.


Nevertheless, he wasn't done yet.


He had purposely left the most nourishing meal for last since he knew that magical beasts needed a large amount of \"Breath\" during a breakthrough to the next rank.


That process was similar to an evolution rather than a simple strengthening, and Noah had to be sure to have enough energy to succeed in it.


The almost complete body of the rank 5 beasts appeared on the floor, and Noah immediately began to eat it.


That corpse had been reduced to a pulp by the rank 5 snake, which greatly helped Noah in that process.


Small bites and long digesting periods filled his schedule in those months.


His body had improved enough to quicken the absorption of those materials, but he still needed a few months to digest that corpse completely.


Noah felt that his body was ready to explode when his stash of rank 5 materials was over.


His hunger had long disappeared, and incredible drowsiness filled his mind.


His eyelids felt heavy, but Noah struggled to remain awake since his instincts told him that the mansion wasn't the right place where to hibernate.


Noah left the invisible dome in a hurry without even minding the greetings of the elders that he met on his path.


His instincts led him to the eastern border of the territory containing the lava lake, and Noah didn't hesitate to dig a deep cave when he reached that spot.


The underground area glowed with a red color there, but Noah barely noticed it and fell in deep sleep after sealing the entrance to that cave.


He didn't even notice that some of the \"Breath\" contained inside his body came out in the open and created a dark membrane that surrounded his sleeping figure.



						




                    


                
				
                    615. Dreams

					
					

                    
                        Noah's thoughts were strange and messy during that period.


He knew that he was sleeping inside a dark chrysalis created by part of the accumulated \"Breath\" inside his body and that all his tissues were undergoing substantial modifications.


However, his mind kept on becoming dark from time to time, and he had no control over its behavior.


'The hibernation doesn't work well with the other centers of power, but I feel that my body is autonomously trying to reach a higher form of harmony.'


Noah thought during one of his conscious moments.


Those modifications were painless, he could only feel a warm sensation that spread through his skin before reaching for his interiors.


His dantian kept on improving during that period, he couldn't stop his cultivation technique after all.


Yet, he couldn't train his mental sphere in that state, he could barely remain conscious after all.


Noah experienced strange visions whenever his mind became dark.


They resembled dreams that made him feel intense emotions, and the clarity of those images was linked to the feelings that they carried.


Noah saw a large pack of dragons flying under him.


Dozens of powerful beasts flew unhindered in the sky and browsed the land under them as they looked for some prey.


Noah felt pride in knowing that those dragons were following his commands, he knew that he had tamed each one of them even if he couldn't remember how or when he did that.


He saw his roars being echoed by the specimens in his pack, he saw how they released pale-gray pillars of flame in his honor.


That dream ended at some point, and Noah saw those images vanish from his mind.


However, the pride that they carried flowed in his mind and became part of him.


Other dreams occupied his thoughts during his period of hibernation.


Noah saw the dragons of his pack fighting against an enemy species of dragons for the control of a mountain peak that he didn't recognize.


Red and pale-gray flames filled his vision, the battle between the two packs was messy and merciless.


Yet, he didn't move.


He felt the quiet arrogance that originated from his awareness of being a member of the most potent species of dragons, he felt the unbound confidence in the power of his flames.


The leader of the enemy pack eventually appeared, and Noah attacked without hesitation.


His reptilian maws spread and released a pillar of white flames that clashed with the red ones of his opponent, and something inside him told him that he had won that conflict.


The images of the battle vanished at that point, and Noah could feel that arrogance becoming part of him.


'Maybe, the Cursed dragon species would have had a chance of giving birth to a Bloodline Inheritance if its fertility wasn't reduced so much.'


Noah thought during one of his conscious moments.





He had understood what he was experiencing, he had lost his mind in similar dreams in the past after all.


It was evident that Heaven and Earth had given birth to powerful emotions when they punished the Cursed dragon species. 


Still, the reduced reproductive capacity had prevented the appearance of a Bloodline Inheritance.


Those intense emotions had to be passed down to many specimens and then reunited in a single individual for something so rare to appear.


That process needed to be repeated through the years, or the intensity of the emotions carried by the species wouldn't reach the required density.


Of course, that was simply impossible due to the poor state of the Cursed dragons.


The population of that species had declined since Heaven and Earth punished it, and the strong emotions that their bloodline carried didn't have the chance to become denser.


Nevertheless, Noah had fused with one of the remaining specimens and was experiencing those emotions during his breakthrough.


Absorbing those feelings wasn't improving his sea of consciousness, it was only making him experience the events that had been forever imprinted in the bloodline of that species.


Noah began to dream again, and he could immediately understand that the next images carried the most intense emotions of the bloodline of the Cursed dragons.


A dark sky appeared in his vision, and the crackling of thunders resounded everywhere around him.


Hundreds of huge black dragons released pillars of snow-white flames that reached for the sky and pierced the barrage of black clouds that were obscuring the sunlight.


A large part of the clouds dispersed after those attacks, but they seemed to cover the entirety of the sky, Noah wasn't able to see their end!


Also, lightning bolts kept on being released from their surface.


Noah saw the underlings that had accompanied him through many battles being pierced by the powerful attacks of the massive Heaven Tribulation.


The scales of those dragons couldn't do anything against Heaven's might, the specimens of that mighty pack could only fall lifelessly on the ground below every time a lightning bolt hit them.


At that point, Noah felt fear for the first time in his life.


He was a dragon, the kind of magical beast that dominated the food chain.


His potential was limitless, his flames kept on reaching new levels of power, and they had even just surpassed the limits of the heroic ranks.


Yet, the world intervened when that happened, and all his arrogance and pride were put against something that he couldn't overcome.


Battle intent surged inside him, and he didn't hesitate to unleash the new power that he had just obtained.


The world became dark when he spread his maws, any form of light around him disappeared when he launched the flames that had no equals in the heroic ranks.


More than half of the black clouds had vanished when the light returned in that area, but the remaining ones focused their lightning bolts on him.


Noah felt his body being pierced, his bones shatter, and his internal organs explode when the sparks spread through him.


Life began to abandon him, but he remained conscious enough to witness the fate of the surviving specimens of his pack.


He saw how the lightning bolts crashed on his underlings, shattering their wings and gravely injuring their interiors.


He saw how the remains of his pack fell uncontrollably toward the ground, he saw their desperation when they understood that the sky had been taken away from them.


It was then that boundless anger filled his dying body.


He felt angry that he had lost, but he also felt upset that the black clouds had chosen to punish his kind rather than exterminate it.


The images vanished at that point, and Noah opened his real eyes.


That anger still filled his body, and he raised his head toward the sky to vent his feelings.


A roar resounded in the underground area, and a pillar of white flames soon came out of his mouth and pierced the terrain above him.


Any magical beast that heard that cry was immediately able to realize that a new rank 5 creature had appeared in that territory.
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                        The magical beasts and cultivators near that area couldn't possibly miss that event.


Noah's flames pierced the ground and shot toward the sky, creating a white pillar that tried to reach for the clouds above.


That act was instinctive, Noah was basically announcing to the creatures near him that he had succeeded in reaching the fifth rank!


His overwhelming anger vanished at some point, and Noah dispersed his flames to focus on his new status.


The first change that he noticed concerned his mindset.


The water inside his sea of consciousness had become brownish after the breakthrough and the absorption of the intense emotions contained inside the bloodline of the Cursed dragons.


The nature of his thoughts had been thoroughly modified, they weren't azure like those of the humans nor red like those contained in a Bloodline Inheritance.


His whole existence had changed during his period of hibernation, and even his other centers of power couldn't escape the modifications that his status as a hybrid brought.


He belonged to a different species, it was evident that his centers of power would differ from both humans and magical beasts.


However, his fusion had happened only some years ago, and his transformations in that period weren't as radical as his last one.


Yet, now that his body had reached the fifth rank, his existence could fully step on the path that only a hybrid could tread.


'What happened to my dantian?'


Noah thought when his focus went on his other center of power.


The structure of his dantian had become denser after the breakthrough, it resembled a shiny metallic sphere that couldn't be compared to the frail human's organs.


Nevertheless, Noah's surprise didn't originate from the new sturdiness of his dantian, but from its size!


The Black hole cultivation technique had never stopped absorbing \"Breath\" during his hibernation, and Noah couldn't restrain it in that period since his mind was often wandering in the memories of the Cursed dragons.


So, his cultivation technique had worked at full speed while he was inside the chrysalis.


Noah had gained a lot of insights in his years on the new continent, and his dantian had absorbed many laws contained in the \"Breath\" of the darkness element as he deepened his understanding of his individuality.


That increased the speed at which his dantian enlarged, it was as if that organ improved on its own whenever a law fused with its structure.


However, his dantian seemed at least three times bigger than before.


'How much time did I spend inside the chrysalis?'


Noah thought at that point.


He could somewhat calculate the length of his hibernation using the absorption speed of his cultivation technique as a base, but he could already guess that it wasn't a matter of months!


That realization didn't bother him too much though, the concept of time inside his mind had long detached itself from the human's standards.





Then, Noah analyzed his figure as a whole.


His appearance didn't change that much, his muscles were more defined, but he wasn't burly, his body still exuded a certain harmony even if the physical strength contained inside it shouldn't make it possible.


His skin appeared firmer, it was as if it had obtained certain metallic proprieties.


His hair went through some changes too, his straight black hair had become wilder and a bit messy.


'June would surely make fun of it once she sees me.'


Noah smiled when he thought about his lover, but his expression instinctively turned cold when he sensed that a powerful figure was using its senses to analyze the area above him.


Noah relaxed when he recognized that presence, but the responsiveness of his new body still amazed him.


The mental waves that were analyzing the area belonged to Elder Austin, and Noah knew that he shouldn't be able to sense them unless the elder wanted.


However, his body sensed them before they even reached him, it was as if his natural awareness of any potential danger had increased exponentially!


Noah used his mental energy to remove the dirt from his body, but he didn't change robe.


There were still traces of blood on it from his meals inside the mansion, but Noah wasn't in a hurry to change into new clothes since he knew that he would destroy them soon.


Elder Austin saw Noah's figure rising in the air from the hole created by the pillar of white flames and was about to greet him, but his powerful mind was immediately able to notice that something was off.


The elder could see that Noah's body had reached the fifth rank, but the amount of danger that his figure exuded was utterly off the scale.


Noah seemed more similar to a rank 5 cultivator in his eyes rather than to someone who had simply obtained a rank 5 body.


\"Elder Austin, I can see that the lava lake has benefitted you greatly.\"


Noah said as he greeted the elder.


The latter was surprised once again, Noah had been able to recognize the improvements of a rank 5 cultivator after all!


\"Prince, your body is indeed peculiar.\"


Elder Austin commented, but there wasn't any malice in his voice.


Noah's body-nourishing technique seemed to hide wonders, but no one could fathom the price that he had to pay for that power.


Of course, Noah's body didn't really have drawbacks, he simply belonged to a different species.


Also, the fusion had been possible only due to his peculiar inscription method and the Divine deduction technique, and it had still taken a large number of human lives to be perfected.


The only aspects that could be considered drawbacks were his hunger, the unstable mindset, and the higher requirements in terms of \"Breath\" to improve.


\"Is it four years or five? I lost track of time when I was in seclusion.\"


Noah asked, and Elder Austin answered after requesting something through his inscribed notebook.


\"Three years and seven months to be precise. The territories under our control have changed a lot with the presence of the Patriarch. I'm asking for a complete report right now.\"


Elder Austin said and handed Noah a small scroll after a few seconds.


\"Elder Jason would be eager to host a banquet to honor your return, and I believe that even the other elders would benefit from seeing how much the Demon Prince is growing.\"


Noah shrugged his shoulders at Elder Austin's offer.


He didn't mind showing his new status to the other elders if that helped them in their cultivation, but there were more pressing matters in his mind right now.


\"Give me a month, and I'll return to the dome. I need some time alone.\"


Noah answered and left after exchanging a few more words with the elder.


His body was brimming with power, and he had been conscious for only a few minutes, he needed to experience his new strength to attune those improvements with himself.


Luckily for him, the piece of Immortal Lands had many rank 5 creatures that could help him with that.
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                        Noah flew toward the west while browsing through the contents of Elder Austin's scroll.


The Hive had greatly expanded its influence on the territories of the new continent thanks to Chasing Demon's presence.


The Patriarch of the Hive had made some needed changes to the southwestern coast in the almost four years that Noah had spent inside the chrysalis.


The forest of White woods didn't need any form of protection. 


Still, the habitable area in Azure plain was too small to accommodate the human population of the crowded Coral archipelago.


So, he deployed the copying technique in specific and valuable areas to create more invisible domes where human cultivators could live.


More shining lakes appeared on the border between the forest and the plain, and similar scenes could be seen in the territory inhabited by octopuses and in the poisonous area next to the desert.


Massive hunts had begun as soon as the threat of the winged beasts was dispelled, and the heroic assets of the Hive could finally start colonizing.


The pack of octopuses had mostly vanished after the last assault of the winged beasts, even its rank 5 specimen had died.


That event was exploited by the Hive that killed the remaining rank 4 creatures in the area and allowed the creation of new habitable regions protected by the copying formation.


Something similar had happened in the land filled by poisonous rivers.


The migration of the fauna had affected that territory. 


It dispelled most of the toxicity that made that land too dangerous to explore, which opened the path for a partial colonization.


Four years weren't enough to take complete control of the southwestern coast, but Chasing Demon and the other elders achieved something quite remarkable in that period.


The Hive now had three large invisible domes that human cultivators could inhabit next to the three borders of the forest of White woods.


The copying formation covered the area under the domes and that around them to offer protection and create training areas that the human cultivators were forced to use.


The shining lakes needed a certain equilibrium between the depleted and absorbed Breath to function, which meant that the copying technique had to activate often to meet those requirements.


The Hive created a system of rewarding missions aimed to solve that issue, which urged the human cultivators that established themselves on the new continent to make use of the copying technique.


The missions were mandatory training sessions against the copied beasts that Chasing Demon had trapped somewhere under the surface of those areas, and the promising human assets greatly benefitted from them.


The Hive aimed to forge any new cultivator that joined it through countless battles and was executing that task quite well.


The Coral archipelago had slowly become a transitory training area for the human cultivators that joined the Hive.





It began to be treated as some sort of academy that rewarded those who showed a decent battle prowess with the chance of traveling in the new continent.


Even rank 2 cultivators began to fill the cities under the invisible domes, the Hive was moving its headquarters in the continent that would grant it the best benefits.


After all, the archipelago was surrounded by the areas of influence of the three big nations, there was a limit to how much the Hive could expand in the old continent.


However, the new continent was almost as vast as the old one, but it didn't feature the same limitations.


'The next dome should be built in the desert to connect all the territories on the western coast under our control. Yet, that area isn't that valuable, the elders might choose to colonize the territory before the snowy mountain to protect the border with the Utra nation better.'


Noah thought as he flew over the rocky wasteland.


His target lived in the desert, and he wanted to experience the heat radiated by the lava lake with his new body alongside the journey.


The heatwaves that reached his height were almost negligible, Noah realized that he would even forget about them if he didn't pay attention.


Other sensations though returned as he familiarized with his body.


His hunger increased with every passing second, Noah felt that his mind instinctively focused on any lifeform that appeared in his view.


Noah sensed Elder Jason's presence under him, he could guess that the elder was cultivating next to one of the red rivers.


Information about the elder's position, scent, and even power level appeared in his mind, it was as if his body was autonomously studying the details of possible prey.


'I should focus on my sea of consciousness from now on. The intensity of my instincts has increased far more than expected, I can't risk losing control.'


Noah decided after suppressing the thought of eating Elder Jason.


The harmony between his centers of power had been broken with the sudden breakthrough of his body.


His dantian had improved a lot during his hibernation, but his mind had almost remained at the same level.


After all, he didn't need to store Breath inside his mental sphere anymore since the will in front of his dantian could directly provide the necessary meanings, and there was a limit to how much pressure Zac and Havoc's figures could generate.


'Well, my dantian cultivates on its own, and I can't even imagine how much Breath my body needs to improve at this level. So, I can stress my mind as much as I want from now on. The problem is that the fifth rank of the sea of consciousness seems still far away.'


Noah couldn't help but sigh when he thought that.


The heroic ranks were incredibly vast, it could take decades just to make the smallest of the improvements.


He had been able to evolve his body so quickly only because he trained in the magical beasts' method and could make use of the superior power of the cultivators to hunt the most nourishing prey.


However, his mind and dantian couldn't take any shortcut.


Actually, it could be even said that Noah was treading the fastest path to the higher ranks already!


His dantian improved through a cultivation technique that he had personally created, and he could join the memorization of the Kesier runes with the internal pressure of the body-inscription spell and inscription method.


He was even gaining insights about his individuality, and his period with June had further deepened his understanding of himself.


Yet, he knew that the road to the next stages and ranks was still long, especially for what concerned his mind.


'Expressing the power of the laws would need something deeper than the simple mental energy. Maybe, the sea of consciousness can open the path to wield your soul…'


Noah's mind wandered as he reached for the desert, he could set his plans for the future only after he understood how strong he was.
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                        Noah reached the desert while his mind was still busy analyzing his future prospects.


There was a lot that he didn't know about the higher levels inside the heroic ranks, but there was also a limit to how much he could discover due to his current power.


Most of his thoughts originated from the feelings that his new body gave him.


The secrets behind the higher ranks were hidden inside that center of power, so he could only learn by studying it.


After all, magical beasts reached higher forms of existence only by improving their bodies, and Noah had just done it.


That made him believe that he could learn something about the path ahead of his other centers of power if he understood more about his new level.


Noah focused once the yellow sand appeared in his view, and he could immediately notice how that environment had changed since the winged beasts' crisis hit the new continent.


Cracks had spread through the surface of the desert, forming deep fissures that revealed the azure underground world of the piece of Immortal Lands.


The bright color of the sand mixed with those azure halos created an eerie and silent view.


Noah's body autonomously picked up clues from the environment and sent them to his mind.


Those clues gave Noah a quite detailed knowledge about the status of the sandworms that inhabited that area.


'They have noticed me.'


Noah thought as he descended toward the surface.


He could smell the fear radiated by the weaker sandworms, but it seemed that his presence alone wasn't enough to trigger a reaction in the rank 5 specimen.


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw that his sparring partner was late, and he released a wave of white flames in a straight line on the ground under him.


His flames broke the surface of the desert and seeped into the underground lair where those creatures were hiding.


Cries of pain resounded in the area, but Noah roared to restore the silence and to convey a straightforward message.


"Come out!"


The rank 4 sandworms in the area couldn't possibly understand that Noah's challenge was aimed at the ruler of the desert and began to resurface.


Noah watched as dozens rank 4 beasts appeared in his view, and he couldn't help but feel some disdain.


Those creatures had followed his orders so quickly even if they already had a leader, it seemed that they were nothing more than bags of meat for the ruler of the desert.


'I wonder if you will come out if I start to deplete your stash of food.'


Noah didn't hesitate when he had those thoughts, he directly shot toward the nearest sandworm and ripped its body in half with his bare hands.


A rank 4 Giant sandworm could reach a length of forty meters, but Noah divided its vast body in two with a simple gesture.


The other sandworms trebled when they saw that scene, but they didn't dare to move, they were too scared that any sudden action might provoke the powerful creature that had descended on the desert.





The raw meat of the creature didn't appease his hunger, and he could barely feel any increase in his power when his body absorbed the Breath contained in that specimen.


'I wonder how the Albino snake could be satisfied with such weak creatures. Maybe, I've never truly learnt to settle for the Breath in the environment.'


Noah's mind began to wander, but his thoughts were soon interrupted by the arrival in the area of a creature that he knew was stronger than him.


The ground trembled as an immense dune rose in the air and reached a height of two hundred meters.


Rivers of sand fell from the dune, and the shape of a rank 5 Giant sandworm was soon revealed to his eyes.


The creature was as big as he remembered, but he could see that grave injuries and white scars had appeared on its colossal body since their last encounter.


'So, it was still recovering from the attack of the winged beasts. Maybe it was hibernating to hasten the process, but a direct threat to its stash of food has forced it to awaken.'


Noah quickly understood the situation, but he couldn't dawdle too much in that situation since the rank 5 sandworm directly pounced at him.


The rank 4 beasts retreated when they saw their leader shooting toward the small human, they didn't have any confidence in surviving if they remained next to the battle between two rank 5 beings.


The body of the sandworm filled Noah's vision, but he didn't retreat, he simply activated his secret art and waited.


The secret art that made Noah's skin cave in and consumed his muscles when he still had a rank 4 body didn't affect his appearance at all at that moment.


His body was filled with so many nutrients that even the activation of a secret art couldn't affect the state of his muscles.


Then, when the large mouth of the sandworm was upon him, Noah delivered a punch.


'I can't win.'


Noah was immediately able to understand that when his knuckles touched the smooth skin of the beast.


The sandworm was simply too strong, while Noah was only a newly advanced rank 5 hybrid.


His potential was far superior, but even the usage of his secret art couldn't make him match the power of a rank 5 beast in the upper tier.


The fact that the sandworm was injured couldn't influence that fact.


Cracking sounds resounded from his arm, and he felt that the rest of his body would crumble if he didn't do something in the next quarter of instant.


Noah quickly kicked the air between him and the sandworm to perform the Shadow sprint martial art.


He had yet to tune his martial arts to his new strength, but they were his creations, he could somewhat understand the amount of Breath needed to balance his new power.


A loud shockwave resounded in the area, and Noah lost control of his body for a few seconds as his figure shot backward.


His body dug a long trail on the terrain as the propulsion of his martial art brought him away from the desert and back to the rocky wasteland.


Noah sensed that a large part of the Breath inside his dantian had been depleted to perform that sprint, but the sense of satisfaction that he felt made him completely neglect that thought for the moment.


A clash with a rank 5 creature in the upper tier had barely injured his right arm, and he had even been fast enough to escape at the last instant!


He could now clash against beings that even rank 4 cultivators in the solid stage would avoid!


Noah sat cross-legged when he managed to stop his body and completely disregarded the heat radiated by the walls of the deep trail that he had created.


He wanted to feel his power, he wanted to test his limits, and he wanted to apply what he learnt to his other centers of power.


However, he suddenly felt that three powerful presences were staring at him.
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                        The three presences were faint, Noah couldn't pinpoint their exact location.


Yet, he knew that they were observing him.


His new body was extremely sensitive to any potential threat and any source of nourishment.


Also, that feature was coupled with the powerful mind of a rank 4 mage.


His ability to perceive the lifeforms around him was something that a simple cultivator couldn't have, it was part of his hybrid's instincts.


However, he had to admit that he had been able to notice them so soon because he was familiar with the aura that was masking those cultivators.


"What is it, Elder Julia?"


Noah said without opening his eyes.


His mind was still immersed in the images of the clash with the rank 5 Giant sandworm.


He was trying to put into words the level of existence that he had reached so that he could apply those feelings to his individuality.


'Battle intent, pride, ambition, recklessness, these emotions are quite obvious. I need to go deeper.'


Noah thought, but there weren't human words that could explain his new status.


Magical beasts were rather simple beings, they were driven by instincts and few intense feelings that their bloodline carried.


The same went for him.


His hybrid status didn't give him any advantage on that matter since only his body had reached that level, it was as if his mind couldn't wholly understand the fifth rank.


'I feel I have become a king among exceptional soldiers.'


Those were the best words that Noah could find at that moment.


Human cultivators were nothing more than ants or pawns for someone in the heroic ranks.


A creature in the fourth rank would be an exceptional soldier, a hero among heroes.


Yet, an existence in the fifth rank expressed more than pure power.


There was some sort of authority hidden inside his new rank, it was as if he had just reached a state where he could begin to influence the world around him.


'I wonder if I can use this feeling in the Elemental forging method or when I create wills. Maybe, I can bend the laws of the darkness element to my will if I manage to wield this feeling.'


Noah thought, uncaring of the three figures that had appeared in the air next to him.


"My apologies, I believed you had gone crazy when you went after a rank 5 beast."


Elder Julia answered Noah's question, but a surprised expression lingered on her face.


She had used her methods to hide herself and the other rank 5 elders next to her, but Noah had been able to notice their presence.


She wasn't using her full power, of course, but no one in the fourth rank should have been able to spot them.


That lead to a simple conclusion: Noah's awareness had crossed the limits of the fourth rank!


"I told you that the Prince was fine. You should have learnt by now that he has a peculiar way of testing himself."





Elder Austin commented on the situation and released a laugh when he understood that Noah had improved far more than he imagined.


"You could block the attacks of a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage four years ago. Now, you can survive a frontal clash against a rank 5 beast. It's an honor to finally meet you, Demon Prince."


The third rank 5 cultivator in the area spoke, and Noah interrupted his mental processes to inspect him.


"This is Elder Justin, he has just reached the southwestern coast and wanted to meet you."


Elder Julia announced the newly arrived elder, and Noah stood up to perform a polite bow.


Elder Justin was a burly middle-aged man with long black hair and dark eyes.


His eyebrows were thick, and a well-kept black beard could be seen on his chin.


"No need to be so polite, you don't need to behave in that way with the higher-ups. Manners are meant to inspire respect in the troops, but a captain should act according to his nature when he is among other captains."


Elder Justin spoke profound words, and Noah couldn't help but reevaluate the newly arrived elder.


His individuality reflected a peculiar firmness, Noah felt that he was staring at an immovable mountain rather than at a human.


"The Hive needs more assets here due to the recent expansion of our influence on the southwestern coast. There will be a rank 5 cultivator stationed under each invisible dome from now on, and the Patriarch will manage everything from under the forest of White woods. The Coral archipelago and the territory in the old continent under our control will be treated recruitment areas as we keep on expanding here."


Elder Julia explained the situation to Noah.


She was aware that Elder Austin had provided him a summary of the events that happened in the previous years, but Noah's status required a more in-depth understanding.


Noah nodded at that explanation.


He completely agreed with the Hive's decision to move its headquarters on the new continent.


It was impossible to expand in the old landmass, the three big nations simply wouldn't allow it.


Yet, the piece of Immortal Lands was equally divided between the four countries, and there were too many sources of income hidden in its territories.


"One month is too short, I need more time to stabilize my centers of power. I'll contact you when I'm ready."


Noah spoke at that point.


He had promised Elder Austin that he would have returned to one of the invisible domes in one month, but it was clear that he needed more time.


His new body was giving him insights that concerned the higher ranks, and his instincts were all over the place.


He needed time to tune his abilities to his new power and to understand what he had become.


"There is no hurry, Prince. Anyway, we took the liberty to begin the research of the demon sects. We found many clues about some of them, but you would need to investigate personally to confirm their reliability."


Elder Julia spoke again and handed a small shining orb to Noah.


The latter simply stored it, he didn't want to focus on his next task before he stabilized his situation.


The three elders disappeared from his sight at that point and left Noah alone in the rocky wasteland.


Noah sat again on the ground to resume his evaluations.


He could feel that the bones and muscles on his right arm had a few injuries, but they would take less than a month to heal.


'My real problem is that I can't use my hybrid's advantage to exploit the power of my new body. One usage of the full power of the Shadow sprint martial art has almost halved the Breath inside my dantian. I'm simply too strong.'


Noah thought as he activated the Divine deduction technique.


He had the faint feeling that his martial arts needed more than a few modifications to be used with his new body.
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                        Martial arts needed forms executed by the body and Breath to produce their effects.


Ordinary cultivators would begin to abandon them to focus on spells since the power expressed by their bodies couldn't match that of their other centers of power.


However, Noah was different, and his recent breakthrough had further enhanced his uniqueness.


Only the dantian of a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage could endure the expenditure of Breath needed to match the physical strength of a rank 5 magical beasts.


It was needless to say that Noah was capable of performing his martial arts only a few times if he used the full power of his body.


'Even my secret art isn't suitable anymore. It can barely affect my body, and it can't increase my strength by too much. I always end up in these situations because I completely disregard the harmony between the centers of power when I train.'


Noah thought as he pondered over his issues.


It wasn't the first time that one of his centers of power grew so much that he couldn't express its full potential due to the lower level of his other ones.


That had mostly happened with his mind in the past. 


The lack of a suitable fuel due to the weakness of his dantian had often prevented him from using the real strength of his spells.


Of course, Noah knew that his dantian was already enlarging incredibly fast, the issue was with his mind and body.


The advantage given by his transmigration and his transformation into a hybrid had made those centers of power reach a growth speed that was entirely off the scale.


Noah was already considered a genius for the achievements that concerned his dantian, but his mind and body were in a completely different league!


'I might just wait for my mind and dantian to improve and fight like a magical beast for the time being, but it's such a waste. I should create at least a couple of finishing moves that reflect the advantages of my species.'


The way Noah saw it, the situation was quite simple.


His body could express the power of a rank 5 beast, but his other centers of power were somewhat toward the upper tier of the gaseous stage.


Fighting as a magical beast would make him match rank 4 cultivators in the solid stage while relying on his human abilities would put him among the best gaseous stage cultivators.


'Forging rank 5 Demonic swords is also out of the question. I don't have any confidence in being able to hurt myself, let alone molding my body in the form of a saber.'


Issues piled up inside Noah's mind.


There didn't seem to be any solution other than wait for his centers of power to grow.


The heroic cultivators that had lived for centuries to reach a point where they could survive a frontal clash against a rank 5 magical beast would puke blood if they knew what was going on inside Noah's mind.


After all, he wasn't even fifty years old, but he could already join battles at the peak of the fourth rank!





However, Noah's ambition knew no limits, and his eagerness to obtain more power only increased as his hunger grew.


The Divine deduction technique gave Noah a broader perspective and made him analyze his issues far faster.


It didn't take much before he decided on how to proceed in the imminent future.


'I must tune my martial arts to the minimum physical strength that I'm capable of and do the same for my full potential. I don't think I would be using my martial arts that often even after that, but I would have some limited amount of attacks that make use of my body at least.'


The matter of the martial arts couldn't be handled differently, Noah had to settle for few but powerful attacks until his Breath became able to match his body.


'I need to translate all the diagrams of my spells, and I shouldn't limit that process to those up to the fourth and fifth rank. Even those up to the third rank have the potential to be useful while I'm a rank 4 mage with the necessary modifications.'


Having a stronger type of offensive didn't strictly mean that Noah had to always rely on it.


Magical beasts were weaker than cultivators after all, there was a limit to how much Noah could do by fighting like one of them.


So, he decided to improve his other abilities too.


That process had to be executed at some point anyway, and he didn't have any pressing matter to handle at that moment.


'I need to replace the will inside the Black hole cultivation technique. My dantian is far sturdier after my breakthrough and should be able to handle my newly found greed for power.'


His cultivation technique was forged using his greed as meaning for the Breath, but that feeling has increased in intensity after he reached the fifth rank, opening a path for improvements.


'My mind must grow to better handle my new instincts, but that shouldn't be a problem. Translating the diagrams of my other spells, forging an improved rank 4 cultivation technique, and training with the Kesier rune should be enough to restore some harmony between my centers of power.'


Noah had always considered his mind as the most significant advantage in his second life, his unbelievable achievements had the absurd power of his sea of consciousness as part of their foundation.


'Lastly, I need a new secret art. My current one can't make use of all the Breath inside my body, and I can't just let it go to waste. I need to find or forge something that can further enhance the most potent weapon in my arsenal.'


Noah's planning ended after that thought.


His current secret art targeted rank 4 bodies and was tuned for humans, which was the reason why he could just keep it active for prolonged periods.


However, his current body was too strong and contained too many nourishments, even the pills created by the Udye family couldn't satisfy him anymore.


The growth of that center of power was exponential since it followed the evolution process of the magical beasts, meaning that even rank 5 secret arts would probably be unsuitable for his current level.


Yet, Noah believed that he could create something appropriate for his unique case.


Secret arts were generally considered as the simplest arts since they involved only one center of power and were mainly meant to push it to its limits.


There was no harmony involved, it was a pure burst of power at the cost of the stability of the center of power.


Noah was confident in creating something like that, he had begun to modify diagrams after all!


The Divine deduction technique kept on depleting mental energy as he began to follow his schedule, the heroic assets in the domes would have to wait a while for the official return of the Demon Prince.
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                        Noah began to improve his abilities and techniques according to the schedule that he had just established.


He didn't hide nor create a cave to go through those processes, the rocky wasteland with the lava lake was silent and devoid of any living being, it was perfect for his needs.


The surface of the wasteland was too hot for most rank 4 cultivators, and the rank 5 elders wouldn't spy on him out of respect for his status.


Also, he wanted to stay in the open to let his lungs freely absorb the light around him.


The power of his body backed his flames, they had instantly become one of his powerful attacks after the breakthrough.


So, he wanted to nourish them by being in one of the most illuminated areas under the control of the Hive.


Modifying his martial arts was quite easy, he was their maker after all.


He just needed to perform a few tests to find the best balance between his physical strength and a somewhat sustainable expenditure of Breath.


The testing for his all-out attacks took a bit more since his dantian kept on being emptied after a few executions, but Noah managed to tune that aspect quite soon too.


The translation of the diagrams in his possession could only proceed slowly, but Noah wasn't in a hurry to complete it.


He took the translation as additional training for his mind that he could perform whenever his dantian was empty, and his training session with the fifth Kesier rune was over.


His mind resumed its steady enlargement, and Noah even began to store Breath inside his mental sphere again to accelerate its growth further.


His cultivation technique autonomously removed Heaven and Earth's will from the absorbed Breath, and the will that managed the technique could give a meaning to that energy without making it enter Noah's mind.


Noah didn't need to store Breath inside his mind unless he needed it to perform a forging, but he wanted to accelerate the growth of that center of power.


His instincts were too intense, and his rank 4 sea of consciousness wasn't able to adequately handle them.


Also, his mind was the key to understand the kind of existence that he had become with his rank 5 body, which was something that could benefit him in his entirety.


Creating an improved version of his cultivation technique was quite easy too.


Noah had mastered the blueprint of the item that he used to cultivate a long time ago, and the appearance of the new continent had lowered the price of the Breath blessings by a lot.


After all, the three big nations didn't need to increase the density of Breath in the air anymore since their habitable lands on the piece of Immortal Lands were already the best training areas for human cultivators.


The Hive purchased and provided to Noah the necessary materials for the creation of a second black ring that could handle his improved greed for power, and Noah succeeded in forging the item at his first attempt.





The inscribed ring turned out to be a rank 4 item in the middle tier, something which even Noah found surprising.


However, everything could be explained by the intensity of the hunger that his new body had.


The biggest issue with his new cultivation technique was that he could barely hurt himself, let alone pierce his low-waist to reach his dantian.


Nothing in his arsenal could help him in that matter, so Noah felt forced to ask for help.


"Are you really sure?"


Elder Austin asked while wearing a stupefied gaze.


Noah had asked for a meeting and reached his quarters situated under the invisible dome in the area with the poisonous rivers.


However, as soon as he arrived, he asked the elder to pierce his low-waist and create a wound that connected his skin with his dantian.


"Yes, just make a hole here."


Noah answered while pointing at the spot directly over his dantian.


Elder Austin didn't know what to do, but, in the end, he simply gave up and followed Noah's orders.


Flames appeared around the elder, and a small sphere fell from them to land on his palm.


The shape of that sphere changed inside the elder's palm and became a shining needle that began to float in the air.


"Are you really, really sure?"


Elder Austin asked again, but Noah simply undressed the upper part of his robe and exposed his bare low-waist.


The elder could only sigh at that sight and launch the needle toward the center of power of the most promising cultivator of his organization.


However, to his surprise, the needle was only able to dent Noah's skin, and not even a drop of blood came out of it.


"Elder, could you use a bit more power? You know, my body-nourishing method is quite peculiar."


Noah asked when he saw that the attack wasn't able to hurt him.


He could understand that Elder Austin was trying his best to contain his power, but he needed to replace the black ring inside the wall of his dantian.


On the other hand, Elder Austin was utterly astonished.


He was concerned about Noah's well-being, but he still intended to do as he asked.


The power behind his attack surely wasn't enough to reach Noah's dantian in one go, but he would have never expected to leave him completely unharmed.


"I'll put more power."


Elder Austin said at some point and quickly created another red needle from his flames.


The needle managed to pierce Noah's skin at that time, but it wasn't able to cross the barrage of dense muscles under it.


Also, when the needle vanished, Noah's skin healed in a matter of seconds.


"Ehm, maybe not just a bit."


Noah revealed a helpless smile when he said that and Elder Austin simply gave up on trying to evaluate the power contained in his body.


Yet, he didn't recklessly charge his needles with more Breath and mental energy, he didn't want to risk injuring Noah's center of power after all.


It took him four more attempts to finally complete Noah's task and create a wound that exposed his dantian.


Noah quickly exchanged the cultivation techniques and threw his old ring inside his mouth as soon as it appeared out in the open.


The ring would just keep on accumulating Breath without a dantian next to it, which would turn it into an explosive item with the power of the fourth rank.


Noah didn't have any use for it, so he simply ate it instead of destroying it.


Storing it wasn't a possibility either since he would need to empty one of the formations inside his space-ring, and it was pointless to do that for a useless item.


"Do you need anything else? Do you want some potion for the wound?"


Elder Austin asked after Noah was done with the replacement.


However, Noah hadn't contacted the elder just for his power, there were some questions that he needed to ask too.


"Elder Austin."


Noah began to speak in a polite tone.


"Is the sea of consciousness connected with the soul?"



						




                    


                
				
                    622. Explanation

					
					

                    
                        Elder Austin was a bit surprised by that sudden question, but he soon understood that Noah was simply having doubts about his centers of power.


It was normal to linger on certain questions since the heroic ranks differed on a deep level from the human ones, it wasn't just an absorption of energies anymore.


"The word soul hasn't been used to indicate the minds of the cultivators for a while. In the past, the sea of consciousness was called soul world, but the experts were forced to abandon that nomenclature since it was too limited."


Elder Austin began to explain as he sat on the rocky terrain of his quarters.


Noah had won the lava lake, preserving the elder's training area, but the latter had yet to give him a substantial reward.


It couldn't be helped, the situation on the new continent was too messy, and they were both busy with their training.


Then, the crisis arrived and postponed that trivial matter.


However, Noah was actively asking for his help now, and Elder Austin felt that he had to do anything in his power to provide him with the best guidance that he was capable of.


"All living beings have a soul, which is just a messy mixture of instincts and thoughts that have yet to be defined. Your soul is the expression of what your mind contains, so you should be able to understand that the word "soul" can't express the real might of that center of power."


Noah sat in front of the elder at that point, he wanted to give him his utmost attention.


"Cultivators improve their mental spheres in their journey, and that center of power eventually defines the nature of their existence. I might say that your soul is violent and cold, Prince, but that evaluation won't express the entirety of your individuality, which is why the terminology eventually changed."


Noah repeatedly nodded as the elder explained.


In the end, soul and mind were just words, the cultivators had just chosen the most general one to express the same feature.


"I will give you a demonstration of my individuality and how it should affect the centers of power of a cultivator."


Elder Austin said at that point.


His guidance couldn't just stop at the history of the nomenclature of a center of power, he wanted to do more for the Demon Prince.


Flames surrounded his figure once again, they flowed around his body in an orderly manner.


Noah saw how the violence of that element was suppressed to the point where the flames had assumed liquid features, they resembled red rivers that flowed in the air.


"I've reached the fifth rank with cultivation techniques created by others, my current level is the result of my understanding of the laws of the fire element. My individuality didn't allow me to rely on such a wild element, so I've always pursued techniques that gave me high control over my flames. I believe you can understand why I value the lava lake so much now."





Noah nodded at the elder's words.


Powerful flames that flowed in an orderly way, the lava lake clearly matched Elder Austin's individuality.


"The new insights that the lake gave me expanded my individuality, which eventually affected my other centers of power. The flames created with the Breath inside my dantian are slowly turning into magma because my mind expresses the features of a volcano ready to explode. My body is the hard terrain that contains these unstable energies."


Elder Austin pointed at his low-waist, head, and heart in succession as he explained the nature of his centers of power.


Noah felt that he could really see him now, the elder was a quiet mountain ready to explode and release rivers of lava whenever he wanted.


However, there was one point in his explanation that he didn't completely understand.


"Did your individuality modify the nature of the Breath inside your dantian?"


Noah asked.


According to the elder's words, his Breath took that fiery but liquid form because of his individuality.


Yet, Noah had never gone through similar changes during his enlightenments, only the aura naturally released by his mind had been affected.


"Prince, you are still young, and your amazing battle prowess isn't linked to the depths of your individuality. Rank 4 cultivators have just begun to fuse their individuality with their centers of power, the aura that you radiate changes often after all."


Elder Austin smiled when he said those words.


He knew that Noah had improved a lot since his Heaven Tribulation, but those improvements weren't that substantial in his eyes.


Noah was still in the gaseous stage, and the growth of his dantian was mostly related to the cultivation technique that he had personally created.


"Am I still that far away?"


Noah asked, and his helplessness could be clearly understood from his tone.


"The exact opposite. I'd say that you are improving far faster than any other rank 4 cultivator in history, how many do you think have managed to create a rank 4 cultivation technique in the human ranks? No one! It is possible to reach similar results with the backing of a powerful existence, but you are still far ahead of anyone else. Yet, that's not thanks to your understanding of the darkness element."


Elder Austin explained the situation as clearly as he could.


The creation of a personal cultivation technique allowed Noah to improve extremely fast, even if his understanding was lacking.


Ordinary newly advanced rank 4 cultivators would take decades to reach the level of his dantian.


"Prince, it took me one hundred years to cross the entirety of the fourth rank and reach the fifth. I've pondered over the meaning of fire and explored the depths of my individuality for decades only to reach my level. I understand your eagerness, but the heroic ranks are too vast. You can't hope to become a god in a few years and not even in a few decades."


Elder Austin stood up at that point.


He had explained his individuality to Noah and showed the capabilities of his centers of power, there was nothing else that he could do to guide him.


The cultivation journey was lonely and personal, and imitating someone else could only bring small benefits.


Noah had to ponder over his issue and solve it on his own, everything had to start from inside him.


"Prince, your individuality seems incredibly vast and ambitious. I see sharp blades, a cold death, violent energy, a burning ambition, a magical beast, and a cultivator whenever I look at you. Yet, you must go deeper, you must link all those features together and let them influence your other centers of power. Don't force it though, enlightenments can't be controlled, they are something that you will naturally gain when you are ready."


Elder Austin concluded his explanation with that phrase and left his underground quarters, leaving a pensive Noah still sitting on the rocky terrain.
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                        Noah's mind was quite messy when he left Elder Austin's quarters.


The elder's explanation had cleared many of his doubts, but there wasn't much that he could do with his new understanding of the higher ranks.


He was still in the gaseous stage, and the Breath inside his dantian didn't show any sign of being affected by his individuality, meaning that his essence was still too murky.


'I can't force the arrival of enlightenments, but I can choose the environment where to meditate.'


Noah thought as he flew toward the lava lake.


He had yet to modify his secret art, but the conversation with the elder had given him new ideas on how to use his centers of power better.


'Brute force is useful, but can a simple secret art express the full potential of my body?'


Noah knew the answer to that question.


His secret art had been instrumental in overwhelming his opponents in melee combat and in making his martial arts reach the power of the spells.


However, his body was now far stronger than before, and a regular secret art couldn't use all the nutrients contained inside it.


Also, consuming those nutrients would lead to the need to refill them, which was a troublesome issue.


Noah's body was in the fifth rank, and only other rank 5 magical beasts could appease his hunger and make him grow.


The pills created by the Udye family could make up for the after-effects of his current secret art, but what would happen if Noah managed to improve it?


Noah knew the answer to that question too.


'A secret art suitable for my body would surely push my physical strength to amazing levels, but I don't know if I can sustain the expenditure of food needed to cancel its after-effects. I need to find a better way to use the energy inside my body.'


Noah concluded in his mind.


He couldn't use rank 5 body parts just to make up for the damages that a secret art would cause on his body, it was simply not worth it!


Yet, every fiber of his body contained an incredible amount of energy, which was simply wasted if it was used only to obtain physical strength.


'I wonder if I can modify a secret art to use the energy that it releases to fuel spells and martial arts.'


Noah's idea was quite simple.


He wanted to redirect the energy released during the activation of his secret art to make up for his weak centers of power instead of using it to improve his physical strength.


He didn't need more strength, he was barely able to use his martial arts in his current state.


What he needed was more Breath.


'Improving my secret art can only give me expenditures that I can't sustain. Instead, if I modify my current one, I can gain access to the energy stored in my body.'


The more he thought about that, the more he realized that it was possible.


After all, his body was already doing that whenever he launched his flames, he just needed to make it use his dantian and mind instead of his lungs.





'The centers of power would eventually be modified and connected due to the individuality of a cultivator. I can force something similar through the power of my body!'


Of course, Noah didn't hesitate to pursue that idea as soon as he found it more reliable than his previous plan.


'June linked her centers of power together through the Perfect circuit, but I know nothing about formations, I can only achieve something similar with the Elemental forging method.'


Noah thought as he pondered over that matter.


He had many conversations with June about individuality and cultivation techniques, so he knew something about Eccentric Thunder's training methods.


However, he had to do something in line with himself, and that could only be forged with his inscription method.


'An inscribed item that gathers and stores the energy released during the activation of my secret art, but that can be connected to my centers of power. It should have similar features to the Black hole cultivation technique, but it can't carry the same greed. It should work as the black membrane that I had with my Yin body, a warm reserve of energy that I can use when my dantian is empty.'


The Divine deduction technique was active and provided Noah with countless ideas on how to proceed.


Noah quickly sorted through those ideas and found the best approach to his issue.


It was clear that only his body could be used as a material, anything else would just conflict with his other centers of power.


'The energy contained in my body can only be stored by something equally powerful. Blood it is.'


Noah decided that his core material had to be his blood.


A series of experiments followed that decision.


Hurting himself was a troublesome issue, but he could force himself to spit a bit of blood if he wanted.


That blood was then molded to assume the form of clots to increase its storage capabilities.


As for the meaning, Noah used something similar to his greed.


The images of June's departure appeared in his mind as the gaseous Breath of his dantian was immersed in the sea inside his mind.


Violent emotions originated from those images, but there was also a firm determination.


A determination to wait, a commitment to endure until he obtained enough strength.


That determination was what had allowed Noah to hold himself back from stopping June, and was the only meaning that an organ forged to contain a massive amount of power could have.


Noah encountered some difficulties in his experiments, but he quickly found solutions to each one of them with the help of the Divine deduction technique.


Also, the core material was his blood, he had an innate understanding of it that couldn't be expressed by the simple expertise.


In the end, he succeeded in creating a stable inscribed item.


A satisfied smile appeared on Noah's face when he stared at the shining orb under him.


The orb glowed with a dark-red light, and its form trembled slightly whenever the Breath inside it moved.


Its walls weren't stable, Noah had purposely kept the liquid capabilities of his blood in his final product.


The item acted as a dantian, it could store a certain amount of Breath and release it when needed.


However, its form wasn't fixed, Noah could control it to make it separate in many small spheres and join them back together once they had gathered enough energy.


'I need to improve the amount of Breath that it's capable of storing and test it inside my body. My search for the remains of the other demon sects will start after I've completed this phase.'


Noah thought as he picked the sphere under him and ate it, he was almost ready to travel again!



						




                    


                
				
                    624. Liquid dantian

					
					

                    
                        Noah spent almost one year to reap the benefits that his new body could offer.


He had stayed on the hot and rocky wasteland around the lava lake for most of that period, he didn't know any other place that could be so illuminated and silent.


That period of seclusion was needed to become used to his new strength and to bring the necessary improvements to his techniques.


He would need to travel a lot and venture in enemy territories to complete his next mission, he wouldn't dare to approach that task unprepared.


One year after the breakthrough of his body, he felt that he had completed such preparations.


His martial arts and cultivation technique had been improved, and he had translated the diagrams of some of the spells that he was interested in modifying or that were valuable to his combat style.


The Mental tremor spell and the Ghostly claws spell were a must in his view.


They were his only mental attacks, and he felt the need to prioritize such a reliable offensive method.


Also, he had translated the Black hole spell and the Dark blast spell due to their high utility and apparent compatibility.


Noah could already imagine how the energy absorbed by his defensive spell could fuel the other one, they even had similar shapes!


However, he had decided to leave the translation of the Ethereal form spell and the Death area spell for the future.


The first spell couldn't be used right now due to the power of his new body, he simply couldn't force it to turn ethereal since that diagram was made for humans.


Noah was still unsure what to do about it, his best defense was his skin after all.


On the other hand, the Death area spell was simply too weak.


Its effects were somewhat useful in specific situations, but they were too easy to counter.


Noah wouldn't translate it unless he thought about some modifications that could make it useful.


In the end, he had even forged an item that could exploit the power of his body in ways that a secret art couldn't.


His dantian had absorbed Breath autonomously, and his mind had been under extreme pressure through all that period due to his many projects.


His centers of power had improved steadily, especially his sea of consciousness.


That gave Noah some confidence in managing his intense instincts, he was sure that he could safely return to the human society.


Also, his centers of power would eventually catch up with his body.


The energy needed by a rank 5 hybrid to advance was simply absurd, Noah barely felt anything when he ate peak rank 4 beasts.


'Let's try it one last time.'


Noah thought as he stood up from his spot in the rocky wasteland.


His focus went on the clot that lingered on the surface of his heart, it resembled a small jelly sphere that could move according to his will.


The clot divided itself into many small strands that spread through his body and reached for his muscles.





Noah activated his usual secret technique when all the strands reached their set positions.


His muscles began to release energy as the nutrients inside them were consumed, and the strands next to them quickly absorbed it.


The dark-red strands began to shine as Breath accumulated inside them, the power behind that energy could match the Breath of a rank 4 cultivator near the peak of the solid stage.


Then, when Noah felt that the strands were reaching their limits, he stopped the secret art and gathered those shining threads back on his heart.


The dark-red clot was now shining, and Noah couldn't help but nod in satisfaction at that sight.


'The Liquid dantian works as intended, I just need to eat a few rank 4 magical beasts' corpses to make up for the energy lost to fill it. I'm ready to leave now.'


Noah thought and set off in the direction of the invisible domes.


Liquid dantian was the name that he had given to his new inscribed item after he perfected its functioning.


Noah would be able to use the Breath that made his rank 5 body thanks to the Liquid dantian, and fueling his attacks with that energy could push them far beyond the limits of his other centers of power.


"The Patriarch is busy deploying the copying technique in the area before the snowy plain. You would have to settle for my goodbyes."


Elder Julia appeared in the air and said that when she noticed Noah flying over the dome in the Azure plain.


"I need something that confirms that I don't have mean intentions, my fame would just make them treat me as a threat."


Noah said after performing a bow toward the rank 5 elder that had appeared next to him.


He would use the teleportation matrix in the forest of White woods to return to the old continent, but he first needed something that prevented the three big nations from attacking him.


After all, he wasn't exactly a peaceful cultivator, the three big nations would never allow his presence inside their domains unless Chasing Demon vouched for him.


The pact that enforced peace on the new continent had long stopped being in function, the four countries were maintaining a peaceful behavior simply because it was more profitable to act in that way.


However, the old continent was different, few territories could be crossed without entering one of the areas of influence of the three big nations.


"The Patriarch has given me this diplomatic token before going on the southern coast, you can use it to explain your task to the enemy forces."


Elder Julia threw a token depicting a giant, purple octopus that protected a series of islands with its tentacles.


Peaceful emotions and the word "Recruiter" appeared in his mind when he swept the token with his mental energy, it was clear that it was an inscribed item.


"Remember that your task is to find and gather the demon sects that had been exiled from the Papral nation, not to start a war over them. Don't cause too much trouble and try to wear something that isn't burned or torn."


Elder Julia added when Noah took the token, and she handed him a series of sleeveless but luxurious robes that had the emblem of the Hive embroidered on their back.


Noah stored everything in his space-ring and left for the teleportation matrix in the forest after performing another bow toward the elder.


The truth was that he was quite eager to travel, he wanted to see the old continent with his new eyes.


Also, the political situation in the new continent was too suffocating, Noah couldn't act as he wanted due to the severe repercussions that his actions could have on the Hive.


He couldn't pursue his individuality in that state, not with so many social chains binding him.


'My first target must be the city of Slyfall, it's the only certain information in my possession after all.'


Noah thought as he descended through the white crowns and the forest and landed on the teleportation matrix.



						




                    


                
				
                    625. Sea

					
					

                    
                        Noah reappeared in one of the central islands of the Coral archipelago after the teleportation.


Many years had passed since his last time in that area, and he could see how the growth of the Hive had modified the entirety of the archipelago.


Luxurious and tall buildings could be seen everywhere, even on the outer islands.


Some of the larger islands had been emptied to create training spots that made use of the copying technique, but the scenery as a whole began to resemble that of Elbas city.


The Hive was striving to become the fourth big nation, it was evident that the territories under its domain would see improvements as its growth continued.


Elder Bruce and Elder Roy quickly came to greet him when the news of the arrival of the Demon Prince spread through the archipelago.


Noah noticed how both of them had managed to improve slightly, especially Bruce, but their advance couldn't be compared to Noah's.


Roy had become a rank 4 mage in those years, claiming his spot among the complete heroic cultivators.


However, his dantian hadn't grown that much, the absorption speed of cultivation techniques created by others had substantial limitations on that aspect.


Bruce seemed to have gained some insights about his element, but he struggled to show any real breakthrough too.


"Prince. Noah."


Bruce neared Noah and began to speak in a soft voice so that Elder Roy wouldn't hear him.


To put it simply, Bruce wanted Noah's advice on a particular matter.


Bruce wanted to move to the new continent to cultivate next to the famous lava lake, but Sarah was struggling to make the preparations required for the breakthrough to the fourth rank.


He was simply worried that the piece of Immortal Lands would be too dangerous for Sarah since she was still a human cultivator.


Noah gave him a brief description of the current situation on the other continent.


As for advice and similar, only Bruce and Sarah could decide if the journey was worth the risk.


Both of them would surely benefit from the environment of the new continent, but that area was dangerous in ways that they couldn't even imagine.


Bruce bowed toward Noah after his explanation and handed him a detailed map of the old continent that had been prepared for his mission.


The map had been updated recently, it featured the changes in the political borders that had occurred in the continent after the three big nations decided to focus their assets on the new landmass.


'The areas of influence of the three big countries are receding, they are releasing their grip on the peripheral lands. However, the Hive is the same, all the encampments that it had on the old continent have been disbanded during the conquest of the Lutren nation.'


Noah summarized in his mind as he analyzed the map.


The Lutren nation was the country in the area of influence of the Empire that the Hive had conquered while its heroic assets were busy ambushing the forces of the Utra nation.





That country was quite barren and valueless, but it gave the Hive more land in the area of the old continent.


The Hive used that country as a gathering spot for all the criminals, traitors, and soldiers that wanted to join its forces. 


It led them to the archipelago only after a thorough analysis of their profile.


However, Chasing Demon couldn't bother to deploy the copying technique in that nation, that land wasn't worth the precious materials expended in the process.


Noah flew away at that point, he had no reason to linger on the archipelago any more than that.


Also, he desired to reach places where political limitations couldn't control his actions.


His individuality would only suffer if he were forced to continue to hold himself back, he felt the need to experience again the freedom that he had when he was still on the run.


That feeling though couldn't appear so soon since Noah reached a familiar nation as he flew toward the western coastline of the new continent.


Noah saw the borders of Odrea nation, the poor country forced to live inside the protective formation of its patriarch.


More than twenty years had passed, but Noah still remembered the period spent there.


He remembered how Nina had been able to make him accept peaceful feelings, and he remembered how his ability in the Elemental forging method had improved a lot there.


Also, he still used the Mental tremor spell that he had obtained there.


'Twenty years aren't a lot for my current status, I feel that I could spend them sleeping when my belly is full. However, human cultivators don't have the same mindset.'


Noah thought as the memories of his life in that country appeared in his mind.


He didn't know if any of the cultivators that he had met was still alive, nor what consequences his weapons had caused after his departure.


Yet, there were too many political limitations around that country.


Odrea nation was a training area of the Empire, and its deceased patriarch had a peculiar relationship with the god of the attacking force.


Noah would like to annex that nation to the Hive and explore the depths of the Mausoleum, but he couldn't risk incurring in the wrath of a rank 7 existence.


He wouldn't do it for June with his current power, there was no chance that he would do it for a nation that had initially thought of exploiting him.


'I've conquered the river only to meet the endless sea. The heroic ranks are a world full of monsters, and I've just managed to take one significant step toward the higher powers.'


Noah didn't feel any hurry, he knew that the power of his body could make him match entities that had cultivated for centuries more than him.


He had just entered the sea, but he wasn't a lost fish.


Noah then turned toward the south.


The mountain chain that divided the areas of influence of the Shandal Empire and the Utra nation could be vaguely seen in the distance. 


Still, Noah was interested in the small city that thrived along the western coastline.


'I know that I should recruit the remains of the Charming demon sect, but they have tried to use and kill me, I can't go too easy on them. I hope that Gillian is alive.'


Noah smiled when he thought about those past events and began to fly along the western coastline in the direction of the city of Slyfall.



						




                    


                
				
                    626. Gillian

					
					

                    
                        Noah flew across the western coastline for a few weeks before reaching his destination.


The vast mountain chain that divided the two big nations appeared in his view, but Noah's attention was on the small city that stood on the coast.


The city of Slyfall hadn't changed in those years, it still appeared as a pirate's hideout, with simple buildings and dirty streets.


His presence though didn't go unnoticed since a figure neared Noah as soon as he flew over it.


Noah saw a middle-aged man flying toward him.


His robe didn't carry any emblem, but his well-kept aspect showed that he was somewhat remarkable in that city.


Also, he was a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage, it would be impossible to reach that level while living in that city unless he had some sort of control over its resources.


"My Lord, I'm Drew, the son of the governor of this city. It's been such a long time since someone of your rank visited us, please join me in-"


Drew stopped speaking when he took a good look at Noah's face.


The city of Slyfall gathered information from both Utra nation and Empire, Noah's wanted poster couldn't possibly have escaped the sight of the force that ruled it.


Drew's social skills weren't bad, he had dealt with criminals and traitors for all his life in Slyfall.


However, Noah's cold gaze froze his mind and made him unable to show his skills in entertaining influential guests.


Noah felt hunger rising inside him.


Drew was weaker than him, he had probably advanced to the heroic ranks in the last two decades, which put him below Noah's level.


'Slyfall claims to be an independent city, but it enjoys the backing of certain powerful factions of both Elbas family and Empire. The so-called governor has probably been planted here from one of the two sides.'


Noah suppressed his hunger when he thought that.


There would be time to act as he wanted, but doing it right next to the Utra nation wasn't the smartest choice.


Also, killing a rank 4 cultivator wasn't exactly a small matter, especially one who was possibly controlled by two big nations.


Their battle would inevitably affect the city below them, and Noah believed that such a den of criminals would have been already destroyed if the two big nations didn't benefit from it.


Noah turned his gaze toward the city at that point while taking out the diplomatic token that the Hive had prepared for him.


The word "Recruiter" appeared inside Drew's mind when his mental energy swept the token, and he could finally breathe a sigh of relief when he understood that Noah wasn't there to create chaos.


"L-lord Balvan, the city of Slyfall has many entertaining activities suitable for your status. Please, follow-"


"Is the Broken Cup still selling stolen items?"


Drew managed to show his social skills when that oppressing gaze left his figure, but Noah suddenly interrupted him to question him about a simple tavern.





"Ehm, I would never allow such a treacherous business in my city! I can assure you that I would personally take down anything-"


Drew began to speak again, but Noah put an end to his phase with another intense stare.


Drew felt as if a powerful beast was observing him and evaluating which parts of his body were tastier, Noah was making him feel as if he was a common prey.


It didn't take him much to realize that it was pointless to pretend in front of the famous Demon Prince.


"Yes, the tavern still hosts an underground market. I can set up a meeting with Gillian, the manager of the market if the Lord wants."


Drew explained everything without holding even Gillian's name back, but Noah declined his offer with a few words.


"No need, she is an old friend."


The Broken Cup was still the same.


Drunk men and women still filled its insides, and the waitresses handled the occasional small fights on the floors.


It was a typical day for those rank 1 cultivators and commoners, no significant business happened in that city after all.


However, the tavern suddenly began to tremble, and the sunlight began to illuminate its interiors to their surprise.


Those men and women raised their gaze only to discover that the roof of the tavern had disappeared and that not even a small debris had fallen over them.


A young-looking cultivator was floating above the now open ceiling, but those simple drunkards couldn't understand the depths of his cultivation level.


"Out."


Noah said just one word, but all the commoners and weak cultivators left the tavern after it.


Only the waitresses remained inside the tavern, and their faces clearly showed the fear that they felt when they looked at the heroic cultivator above them.


'This formation can fend off my mental waves, quite impressive. Yet, I can smell the presence of a few people in the underground chamber.'


Noah thought before diving toward the underground area.


The lines of the protective formation appeared and flickered when Noah touched the floor, but they weren't able to hinder his motion at all.


Noah simply pierced the floor and landed in the underground room where he found a naked Gillian sitting over a tied man.


The man wasn't entirely conscious, it seemed that something was being drained from him as Gillian kept on moving over him.


"I knew you would return. Can you let me finish before killing me? I would like to enjoy myself one last time."


Gillian began to speak without turning.


Noah could finally make out her level: she was a rank 3 cultivator in the solid stage with a rank 3 mind and a rank 4 body in the middle tier.


Also, he was able to sense that there were other chained men hidden inside that chamber, but they were little more than corpses.


It seemed that even a small touch could make them crumble into pieces.


'She has realized who I am even if her mind can't see me, it should be the work of the formation.'


Noah thought before applying a bit of pressure on all the men in the room.


The mental spheres of those men exploded under that pressure, they died in less than an instant as soon as Noah willed it.


"Cold as usual. Go ahead, kill me. My organization has survived battles on a level that you can't even conceive, the fact that you have reached the heroic ranks won't scare me."


Gillian turned when Noah killed those men, and her naked body was wholly revealed to him.


Gillian was quite beautiful, but her body seemed surrounded by a peculiar halo that made her figure extremely captivating.


Of course, Noah wasn't affected in the slightest.


"The battle you are talking about is that between Ravaging Demon, Charming Demon, and Devouring Demon? I would like to hear more about it."


Noah spoke, and Gillian couldn't help but show an amazed expression, she was beginning to understand that Noah wasn't there to kill her.
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                        "So, the Chasing demon sect has thrived in the Coral archipelago. No wonder Chasing Demon wants to reunite the other demon sects, they owned half of the Papral nation in the past. However…"


Gillian said after Noah gave her a brief explanation of the situation.


It wasn't a secret that Chasing Demon was the Patriarch of the Hive, but the human cultivators of the world weren't aware of the matters that concerned the heroic ranks.


Even someone living in a city built to gather information couldn't know about them, it was possible that Slyfall's governor wasn't aware of it too.


"They are weak and scattered now. Yet, the Hive will grow, and the demon sects can return to their past glory under its banner. Also, the remaining techniques and diagrams in each of them might give birth to new unorthodox techniques. We are natural allies, just migrate to the archipelago, and the Hive will handle the rest."


Noah concluded her phrase.


He knew that it would be hard to find any surviving heroic cultivator in the remains of the demon sects, most of them didn't end up in a territory where they could contain their losses after all.


Yet, the techniques and diagrams of those sects could be instrumental if coupled with Chasing Demon's knowledge and Divine Demon's inheritance.


Improving the teachings available to the human cultivators would give birth to more powerful heroic assets, reuniting the demon sects was simply an investment to stabilize the foundation of the Hive further.


Also, Noah guessed that Chasing Demon was a bit emotional about that topic.


"We will obviously migrate, no one would refuse such a selfless backing. I don't know how to reach the archipelago though, we don't have any-"


"I'll escort you. There will be ships waiting for you after a few months of travel, I just need you to tell me everything that you know about the exile of the demon sects."


Noah interrupted her phrase once again.


All her worries seemed pointless in his mind.


After all, he was there, it would take a powerful heroic cultivator to hinder his path, and no nation was willing to offend the Hive over a few human cultivators.


However, he needed to gather as much information as he could before choosing his next target.


Elder Julia and the other elders had collected every information that they could find while Noah was inside the chrysalis, but, even then, most of that knowledge was dated.


Noah was sure about the Charming demon sect because he had personally encountered it, but there were only rumors about the others.


"As you wish, Demon Prince."


Gillian showed a captivating smile as she sat on the bed behind her and began to explain everything she knew without even covering herself.


The clash between the orthodox and unorthodox sects of the Papral nation had happened around a thousand years ago, a few centuries after the two rank 6 existences of that country became gods and ascended in the Immortal Lands.





The highest powers left in the country at that time were rank 5 cultivators, but there was some sort of balance in the assets of both orthodox and unorthodox sects.


However, Ravaging Demon was a rank 5 cultivator, and his betrayal shifted the balance of those two sides in favor of the orthodox sects.


That, together with the intel provided by Ravaging Demon, led the demon sects to their exile.


"Charming Demon and Devouring Demon fought against the forces of the Council to let the other demon sects escape. Charming Demon died, and the entirety of the Devouring demon sect was destroyed, you can take it off your list. A rank 4 cultivator succeeded Charming Demon and managed to bring the remains of my sect here. Yet, she had been injured in the battle, and she was only able to survive for a few decades before passing the leadership of the sect to a human cultivator."


Gillian explained as she tried to tempt Noah, but he simply ignored her gestures.


'So, Great Elder Diana must have reached the sixth rank in the last millennia. I wonder what is Ravaging Demon's rank.'


Noah thought as all those pieces of information entered his mind.


The history of that world had never interested him when he was a human cultivator.


However, he was in a realm where cultivators could easily live for centuries, there was a high chance that he would meet some of the famous names that had left a mark in the history of the Mortal Lands.


"There has never been another Charming Demon after that point, no one managed to reach the heroic ranks. Most of our techniques had been lost in the escape, and we were refugees, no organization would sell anything to us. Yet, we endured and passed down our story. As the previous Matriarch used to say: Hope for fools, anger for demons."


Gillian then ended her explanation by pointing out the direction taken by the other demon sects during the escape.


Of course, those pieces of information were one thousand years old and had been passed down through six matriarchs, there was a limit to how accurate they were.


Yet, Noah still collected them and sorted them with the clues gathered by the rank 5 elders of the Hive.


He was already set on his next destination, but he had to escort the remains of the Charming demon sect to the ships of the archipelago before moving again.


Gillian seemed a bit disappointed that Noah wasn't giving any kind of attention to her body, but she didn't dare to push him.


Noah was simply on another level right now, she didn't have any power over him.


In the end, she gave up on tempting him and ordered the members of her sect to pack up and prepare to migrate.


Meanwhile, Noah flew back in the sky and sent a mental message to the Hive.


He could reach the appointed location in less than a week, but the remains of the Charming demon sect were mostly rank 1 and 2 cultivators, only Gillian was in the third rank.


They would need to walk along the coastline for a couple of months before reaching the spot with the ships of the Hive.


Drew observed the scene with a curious gaze.


He didn't care about the destruction of the tavern. 


Still, Gillian and her sect paid a substantial amount of taxes due to the nature of her organization.


Seeing the waitresses packing up their belongings made him understand that he would lose that income from now on.


A bit of anger surged inside him, and he was about to complain when two vertical pupils landed on his body.


Drew felt an innate fear under that gaze, all his anger was dispersed and replaced by an intense survival instinct.


He could only slowly turn his head to face the young-looking cultivator that was sending hidden threats through his eyes to say a few words.


"Enjoy your travel!"
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                        Noah and the remains of the Charming demon sect left the city of Slyfall in less than a day.


The group of disciples and Gillian walked at a steady pace along the western coastline while Noah flew over them.


The ships of the Hive would wait for them in a specific spot at a couple of months of travel, but Noah was confident in shortening that journey by a few weeks.


The route was planned according to the danger zones in front of them, Gillian and her group would generally avoid them if they were alone.


Yet, with Noah overseeing the situation, rank 4 danger zones could be treaded safely.


Just one glance from him was enough to clear the path from rank 3 and 4 magical beasts, they would run away in fear of the powerful creature that was approaching their territory.


They didn't encounter problems connected with the human society either.


Gillian's group was mostly made of alluring women that had trained in the methods of the Charming demon sect. 


Still, the sight of the young figure floating above them in a cross-legged position scared away any potential assailant.


Also, the inhabited areas along that coastline were mostly filled with slaves that gathered Vostum, the terrain needed for the most common body-nourishing method of the Shandal Empire.


The soldiers managing those mining camps could only lower their heads whenever they noticed Noah's flying figure, it wasn't worth risking to offend a powerful cultivator only to pursue their lust for the women in the group.


Even the big nations mainly ignored the event.


The news that Noah had returned in the old continent quickly spread through the higher-ups of the three countries, but they didn't mind his presence too much.


Noah was just recruiting human cultivators from independent areas, they couldn't care less about it.


Also, they were somewhat glad that Noah wasn't spending all his time cultivating.


His potential was too scary, they would rather see him doing missions than training.


Of course, the assumption that Noah wasn't training was utterly wrong.


That slow and peaceful travel gave him all the time that he needed to focus on his centers of power.


His dantian was improving on its own, and his body kept on absorbing the Breath in the air when Noah didn't feed him.


So, he focused entirely on his mental sphere.


He diligently trained with the fifth Kesier rune and activated the Divine deduction technique to ponder about the diagrams that he had recently translated.


He spent the rest of his time letting his mind wander through the depths of his individuality and their connections with the darkness element.


The freedom that he was experiencing lifted his mood, and he sensed that his dantian was slowly benefitting from that situation.


However, there was one thought that had bugged him since his breakthrough.





'My cultivation technique works as intended, and my attacks didn't show any change. My mindset feels slightly different, intense emotions and incredible alertness are just a few of those small changes. Yet, there doesn't seem to be anything too substantial. Maybe, I'm overthinking it.'


Noah thought as he escorted the group.


He couldn't just ignore that his mental energy had become brown, but there didn't seem to be any consequence to that change.


'Maybe, its features will appear once my individuality starts to affect my centers of power. The greed inside the black ring pushed it to the middle tier after all.'


Noah continued to ponder over the matter, but he couldn't find a satisfying explanation.


He felt different, but he felt normal at the same time.


The travel was uneventful, so Noah managed to enter a meditative state for its whole duration, he only had to give a cold look at the beasts on his path from time to time.


'I explore the meaning of the darkness as I walk under the light. Chaos spreads whenever I take a step, but a simple gesture can reassemble the world in a different shape.'


Elder Austin's words often appeared in his mind as he explored his individuality.


'The elder is a volcano ready to explode, but I should be more similar to King Elbas. My bloodline carries unyielding pride and anger, but they do not rule me. They are just fuel for my ambition.'


There was one thing clear in Noah's mind: He wasn't a magical beast.


He could act like them and even imitate their combat style, but he remained a hybrid.


'A being of two worlds that strives for the stars. My birthright doesn't exist in this world, so it's on me to establish it. My same life is the expression of my individuality.'


An individuality didn't necessarily mean actions to be pursued.


The sole fact that Noah was improving was an expression of himself.


'Simple defiance is just a childish act that originates from my anger. Stealing from Heaven and Earth to give a new shape to those materials is more mature, but it's still far from reaching a level that can match their might.'


In the end, the group from the Charming demon sect reached the appointed spot and excitedly entered the ships waiting on the shores.


Noah sensed a series of alluring gazes being shot in his direction, it seemed that both Gillian and her disciples were interested in him.


However, they were just humans in Noah's mind, he could break them with a thought.


They couldn't have any value in his mind, they were too weak to occupy his thoughts.


'The creation must affect the very foundation of the Breath. It's not about understanding the laws of the darkness element, I must create my own darkness!'


Noah thought as the ships left the shores and went toward the Coral archipelago.


The Charming demon sect would soon reach the Hive and become part of its ranks, it would be up to the elders now to analyze their techniques and see if they are somewhat valuable.


The Devouring demon sect had been wholly destroyed according to Gillian's story, so he had to look for eight more demon sects.


Noah didn't have any more certainties in his possession, there were only some clues in the information obtained from the elders and Gillian.


However, he didn't mind that situation, he could freely explore as he tried to gain insights about his element.


'The closest clues would lead me inside the Empire. There is a rumor that a group of cultivators used to practice unorthodox and complex techniques before the Empire enslaved them.'


The unorthodox techniques described in those clues seemed too intricate to belong to a weak force, there was a high chance that they came from one of the exiled demon sects.


Noah decided to investigate that matter, and was about to fly toward the territories of the Empire when his ears picked the echo of a low growl.


The growl came from a forest near him, it was one of the danger zones that divided the many encampments of the Empire.


The growl wasn't directed at him, the creature in the forest was simply challenging anyone in the area.


Of course, Noah turned to fly toward the forest.



						




                    


                
				
                    629. Ox

					
					

                    
                        Noah slowly descended toward the forest near him.


That danger zone was called Ox Woodland due to the ox-type magical beasts that inhabited that place.


The oxen living there preferred to remain inside the borders of the vast woodland instead of invading the encampments of the Shandal Empire, its clearing operations were mainly limited to its peripheral areas.


Noah had seen it when he was escaping from the Utra nation, but the map in his possession at the time labeled it as a quite dangerous area, so he didn't enter it.


However, the challenge of the beast had attracted his attention, and he didn't hesitate to answer.


The crowns of the trees of those woods were quite large, but their trunks were slim, which left many open spaces between them.


Noah was quickly able to spot his challenger once he flew through the crowns of the trees.


He saw an eleven meters long and six meters tall ox staring at him and following his descending figure.


The ox had thick brown hair that covered the entirety of its body, four huge black horns, and was surrounded by dozens of corpses of beasts in the fourth rank.


'It has eaten them in the last months, they should have been part of its pack.'


Noah thought as he stopped his descent and hovered in the air at some distance from his challenger.


'Rank 5 Hairy ox in the lower tier. Earth element, can use its hair to launch long-range attacks and limit its prey's movement. It seems that its hunger has suddenly exploded, which led it to eat its whole pack.'


The information about the species of that creature immediately appeared inside Noah's mind, but he was mainly interested in the sudden outburst of its hunger.


The Ox Woodland didn't have a dense concentration of Breath, it was barely suitable to sustain rank 4 creatures.


However, many living beings inhabited it.


'The leading pack has probably made up for the lack of Breath in the air by hunting often. The birth of a rank 5 creature in this area is an incredible event, but it's clear that it has already reached the limit of what it can endure.'


Noah became aware of the events that had led to that situation in a few seconds.


A pack of rank 4 Hairy oxen had ruled the forest and hunted as many creatures as it could.


Then, one of those specimens had managed to reach the fifth rank, but that danger zone couldn't satisfy its hunger anymore.


The hunts became more frequent, but that couldn't appease the mighty starving being, which began to eat the members of its pack.


That process had probably worsened during the last years, leading to a situation where all its pack was dead and only weaker beings inhabited the forest.


The rank 5 ox could only begin to look outside the forest for more nourishing prey.


'This was its last attempt, it would have left the forest afterward.'


Noah summarized when the situation became clear in his mind.





The rank 5 beast would have just tried its fortune outside the forest if no one answered its challenge, something that would have surely required the intervention of the higher-ups of the Empire to stop.


However, Noah was in the area and had decided to answer it.


Battle intent surged inside him as he studied the beast. 


The ox was more advanced than him inside the lower tier of the fifth rank, but its species was far inferior to his!


'It's time to test my abilities fully.'


Noah smiled when he thought that and released a roar.


The ox understood the meaning behind his cry and released one of its own.


The hair around its body stood up and stretched to an unbelievable distance to reach for the figure in the sky.


Noah saw the strands of hair reaching for him and released a pillar of flames.


The white fire burned the hair and spread its flames until the ox that began to cry in pain.


The hair around its body fluttered to dissipate the flames, but the smell of burned skin began to fill the air during that process.


Noah's attack had been able to hurt a rank 5 beast!


However, Noah wasn't done.


He charged at the ox while it was busy defending against the flames and delivered a kick on its forehead.


The ox was kicked backward for a few meters, but it managed to tangle part of its hair on Noah's right foot during the clash.


Noah suddenly felt an incredible force pulling him toward the sharp horns of his opponent.


Zac appeared in front of him right before he crashed on the horns and managed to hinder the pulling force as its body was pierced.


Noah felt a stabbing pain coming from his torso, he could feel that the four horns of the ox had stabbed his abdomen and pierced his skin.


Yet, his muscles had stopped the horns from reaching for his internal organs.


The ox was slightly surprised by that outcome, it had used one of its strongest attacks against such a small figure, but it had only managed to inflict minor wounds!


Noah smiled at that sight and released another wave of white flames toward the huge figure in front of him.


A torrent of flames engulfed the ox, and most of its hair was burned in a second.


Large patches of charred skin could be seen among its burning figure, the ox was powerless to defend against the power behind Noah's attack.


Nevertheless, the fact that it couldn't defend didn't mean that it couldn't do anything about that situation.


Tens of thousands of sharp hair came out of its charred skin and shot toward Noah.


Those new strands of hair seemed to carry metallic properties and managed to endure the white flames as they reached for the opponent.


Noah's instincts screamed at that sight, he knew that he needed to dodge that attack.


His hand shot toward the right eye of the ox as he kicked the air under his feet to activate the Shadow sprint martial art.


A large amount of the Breath contained inside his dantian was depleted to match the physical power expressed by that form. 


Still, the propulsion of his martial art made him suddenly disappear from his position and reappear at a few kilometers in the air.


The wounds on his abdomen had enlarged in the process, but Noah completely disregarded them.


The attack of the beast landed on the terrain since its target was gone.


Large cracks spread on the ground of the forest for a few hundred meters, and earthquakes began to fill that once quiet environment.


A battle between two rank 5 creatures would inevitably cause profound changes in any area.


The ox though released angry cries when it discovered that its right eye had disappeared.


Noah stored the bloody eye in his palm inside his space-ring and controlled the Liquid dantian over his heart to release its energy.


That last clash made him decide to go all out.



						




                    


                
				
                    630. Reptilian

					
					

                    
                        'I'm stronger and tougher than it, but my experience in these kinds of battles is lacking.'


Noah thought as black smoke surrounded his figure.


The rank 5 Hairy ox precisely knew how strong it was and how to express the maximum potential of its body.


Instead, that was Noah's first real battle with his new body.


'I'm able to hurt it, and my flames can inflict some damage. I should be able to win in an extended battle, but I can't waste this chance.'


Noah's species was superior, but he was much more than a simple magical beast.


The energy stored inside the Liquid dantian fused with large amounts of mental energy to activate the complete Demonic form.


Noah suddenly noticed that the fiendish figure created by the spell had changed after the breakthrough of his body.


His claws had shortened, but his horns and tail had stretched.


Even the part of the black armor that covered his face had changed: What was supposed to be his helmet had now assumed a shape that faintly resembled a dragon's head.


'It has affected something after all.'


Noah thought when he realized that his Demonic form had changed.


He didn't activate that spell in the period following his breakthrough because he was too busy tuning his other abilities. 


Still, it was now evident that his mental energy didn't change only in color.


However, he couldn't overthink at that moment, his reserves of energies would rapidly deplete when he used the Liquid dantian.


The ox under him didn't seem to care about his transformation and launched another multitude of hair toward him.


The hair covered the few kilometers that separated the two rank 5 beings in a few instants, but that time was enough for Noah to act.


Noah kicked the air under his feet again, and another large amount of the Breath inside his dantian vanished to fuel the Shadow sprint.


The ox noticed that the dark draconic figure had reappeared next to it only when it was too late to do anything about it.


Noah had wielded his sabers during the sprint and used the Dragon's claw martial art to deliver two horizontal slashes at the huge beast.


A large share of the energy inside the Liquid dantian was depleted to fuel the offensive martial art, but the slashes produced in that way had a power that could match a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage!


The ox couldn't block the attack, and two long wounds appeared on its body.


Blood began to fall from the wounds, Noah had been able to pierce its skin and even part of its muscles!


'It's still too slight. I guess these are the limits of a rank 4 cultivator.'


Noah thought as he stored his sabers and launched a wave of white flames.


The advantage of using human attacks was clear, his incredible power would be more precise and threatening in that way.


However, Noah couldn't use attacks on that level repeatedly, and those slight injuries didn't seem worth the effort.





He could obtain a similar result by using his bare hands, which didn't have the same limitations.


Of course, it would take many attacks to inflict the same damage, and the battle would become more dangerous because of that.


'My limited martial art is wasted if I can't inflict deadly wounds with it, I should just use it in specific situations.'


Noah quickly decided as he pounced toward the beast covered in white flames.


The ox was doing its best to use its natural capabilities, but Noah had too many and different offensive approaches, he could just adapt his combat style to his opponent.


Noah dived through the flames and delivered a powerful punch on the head of the beast before arching the fingers of his other hand and stabbing them in its open wounds.


The beast struggled to impale Noah with its horns, but he promptly grabbed one of them and put strength on both his arms.


The ox felt its body being lifted from the ground before being violently slammed back on it.


The terrain shattered at that point, its stability had been already affected by the previous attack of the creature and couldn't endure that last mighty clash.


Noah and the ox began to fall as the ground opened, and Noah exploited that chance to bite the creature on its neck.


The ox roared in pain when it felt that another part of its body had been taken away, and hundreds of thousands of sharp hair came out from its skin at that point.


Noah felt forced to retreat once again, he simply couldn't defend from that attack.


A trail of dust and debris formed as Noah escaped from the cracks where the rank 5 creature was falling.


Black smoke filled that gap in the terrain and further destabilized its underground area since Noah had kept the Demonic form active for the entirety of the clash.


Yet, the smoke seemed to have the same effect as his flames, it could only damage the skin of the beast.


'It's not coming out.'


Noah thought when he saw that the Hairy ox wasn't climbing back on the surface, but a sudden dangerous sensation forced him to sprint away once again.


Strands of hair pierced the terrain under him and began to follow his escaping figure, it seemed that the beast wanted to use the natural protection of the ground for hunting Noah down.


Nevertheless, the fact that he couldn't see the creature didn't mean that he couldn't attack it.


Noah activated the Dark blast spell and wielded his sabers again.


Black flames appeared in the trajectory of his Demonic sword as he slashed the air seemingly toward random directions.


Rumbles filled the underground area, and black smoke began to come out from the cracks on the terrain as Noah warped his attacks in the ox's position.


His mind could sense it, so he could target it.


The hair stopped chasing him at some point, but Noah wasn't done yet.


The Dark blast spell had reached a considerable size in those short moments, and Noah didn't hesitate to teleport that unstable sphere in the beast's position.


Also, he launched another series of slashes across the black flames and even added a wave of his flames.


Earthquakes spread in the area as explosions resounded from under the ground.


The trees of the Woodland were either shattered or flung away by the shockwaves released by the blasts happening underground.


Even the surface couldn't hold any more at some point.


A hole a few hundreds of meters large appeared as the terrain completely crumbled, and the sunlight once again illuminated the bloody figure of the rank 5 ox.


Its body was burned and full of wounds, and many of those cuts had even pierced its sturdy layer of muscles.


A large piece of its neck had been bitten off, and its remaining hair had lost its shine.


The creature couldn't do anything when black flames appeared next to it, and a black reptilian figure pounced at its neck with its maws open.



						




                    


                
				
                    631. Drawback

					
					

                    
                        Noah's bit the ox's neck when he came out of the Warp spell.


The rank 5 magical beast was too injured to react and couldn't avoid that sudden attack.


Its neck had already lost a chunk of flesh, and that last bite tore another strand of skin and muscles.


Then, Noah waved his sabers upward.


The head of the Hairy ox fell on the ground after those slashes, and its body prostrated as life abandoned it.


Noah couldn't help but roar at the sky at that point.


Killing his first rank 5 creature filled his being with pride, it was as if that battle had sealed his entrance in the fifth rank!


'My dantian and Liquid dantian are basically empty, and even my remaining mental energy isn't enough to keep the Divine deduction technique active for long. Fighting a rank 5 beast is expensive.'


Noah thought as he sat on the ground and began to eat the corpse of his prey.


The feeling of having his first satisfying meal since he entered the fifth rank didn't stop him from analyzing the battle.


He could finally understand where he stood compared to other cultivators, fighting the ox had forced him to use all his assets after all.


'My defense is clearly in the fifth rank, but my offensive is somewhere in the solid stage of the fourth rank. My physical strength is in the fifth rank too, but I don't believe that my enemies will ever let me get close to them.'


Noah summarized as he munched the sturdy meat of the ox.


Anything that made use only of his body was on the same level of rank 5 beasts in the lower tier, but his other attacks could only reach the power of a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage.


Of course, that was possible only thanks to his Liquid dantian.


Noah's new inscribed item gathered the energy released by his body during the activation of the secret art.


That energy was the basic form of the Breath, it was the pure substance in which the Breath was transformed once his body absorbed it.


That energy, coupled with his physical might or mental energy, gave birth to martial arts and spells that could match a solid stage cultivator.


'I guess rank 4 cultivators in the solid stage can be a match for rank 5 beasts in the lower tier, which means that I can't beat rank 5 cultivators unless I reach the middle tier or improve my other centers of power.'


Noah quickly established a list of the power levels between cultivators and magical beasts.


He couldn't be sure about those details before because his level was simply too low to evaluate such powerful existences.


However, after the breakthrough, he could finally begin to understand the differences between the fourth and fifth rank when it came to beasts and humans.


'Using defensive arts and spells is useless in my current state, my body alone would match their power. I should focus all my energies on my offensive and leave my protection to my natural defenses.'





Noah concluded when his analysis was over.


A rank 5 beast in the lower tier could be compared to a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage, which meant that the spells fueled by his Liquid dantian could only match his natural defenses.


So, it was better to use his small reserves of energy to improve his offensive since he wouldn't have many chances to touch his opponents in the future.


The images of his battle against Adrian had spread through the big nations, only fools would let someone like Noah get close to them after seeing them.


'Flames, Dragon's claw martial art, and spells for my offensive, with the last two being fueled by my Liquid dantian.'


'Shadow sprint martial art fueled by my dantian for a burst of speed that can take even liquid stage cultivators by surprise, and fueled by the Liquid dantian to match those in the solid stage.'


'Skin and muscles for my defense, it's pointless to waste my Breath to use defensive spells that can only match my body.'


Noah set those points in his mind, that was the best way to use his centers of power in his view.


The corpse of the ox soon disappeared from the ground, only a few red spots remained on the terrain after Noah was done with his meal.


The four wounds on his abdomen had already stopped bleeding and were beginning to heal.


The regenerative capabilities of the Yin body had been passed down when Noah fused himself with a Cursed dragon, and they had obviously been enhanced after the breakthrough.


Injuries that would take weeks or months to heal would be fixed in days or weeks due to the regenerative proprieties spread through his body by his black heart.


'I need a few weeks to heal completely, but I can start to move in a week or so already. Being a hybrid is awesome, but the issue of the Breath required for the breakthrough is quite problematic.'


Noah thought as he activated the secret art to refill his Liquid dantian.


His body required far more Breath to improve compared to the other magical beasts, but Noah had never considered it an issue since his higher battle prowess would allow him to hunt powerful creatures safely.


However, the ox that he had just eaten didn't make him improve by much.


Noah felt as if its nourishment was akin to that provided by peak rank 4 creatures when he was still in the fourth rank.


That realization made Noah understand that he would probably need a hundred or so rank 5 magical beasts to reach the middle tier!


After all, he had eaten countless rank 4 creatures and even a few dantians to reach the upper tier when he still had a rank 4 body, and his requirements in terms of energy had only increased after the breakthrough.


'Where am I even going to find a hundred rank 5 creatures that I can kill?'


Noah couldn't even begin to imagine the struggles that he would have to go through to find one hundred rank 5 creatures.


'The Albino snake sure is patient, it would need tens of thousands rank 4 snakes in the lower tier to improve. How many years would it take?'


The images of the valley in Twilboia Cliff reappeared in his mind when he understood that reaching the sixth rank would take centuries.


The issue was that there weren't enough powerful magical beasts in the entirety of the Mortal Lands according to his prospects!


'What would happen in the sixth rank? How many rank 6 beasts are even around? Ten? Twenty? They are not enough to make me advance!'


It was at that point that Noah understood why magical beasts were innately inclined to assault the encampments and cities of the humans.


That understanding made him aware of one basic necessity that he had to fulfill if he wanted to avoid spending millennia absorbing the Breath in the environment.


'I need to eat dantians.'



						




                    


                
				
                    632. Icy Cascade

					
					

                    
                        'Improving my other centers of power will allow me to hunt stronger creatures. Hunting stronger beings will make my body improve faster. It's a cycle that will abruptly stop in the sixth rank due to the absence of powerful prey, but there isn't much that I can do about that.'


Noah thought as the needs of his body became evident in his mind.


The drawbacks of being a hybrid were beginning to appear, but Noah didn't feel any regret in learning them.


Being able to face rank 5 beasts as a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage was enough to make Noah disregard all the hindrances that waited for him in the future.


After all, that feat was shocking!


Noah would never purposely choose a weaker body-nourishing method because it had easier requirements, he would never forsake the powers that made him superior to the other cultivators.


'I can only solve one problem at the time, and, right now, my most pressing issue is the weakness of my other centers of power. I can express a battle prowess that matches solid stage cultivators for a limited period, I can only rely on my body after both my dantian and Liquid dantian are emptied.'


Worrying about matters so far in the future was pointless, Noah's focus had to be on his solving the weaknesses of his current state.


His mind was improving steadily, and his Liquid dantian somewhat compensated for his lack of a suitable Breath, but the core of the issue remained.


The gaseous Breath was too weak for the standards of his body!


'Creating darkness that belongs only to me. Is it doable? I have yet to create spells, how can I possibly create an element?'


Noah asked himself as he waited for his body to recover.


His individuality seemed to push him to a state where he could match or imitate Heaven and Earth.


However, he lacked the primary energy needed to create a world, he wasn't able to exude something similar to the Breath.


'That should be my path though. Otherwise, I can just wait for my individuality to start affecting the Breath inside my dantian and work from there. I wonder what I will become.'


The new shape of his Demonic form made it clear that his mental energy could affect his spells, but that wasn't an expression of his individuality, it was only the natural consequence of his bloodline.


He wasn't a human, so it made sense that his centers of power underwent some changes.


Even his dantian was far sturdy than before, Noah had long stopped restraining his cultivation technique when he understood that no amount of stress seemed to affect that organ.


'Almost nine years have passed since my Heaven Tribulation, the breakthrough to the liquid stage should be fairly close.'


Noah let his mind wander after that thought.


He didn't mind waiting a few weeks to heal his body completely, he didn't need to hurry in his search after all.





The demon sects had been exiled a thousand years ago, delaying his mission for a bit wouldn't affect the status of their remains.


Noah left the Ox Woodland when his body and centers of power returned to their peak and flew toward the territories of the Shandal Empire.


The clues gathered by the elders pointed him deep inside the area of influence of the most powerful nation in the Mortal Lands, he wouldn't dare to approach it when wounded.


Noah slowly flew above the countless camps of slaves that filled the areas around the Empire.


The area of influence of that nation was mostly made by defeated nations that had been enslaved and forced to work under its rule.


Chinking sounds continuously resounded from the areas under him as hundreds of slaves excavated the terrain to gather the Vostum needed to sustain the incredible number of cultivators of the Empire.


Noah noticed how the density of Breath in the environment kept on diminishing as he ventured deeper into the domain of the Empire.


'Human cultivators generally can't affect the environment, but the Empire has so many of them that the Breath is becoming scarce. This is the price to pay for being at the top of the Mortal Lands.'


Noah thought as he flew past those camps.


The soldiers in charge of those encampments were only human cultivators, they couldn't notice his presence unless he wished for it to happen.


He was still outside of the actual territory of the enemy nation, but his awareness was at its peak nonetheless.


Then, he sensed that someone worthy of his attention was finally coming to greet him.


A heroic cultivator wearing the red robes of the Empire appeared in Noah's vision, and he simply waited in the air for the former to reach him.


"I'm Icy Cascade of the Western Force of the Wardens. It is my job to keep the western border of the Empire safe, so you can understand my surprise in seeing the Demon Prince of the Hive flying in this region."


The heroic cultivator that greeted Noah was a tall woman with short black hair and a scar that diagonally marked her face.


She wore a stern expression, but traces of fear could be seen in her dark eyes.


It was clear that Noah's presence there was unexpected and that she wasn't comfortable in front of him.


Icy Cascade was a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage with a rank 4 body in the upper tier.


Also, she was an experienced warrior, she had earned her prestigious position in the Wardens through war merits.


However, Noah gave birth to an intense fear inside her, the natural aura that surrounded his body made her feel like a simple prey.


Noah took out his token when he heard her words, and Icy Cascade slightly relaxed when she understood that he didn't have malicious intentions.


"The higher-ups of our nations have fought together during the crisis of the winged beasts, and you have tried to help Eager Titan. The Empire will respect Chasing Demon's will and your good intentions."


Icy Cascade said while performing a welcoming gesture.


The agreement that enforced peace between the four nations had worn off after the crisis, but no force wanted to start another conflict too soon.


Also, Noah's situation was quite peculiar due to the wrongdoings of the escorts of the Empire in the natural paradise on the western coast of the new continent.


Icy Cascade didn't mind treating him as a guest due to that event and Chasing Demon's vouch, especially since Noah's intentions could set the foundations for favorable trades.


Noah went straight to the point when the two of them began to fly together deeper into that region.


Icy Cascade needed to send a few mental messages before she could pinpoint the location of the slaves that he had mentioned.


Of course, she wasn't doing that for free, there was a tacit understanding between Noah and her that her services would require a cost when the matter was over.



						




                    


                
				
                    633. Slaves

					
					

                    
                        Icy Cascade led Noah toward the slave camps in the southern area around the Empire when she managed to discover something.


The conditions of the slaves improved as they neared the borders of the big nation and even their tasks began to change.


There were still half-naked chained men and women digging the terrain, but there were also many of them who dressed plain clothes and managed large farms.


Icy Cascade explained how the actual citizens of the Empire were mostly soldiers whose role was to fight and defend certain areas.


Yet, cultivators were still humans, and they had basic needs that had to be satisfied.


The Utra nation and Papral nation left those jobs to the commoners and encouraged them through the noble families and sects.


The Hive was a bit different since its territories didn't grant much space to reserve to the production of basic needs.


Most of the products required for the sustain of its human cultivators were imported from the other nations or fished by its weakest citizens in the sea around the archipelago.


The Empire, instead, used the slaves.


Vast farmlands began to appear as Noah, and the woman from the Wardens flew toward the southern border of the nation.


The number of slaves that filled those lands made Noah wonder about the number of wars that the strongest nation of the Mortal Lands had fought and won.


Also, all those slaves were cultivators of different ranks!


Noah was even able to spot some chained rank 3 cultivator every now and then.


'Beings at the peak of the human ranks forced to work as farmers or miners. What a strange view.'


The cruel fate of those cultivators created conflicting sceneries.


Humans that had strived to become aloof existences were forced to stare at the ground for the rest of their life because of their defeat.


"This way. The slaves that match your description are stationed in a mine of Hoslite, one of the main materials used in the creation of the inscribed chains."


Icy Cascade said as she pointed toward a dark gray mountain chain in the distance.


The rocky terrain visible on the surface of the mountain reflected its metallic features, but what caught Noah's attention was the state of the slaves working there.


Chained men and women in an evident malnourished condition used rudimentary pickaxes to break the hard terrain of the dark-gray mountain.


Then, they gathered the debris accumulated in the process and carried them in a structure ruled by cultivators wearing the robes of the Empire.


"Why are they treated so differently from the others?"


Noah asked when he saw the difference in their condition compared to the slaves working in the farms.


"The records about them aren't complete, you are asking about matters that happened centuries ago after all. It should be some kind of punishment toward the bloodlines that filled this region before the Empire conquered them."





Icy Cascade explained without showing a slight trace of emotion.


The descendants of the families that inhabited that independent region were still punished for something that not even their rulers remembered.


That cruelty made Noah curious about the nature of their guilt, but he didn't care enough to ask.


His mission was clear, and he was too close to an enemy nation, he would rather confirm the clues in his possession and return to independent lands.


"How can you ensure their survival?"


Noah asked.


There was one thing that concerned the slaves' matter that he didn't understand: Why did they even keep on living?


Cultivators generally had strong personalities and wills, they could settle for poor conditions to survive, but what he saw was a bit too much.


'Living in chain only to see your progeny bound by your same shackles, what's even the point in being alive?'


Those were Noah's thoughts about the matter.


The way he saw it, being alive was pointless if you couldn't pursue power, and the hoping that someone would restore your freedom was simply a delusional thought.


They were slaves of the Empire, the most potent force in the entirety of the Mortal Lands, who would ever be willing to go against its will just to free them?


"Our inscribed chains are our masterpiece. I'm not an inscription master, but I know that those items have peculiar effects on the mental spheres once bound to an owner. I can't be too specific though. I'm sure you'll understand."


Noah nodded when he heard Icy Cascade's explanation.


It seemed that the chains didn't only restrain the actions and freedom of the slaves, but even their mindsets.


'They probably can't kill themselves nor stop procreating. They are nothing more than livestock forced to work until they fall apart.'


That realization appeared in Noah's mind for less than an instant before disappearing.


The world was cruel, he had always known that.


That feature was enhanced in a world were humans could strive for powers that elevated their status and separated them from their mortality.


The only way to escape any cruel outcome was to have enough power to oppose those events.


"I need to question them, possibly alone. It would also be appreciated if you removed the chains for that period."


Noah said, but Icy Cascade promptly shook her head.


"I can make you analyze them, but you can't stop their work. Our economy has a tight schedule, one delay might result in a loss of tens of thousands of Credits. As for removing the chains, that's simply impossible. They aren't made to be removed."


Icy Cascade was extremely serious when she said that, and Noah could only agree with her for the moment.


He neared the group of slaves digging the surface of the mountain and began to analyze them with his mental waves.


The slaves didn't even notice his presence, but he instantly obtained a complete understanding of their cultivation level.


That allowed him to notice that one of the chained men had a body that exuded a peculiar firmness, it was as if he was naturally stronger than his peers.


A technique didn't cause that feature, it seemed something intrinsic to his bloodline.


"I wish to question him."


Noah spoke as he pointed toward that peculiar slave, but Icy Cascade shook her head once again.


"Our productive system nears perfection. We can't inter-"


"You! What is the value of the resources mined in this camp each day?"


Noah interrupted Icy Cascade's words to question one of the soldiers stationed in the structure that gathered the resource mined in the mountain.


The soldiers were only human cultivators, they instinctively lowered their heads when Noah moved his gaze on them, and they felt forced to answer him due to the pressure that it carried.


"A-a few thousand Credits, sir."


Noah nodded at that point and took out one hundred thousand Credits from his space-ring.


The shining crystals created a small pile when they fell on the ground, but the soldiers couldn't even begin to count them since another question reached their ears.


"This should be enough to cover the work of one slave, right?"



						




                    


                
				
                    634. Descendan

					
					

                    
                        'The Enduring demon sect was said to have techniques that directly affected the bloodlines of its members.'


Noah thought as he neared the slave with a peculiar body.


Icy Cascade didn't even try to stop him, those Credits were more than enough to cover for the work of one cultivator.


Noah could guess that the cultivator from the Wardens was rising issues on purpose, but he didn't care if the Empire wanted to use that chance to rip him off.


Money was useless in his mind, and he was rich anyway, he could casually throw even a few millions of Credits without blinking.


The slave didn't even notice his presence, he just kept on breaking the surface of the dark-gray mountain with the pickaxe in his grasp.


Noah applied a bit of pressure with his mental sphere, and the man became confused for a moment.


Yet, it immediately resumed its work when his mind stabilized.


'Rank 3 body, rank 2 dantian, and rank 1 sea of consciousness… The Empire even forces them to cultivate.'


Noah thought as his mental waves probed the state of the slave's mind.


The latter's mental sphere couldn't do anything against his inspection, the difference in the power of their minds was simply immense.


Noah could read his thoughts as if they were words on an open book, but that only confirmed his suspects.


The insides of the slave's mind were murky, his sea didn't radiate any form of light, and a black smoke occupied the rest of his sphere.


His half-transparent figure was full of cracks that resembled a tight array of chains that covered the entirety of his ethereal body.


'This man is broken to the core, he can't give me any answer. The chains of the Empire are indeed scary.'


"How much for him?"


Noah said after having those thoughts.


He couldn't obtain an answer, but that didn't mean that Chasing Demon couldn't either.


"No slave can leave the working area alive. The Empire has a wide choice of purchasable cultivators, but these ones are not for-"


Icy Cascade began to speak, but a sudden pressure generated by Noah's mental energy forced her to stop.


The man in front of him collapsed on the ground, and the shining lines on the surface of his chains turned dark as life abandoned his body.


"He is dead now. How much?"


Noah asked again as he turned toward the heroic cultivator standing in the air behind him.


The soldiers in the structure near them could only hold their breath when they saw that scene.


They couldn't understand who was stronger between Noah and Icy Cascade, but they were sure that their lives would be in danger if a battle were to happen there.


After all, Noah was doing whatever he wanted without caring about the rules of that area.


However, they were only human cultivators, and they knew that beings in the heroic ranks had values that they couldn't even begin to comprehend.





Icy Cascade stared at the corpse of the slave for a while.


Noah was correct in thinking that she wanted to exploit his presence, but his actions were too direct, and he didn't show any interest in money.


He was just taking the shortest approach toward his target, raising the intensity of his forcefulness at each new problem.


Icy Cascade felt the cold, vertical pupils on her body as she inspected the dead slave.


Sweat began to fall from her forehead as that stall continued.


She had to admit that she didn't know how far the Demon Prince of the Hive was willing to go to obtain what he wanted.


Noah was famous for enraging forces far more potent than him, but a direct attack there would cause substantial repercussions on the organization behind him.


However, Icy Cascade didn't know if he cared about that.


The real issue with the unorthodox organizations was that they didn't act according to the common sense of the orthodox ones.


After all, the Hive had been launching an assassination campaign against the Utra nation while the territories of the Empire were under attack!


The three big nations weren't even aware of its presence in the new continent at that time!


How could she predict the behavior of someone who had spent his life defying higher powers?


She couldn't, and she didn't want to risk her life to learn more about it.


"O-one million for the corpse, but you can't take the chains."


In the end, she forced herself to stutter those words.


Noah waved his hand, and a big pile of shining crystals appeared on the terrain next to him.


Heroic cultivators wouldn't see that sum as spectacular, but the soldiers in the distance froze when they saw all that wealth.


They couldn't help but think that those entities in the heroic ranks lived in a completely different world.


Then, Noah went for the corpse and tore the chain around the neck of the slave with a swift gesture.


The hard alloy of that inscribed item was powerless against his physical strength.


It didn't even bend, it only fell apart.


Noah stored the corpse of the slave and turned to leave at that point.


He had obtained what he wanted, it would be up to the elders to see if they could find the technique that had caused the slight modifications in the man's bloodline.


'They might be able to reverse engineer the techniques or methods used on his bloodline in the past. The Enduring demon sect might be restored if those techniques turn out to belong to that organization.'


Noah thought as he began to fly back toward the western coast, but he decided to leave a few words before his departure.


"I might have other tasks that concern the territories of the Shandal Empire in the future. I will personally inform the Patriarch of the hospitality provided by the Wardens."


The group from the Empire could only stare as his figure disappeared in the distance after those words.


The human soldiers heaved a sigh of relief when they saw Noah leaving, but Icy Cascade remained somewhat worried.


She couldn't understand if Noah was threatening her, or just trying to be polite.


Either way, it was clear that he would return, he wouldn't have just warned her otherwise.


Noah simply flew back to the Lutren nation after that meeting.


There was a teleportation matrix connected with the Coral archipelago there, and Noah didn't mind wasting a few weeks to deliver the corpse of the possible descendant of the Enduring demon sect.


He was taking the slowest approach to the task on purpose, he was enjoying the freedom that his new mission had given him after all.


The long flights could be used to translate diagrams, train, and meditate on his individuality, the task didn't hinder his growth in any way.


'The clues concerning the Morphing demon sect lead to the Utra nation, but I don't see the Royals welcoming me as the Empire has done. I should focus on the central area of the old continent for now.'


Noah thought as he resumed his journey, the next clues pointed toward the mystical fog.
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                        The demon sects had escaped from the Papral nation, so it was reasonable to think that most of them had set new homes near its borders.


Noah flew toward the nation of Efrana and began to interrogate any tribe that he found.


Efrana nation was the first independent country after the mystical fog, there was a high chance that some exiled demon sect had decided to establish itself there in the past.


The power of the tribes that inhabited that land was low, even the strongest ones would only have one heroic cultivator in their ranks.


It couldn't be helped, the Empire and the Council would just recruit any tribe that had managed to give birth to heroic cultivators in that miserable condition.


After all, the tribes there were continuously used as cannon fodder, cultivators that could survive the wars between two big nations and become stronger at the same time were highly valued.


Noah didn't need to pay anyone there, his cultivation level and the threat of the organization behind him were enough to obtain all the answers that he needed.


The pieces of information obtained by the tribes were fragmented, even the older tribes there only had knowledge passed down by the previous rulers of the central areas.


Sometimes Noah had to explore the nearby territories to follow the leads created by the information gathered.


It was needless to say that the process took a while, Noah had to fly back and forth along the border of the Papral nation to uncover the events that had happened in the last thousand years.


Noah flew from the Efrana nation to the danger zones that surrounded it.


He explored the danger zones to then reach for the encampments of the Empire, where he was received by other heroic cultivators that belonged to the Wardens.


It took a bit of Credits and insights, but, in the end, he obtained a general understanding of the fate of four demon sects.


'The Bleeding demon sect and the Thieving demon sect had been powerful tribes in Efrana nation in the past. It seemed that they wanted to build a nation back then, but the joint influence of the Council and Empire had forced them to give up on that dream. Those big nations should have recruited them after that since the records state their sudden disappearance.'


Noah thought as he hovered in the sky over Efrana nation.


That knowledge had been mostly gathered from the stronger tribes, and the rumors passed down by the older ones.


There was bound to be some inaccuracy, but there was a limit to how much Noah could do about that.


Reaching that conclusion was already far more than enough.


'The Severing demon sect had passed through Efrana nation too, but it didn't stop here. It marched toward the eastern coast and clashed with the Empire. The sect lost the battle, and its members were enslaved. It possible that some of their descendants are still around in some slave camps, but I can't recognize them.'





The Severing demon sect was specialized in unorthodox martial arts, it didn't focus on the bloodline of its members like the Enduring demon sect.


Noah couldn't distinguish its descendants from the other slaves without such apparent features, so he had simply thanked the envoy from the Wardens with a few thousand Credits and left the camp where his clues had led him.


'The Suffering demon sect had gone toward the western coast in its escape. It followed the path of the Chasing demon sect, but its tracks stop in the Scarlet mountain chain.'


The Scarlet mountain chain was a rank 5 danger zone inhabited by eagle-type and hawk-type magical beasts.


The area was quite chaotic, Noah had only been able to do a quick search before two rank 5 magical beasts in the middle tier noticed his presence.


However, that made him almost sure that the demon sect had been destroyed when it entered that area.


The Suffering demon sect didn't have a rank 5 cultivators before the exile, its survival in a rank 5 danger zone was nearly impossible.


'The Morphing demon sect or its remains should be in the Utra nation, and I can't return there yet. That leaves me with the Flying demon sect and the Dreaming demon sect.'


Noah's list only had two demon sects left.


Yet, no matter how much Noah had searched and investigated, he didn't find any trace of them.


That could lead only to three possibilities.


The first one was that they had been destroyed before leaving the Papral nation.


The second one was that the information about them had vanished during the last thousand years.


That scenario though saw them destroyed in some danger zone or enslaved by the Empire.


Clues about them would surely appear in the case of their survival, only thorough destruction could erase their traces in that way.


The third and only possibility that Noah could affect saw both demon sects inhabiting the mystical fog.


'There are bound to be rank 5 creatures inside the fog, but my natural awareness should be enough to keep me safe. Also, there shouldn't be any other area in the old continent so full of powerful magical beasts. I might benefit from its exploration.'


Noah thought as he turned his gaze toward the north.


The mystical fog divided the border between the Papral nation and the Empire, and it became thinner only in the Efrana nation.


He knew that mighty beings had artificially created both the mystical fog and the mountain chain on the other side of the continent, but the purpose behind their existence still escaped his mind.


Those creations were simply too old, even older than the Empire.


Only the god in the Mortal Lands could know something about them, but even that wasn't certain.


Noah thought for a while before deciding to explore the mystical fog.


Benefits usually accompanied risks, and Noah was enjoying that period of exploration too much to put a stop to it so soon.


Also, Noah felt that his dantian was nearing the long-awaited breakthrough, and he would gladly accelerate its arrival by acting according to his desires.


He had even translated the diagrams of the Dark ray spell, and Dark cover spell that he had abandoned since he became a rank 4 mage.


It was time to make some modifications since reaching the liquid stage would grant him deeper reserves of Breath.


Those modifications would need many tests, and only a danger zone featured enough threats to keep his mind sharp and focused on the task.


Noah stopped hesitating when he made his mind and sent a mental message to inform the Hive about his decision.


Then, he flew toward the north, and his figure disappeared as he entered the thick, gray fog.
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                        The mystical fog was confirmed to be at least a rank 5 danger zone, but Noah believed that there had to be at least one rank 6 creature in that vast and unexplored area.


Magical beasts would naturally thrive in the absence of cultivators, especially in a vast territory that hadn't been the target of cleaning operations for who knows how long.


Also, the mystical fog seemed to be undergoing a slow but steady expansion, which was a clear sign that the fauna inside it was prospering.


Noah flew through the fog at an average pace.


The environment obstructed his vision, but his powerful mind was enough to fend off the effects that the fog generally had on weaker mental spheres.


His natural awareness further enhanced the investigative capabilities of his sea of consciousness, there was no risk that he would lose himself or fail to notice a threat.


Packs of magical beasts led by rank 3 creatures appeared now and then, but Noah completely disregarded their presence.


He was in peripheral areas that some tribes and even travelers looking for quick gains would explore from time to time.


Information about the two lost demon sects would have appeared if they had established their new homes there.


Noah was sure that he had to go deeper to find something that could reveal more about their fate.


Of course, that would happen only if the demon sects had acted according to the third scenario that Noah had visualized.


Flashes of dark light randomly appeared around Noah as he kept on flying, they were the effects caused by the failures of his tests.


He wasn't only venturing in the mystical fog and paying attention to his surroundings, part of his focus was on the wills created after the translation of the six diagrams.


He had chosen to make modifications to the Dark ray and Dark cover spell first since their power was only up to the third rank, which meant that their diagrams were far more straightforward than those of the other spells in his possession.


His efforts were focused on the Dark ray spell right now since it was the simpler of the two.


The spell created a black ray made of mental energy and Breath, only martial arts could be more straightforward in their effects compared to that attack.


That gave Noah enough confidence in completing the modifications in a short amount of time, and succeeding in the task would give him the confirmation that he could raise the level of specific diagrams.


After all, it was just a matter of finding the right harmony between the two energies and expanding the intrinsic limits of the original diagram.


Packs led by rank 4 beasts began to appear as Noah reached deeper parts of the mystical fog, but he ignored them too.


He would rather spend his time training his mental sphere and modifying spells than wasting it over creatures that couldn't increase his power nor satisfy his hunger.





That approach changed when he began to sense the presence of rank 5 beasts.


The mystical fog was a peculiar environment that featured a quite variegated fauna.


However, there was a species of creatures that could be considered in charge of that danger zone.


'Fog demons are a rare kind of insect-type magical beast that can use the fog around them to assume various shapes. They are considered far below the average in terms of power compared to other species since they can only manipulate the fog and not create it, but they are extremely dangerous in this area.'


Noah reviewed the information about the rulers of that danger zone in his mind as soon as he sensed the first rank 5 creature.


The appearance of such a powerful beast signaled Noah's entrance in the deepest area of the mystical fog, but also the arrival of worthy prey.


Noah immediately stopped his tests and changed direction to fly toward the powerful presence in the distance.


His consciousness was soon able to see a tall hyena roaring at a pack of smaller ones.


The tall hyena's body wasn't solid, but it carried properties similar to Noah's Demonic form.


'I've read that they could imitate other species and impersonate them, but it's still amazing to witness it. I guess the right environment can put one of the weakest species at the top of the food chain.'


Noah thought as he flew right above the transformed rank 5 Fog demon while making sure that the beast didn't notice him.


The beast seemed able to sense that something was off, but it couldn't be able to pinpoint the cause of that feeling.


Also, controlling magical beasts of a different species was a tiring task, most of its control had to be on those rank 4 hyenas.


Noah had no intention of fighting the beast on even ground.


He had already tested his strength against the Hairy ox, he was only hunting to feed himself now.


The Fog demon under him was a rank 5 magical beast in the lower tier, and it had clear weaknesses that could be exploited with enough preparation.


Noah began to charge the Dark blast spell with the energy contained inside his Liquid dantian and waited for the attack to absorb enough power to break the thick layer of fog that surrounded the real body of the Fog demon.


Noah simply threw the massive, uneven sphere toward the ground when he felt that the spell had reached the required energy.


The Fog demon noticed the attack at that point, but it was too late.


The spell crashed on the pack and released an explosion that even dispersed part of the fog in the area.


The hyenas in the fourth rank and below turned into dust as soon as the blast engulfed their bodies, while the Fog demon only lost the condensed fog around its shape in the explosion.


A one-meter long ant was revealed after the fog around it was dispersed, and Noah could finally lay his gaze on the real body of that creature.


Of course, he was already aware of its physical features, and he didn't hesitate to exploit the favorable condition that he had created.


Noah dived toward the terrain while using the Shadow sprint martial art fueled by the Liquid dantian.


His sudden acceleration made him reach such a high speed that even his mind found it hard to keep track of his movements.


Yet, he didn't need to see where he was going since he had already set the trajectory beforehand.


A shockwave spread in the area as Noah crashed on the defenseless body of the Fog demon.


The ground crumbled, and fissures filled the terrain around the spot where the two rank 5 creatures had clashed.


Noah was so fast that the ground was able to stop his descent only after he had dug it for hundreds of meters.


When he stopped, the lifeless body of the rank 5 ant was under him.


The power behind the impact had reduced it to a pulp.
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                        The bodies of the Fog demons were fairly weak, but their ability to manipulate the fog around them was somewhat threatening.


The form that they assumed would work as a defensive layer that could launch various attacks at the same time.


Also, they could replenish the expended fog rather quickly if the environment around them had enough of it.


Of course, they would be at their weakest when their gaseous armor was destroyed.


Knowledge was power only if a cultivator had the strength to make use of it, and Noah met those standards.


The charged Dark blast spell dispersed the armor of the creature, and his sudden dive exploited the instants in which the beast was defenseless.


The Shadow sprint martial art, fueled with the energy inside his Liquid dantian, made him reach an incredible speed.


The Fog demon could only feel a mountain falling over its small body before it was reduced to a pulp.


Noah gathered the remains of the corpse of the ant and flew back in the air.


The ruckus that he had created would surely attract other powerful beings nearby, and he didn't want to give those creatures any advantage over him.


He had been able to kill a rank 5 beast so quickly because of his preparations and knowledge, but the battle would have been different if the creature had noticed his presence.


The Fog demon would have relentlessly attacked Noah while refilling the depleted fog, leaving him no openings to exploit.


The gaseous armor had to be dispersed in one powerful attack, or the outcome of the battle would depend on their endurance.


Noah ate the corpse in a few bites, and he couldn't help but sigh in dissatisfaction when he felt the amount of nourishment that it provided.


'As expected from such weak species of magical beasts, half of the Hairy ox body would have satisfied me more.'


Noah evaluated when he felt the energy contained in the rank 5 creature being absorbed by his body.


The size of a magical beast's body wasn't a reliable indicator of the Breath contained inside it, but the Fog demons were weak other than small.


That meal was surely above the standards of the fourth rank, but it was still barely able to satisfy him.


'I guess I should strive for quantity in this environment. I can't waste this chance.'


It didn't happen that often to find rank 5 magical beasts that could be easily hunted, and Noah wasn't going to be picky because they weren't as nourishing as the Hairy ox.


Noah resumed his flight inside the deepest areas of the mystical fog.


Unfortunately for him, he was only able to find another solitary rank 5 ant in the lower tier before packs led by Fog demons in the same rank but in the middle tier began to appear.


Noah hunted the creature in the lower tier before being forced to raise his height to avoid the natural awareness of those stronger beings.





The central areas of the mystical fog were the lairs of the real rulers of that danger zone, Noah wouldn't be surprised if creatures in the upper tier began to appear.


His guess was on point, but nothing above the fifth rank appeared, and the thickness of the fog slowly diminished as he advanced.


The faint shape of the sun could be seen again from under the layer of gray gas. 


Noah took that sign as a warning.


The dispersion of the mystical fog only meant that he had almost reached the other side of the danger zone.


There would be the Papral nation on that side, and Noah didn't want to enter its domain.


Ravaging Demon was part of the Council for what Noah knew, and he wouldn't be safe in that country with a natural enemy in such a high position.


'I flew in a straight line through the mystical fog, but I didn't find any trace of the Flying demon sect and Dreaming demon sect. I should explore this danger zone from the west to the east now.'


Noah decided when he saw that the previous approach didn't uncover anything.


He would simply give up and return to the new continent if even that exploration didn't bring any result.


After all, he had tracked down all the demon sects that had survived after the exile and brought those that he could recognize back to the Hive.


The others had been either recruited by the three big nations or enslaved in a war.


Noah had done everything in his power, but the one thousand years that had passed since the exile created hurdles that even his power couldn't overcome.


A second exploration began, the only difference was that Noah wanted to sweep the danger zone from coast to coast at that time.


He started from the west coast and began to move toward the east, making sure to explore both the outer and central areas inside the fog.


That approach took far longer, but it was thorough and would give Noah some level of certainties.


Noah didn't mind using his time in that way.


He was still training, and the random appearance of rank 5 beasts in the lower tier allowed him to improve the level of his body.


It was as if he was a new creature ready to destabilize the food chain of that environment.


The fauna there had stagnated for centuries, Noah wouldn't be surprised if the Fog demons had forgotten the feeling of being the prey.


Noah went through the entirety of the mystical fog between the western coast and the Efrana nation, hunting three more rank 5 ants in the process.


However, he didn't find anything that uncovered some clues about the two demon sects' disappearance.


The fog became scarce when he flew in the sky over Efrana nation, but it soon filled his vision again when he crossed its borders.


The environment on that side of the danger zone was similar to that near the western coast.


There was still a variegated fauna, and Fog demons were ruling its central areas, but Noah was able to notice that the fog there was somewhat thicker.


'The real danger is here then.'


Noah thought as he flew toward the eastern coast.


A few rank 5 Fog demons appeared, but those in the lower tier seemed to always move in groups of two.


It was as if there was some sort of innate organization between their ranks.


The cause behind that organization soon became clear since Noah sensed the faint presence of a threatening being in the distance.


'There was a creature in the sixth rank after all.'


Noah stopped his tracks at that point.


The mystical fog was confirmed to be a rank 6 danger zone now, Noah had to take additional measures to ensure his safety.


'I'll return here after I apply modifications on the Dark cover spell.'


Noah flew toward a danger zone outside of the mystical fog when he thought that.


He needed a safe environment where to test his wills.
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                        The Dark cover spell made use of the natural darkness of the night to cover the figure of the cultivator casting it.


Noah had never relied on it because of that restriction and the limit to the power of its diagram.


However, the appearance of a rank 6 creature in the area that he needed to explore made him reevaluate his priorities.


The modifications on the Dark ray spell had been almost completed, but Noah didn't need it right now.


He could always pick up from where he had left in the future.


Yet, now he needed something that could allow him to fly unnoticed through the mystical fog.


Of course, he knew that a normal spell wouldn't be able to deceive the natural awareness of a rank 6 beast, but the conditions in that danger zone were quite favorable to him.


The fog naturally affected the perception of the living beings living inside it, and the Fog demons weren't an exception.


Also, the senses of the specimens of that species would be further limited when the gaseous armor surrounded their real bodies.


The Fog demons were able to thrive in the mystical fog, but they were still a weak species, any expert in the magical beasts' field would be able to exploit their weaknesses.


Noah already had a few ideas on how to modify the Dark cover spell.


He had completed the translation of its diagram during his travel, but he couldn't rely on something that could only be activated during nighttime.


Luckily for him, the Cursed dragons naturally absorbed the light in the environment to nourish their lungs.


That feature created a constant dark halo around their bodies, and Noah wasn't an exception.


'Instead of the darkness of the night, I need to make use of the darkness created when I absorb the light around me.'


That was Noah's idea regarding the modifications needed to improve the Dark cover spell.


Noah reached the Scarlet mountain chain and chose one of the seemingly empty mountain peaks as his training area.


Chasing Demon's task didn't have a time limit, and he didn't mind focusing on his spells for a while now that he found a situation that required them.


The first step in the modification was to alter the structure of the will created when Noah translated the diagram.


The tricky part was that the original spell made use of the natural abundance of the darkness element during the night to fuel its effects.


Noah could keep that feature, but he also wanted to create a way to make use of the spell during the day, which meant finding a different source of darkness.


The natural dark halo that surrounded him wasn't enough to match the night, but Noah could make up for that with the Breath inside his dantian.


That approach would make the final product a bit more expensive for what concerned the energies needed to activate it, but it would be worth it if it made Noah able to take by surprise cultivators on his same level during the day.





The next hurdle was the expansion of its limits.


Noah needed to spend a lot of time finding the right method to push the power of that translated diagram so that it could become useful in the fourth rank.


He couldn't just stretch the meanings contained in his will, and he also needed to reestablish the previous harmony once he improved its power.


The difficulty of that task though couldn't match that of the translation and modification of the Warp spell.


Every diagram was simple compared to a spell that could accompany a cultivator through the entirety of its journey.


It took Noah a little less than four months to complete the modifications to the Dark cover spell and perfect its harmony.


A dark but void human shape hovered over the sea inside his mind when the process was over.


That was the new form that his spell had taken after all the improvements.


'This should allow me to fly through the eastern part of the mystical fog without alerting its rulers.'


Noah evaluated when he analyzed the will and decided that it was time to resume his exploration.


He returned in the danger zone that divided the areas of influence of the two big nations, in the spot where he had first sensed the rank 6 creature.


That oppressing presence was still there when he returned there, it seemed that the creature didn't move at all during those months.


Noah quickly fueled the will inside his mind with the energy contained inside his Liquid dantian and mental energy.


Part of the will was consumed during that process, but a dark layer slowly formed over Noah's skin and covered the entirety of his body due to its effects.


The dark layer was formed by the darkness that his body naturally created and the Breath in his dantian.


However, the spell was fueled by his mental energy and Liquid dantian.


That allowed Noah to push the power of the spell to the solid stage without emptying his dantian.


The layer perfectly adhered to his body, Noah was barely able to notice it.


Yet, he could feel that his presence was somewhat faint and that his figure radiated an even darker halo.


He wasn't invisible, but a cultivator would only able to see a black spot in broad daylight.


'The effects are similar to Elder Julia's hiding methods. I should still avoid entering the line of sight of the beasts and cultivators if I want to surprise them. However, I can go completely unnoticed in environments similar to this.'


Noah nodded when he thought that.


The new Dark cover spell turned out to be a situational ability even with all those modifications, but Noah was satisfied with it.


Perfect abilities didn't exist, cultivators could only have a set of skills that could give them an advantage in every situation.


Noah resumed the exploration of the eastern side of the mystical fog after he activated the spell.


He still increased his height when he flew over the area where the rank 6 creature was staying.


There was a limit to how much a spell could do against such a powerful being after all.


The exploration continued peacefully, and Noah even found the chance to kill another rank 5 Fog demon in the lower tier at some point.


The Dark cover spell lasted for a few hours, so Noah was forced to reactivate it whenever its effects began to wear off.


Nevertheless, that wasn't an issue, those hours were more than enough to refill his centers of power.


Noah began to think that even the eastern side of the mystical fog didn't contain any clues of the two demon sects since he was about to reach the east coast of the old continent.


However, it was at that point that he noticed strange lines on a random spot on the ground.


The lines didn't shine, but they were part of some sort of formation, and Noah didn't hesitate to analyze them.
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                        Noah dived toward the terrain as soon as he made sure that the area was safe.


The lines stretched for a while, they created a large formation that covered an area a few hundred meters large.


Noah knew that such a formation could be considered big according to usual standards, but he didn't have much knowledge about that field.


He had seen many teleportation matrixes and the shining lines of the copying formation in Chasing Demon's old training area, but he had never studied that inscription method.


Yet, June had given him a brief explanation.


Generally speaking, formations worked as large diagrams that only required Breath to function once set.


Their effects originated from the precious materials and meanings that the formation master put inside the lines when the formation was created.


Inscriptions added meanings and effects to certain items through the same process, but the will used was far denser compared to other inscription methods.


Runes were condensed meanings that took specific forms, and that could produce the intended effects only when a large number of them were used.


Instead, formations used faint meanings, precious materials, and vast arrays to work.


Those were the three leading schools when it came to inscriptions, and all three of them had variegated branches.


The Elemental forging method was a branch of the first category that used incredibly strong wills to fuse precious materials and make them surpass their natural limits.


June's Perfect circuit was a branch of the third category that used her centers of power as cores and her body as a precious material.


Countless branches had appeared through history, but only so many of them had managed to survive the discoveries and achievements that happened through the years.


For example, Divine Demon's inscription method was a branch that made use of both Attunement method and formations and could be considered quite innovative even in the current era.


Of course, Noah knew only the general description of each category, but he had never studied them since the Elemental forging method was a perfect match for his peculiar situation.


He had only learnt from June that formations required a long period of study due to the nature of the materials and lines used to create them.


Each material would express a different effect depending on the meaning applied and the form of the lines.


Formation masters could only learn to predict those effects by testing every material in different ways and adding that knowledge to their studies, it was a vast field filled with long periods of collection of data.


June was better off compared to most students of the formations' filed since she inherited Eccentric Thunder's accumulated knowledge in the matter.


Yet, she would have to perform those tests once her path led her in areas that Eccentric Thunder didn't explore.





'The materials used to trace these lines appear quite consumed. How old is this formation?'


Noah thought as he analyzed the lines of the array inside the mystical fog.


The lines of the formation were still intact, and no trace of erosion could be seen on its surface.


However, the materials inside them were old and rotten, Noah could even smell traces of mold from it.


'I can recognize some similarity with the teleportation matrixes that I've seen, but there are also a lot of differences. I wonder if it works.'


Noah could only compare that array to the others that he had encountered through his life, but there was a limit to how much he could understand.


'A teleportation matrix would explain the complete lack of clues concerning the Flying demon sect and Dreaming demons sect. Might as well try it.'


Noah took a few hundred Credits from his space-ring and threw them inside the formation.


The formation autonomously absorbed the Breath contained inside those shining crystals, and some light began to be radiated by its lines.


However, the light soon vanished, and the Credits turned into dust when the Breath inside them was depleted.


'It works, but the energy wasn't enough to activate it.'


Noah thought as he observed the process.


It was needless to say that the formation interested him.


It was something that had remained hidden in the depths of a danger zone for who knows how long, that array wasn't mentioned even when he studied the records concerning the mystical fog.


Noah flew again in the air and decided to finish his exploration of the danger zone.


He would focus on the formation only after he made sure that no clues about the two demon sects could be found inside the fog.


The exploration turned out to be fruitless, he didn't even find other rank 5 creatures in the lower tier to hunt.


He didn't expect to find traces left by the demon sects after discovering the formation, but he still wanted to finish his exploration.


The mystical fog seemed suitable to become his hunting area in the future, and he wanted to have a clear understanding of it before focusing on other matters.


In the end, he returned to the spot where he found the array after sending a few mental messages with his inscribed notebook.


The messages had been sent to the rank 5 elders of the Hive, but even their knowledge carried no trace of that array.


'This formation might be as old as the mystical fog, even Chasing Demon knew nothing about it.'


Noah guessed when he heard the elders' answers.


Ordinary cultivators had no reason to explore the mystical fog, and those in the heroic ranks wouldn't venture in an area that couldn't provide them any benefit.


Not all danger zones could be turned into sources of income, the desert on the southwestern coast was an example of that.


Also, the mystical fog was easily crossable in the Efrana nation, there was no need to venture through its deepest parts to reach the opposite area of influence.


'Let's see where it goes.'


Noah began to throw Credits inside the formation as soon as he took that decision.


The array absorbed the Breath inside the Credits, and its lines began to shine as more and more energy filled their surface.


The power radiated by the lines soon surpassed the human ranks and reached for the heroic ones, but the formation kept on absorbing Breath nonetheless.


Noah continued to throw Credits until all the lines began to exude a white light, and their functioning appeared to have reached some sort of harmony.


The formation was active and stable.


Noah didn't dare to step inside it blindly and summoned Havok to test it.


The Night falcon came out of Noah's sleeveless arm and left a trail of corrosive black smoke as it flew inside the light.


The formation flickered at that point, and Noah lost control of his Blood companion.


Havok's body was destroyed when that control was severed, but it soon reformed over his shoulder as if nothing had happened.


Noah kept his eyes closed as he focused on the foggy images that his Blood companion had shared with his mind during the teleportation.


A vast, dark-blue sky had filled Havoc's vision for an instant.
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                        The images shared by Havok were confused and cloudy.


It couldn't be helped, the connection with the Blood companion was able to hold on only for less than an instant after the teleportation.


Yet, Noah was able to make out the color and the nature of the sky in that short moment.


'It seems quite large.'


Noah thought as he opened his eyes to stare at the formation.


The light radiated by the lines dispersed when the accumulated energy was depleted, and the array returned to its previous state.


However, it seemed that its activation had restored some shine to the old materials inside the lines.


Even the smell of mold had mostly gone away.


'A formation that restores itself through the Breath that fuels it? Quite spectacular.'


That discovery amazed Noah.


Everything in the world had to face the inevitable erosion generated by the passage of time.


It was something natural and impossible to stop, time couldn't be halted, not even in the heroic ranks.


So, a formation capable of restoring itself when activated was a piece of art, it surely was the work of a mighty expert!


'June's expertise might improve if she studied it. Well, I'll remember to mention it the next time we met.'


Noah began to throw Credits inside the array again as he put those thoughts in the back of his mind.


He wasn't interested in the formations' field, and that old masterpiece couldn't give him any benefit.


He simply wanted to know where the teleportation would bring him.


Havok flew from his shoulder to land inside the formation when it was fully activated.


Confused images appeared in Noah's mind once again, but he didn't analyze them just yet.


He continued to throw Credits inside the array to keep it active while his Blood companion's body reconstructed next to him.


Then, he sent Havok inside the shining lines again.


Havok kept on being destroyed every time the formation teleported it. 


Still, Noah completely disregarded the pain that the process caused and continued to use the Blood companion to gather information.


The process was quite expensive, Noah was forced to waste thousands of Credits for each activation of the array.


However, he preferred that approach.


Blindly using an unknown teleportation matrix that was too dangerous, Noah wouldn't dare to step inside it without inspecting the environment on the other side first.


Noah had to send Havok inside the formation dozens of times before obtaining a somewhat clear picture of the scenery on the other side of the array.


He had been forced to waste a bit less than two million Credits to reach that result, and even Havok's ethereal figure had been wounded after that cycle of destruction and reconstruction.


Nevertheless, he now had enough information to formulate a few possible hypotheses.





'It doesn't lead anywhere. It's the entrance to an extremely realistic separate dimension!'


The first thing that he discovered was that the formation wasn't a teleportation matrix, but a door!


'It's something similar to Eccentric Thunder's inheritance ground, only more stable. I would have easily confused it with the real world if I hadn't performed so many inspections.'


Noah could understand it from the lack of visible runes in the sky and ground.


The sky was dark-blue, which seemed to shine on its own, and the ground was a vast prairie covered in dark-green grass.


The detail that made him understand that it was a separate dimension though was the presence of two red moons almost hidden on two opposite sides of the horizon.


'The red moons illuminated lands in the distance, and even Havok's sight couldn't evaluate how far away they were. This separate dimension is vast, maybe vaster than Eccentric Thunder's inheritance ground.'


Noah continued to sort the information in his mind.


The idea that the array led to another world had crossed his mind for a second, but he quickly discarded it.


Noah came from a different world, so he knew that there could be other Mortal Lands out there.


Yet, he didn't believe that a few thousand Credits were enough to perform that kind of teleportation, which ultimately led him to the conclusion that the area was a separate dimension.


The second important thing that he managed to discover was that the density of Breath in that dimension was extremely low.


'Who would bother to build such a large area without tuning the Breath inside it according to its needs? That seems unlikely. I'm more inclined to believe that some powerful being inside it has absorbed it.'


That conclusion felt obvious inside his mind.


Creating a separate dimension took an incredible amount of time, money, and efforts, no one would create something so grand without perfecting a vital detail such as the density of Breath inside it.


The cause of the scarcity of that energy had to find its origin in external forces, which could either be human cultivators, magical plants, and magical beasts.


Noah waited for a few hours to pass before resuming his gathering of information.


He mainly focused on observing the movements of the red moons and the lands that they illuminated.


The moons moved slowly, but the light that they radiated made Noah able to understand a few details of the areas in the distance.


There seemed to be mostly prairies, with some small hills now and then.


Also, he wasn't able to see even one life form except for the dark-green grass.


The separate dimension appeared utterly desolate.


Yet, during the second day next to the old formation, Havok managed to capture the images of what seemed roofs.


'Cultivators!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind when his Blood companion shared the sight of the roofs reflecting the red light of the moons.


'There can't be many strong creatures due to the scarcity of Breath, and there might even be something interesting hidden inside!'


Noah quickly sent mental messages to the elders at that point.


He was aware that the two demon sects had probably used the formation during the escape and that there had to be a reason why they didn't come out for all those years.


Yet, he was eager to explore that new land, it was straightforward but intense curiosity!


The dimension didn't even appear too dangerous for his level.


After all, he had flown over a rank 6 Fog demon just recently, what would he even fear if he was careful?


The elders agreed with his hypotheses and left the matter of the exploration to him.


They knew that the Demon Prince had to be left free to follow his individuality, they would never hinder his path on purpose.


Also, Noah was more than skilled in surviving in unknown environments. 


There was no one more suitable than him to explore a forgotten separate dimension.


Noah simply waited until Havok's ethereal figure healed before activating the old formation and stepping inside it.


The light radiated by the lines flickered, and his figure was nowhere to be seen after that radiance dispersed.
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                        Noah felt some pressure being applied to his mental sphere as the formation led him inside the separate dimension.


A long time had passed since a similar pressure was able to affect his mind, but he could easily endure it.


That pressure vanished at some point, and Noah directly cast the Dark cover spell before even opening his eyes.


He was almost sure that the separate dimension wasn't too dangerous for him, but he didn't mind being careful.


A dark layer covered his figure as he flew higher in the sky to take a better look at the environment with his real eyes.


Vast prairies spread for kilometers in all directions, and small hills appeared from time to time on the horizon.


The two red moons stood up in the sky, they seemed about to overlap in a matter of hours.


No star could be seen in the sky, and its dark-blue color radiated a soft light that filled the entirety of the separate dimension with an eerie and obscure feeling.


The Breath was as scarce just as Havok had sensed, Noah guessed that cultivators wouldn't be even able to reach the second rank in that environment.


Yet, his dantian wasn't affected by that issue.


Heroic cultivators absorbed the Breath inside the matter, the energy that carried a trace of the laws of their element.


They would be able to train their dantians as long as there was matter.


Only his body seemed to complain about that density since it still absorbed the Breath in the air.


However, Noah's stash of corpses of rank 4 magical beasts was so large that it would take decades to deplete it.


There wasn't any living being in the area, the only form of life seemed to be the dark-green grass that grew from the terrain.


'Is it even a lifeform?'


Noah questioned himself about the grass as he flew toward the ground.


His doubt turned out to be on point.


The grass turned into Breath of various elements when Noah took a handful of it from the ground and squeezed it in his palm.


That was the last confirmation that he needed for what concerned the nature of that environment, he was now entirely sure that he was inside a separate dimension.


That discovery further increased his amazement.


The sky and ground were incredibly lifelike, it was as if someone had directly moved a real environment in that realm.


That method had been used in the Royal Inheritance and was already spectacular in many ways.


Yet, that dimension perfectly recreated a real world without even showing the slight ripple on its fabric.


'Same school as Eccentric Thunder, but far better executed.'


Noah concluded in his mind before returning in the air to analyze his surroundings.


His gaze swept the areas far in the distance and stopped when he saw the shapes of the roofs that he had noticed through Havok's eyes.


He began to fly toward that sign of human life without dispersing his hiding spell.





He wasn't sure that he would find cultivators, and he couldn't be certain that they would be friendly.


So, he kept the Dark cover spell active in case he needed to perform a surprise attack.


Noah flew for an entire day through that motionless scenery.


The wind didn't blow in the separated dimension, and the only event that could make anyone keep track of the time was the movement of the moons.


Noah didn't find problems regarding that feature, his mind couldn't be affected so easily.


Two massive castles appeared in his view at some point.


They were tall buildings that didn't reflect the modern architecture found in the structures of the Utra nation and Coral archipelago, and both of them exuded an ancient aura.


It soon became apparent that those castles belonged to a different era.


Their aura didn't surprise Noah, that feature was in line with the age of the formation after all.


Yet, he couldn't help but stop his advance when he noticed that other small habitations surrounded by large yards covered the prairie around the castles.


The habitations were nothing more than one-story houses, but what surprised Noah was that he could sense traces of life coming from inside them!


Noah wanted to investigate further, but one of the castles suddenly radiated a wave of subtle energy that reached for him.


'Have I been discovered?'


Noah was amazed when he saw those mental waves coming for him, but he quickly flew higher in the air to dodge them.


The mental waves didn't react to his movement, they simply continued to move forward and dispersed in the air at a few hundred meters from his position.


'They don't seem to be controlled by a heroic cultivator. Maybe it's some kind of automatic feature of the castles.'


Noah's interest toward those buildings rose at that point, but the same could be said for his awareness.


There were traces of life and inscribed items in a separate dimension that had remained hidden inside the mystical fog for more than a thousand years. 


There couldn't be anything simple behind them.


Noah slowly neared the houses again and used his mental energy to analyze their insides.


Humans slept inside them, and Noah guessed that he had arrived during what they considered night time.


However, he was soon able to notice that something was off.


'There isn't any lifeform around here. How can they even survive?'


The grass was made of Breath, and those humans were mostly commoners, only a few of them were cultivators in the first rank.


Yet, humans couldn't survive without nourishments even when they reached the heroic ranks, so Noah couldn't understand how could those rank 1 cultivators be alive in such a barren land.


"You out there, stop hiding. I'm too old to play hide and seek."


Those words suddenly resounded from the same castle that had sent the mental waves.


The words weren't spoken by a voice but conveyed through the consciousness of the being inside the structure.


The only existence in the area who had a consciousness strong enough to hear them was Noah, so it was clear that they were directed to him.


'He doesn't know my precise position, but he is aware that someone has entered the range of the castles. He should be in the fifth rank.'


Noah evaluated in his mind.


A male voice carried those mental words, and the cultivator behind them had managed to notice something even when Noah was using the Dark cover spell fueled by the energy inside his Liquid dantian.


The cultivator in the castle could only be an existence in the fifth rank to notice someone hidden behind a spell with the power of a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage.


"Who are you?"


Noah used his consciousness to ask that question.


His mental waves carried his words as they reached for the castles.


A long moment of silence followed his question, and Noah calmly waited in the air while keeping the energy inside his Liquid dantian ready to fuel the Shadow sprint martial art.


Then, an answer came.


"I am Flying Demon."
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                        The words conveyed through the consciousness of the existence inside the castle carried intense tinges of pride.


However, Noah had survived in his long journeys as a lone cultivator because he didn't leave anything to chance.


He was only able to make out the power of the entity inside the castle, but he didn't know anything about his real intentions or situation.


To put it simply, he didn't trust him.


The consciousnesses of the two heroic cultivators didn't send other messages.


Noah remained silent as he observed the reactions of the man inside the castle, and the latter waited for some sort of answer that never arrived.


In the end, the rank 5 cultivator put an end to that silence.


"Who are you, silent one?"


"The Demon Prince of the Chasing demon sect."


"Huh!?"


Flying Demon couldn't help but gave a real voice to his surprise when he heard Noah's answer.


His gasp resounded in the area and startled the commoners and rank 1 cultivators living around the castle.


Those men and women came out of their habitations wearing confused expressions.


However, they soon kowtowed toward the castles and began to chant what seemed to be a prayer.


"Praised be the ancient one, for his blood is prosperity."


"Praised be the ancient one, for his blood is hope."


"Praised be the ancient one, for his blood is life."


The kowtowed men and women repeated those lines in unison.


Noah didn't let any detail of that scene escape his eyes and ears.


He saw how those humans appeared used to that procedure, they had an innate synergy that couldn't be achieved in a matter of months.


The prayer though didn't have any hidden effects, it was a simple ritual that those people were used to perform.


Of course, Noah didn't ignore the meaning behind the words of the prayer.


'Blood of the ancient one… Is he feeding them with his blood to make them survive in this wasteland?'


Noah instantly linked the two clues in his mind.


Heroic cultivators were existences far above those in the human ranks, an incredible amount of power filled their entire beings.


'It should be possible, at least theoretically. The blood of a rank 5 cultivator would need to go through many processes and purifications to provide the nourishments that humans need to survive, but it should be possible.'


Noah had even activated the Divine deduction technique to analyze every aspect of that situation in the shortest period.


After all, there was a rank 5 cultivator in front of him. 


Nothing had to be left to chance when against such a powerful existence.


The prayer lasted for a few hours, but, when those men and women saw no reactions from the castle, they returned to their habitations to rest.


Noah had remained silent for the whole time, he didn't mind waiting to learn more about that situation.





Yet, he decided to ask a few questions with his consciousness when the crowd under him dispersed.


"Did you keep these people alive with your blood?"


He wasn't worried that his consciousness would be tracked if he kept on releasing mental waves.


The Dark cover spell hid the entirety of his presence, and Flying Demon hadn't been able to pinpoint his location.


That shouldn't happen against someone in the fifth rank, but Noah guessed that there had to be some restrictions on that powerful existence.


Otherwise, why would he just talk instead of coming out to face him?


"Yes."


"Why? It would be a miracle if one of them reached the second rank."


Noah questioned Flying Demon again as soon as the latter answered.


"Because they are the future of the Flying demon sect and Dreaming demon sect. Tell me, how is Rufus? He was only at the peak of the fourth rank back then, but he as an heir now."


Flying Demon's words surprised Noah.


He had heard Chasing Demon's real name only when he listened to Divine Demon's message.


Those words made him start to believe the entity inside the castle, but he still didn't move when he answered.


"Chasing Demon has reached the sixth rank and has tasked me to gather the remains of the demon sects. Our organization is called Hive and would be more than willing to offer protection and support to beings of your caliber."


Flying Demon consciousness flickered when Noah's words reached him, and he went silent for a while before resuming to talk.


"Did he avenge Charming Demon?"


"No, not yet."


"What about the other demon sects?"


"Only ghosts and human cultivators remain, you are the first heroic cultivator that I found during my task."


Flying Demon hesitated a bit before replying to that statement.


"I am a ghost too, Demon Prince of the Chasing demon sect. Come inside, let's talk face to face."


Noah heard that offer but didn't move.


He would never go inside the lair of a rank 5 cultivator that he didn't trust, that act went against all his survival instincts.


Flying Demon didn't take much to understand Noah's personality, he had been one of the leaders of the unorthodox organizations of the Papral nation after all.


"You don't trust me, do you?"


"No."


Noah answered the cultivator's question without showing any hesitation.


He knew fear, he had experienced the feeling of being powerless against an entity far more potent than him.


That was why he couldn't take the first step toward Flying Demon, he would never risk putting himself in one of those helpless situations.


"My Master would like you."


Flying Demon said, and an earthquake filled the area when that phrase ended.


The humans came out of their habitation again to pray, but Noah's attention was on the castle.


The large rocks that made the castle began to float and separate from the main structure, creating a large opening on the surface of the building.


Then, a large wooden throne came out from that opening and flew in the sky above those structures.


Noah saw a skeletal man with disheveled white hair and a long white beard sitting on the floating throne.


Countless needles were stabbed on his half-naked, pale body, which seemed not to have even a trace of muscle tissue left.


Inscriptions covered the surface of those needles, and small drops of blood accumulated on their tips.


Noah couldn't help but think that such a mighty cultivator was nothing more than a half-dead man.


"Don't look down on me. My body is drained, and my dantian is a mess, but I can still do wonders with my sea of consciousness. Follow me now, junior, you have to pay your greetings to Dreaming Demon."


Flying Demon used his rough voice to say those words, and Noah was somewhat able to understand how weakened that rank 5 cultivator was.


His cultivation level wasn't low, Noah guessed that he was on par with Elder Julia, who seemed to be the strongest among the elders.


Yet, he was so weakened that a simple attack could make his body crumble.


Noah decided to follow him at that point.
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                        Noah decided to follow Flying Demon when he understood how weakened he was.


He didn't have the confidence in beating him with his power, but he still had items that could protect him and Chasing Demon's talisman.


Flying Demon couldn't kill him in one attack even if he wanted to, his body alone would be enough to prevent that outcome.


The duo flew toward the other castle where the same event from before happened.


The large rocks that made the surface of that structure began to float and opened a passage to the insides of that inscribed habitation.


Flying Demon directly flew through that passage, but Noah inspected that area for a bit before deciding to follow him inside.


A large hall illuminated by the soft light radiated by a few candles could be seen on the other side of the opening, and a few inscriptions covered the floor of that area.


Noah couldn't sense any threat coming from those inscriptions since they were mostly meant to protect something placed at the center of the hall.


His instincts didn't sense any threat, so he decided to follow the elder seated on the wooden throne.


The hall didn't have anything peculiar except for a large bed placed in its center and surrounded by defensive inscriptions.


A woman was sleeping on the bed, and Noah was surprised to realize that she was another rank 5 cultivator.


"I must warn you."


Flying Demon stopped his tracks and began to speak when Noah laid his eyes on the woman.


"Try anything funny, and I will use all my remaining power to destroy every trace of your existence."


Killing intent accompanied Flying Demon's words, and Noah felt the fear that it generated inside him.


Noah could sense that the ruined elder still had enough power to launch one last full-powered attack and that he was more than willing to use it to protect the sleeping woman.


"Is she Dreaming Demon?"


Noah asked without showing any reaction to that loud threat.


"Yes, and she is the only reason why our sects have survived during the exile."


Flying Demon answered before continuing to float toward the bed.


The defensive inscriptions around Dreaming Demon stopped shining when he flew over them, and Noah understood that the elder was opening a path for him.


Noah silently followed him at that point, and Dreaming Demon's features became more evident when he reached a spot right above her.


She was a beautiful middle-aged woman with extraordinarily long and straight black hair.


A pure skin, her small nose, and a pair of slim eyebrows gave her face a harmonious appearance, but it was evident that her sleep wasn't natural.


She would breathe only every few minutes, and a minimal amount of Breath and mental energy dispersed in the air every time that happened.


'She is constantly weakening in this state. I'm surprised that she is still in the fifth rank.'





Noah thought when he analyzed her cultivation level.


Dreaming Demon seemed a bit stronger than Elder Julia even after who knows how many years in that state.


"How?"


Noah asked that simple question, but Flying Demon understood that he wanted a complete explanation of the situation.


"Our sects have been chased out of the Papral nation during Ravaging Demon's betrayal, but I guess you are already aware of that."


Noah didn't answer and let Flying Demon explain.


After all, he was already a rank 5 cultivator during the exile, his story would be far more detailed compared to the other sources that Noah had questioned.


"Master and Divine Elder Tabitha left their inheritances in the Mortal Lands when they ascended. Master was a demon to his very core, and he wanted the cultivators of demon sects to find and prove themselves worthy of his heritage. Yet, the orthodox sects' focus is on their organizations as a whole rather than on the personal power of their members."


Noah agreed with those words.


Orthodox organizations generally had weaker human assets due to the kind of nurturing that they provided to their members.


However, they made up for that weakness with the higher number of cultivators under their domain.


Also, that nurturing didn't prevent the appearance of exceptional individuals.


Orthodox organizations could give birth to powerful heroic assets since cultivators could obtain a strong individuality even in a peaceful environment, it was simply rarer.


"The Ravaging demon sect secretly joined the Council and obtained part of Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance in exchange for information about the demon sects and their leaders. Ravaging Demon reached the fifth rank in that period, and the Council prepared specific countermeasures for each of us. Our defeat was unavoidable."


Noah didn't show any reaction, but he could somewhat understand Ravaging Demon.


He had found an opportunity to reach the fifth rank and sacrificed all his allies to claim it.


That act required a lot of determination and planning, especially with the threat of a divine being in the Immortal Lands.


The truth was that Noah had already considered exploiting the weakened state of those two rank 5 elders to obtain their dantians, but the task didn't seem feasible.


Also, a large part of him thought that it wasn't worth it.


Adding two rank 5 elders to the ranks of the Hive would directly improve his situation, and he didn't necessarily need those nourishments.


Noah didn't believe that to be the best approach, even if those two dantians were to push his body in the middle tier.


After all, he could obtain the same results while hunting magical beasts, but nothing could compare to increasing the number of rank 5 heroic assets of the Hive.


"Dreaming Demon is a genius and a pioneer in her field. Her techniques allow her to interfere with the Heaven and Earth's will in the world and divine specific aspects or even future events. She managed to divine this separate dimension with her abilities, but the effort has forced her in this state."


Noah couldn't help but think about Ruth when he heard those words.


Yet, he knew that Dreaming Demons' feats were far more amazing since she was forcing Heaven and Earth to reveal something.


"She said that every other path would lead to our destruction, but there was hope for our survival inside this dimension. I still remember her words from a thousand years ago."


A warm smile formed on Flying Demon's skeletal face at that point, and Noah's eyes widened when his words resounded inside the hall.


"I can see the Council crushing us and the Shandal Empire enslaving us at the end of each of those roads. Yet, it seems that even Heaven and Earth can't predict what would happen if we enter the formation. There is only darkness on the other side, and darkness is our only hope."
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                        Dreaming Demon had been able to foresee the destruction of the two demon sects, but she couldn't see what would have happened if they entered the separate dimension.


"So, you trusted her words and stayed in this dimension for a thousand years. Why didn't you just leave? Why did you even consume your body to feed those weaklings?"


Noah asked.


He couldn't understand why such a mighty existence would force himself to remain in that place over a divination.


"You learn to trust your lover with your life after you spend decades with her."


Flying Demon's answer was short, but it explained the reason behind his complete trust in her predictions.


"Why the feeding then? And why didn't you just leave with her after so many centuries?"


Noah continued to ask questions, that situation simply didn't make sense in his mind.


Flying Demon released a weak sigh and flew away from the hall to return in the outside world when he heard Noah's words.


Noah followed him and was confused when he saw the elder stopping in the air above the castles and staring at the two moons in the sky.


"Invading Heaven and Earth's will has a cost, even for rank 5 existences. Dreaming Demon can use her power to pay it, but she can't recover with her own energies. It's as if the world curses her when she performs her divinations."


Flying Demon then slowly lifted a finger, and strange energy began to gather in the air above the houses where the commoners and rank 1 cultivators lived.


"Her energy can only be replenished by cultivators that train in her same methods. I spent these years passing down her techniques to the same humans that I kept alive."


The energy condensed and flew toward the castle where Dreaming Demon was sleeping.


Noah followed it with his gaze and activated the Divine deduction technique to analyze it.


The energy seemed some sort of mental energy, only far thinner.


Yet, it was clear that it came from the minds of the sleeping rank 1 cultivators inside the houses.


"Her energy has been replenished during all those years, but she still won't wake up. I think her consciousness has atrophied after sleeping for so many centuries."


Flying Demon appeared on the verge of falling apart when he said those words, the condition of his lover hurt him deeply.


However, Noah still had some doubts.


"Why didn't you just take her outside?"


Noah asked.


He could guess that most of the resources of the demon sects had been lost during the escape, and they didn't have pills or potions that could improve their situation.


Yet, there was a whole world outside of that dimension that had them!


"Exiting this separate dimension is not easy. This place is as large as the continent. It would be hard to find the exit."


"You had one thousand years to explore it."


Noah commented on Flying Demon's excuse.





His answer didn't make sense, he was a rank 5 cultivator after all!


It would take him less than a decade to explore the entirety of the dimension and find the teleportation matrix that linked that place to the outside world.


Also, since the scenery there was always the same, it would take even less to find the exit.


"Demon Prince of the Chasing Demon sect, my words alone can't explain the dangers of this place. Wait two days, and you will have your answers."


Flying Demon returned inside his castle at that point, leaving a confused Noah in the air.


Yet, two days were nothing for a heroic cultivator, and Noah simply spent them letting his mind ponder about the situation and his individuality.


He had already decided that he would simply leave those two elders to their fate and hand the matter to the Hive once he resurfaced.


Exploring a separate dimension as large as the old continent was quite appealing, and Noah wouldn't waste that chance to be in the company of two ruined cultivators.


However, when two days passed, something strange happened inside the dimension.


The moons suddenly stopped their motion, and Breath began to come out from their surface.


The moons were just a creation of the dimension, but Noah recognized the Breath that came out from the moon closest to his position since it was identical to that found inside the mystical fog!


The Breath though didn't reach the terrain but accumulated in the sky where it condensed into black clouds.


Orange sparks filled the surface of the clouds that covered the entirety of the central area of the dimension.


The memories of the Cursed dragons appeared inside Noah's mind at that sight. 


The scene was remarkably similar to what he had seen in his dreams.


However, the might of that Heaven Tribulation didn't match that in his dreams.


The black clouds began to release lightning bolts that crashed on the ground and destroyed large chunks of the endless prairie.


Nevertheless, the dimension depleted the Breath inside its fabric to quickly reform that terrain.


A cycle of destruction and reconstruction followed the arrival of the black clouds, and Noah analyzed everything with the utmost attention.


The barrage of lightning was as large as the area of influence of the empire, it occupied one-third of the dimension, separating it into two safe zones and a dangerous one.


The Tribulation lasted until all the Breath inside the clouds was depleted and dispersed immediately after.


Noah noticed how the Breath in the air had slightly diminished after that process. 


It was evident that the separate dimension had used its reserves of energy to fix the damages caused by the lightning bolts.


"What have you discovered in these years?"


Noah asked without moving his gaze from the horizon, but Flying Demon knew that the question was directed to him.


He flew outside of his castle again at that point and reached Noah, who was standing in the air above it.


"There is a similar Tribulation every week, and the power of the lightning bolts in the central areas reaches the sixth rank. This side of the dimension doesn't have the exit, and I've only managed to explore less than half of the central area before being injured by the Tribulation. We are trapped."


Flying Demon's words entered Noah's mind, but he wasn't affected by the helplessness that they carried.


The Tribulation was scary, but there were ways to escape from that situation.


'I can create an exit through sheer power, but I think that Flying Demon has already tried it. Wait for the Breath inside the dimension to be depleted? That would take too much time. Yet, I might be able to cross it with the help of the two elders.'


Noah began to analyze his possibilities, but Flying Demon interrupted his thoughts with a few words.


"Darkness is our only hope… Demon Prince, your element is darkness, right?"



						




                    


                
				
                    645. Hope

					
					

                    
                        It wasn't hard to understand the aptitude of heroic cultivators.


Their figures naturally exuded an aura in line with their element, and a short inspection was enough to understand the aptitude of those powerful entities.


Noah had a dark halo continually surrounding him, and Flying Demon could immediately guess his element due to that feature.


"The future is a mystery filled with uncertainties. I don't want the weight of your hope."


Noah replied to Flying Demon.


Even Heaven and Earth had failed to predict his future, there was no chance that a rank 5 cultivator could succeed where they had failed.


Instead, her divination proved something else.


'She hadn't been able to predict the events inside this separate dimension, but she could see the destruction of the two demon sects on the other paths. This place should have something similar to my innate mistake. It is a world that doesn't belong to Heaven and Earth.'


Noah began to formulate hypotheses, but he soon turned toward Flying Demon.


The broken rank 5 cultivator had remained in that place for a thousand years, his understanding of the dimension had to be profound.


"Tell me everything you've discovered over the years. I can't carry your hope, but I might be able to grant it."


Noah said, and Flying Demon took a long look at the young-looking cultivator next to him.


Intense green eyes could be seen under his half-closed eyelids, there was life hidden under that skeletal body.


His body was on the verge of falling apart, and his dantian had been injured when he explored the central areas of the dimension, but his sea of consciousness was fine.


There wasn't much that could be hidden from a rank 5 mage, especially since Noah's mind was still in the fourth rank.


However, Flying Demon felt that he couldn't grasp the entirety of Noah's being, it was as if he had a violent form of protection that naturally covered his figure.


The rank 5 elder didn't know if he could trust Noah and couldn't understand it from his inspection.


Yet, he could realize in an instant that the Demon Prince of the Chasing demon sect was amazing.


That realization made him begin to speak.


The separate dimension cut off any form of communication with the outside world.


That was a feature often seen in similar places, but the presence of the Heaven Tribulation showed that there was some connection with the landmass above.


"In my long years spent here, I've concluded that the creator of this dimension wanted to replicate the Mortal Lands. I don't know the reasons behind that gesture nor what the creator wanted to obtain with it. Still, I know that Heaven and Earth didn't like it."


Flying Demon explained the conclusions that he had reached in the past centuries, and Noah attentively listened to him.


"This dimension is as large as the continent, but it wasn't created in only one process. Its borders aren't stable nor fixed, which I believe isn't random. The creator has probably slowly enlarged it through the years and aimed to cover the entirety of the Mortal Lands with it."





Noah could only nod at those words.


He didn't know much about separate dimensions, so he could only trust the words of the elders.


Of course, the idea that someone had attempted to replicate the Mortal Lands surpassed any definition of defiance.


After all, that was a feat worthy of a god!


"This is only my supposition. Still, I think that the mountain chain on the south and the mystical fog in the north have been placed by Heaven and Earth to seep their Breath and cause the Tribulations. The energy passes through the moons every week and only when they are precisely under those danger zones. The moons might be Heaven and Earth's creations too."


'It would make sense. Heaven and Earth have tried to stop my fusion, and the same would apply to this place.'


Noah thought when he heard those words.


He felt that there was something more about that dimension, but Flying Demon's explanation seemed to cover most of its nature.


"I've tried to create an exit, but all my efforts only pushed the limits of the dimension backward, stretching it in the process. I've tried to contact the outside world by flying toward the moons during the gathering of Breath, but nothing manages to reach the other side. Yet, this dimension has almost reached its limits, it would only take a few more centuries before Heaven and Earth manage to destroy it."


Noah shot a cold gaze toward Flying Demon at that point.


He wasn't willing to wait centuries in that wasteland, the stillness of that world would hinder his progress.


'Chasing Demon has surpassed Flying Demon because he was outside, gathering experiences. I can't remain here. Also, waiting for Heaven and Earth to save me is something that I refuse to do with every fiber of my being.'


Those thoughts rose inside Noah's mind and awakened his anger toward those mighty entities.


'Heaven and Earth have punished me for not following their script and have cursed my species, how could I even wait for their help?'


The Divine deduction technique activated, and Noah quickly evaluated all his possibilities.


He didn't care that there was a safe way out, he wanted to cross the hindrance created by Heaven and Earth!


After all, that drive was part of his individuality, submitting to their help would just break his ambition.


"Bring me back in front of Dreaming Demon."


Noah said while suppressing a growl.


His words carried a weight that Flying Demon didn't fail to notice.


They were orders.


The elder was a bit hesitant, but he agreed to his request when he saw the sheer resolution radiated by the Demon Prince.


The violent halo seemed to have stabilized a bit, it was as if it had found a specific focus.


The duo returned inside the castle where Dreaming Demon slept, and Noah poured Breath inside his space-ring to materialize the spirit automaton in the outside world.


"What are you trying to do?"


Flying Demon exclaimed when he saw that Noah wanted to do something to his sleeping lover, but Noah's answer gave birth to an unstoppable wave of hope inside him.


"Let me be clear, whatever happens from now on, you owe me."


Flying Demon couldn't understand how a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage could generate so much pressure, but he nodded nonetheless.


Noah let the spirit automaton scan Dreaming Demon's condition at that point and listened to its analysis inside his mind.


"You'd better pay me back."


Noah said with a sigh as he took out something from his space-ring.


A simple-looking transparent bottle that seemed to have nothing in its insides appeared in his grasp.


However, the aura of a rank 5 drug spread in the hall as soon as it appeared in the open.
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                        Divine Demon's inheritance had given Noah a large stash of potions and pills that targeted the three centers of power.


However, Divine Demon had kept everything in the sixth rank and above with him when he ascended, leaving only the resources up to the fifth rank in his inheritance.


Yet, the resources in the heroic ranks were limited, Noah only had a few pills and potions in the fourth rank.


As for those in the fifth rank, he only had three of them, one for each center of power.


Noah treasured them, they could act as lifesavers in situations that would inevitably lead to his death.


Nevertheless, he had decided to take one of them out in the separate dimension hidden under the mystical fog.


Noah didn't accept to remain trapped for centuries in that poor environment, but he didn't delude himself into thinking that he could survive the Tribulations by himself.


He needed the help of the two rank 5 existences that had once been the leaders of the unorthodox sects of the Papral nation.


His space-ring was a rank 6 inscribed item, and its spirit automaton could evaluate a countless number of resources, as well as how effective they could be in certain situations.


Noah had summoned it to analyze Dreaming Demon's condition, and its diagnosis dictated that only a rank 5 medicine that targeted the sea of consciousness could fix her issue.


'This could save my life one day, but I would be forced to stay in this place for centuries if I don't use it. It's just a matter of staying true to my individuality. Resources are just a tool on the path toward power.'


Noah suppressed the remaining traces of hesitation inside him and opened the bottle while turning it upside down.


The bottle seemed empty, but both Noah and Flying Demon could sense that a warm and invisible substance fell on Dreaming Demon and enveloped her sea of consciousness.


Flying Demon gasped at that sight but forced himself to remain silent.


It was as if he was worried that the slight sound might affect the process.


On the other side, Noah completely focused.


Awakening Dreaming Demon was a risk, he didn't know her personality nor her actual power.


He didn't even know if her abilities worked in that place!


However, the separate dimension was too large, and searching for the exit through the barrage of lightning wasn't possible.


He needed her skills to discover the location of the exit.


Dreaming Demon's eyelids twitched as the invisible substance healed her anthropized mental sphere, and a soft moan resounded in the hall.


Flying Demon's tired eyes had widened when he heard her voice again after such a long time, and his whole body trembled when he saw his lover opening her eyes.


Tears fell from his eyes and cracked the skin under them as they traced wet lines across his face.


His body was so weak that even pure tears of joy wounded it, but he didn't seem to care.





His gaze was fixed on the woman that was slowly straightening herself and analyzing her surroundings with a confused gaze.


Dreaming Demon's eyes first noticed Noah staring at her with a cold gaze, but they then landed on the skeletal elder seated on the floating throne.


Her confusion seemed to increase when she saw Flying Demon, but she didn't move her gaze from him.


Clarity slowly returned to her expression, but it was soon replaced by sorrow.


"Arthur, what have you done?"


Dreaming Demon spoke, and her broken voice anticipated the arrival of her tears.


Yet, Flying Demon's mouth formed an ugly smile as he gave an honest answer.


"Everything I needed to do to keep you alive."


The sides of Flying Demon's mouth cracked when he smiled, his body wasn't even able to endure such a natural expression of happiness.


Dreaming Demon stretched her hand toward her lover, but she quickly retracted it.


She was too worried that her simple touch would be enough to make Flying Demon's body crumble.


The duo stared at each other in silence, and their expressions radiated countless emotions.


Noah closed his eyes for a moment when he saw the scene of their reunion, and two pills had appeared in his hands when he reopened them.


"Heal, catch up, make up for the time lost. We'll face the Tribulations when you are ready."


The two pills were rank 4 drugs that targeted the body and dantian, and Noah threw them on the large bed as he said those words.


Then, he flew away from the castle and left the two lovers alone.


He had given the two rank 5 elders everything they needed to recover, but he couldn't do anything about their individuality.


Dreaming Demon had only slept for that period, but Flying Demon had sacrificed his body for a thousand years.


That process was bound to leave lasting cracks in his personality, and it would be up to him to face and solve them.


'They'll heal faster in each other's arms. I can't do anything else for them. Also, I need to focus on myself.'


Noah thought as he flew toward a random area in the prairie at some distance from the castles and landed on its fake terrain.


Giving orders to rank 5 existences, using his stash of potions to heal them, and his resolution to face the Tribulations instead of waiting weren't only decisions taken due to that situation.


They were expressions of his individuality and his growth as a cultivator.


He would have never given up on such precious drugs when he was only a lone cultivator, and he would have never chosen to take the dangerous path when a safe one was available.


Those decisions showed what he was slowly becoming as he explored his depths, and as he absorbed the laws of the darkness element.


His bloodline gave him the pride of a leader, which allowed him to see benefits that empowering his organization could bring.


His unwillingness to be suppressed and his anger toward Heaven and Earth led him to challenge the Tribulations, even if his power didn't seem able to defeat them.


Those decisions ultimately affected his mindset that reflected its insights on his dantian.


Noah had instinctively flown in that empty area since his body had noticed the changes inside his dantian before his mind could.


Gaseous Breath kept on accumulating inside his dantian, and a large amount of the laws that the darkness element carried began to fuse with its walls.


Noah felt the absorption speed of his cultivation technique increase before stopping all of a sudden.


The muscles on his low waist churned and squeezed his dantian, which began to contract.


The gaseous Breath inside his center of power condensed and started to transform.


Little by little, the black shining cloud inside Noah's dantian became a slim black drop that radiated a sharp pressure.
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                        Rank 4 dantian in the liquid stage!


Noah had finally reached the next stage after almost ten years of continuous cultivation!


'The time required for each breakthrough can only increase as my rank rises. I can only accept the fact that I'm moving forward as fast as I can.'


Noah thought as he analyzed the drop of liquid Breath inside his dantian.


His center of power had condensed the Breath on its own. 


The pressure generated by the muscles in his low waist had been enough to imitate the effects of a reagent.


Noah's mental energy had changed, so it was understandable that his dantian had gone through some modifications too.


The sturdiness of its walls was just one of its new features, and the lack of hindrances during a breakthrough seemed to be another one of them.


However, Noah was too interested in the nature of his new Breath to ponder about those features.


The black drop inside his center of power shone with a constant dark light, but its shape and the aura that it radiated made it appear different from the usual Breath.


The drop was slim and sharp, and it could be easily mistaken for a metal shard if it wasn't for its liquid features.


Noah calmly waited for his cultivation technique to absorb more Breath so that he could inspect its nature better.


His dantian didn't try to stabilize, it directly began to enlarge after the breakthrough.


Noah didn't stop that process since his organ didn't show any signs of instability, he was actually interested in seeing if there even were limits to how much stress it could endure.


Breath accumulated inside his center of power, but it didn't follow the usual behavior that the energy on that stage should have.


Generally speaking, the liquid Breath would form some sort of lake that filled the entirety of the dantian and pushed its walls to expand.


Yet, Noah could only see how the drop didn't take a spherical form and only grew in size.


'A metal shard is slowly turning into a saber.'


That conclusion didn't surprise him.


Noah had wielded sabers since the early stages of the childhood of his second life.


Also, he didn't abandon the martial arts due to a series of events, leading him to be one of the few heroic cultivators that still fought while wielding weapons.


After all, heroic cultivators would need inscribed weapons able to endure their might if they wanted to use martial arts that matched their level.


Rank 4 inscribed weapons could still be found quite easily if those existences had good backing, but those in the fifth rank were on a completely different level.


It took a rank 5 cultivator to handle rank 5 materials, and there weren't many beings on that level and with the required skill that would create weapons for others.


Only the Utra nation was somewhat advanced in that field due to its consistent investments in the inscriptions' fields, but even that big nation would have to face the expenses of such precious materials.





However, Noah's inscription method was peculiar, and his core material was his body.


The losses linked to a failure in the creation of an inscribed weapon would be more limited compared to those of other inscription masters.


Noah had wielded sabers for most of his life even if he added his previous life to the sum, and it wasn't a surprise that his individuality would take a similar form.


'I wonder what other effects does it have.'


Noah thought as he controlled his liquid Breath move at the center of his palm.


The sharp drop appeared on his open hand and began to radiate its innate aura when it came in contact with the outside world.


Violent and slim waves spread from the floating drop and affected the fabric of the separate dimension.


Noah saw how the air around the drop began to destabilize under that aura.


The destabilization continued until the air fell apart and turned into primary energy similar to that in his Liquid dantian.


Noah continued to watch that process and activated the Divine deduction technique to analyze the details that his normal awareness might miss.


'The separate dimension is made of Breath, and the destruction of its structure would obviously release that energy. However, the aura radiated by the drop acts as the absorption process of my body, it directly turns everything in its most basic form.'


The analysis led Noah to that conclusion.


His liquid Breath had taken the shape of a saber and radiated a spreading sharpness. 


Still, it seemed that the violence of the magical beasts had affected the natural behavior that a blade was supposed to have.


Noah inhaled and forcefully absorbed the primary energy created by the drop.


Most of that energy seeped in his body and fused with it, but some of it even entered the dark whirlpool in his dantian.


The energy didn't increase its size though, it fused with its walls and disappeared without leaving any trace.


It was at that point that understanding dawned upon Noah.


'I'm a sword that cuts through the world of Heaven and Earth. My very existence radiates their flaws, which I naturally spread as I keep on living. Also, what I affect can become mine if I want!'


The breakthrough to the liquid stage gave Noah a clear view of his existence.


'My first meaning in the Elemental forging method was a sword, that is my shape. A sword that destroys to obtain the basic energy to create, and that, one day, would be strong enough to exude its own basic energy.'


Noah stood up at that point.


He felt as if his mind had just been able to fuse the two worlds that his hybrid status represented.


'A sword for the humans and voracity for the magical beasts. Together, they make a weapon that innately destabilizes the world to open a path for creations outside of Heaven and Earth's grasp.'


Noah looked at his right arm, but he quickly suppressed the idea of forging a rank 5 Demonic sword.


His breakthrough gave him a more abundant energy pool, but it didn't raise his battle prowess since the latter originated from his Liquid dantian.


Yet, it showed him where all his accumulated experiences had led him, the form that he had taken after all his adventures.


There was a newfound clarity in his mind, and Noah enjoyed it for a few instants before deciding to begin his preparations.


The Tribulation at the center of the separate dimension was extremely dangerous, and he would have to face many of them before reaching the opposite area.


Noah had initially planned to focus on his offensive spells since his body provided an exceptional form of defense already. 


Still, the situation required him to further improve in that aspect.


So, he decided to begin the modifications to the Black hole spell's translated diagram.
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                        The effects radiated by his liquid Breath would spread to his techniques and spells when Noah used it as its fuel.


He noticed that when he began to test the modifications that he made on the will representing the diagram of the Black hole spell.


The dark sphere would autonomously absorb part of the Breath in the air around it since the sharpness radiated by its form destroyed it.


Of course, those effects were still barely noticeable.


Noah's individuality had just begun to affect his centers of power, that was only his second step toward the higher levels of the heroic ranks.


However, it was enough to set a direction.


The effects of his liquid Breath weren't carried by the energy stored inside his Liquid dantian, but Noah could guess how they would become a core aspect of his battle prowess in the future.


Tuning his abilities to his individuality was necessary if he wanted to wield the full power that his entity was able to express.


Yet, that was something that could only happen when his dantian reached the solid stage and matched the energy stored inside the Liquid dantian.


Noah spent weeks alone in that empty spot of the separate dimension to test the modifications on the Black hole spell.


He intended to fuse its diagram with that of the Dark blast spell to create an attack that could use the energy absorbed while defending to fuel a powerful offensive.


He was even trying to add a lasting effect to that attack to suit the dangerous situation that he chose to face better.


Flying through a barrage of powerful lightning bolts would surely exhaust his reserves of energy. 


Still, that issue could be somewhat mitigated if he managed to use the power of the Tribulation to his advantage.


Nevertheless, the diagram of the Black hole spell could express a power up to the fifth rank.


Modifying and perfecting it wasn't something that could be done in a matter of weeks.


The two rank 5 elders didn't show themselves in that period, but Noah wasn't worried that they wouldn't agree to his decision.


He had seen how fond Flying Demon was of Dreaming Demon, and Noah had managed to give her back to him.


Dreaming Demon seemed to share the same deep feeling, so Noah was sure that they would feel compelled to follow his lead.


They were rank 5 cultivators, their individuality was formed, and they couldn't just forsake it.


Their feelings were real, so they had to follow them, or the foundation on which their power was built would shake.


A few more weeks had to pass before Noah had a visitor.


Dreaming Demon left the castle and flew toward the young-looking heroic cultivator that was creating dark spheres in the air around him.


There was some respect in her expression when she reached for Noah, and also evident traces of gratitude.


"Demon Prince of the Chasing demon sect, words can't express how grateful Flying Demon and I are for your help."





Dreaming Demon said as she performed a deep bow when she landed behind Noah.


She didn't straighten her posture even after a few minutes had passed, and she seemed willing to maintain her bow until he said otherwise.


On the other hand, Noah didn't give much importance to those formalities.


The feelings conveyed through her words were enough for him, what mattered next was her skill.


"It's Hive now, the Chasing demon sect doesn't exist anymore. The sect has fused with the other underground organizations of the Coral archipelago after claiming its independence and became the fourth force in the Mortal Lands."


Noah said as he turned and gestured to the elder to abandon that polite bow.


"Chasing Demon, the Patriarch, ordered me to look for the remains of the demon sects, which ultimately led me here. The power of the Hive would increase by a lot if you elders were to join it."


Noah briefly explained while hinting that he wanted to recruit the two Demons.


Adding two rank 5 cultivators to the Hive would make its power skyrocket, especially if those two entities were the Demons that had once ruled half of the Papral nation.


Generally speaking, their potential was similar to Chasing Demon's, they could very well strive for the sixth rank if they managed to recover from their injuries.


"No need to worry. Chasing Demon is a friend, and we own our lives to the Hive. I've already discussed the matter with Flying Demon. We'll follow you through the lightning storm and pay you back if we survive."


Noah nodded when he heard Dreaming Demon's words, that was precisely what he wanted to hear.


"Flying Demon said that you divined this place with your abilities. I need you to discover the location of the exit, and I need you to be as precise as possible. Can you do it?"


Dreaming Demon closed her eyes after Noah's question and spread her consciousness on the area around her.


Her mental waves stretched far beyond the capabilities of Noah's mind, the power of a rank 5 mage was on a completely different level.


Her mental waves though seemed different from the normal ones.


They were thin and almost imperceptible, they gently seeped into the structure of the separate dimension and disappeared inside its matter.


Even Dreaming Demon's consciousness became thinner during the process, Noah couldn't help but think that her mind was leaving her body.


Then, she suddenly retracted all her mental waves inside her sea of consciousness and reopened her eyes.


Her gaze slowly regained some focus, but some drowsiness could be seen in her expression when she returned completely conscious.


"This dimension is frail. I can easily investigate it."


Dreaming Demon said when she analyzed the information carried by the retracted mental waves, but she felt the need to explain further when she saw that Noah's expression remained stern.


"I can fuse my consciousness with the world around me for a brief period. Heaven and Earth are nigh-omniscient, I can see through their eyes when I fuse with the outside world and take glances at the future. However, this dimension is outside of their domain. I can only look into it when I'm inside it."


Her explanation was quite detailed, and Noah had to suppress his amazement when he heard it.


Dreaming Demon didn't have the ability to divine future events, that feature was a consequence of the fusion of her consciousness with Heaven and Earth!


'No wonder she kept on sleeping even after one thousand years, I can't imagine the kind of drawbacks that such an ability has.'


Noah thought as he gave voice to another question.


"Did you find the exit?"


Dreaming Demon shook her head while giving a simple answer.


"My mental sphere has yet to recover completely. I will only risk falling asleep again if I investigate further. I need some time, and Flying Demon needs it too."


"There is no hurry, and time is all we have right now. Focus on returning to your peak. We can prepare later."


Noah said after her reply, and she performed a bow before leaving to return to the castles.
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                        The injuries of the two rank 5 cultivators were severe. 


They couldn't heal in a matter of weeks.


Dreaming Demon had been asleep for a thousand years, and her sea of consciousness had become extremely fragile in that period.


Noah's rank 5 potion had been able to awaken her and restore some of her abilities, but she still needed some time.


On the other hand, Flying Demon's situation was far worse.


He had used his body to feed the commoners and rank 1 cultivators to accumulate the energy needed for Dreaming Demon's awakening, reaching a point where even his tears could break his skin.


Also, his dantian had been wounded during his exploration of the central areas of the dimension.


Most of the assets of the demon sects had been lost during the exile, and he didn't have drugs that could solve his injury.


He would have been healed by now if he had just rested, but he needed to keep on weakening his body for Dreaming Demon's sake.


That constant weakening had stopped the natural healing of his dantian and further worsened his situation.


That would have ultimately led to his death, but Flying Demon didn't care about it as long as he managed to keep his lover alive.


The rank 4 pills that Noah had given him weren't enough to fix his center of power, but they would be enough to make the healing process start again.


Noah learnt about the details concerning their state since Dreaming Demon kept on visiting him every few weeks.


She seemed set on keeping him updated about their conditions, and Noah took those chances to inform her about the events that had happened while their sects were trapped inside the separate dimension.


Dreaming Demon did the same and shared specific details about the exile from the Papral nation that only someone who had seen it with its own eyes could know.


It turned out that the twelve demon sects were quite close before the exile and shared most of their discoveries.


That behavior was to be expected since their leaders were all disciples of Divine Demon, which was also why Ravaging Demon's betrayal managed to produce such a drastic outcome.


Yet, that was the reason why Flying Demon knew the techniques of the Bleeding demon sect and could turn his body into nourishment for the commoners and rank 1 cultivators.


The technique to gather the special energy to make Dreaming Demon's recover was included in that too.


Their conversations even uncovered the reasons why Noah owned such powerful drugs.


"So, Master's inheritance is what ultimately led to the independence of the Coral archipelago. No wonder Chasing Demon gave you the title of Demon Prince when you were only a human cultivator. He was the most respectful of us toward Master."


Dreaming Demon commented when Noah told her about the events under the Great Whirlpool.


Of course, Noah kept the matter concerning the Divine deduction technique a secret, not even June knew about it.





It couldn't be helped, the presence of a divine technique in the Mortal Lands was something that could turn the entire world against him.


Noah believed that even his incredible body-nourishing technique wouldn't cause the same chaos as the inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere.


After all, the creations and modifications of his techniques, methods, and spells went smoothly because of the Divine deduction technique!


No other cultivator could match his number of successes in such a short time and with his same cultivation level.


One technique made him able to develop his current battle prowess, every heroic cultivator in the world would kill to obtain it.


Then, during his fourth month inside the separate dimension, Noah saw that Dreaming Demon had come to visit him with her lover.


Noah had become used to the sight of the Tribulations by then, and he had seen how they happened exactly every week just as Flying Demon had explained.


However, he was still surprised when he saw how the drugs and the period of rest had benefitted the rank 5 elder.


Flying Demon was standing on his own feet as he walked on the prairie.


Dreaming Demon was next to him, ready to help if a complication or a sudden worsening of his condition was to happen.


Flying Demon's body still appeared skinny and fragile, but a rosy color had begun to fill his pale skin.


A few strands of muscles had grown back, and he had cut his long beard.


His long hair showed some tinge of blackness, and he managed to keep his eyelids open without looking drowsy.


He was clearly recovering at a fast pace.


"I must say, you hide wonders in that space-ring. Master's drugs are one thing, but the magical beasts' corpses… How many of them do you even have? Do they all come from that new continent?"


Flying Demon asked with a smile on his face.


Noah had provided some of the corpses inside his space-ring to feed the elders and replace the source of blood for the commoners.


The fact that Flying Demon had managed to survive without eating anything for one thousand years didn't mean that he didn't need to do it.


He had simply pushed himself over his limits for his lover, which was probably the reason why he had managed to remain sane despite the helpless situation.


"Yes, you will see it once we come out of this place. The Hive has moved its headquarters there since the old continent doesn't have room for a fourth force. How much until you both return to your peak?"


Noah said when the two elders arrived behind him.


He had been lost in his training and tests during those months, and he used his stash of rank 4 magical beasts to appease his hunger.


The few months spent in that way had passed in less than an instant in his mind. 


He barely noticed them.


Yet, he still wanted to have a clear idea about that situation.


Waiting even a few years wasn't an issue, but a clear schedule might make him decide to focus on certain spells rather than on others.


Also, the nature of his Breath had given him ideas for a second form of his Dragon's claw martial art.


So, he wanted to understand how much it would take to begin the crossing.


"Dreaming Demon is almost back to her peak. She just needs to gather the energy from the sleeping commoners and cultivators for a few more weeks. I might need a few years though."


Flying Demon answered, and Noah simply nodded at the duo.


The elder had just confirmed his suspects, and Noah didn't hesitate to decide that he would improve all his skills in that period.  
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                        Waiting for both elders to return to their peak took some years, and Noah didn't mind it.


He had just reached the liquid stage, and there wouldn't be other breakthroughs anytime soon.


That left him with a lot of free time to dedicate to his abilities.


Noah had many spells in his possession, but only a few of them were suitable to be modified.


The diagram of the Demonic form spread on the Kesier runes that floated over the sea inside his mind, and Noah didn't even try to translate it.


That spell was connected with the Kesier runes, which brought the level of difficulty of the diagram on a higher level and a different inscription field.


Noah didn't know much about runes and formations, his expertise only covered the wills.


The body-inscription spell had the same issue. 


It used many teachings belonging to the formations' field to work, which he couldn't modify.


On the other hand, the Ethereal form spell was simply incompatible with his new body.


The amount of energy that it would require to turn his body ethereal would surpass what he was able to provide even if he modified the spell.


That high cost in terms of energies made the diagram unworthy of being translated, its effects didn't match its requirements.


As for the Death area spell, Noah just gave up on it.


That ability didn't suit his fighting style, and its effects were only average, there was no point in wasting time over something that he wouldn't use.


However, he modified the rest of his spells during those years and even added a second form to his Dragon's claw martial art.


He was ready to face the Tribulations after four years spent in the separate dimension. 


He was set on starting the crossing as soon as the elders finished their preparations.


Flying Demon had recovered in those years.


His hair had wholly returned to their original black color as his body kept on improving.


His dantian had healed too in that period.


The elder had reached the state in which he was before the exile of the demon sects.


Dreaming Demon was even better off.


Her sea of consciousness had returned to her peak, and her cultivation level had improved as she waited for her lover to recover.


She had even used her ability to discover the location of the exit, which turned out to be right under the mountain chain that divided the areas of influence of the Empire and the Utra nation.


Flying Demon's deductions seemed to be on point. 


It was probable that the mountain chain and the mystical fog had been created by Heaven and Earth to invade the separate dimension with their will.


As for the commoners and the rank 1 cultivators, Dreaming Demon decided to kill them after the energy expended for her last divination had been replenished.


The elders and Noah were set on crossing an area that saw Tribulations happening every week.





The power of the barrage of lightning next to their area resembled that of a rank 4 Heaven Tribulation. 


Still, its might reached the sixth rank in the central zones.


Those humans couldn't survive the crossing, and the three heroic cultivators didn't have methods to carry them alongside their journey.


Also, they would starve to death without Flying Demon performing the techniques of the Bleeding demon sect on his body or the magical beasts' corpses.


Leaving them there without any form of food would just lead to ugly situations, so Dreaming Demon decided to kill them as soon as they had fulfilled their role.


The only issue at that point was that the elders didn't leave the castles for months after they had completely recovered.


Noah didn't mind it at the beginning, but the environment of the separate dimension could only offer a constant stillness that couldn't benefit his individuality in any way.


He had often pondered about the destructive nature of the Tribulations since his liquid Breath radiated similar effects. 


Still, even that majestic sight became annoying to look at after so many years.


Noah wanted to leave, he wanted to travel and immerse himself in some wild environment.


Also, he wanted to forge.


His individuality spread destruction and left behind basic energy similar to that accumulated inside his Liquid dantian.


Noah wanted to make use of that energy to implement a form of creation in his individuality, something that could eventually bring him to forge his own darkness element.


That project was ambitious and was probably impossible to complete at his current level.


However, Noah believed that to be his path, and there could only be benefits in starting to tread it as soon as possible.


Yet, the sound of soft moans reached his ears when he decided to fly to the castles to see what the elders were up to.


'I guess they couldn't catch up properly when they were still injured. Well, I can't blame them after I did the same with June.'


Noah sighed when he thought that, and returned to his spot in the prairie.


He could just fight his boredom by increasing the amount of time spent pondering about his individuality and training, he would have done the same in the outside world after all.


The elders decided to come out of the castles after a few months, and both of them wore stern expressions as they reached for Noah.


"We have stored the castles and sorted everything. We are ready."


Noah nodded we he heard Flying Demon's words and ignored the traces of satisfaction hidden behind their expressions as he explained his plan.


The Tribulations happened every week, and they had to cross an area as vast as the area of influence of the Empire.


The elders were rank 5 cultivators, and Noah could rely on the Shadow sprint martial art to somewhat match their speed, which meant that they could reach the other side in less than two months.


Less than two months meant six or seven Tribulations, depending on how fast they actually were.


The lightning bolts in the fourth rank didn't scare the group, and those in the fifth rank could be endured with their power and Noah's stash of protective items.


However, the Tribulations that reached the power of the sixth rank had to be avoided if they wanted to survive.


"It's clear that we have to face some Tribulations, but we can choose which one we have to endure."


Noah began to explain, and the elders added their opinions to the plan.


The final strategy saw the group facing two rank 4 Tribulations and four rank 5 Tribulations to reach the other side where the exit was.


The journey wouldn't be easy, but it was better than facing the lightning bolts with the power of the sixth rank.


When everything was set, the three of them flew toward the borders of the safe area and waited for the next Tribulation to arrive.


Their sprint would begin as soon as the weekly barrage of lightning bolts ended.
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                        The weekly Tribulation was on time, just like all the previous ones before it.


Noah, Flying Demon, and Dreaming Demon stood one the last available safe spot of the prairie as they stared at the incoming barrage of lightning.


Breath came out from the two red moons and black clouds formed in the dark-blue sky between them.


Then, lightning bolts began to fall on the ground.


The surface of the separate dimension was frail, the Tribulation destroyed the fake terrain and created deep holes whenever a bolt of lightning crashed on the prairie.


The separate dimension immediately provided Breath to reconstruct the destroyed parts, and further exhausted its reserves of energy.


The cycle of destruction and reconstruction continued for the entirety of the Tribulation. 


The three heroic cultivators wore stern expressions as they stared at the devastation that Heaven and Earth were able to unleash in a world that was supposed to be outside of their domain.


They knew that they would have to sprint as soon as the black clouds dispersed, the strategy to reach the other side of the dimension alive was clear in their minds.


Yet, they couldn't help but admire the organized offensive that Heaven and Earth were capable of launching.


Such precise but wild lightning bolts could inspire anyone with an individuality linked to destructive effects.


However, their sole sight made Flying Demon sick, and Noah had an innate disdain toward those lightning bolts.


The scene was too similar to that during his breakthrough when he saw the defeat of the Cursed dragon species.


As for Dreaming Demon, her individuality simply didn't match that violent force.


The black clouds began to disperse after half an hour, and the Tribulation slowly ended, revealing the destroyed environment that was quickly reforming.


The gazes of the three heroic cultivators didn't linger on the scene but focused as soon as the last cloud vanished.


Then, they sprinted.


Shockwaves spread from Noah's feet whenever he kicked the ground under him, and cracks appeared on the prairie on the trail of the two flying elders.


The three of them had decided to fly as close as the ground as possible so that they would have more time to react to the Tribulation when they would be forced to face it.


That wasn't their highest speed, but that pace was also part of their strategy.


They didn't want to risk reaching the areas where the lightning bolts reached a power that matched the fifth rank, and they wouldn't purposely raise the difficulty of the crossing.


That pace would allow them to reach the spot where the Tribulation had a power similar to the peak of the fourth rank in precisely one week.


The precision of Heaven and Earth's attack could be used to their advantage, and it would be stupid to charge in without a plan.


Luckily for them, Flying Demon had explored the central parts of the dimension in the past thousand years and could provide precise details that greatly helped in the planning of their strategy.





One week passed quickly, and the group never stopped their flight in those days.


Noah was using his liquid Breath to fuel the Shadow sprint martial art, which made that speed somewhat sustainable.


He knew that he would have to rely on his Liquid dantian once they reached the deeper parts of the dimension, and he had already prepared the pills needed to refill his body with nourishments for that moment.


The elders would still be faster than him even when he used the full power of his Shadow sprint, but they had already decided that they would stick together.


The elders would take care of the first and fourth rank 5 Tribulation, while Noah would use his defensive items to defend against the second and third ones.


According to their calculations, they would be able to cross the area with rank 6 lightning bolts between the second and third rank 5 Tribulations in a bit less than one week, meaning that they could wholly avoid it.


Yet, that also meant that they had to face two Tribulations near the peak of the fifth rank.


Not even the joint power of the elders and Noah could defend against them, which is why they decided to rely on the defensive items that Elder Julia had given to him before the exchange meeting.


The moons aligned with the danger zones that divided the areas of influence of the three big nations and Breath began to seep inside the separate dimension.


The black clouds gathered as usual, and lightning bolts began to fall on the terrain, filling the entirety of the central territories of the dimension.


Noah and the elders landed on the terrain at that point and began to walk.


They were mighty existences in the heroic ranks, but they wouldn't have any chance to rest when the Tribulations' power reached the fifth rank.


So, they decided to make the best out of the lightning bolts with power in the middle tier of the fourth rank falling over them.


Orange flashes enveloped their figures and filled the scenery.


Noah and the elders were almost blinded by the countless flashes that occupied their view.


The Tribulation didn't give any space to the darkness, it continuously released lightning bolts on the prairie.


Noah felt hammers crashing on his head and shoulders every time a flash of lightning hit him.


However, his skin alone was enough to block them, and he didn't need to deploy any defensive measure.


His dantian began to refill its stash of liquid Breath as he walked through the lightning storm.


That would be the last rest before entering the area with the rank 5 Tribulations according to their plan, and he didn't dare to waste even one second of it.


Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon walked next to him, and they both showed surprised expressions when they saw Noah enduring the might of the lightning bolts with his bare body as if they were nothing.


His robe had shattered in that situation, which gave the elders the chance to see that he wasn't suffering the slight injury.


The Tribulation wasn't even enough to leave white marks on his skin!


The elders were using part of their powerful mental energy to create a barrier that fended off the lightning bolts coming for them, something below the fifth rank couldn't force them to focus.


However, Noah had taken that lack of concern to the next level.


Both elders were curious about his body-nourishing method, but they saw how focused he was in refilling his centers of power and decided to leave their questions for when they resurfaced.


Half an hour passed in which the rank 4 Tribulation didn't even manage to scratch the trio.


Then, Noah and the elders sprinted again when the black clouds dispersed.


Their next challenge would be a rank 5 Tribulation with power in the lower tier.
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                        Another week passed quickly, and the trio spent that time flying almost at full speed toward the other side of the separate dimension.


The scenery didn't change at all during their journey.


The prairie looked the same no matter how much they advanced, and the starless sky didn't give them any sign of their progress.


The only aspects of the dimension that moved were the two moons.


They simply moved in a straight line in perpetual motion, illuminating with their red light the environment under them.


'It's as if Heaven and Earth are keeping track of this place.'


Noah couldn't help but think that when he saw the black clouds gathering again above him.


The moons radiated a steady pressure that he had been able to notice only when he entered the areas targeted by the Tribulations.


He felt an innate hatred against them, which led him to think that Flying Demon's hypothesis was on point.


The moons had probably been planted in the dimension by Heaven and Earth. Their power had been able to seep through a space that didn't belong to their domain.


'How far is their power able to reach?'


Noah suppressed that question when he heard that the crackling of the thunders had begun to resound above him.


The elders flying next to him wore a stern expression.


It would be up to them to protect the group from that Tribulation, but it wasn't its power the cause behind their focus.


The Tribulation would have a power that matched the lower tier of the fifth rank, and those two rank 5 existences were more than enough to handle it.


However, they would have to keep on sprinting through their duration.


That had been decided when they created their plan.


That was the best way to reduce the number of Tribulations to face while also avoiding those in the sixth rank.


Both elders hadn't fought nor used their real abilities for one thousand years, and they would obviously be quite rusty when using them.


Yet, they were still rank 5 entities. 


They could make up for that issue with their focus.


Lightning bolts began to fall from the clouds, and Noah could immediately tell that his body alone wouldn't be able to face them.


Also, he wasn't entirely sure that his defensive spells would be able to counter them for that long.


A rank 4 battle prowess in the solid stage would be barely enough to fight a couple of those rank 5 bolts in the lower tier, and Noah could raise that number by a bit due to his body.


Nevertheless, he was sure that he wouldn't be able to last for the whole Tribulation, not if he only relied on his abilities at least.


An ethereal sphere suddenly surrounded the trio, and several layers made of thick ice appeared above their heads when the Tribulation began.


Noah inspected the defensive measures deployed by the elders as he kept fueling his martial art with the liquid Breath inside his dantian.





Flying Demon's methods were quite straightforward, and he simply created a hundred white layers that floated in the air and followed the group.


Instead, Dreaming Demons' ethereal sphere seemed to carry a profound meaning.


Noah felt that the energy radiated by the sphere was affecting the world around it as they moved and spread its meanings into the very structure of the dimension.


'Is she trying to mask our presence?'


Noah guessed as part of his focus went on the ethereal sphere.


That defensive measure spread peaceful feelings to its surroundings while carrying the distinctive mark of Heaven and Earth's will!


It was as if she was trying to tell the Tribulation that Noah and the others weren't its enemies.


The barrage of lightning began to fall and clashed with the layers of ice.


White shards fell everywhere as the relentless offensive of the black clouds shattered the surface of Flying Demon's defensive spell.


However, there were one hundred layers, and the Tribulation took about twenty seconds to pierce just one of them.


That defensive measure would last until the black clouds depleted their energy if the group remained in that spot.


Yet, they were advancing at high speed, which made them encounter stronger lightning bolts as they reached for the central areas.


The layers began to last less and less, to the point where the black clouds managed to destroy one of them in five seconds.


The trio was nearing the areas where the lightning bolts had a power similar to the middle tier of the fifth rank.


That wasn't a pressing issue since more than twenty minutes had already passed by then, and there was still Dreaming Demon's sphere as a last form of protection.


Orange flashes shone above them when the Flying Demon's defenses were destroyed, but no lightning bolt crashed on them after that event.


The energy radiated by the ethereal sphere seeped inside the bolts when they were about to reach for the group and made them explode before they could crash on the ground.


The Tribulation thought of the trio as friends thanks to Dreaming Demon's methods and stopped its offensive before it could hurt them!


Noah didn't even try to hide his amazement when he saw the effects of the ethereal sphere.


He knew that such methods would conflict with his individuality, but that didn't prevent him from appreciating such an expert.


Dreaming Demon's individuality was peculiar even in a stage where every heroic cultivator chased after their personal laws.


Of course, Noah didn't stop his flight to give voice to his amazement.


There would be time to discuss each other's individualities once they returned to the southwestern coast of the new continent.


The Tribulation ended after thirty minutes passed, and the black clouds dispersed to reveal the dark-blue sky.


The group had easily survived that danger, but that was to be expected.


The real threats were the two rank 5 Tribulations in the upper tier that they would have to face in the next two weeks.


The trio didn't speak as it neared the center of the dimension.


The air around them was tense, and their auras became sharp as they focused their minds on the imminent struggle.


They would be forced to stop right before the lightning bolts reached the peak of the fifth rank and manage to have enough energy left to cross the entirety of the area that saw rank 6 Tribulations in a week.


Then, they would have to survive another Tribulation at the peak of the fifth rank.


Their journey would be over after that point since the following threats could be handled easily.


Another week passed, and black clouds appeared once again in the sky.


Noah began to take out talismans from his space-ring, and the elders deployed their defensive measures once again.


Flying Demon had been injured before reaching that point in the past.


So, even him was surprised when the trio noticed that something was taking form in the distance.


The arrival of the Tribulation triggered a mechanism of the separate dimension, which revealed a tall and luxurious palace at some kilometers from them.
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                        The palace was tall and stood right in the middle of the areas that were targeted by the rank 6 Tribulations.


Shining inscriptions covered its surface and gave it a luxurious and grand aura.


Half of the structure was hidden behind a square defensive wall that had statues of mighty magical beasts on the top of its corners.


Noah didn't have time to analyze those beasts since his view turned orange, signaling the beginning of the barrage of lightning.


The trio's focus went on the defensive measures of the elders.


The one hundred layers of ice were pierced in less than ninety seconds, and explosions began to resound above the ethereal sphere.


The lightning bolts released their power in the air above the group, but they kept on reaching closer for them as the effects of Dreaming Demon's method began to fade.


Not even three minutes had passed, but the defenses of the two rank 5 cultivators were already falling apart!


The power of a Tribulation at the peak of the fifth rank was incredible, and the elders alone had little confidence in managing to defend against it with their joint power.


Their defenses were effective, but there was a limit to how many of them they could create before depleting the energy inside their centers of power.


After all, the Tribulation wouldn't stop for even a second during those thirty minutes while cultivators needed at least a few instants to cast a spell.


Those instants would be fatal in that situation.


Yet, Noah's inscribed items would show their usefulness at that point.


Noah waited until the explosions of the lightning bolts became too close to them before activating one of his talismans.


The talisman created a giant gray vortex above the trio as soon as Noah shattered it.


The talismans that Elder Julia had provided him could defend against attacks in the fifth rank and didn't need Breath to be activated.


They were some sort of vessels that contained a specific spell that would be released once the items were broken, which made them quite handy to protect weaker cultivators.


They were mostly given to promising cultivators in the human ranks or heirs of some powerful family, but there were a few exceptions in the heroic ranks.


Noah had stored them since the exchange meeting with the envoys of the four nations and could finally put them to use to counter the great Tribulation.


The vortex rotated as it destroyed every lightning bolt that fell on its surface, and that tried to reach for the heroic cultivators under it.


The elders immediately prepared their defensive methods again and waited for the vortex to fall apart to deploy them.


Noah's stash of talismans wasn't limitless, and the group had to face another Tribulation at the peak of the fifth rank after that.


Conserving as many defensive items as possible was mandatory, Noah only had five of them after all.





The vortex lasted for almost three minutes before being pierced by the relentless rain of lightning bolts. 


Still, three hundred layers of ice suddenly appeared in its position and continued to defend the group.


The power of a talisman would depend on the might of the cultivator that cast the spell.


Of course, cultivators would store their most potent spells inside it since they weren't in a battle.


On the contrary, the two Demons had to preserve their energies to last for the entirety of the Tribulation and sprint when it was over.


They couldn't deploy defenses that would leave them drained once created.


Doing that would only force them to stop their advance.


That was why the vortex lasted more than their spells.


Yet, their approach changed after the first talisman was used.


Flying Demon used more Breath and mental energy to fuel his spell and increased the number of layers.


He knew that Dreaming Demon would take over once his defenses were broken and that Noah would use another talisman after her.


That gave him the confidence in being able to recover in time to cast other spells without exhausting himself too much.


The three heroic cultivators were taking turns to take care of the barrage of lightning.


The approach that they had planned before starting their journey worked since Noah only had to use three talismans to reach the last stages of the Tribulation.


The black clouds would disperse after Flying Demon took care of what was left of their power.


The fact that Noah only had two talismans left wasn't a miscalculation.


Their strategy saw them flying through the next rank 5 Tribulation, meaning that its power would keep on diminishing as they advanced.


After all, they would have crossed the center of the dimension at that point.


However, the appearance of the palace occupied part of their minds as they defended.


Noah and the elders took glances at that structure whenever they had a few instants to spare. 


They simply couldn't help themselves.


The palace in the distance stood its ground against the rank 6 Tribulation.


The fake terrain around it shattered before those mighty lightning bolts managed to land on it, but not even a crack appeared on the surface of that building.


There was some sort of shields around the palace that managed to block the lightning storm completely!


It was clear that the building hid something with the power of the sixth rank.


The Tribulation ended, and the black clouds began to disperse.


Noah and the elders would have to sprint in a straight line toward the southern side of the dimension according to their plan.


Yet, all three of them began to fly toward the disappearing palace.


There were no words, no mental messages, no decisions, they simply flew toward the palace as soon as the lightning storm ended.


Their strategy saw them using their full speed to cross the area where the Tribulation reached the sixth rank of power, but there was something even more potent than that at the center of the dimension!


How could Noah and two Demons give up on the chance to explore it?


Also, their calculations told them that they could still reach the territories with the rank 5 Tribulations even if they took that slight detour.


After all, they had chosen to endure peak rank 5 lightning bolts to be sure that they would have enough time, nothing about their strategy was random.


Noah fueled the Shadow sprint martial art with his Liquid dantian, and the elders increased their flying speed through their methods.


The palace disappeared in a few minutes, but the trio didn't slow down its advance at that sight.


They were set on uncovering the secrets of that mysterious place.
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                        The vast prairie spread in front of the flying trio, and no trace of the mighty palace could be seen anywhere.


However, Noah and the elders didn't diminish their flying speed for even an instant. 


They were going all out to reach the spot where it had disappeared.


Time was the key to their survival, and that detour was bound to waste a bit of it.


Yet, risks were usually accompanied by benefits, and anything that could survive a rank 6 Tribulation would obviously be valuable.


The group took three days to reach the spot where the palace had appeared, but both their eyes and mental energy couldn't see anything in the area.


There wasn't even the slight detail on the prairie that suggested that a vast structure was hidden somewhere in that fake land.


Nothing happened even when they flew right over the exact area that the palace was occupying during the Tribulation.


The group couldn't slow down, or they would risk being still in the zone targeted by the rank 6 lighting bolts when four more days passed.


Greed could lead men to their destruction, and those three heroic cultivators were aware of that.


Nevertheless, they were also experienced warriors that had survived through many unexpected situations.


Noah had the honed instincts of a lone cultivator, and Divine Demon had personally trained the elders.


Their minds ran through every possibility, and Noah even activated the Divine deduction technique to evaluate the little information gathered during the lightning storm.


The trio had only seen a palace appearing and defending against the Tribulation before disappearing without leaving any trace.


There wasn't much to work with, and many different events could trigger that scene.


Of course, Noah and the others didn't have time to test all their hypotheses, so they went for the most direct approach.


Their eyes suddenly focused when they were about to fly past the area previously occupied by the palace.


Noah launched a wave of white flames that shattered the fake terrain and spread cracks through the prairie.


Flying Demon summoned thirty-three blue spheres that floated behind his back and released water bullets on both ground and sky.


Dreaming Demon closed her eyes, and her consciousness sent soft mental waves that seeped inside the structure of the dimension.


Her mental waves destabilized the ground and air of the dimension, and some of them even took the shape of lightning bolts as they unleashed their destructive power.


They had all reached the same conclusion in those short instants: Attack!


That was the action that would waste less time, and that would test one of the options in their minds.


The building became visible and material during the Tribulations, which meant that a threat could trigger its appearance.


That spot of the prairie completely fell apart under the assault of the group.





Cracks spread even in the air above it due to the shockwaves released by the attacks of the trio.


Noah and the elders didn't know which of their attacks triggered the wanted effects, but their eyes shone when the palace began to reappear!


Its figure though started to disappear as soon as the dimension began to reconstruct.


The trio immediately launched another series of attacks, but it didn't care about their nature at that time.


Dreaming Demon waved her hands, and four massive tornados formed, destroying vast areas with their incredible suction force.


Flying Demon created clouds that released sharp white blades that froze the environment in their trajectory before exploding when they reached the ground.


The ice then spread through the shattered prairie and gave birth to shining blue flowers that fed on the Breath contained inside the separate dimension.


Noah slashed with his Demonic swords and continued to launch flames.


The three of them were launching some of their most potent attacks since it was clear that the destruction unleashed previously wasn't enough to materialize the palace completely.


They had silently decided to go all out when they saw a glimpse of the mighty structure.


The second offensive made the palace reappear, and its shape seemed about to become entirely material, but it eventually started to fade again.


It was needless to say that Noah and the elders attacked again at that sight.


Even the third offensive wasn't enough to make the structure materialize, but the trio had chained a series of spells and martial arts at that time.


That created lasting destructive effects that continued to shatter the fabric of the dimension even while the palace formed.


Then, they suddenly felt that the density of Breath around them had risen to levels that surpassed even those found in the new continent!


Their consciousnesses could sense that the world around them had drastically changed.


After all, they had launched attacks while hovering in the air right over the palace. 


They were already inside its perimeter.


Some wariness appeared on their expressions when the building began to fade again, and they prepared themselves to sprint toward the south in case even that last attempt turned out to be a failure.


Their series of attacks made them lose more than ten minutes, which was almost over the limits that their strategy had set.


However, a strange sensation surrounded their bodies and began to make them disappear alongside the palace!


A pressure similar to that caused by a teleportation matrix weighed on their minds and forced them to close their senses.


The palace was around them when their consciousnesses spread again in the world, but the environment around the structure had changed.


They were still inside the separate dimension, the prairie, the moons, and the starless sky were there.


Yet, their colors were different.


The fake grass had turned yellow, and the sky shone with a bright azure light.


The two moons had lost their red shades and were completely black, and it was as if their light couldn't reach the insides of the palace.


Noah and the elders released sighs of relief at the sight of that scene. 


It was clear that they had managed to enter another layer of the separate dimension.


Nevertheless, their entrance inside that place triggered reactions that they couldn't hope to predict.


The statues of the four magical beasts standing top of the corners of the defensive wall took life and descended from their pedestals.


Then, they shot in the direction of Noah's group and surrounded it.


Noah was immediately able to notice that those beasts weren't real living beings, but the danger that they radiated made him instinctively grab Chasing Demon's talisman.


Those creatures were constructs with power that matched the sixth rank!
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                        Noah held Chasing Demon's talisman in his grasp as the four statues encircled him and the elders.


He wasn't sure if someone inside the palace controlled them or if theirs was a natural reaction triggered by the presence of unwanted guests inside the defensive walls.


However, he was sure that they weren't living beings.


'A white tiger, a green dragon, a red phoenix, and a black turtle, all of them exuding the power of the sixth rank. Yet, the size of these statues doesn't reflect that of the species that they want to represent.'


Noah thought as he studied the puppets.


Those statues were all seven meters tall, a stature that any dragon and most tigers would surpass once reached that level.


The lines that covered their bodies shone with a blinding light and radiated a suffocating pressure, but they didn't charge at the group of heroic cultivators.


They simply limited themselves to surround Noah and the elders and stare them with their lifeless eyes.


That stall continued for a while.


Noah's group didn't dare to move since even the slight action could trigger unwanted reactions, and the beasts didn't take a step further either.


It was as if their job was only to contain any external threat.


"Are they waiting for orders?"


Flying Demon transmitted through his consciousness to the other members of his group.


The three of them were close and with their front facing the beasts.


Their consciousnesses touched each other, and they could transmit mental messages in the triangle created with their backs without leaking even the slight ripple. 


"Probably. I don't see why they stopped otherwise."


Noah answered through the same method used by the elder.


The statues weren't doing anything, so that was a good time to make the point of the situation.


"Trying to escape is too dangerous, we have to follow the rules of this place."


Dreaming Demon added after a short moment of silence.


Separate dimensions usually contained inheritances and trials, which forced every contender to behave in a certain way.


They didn't know if the palace was meant to deliver an inheritance, but that situation didn't allow them to do much.


The threat of those statues was too high, just one of them was enough to take care of the three heroic cultivators.


Even Noah didn't have any confidence in escaping from that encirclement with Chasing Demon's talisman.


Also, they couldn't just escape.


They had lost too much time, and they couldn't reach the areas targeted by the rank 5 Tribulations before the next lightning storm anymore.


Their only options were to go all out and face the rank 6 lightning bolts in four days, or wait and see if those statues hid a deeper purpose.


Possible death was better than certain death, so they decided to wait.


The minutes became hours, and the hours eventually turned into days.





The Demons and Noah remained still in the air, and the four statues around them did the same.


Nothing moved inside the palace, and the three heroic cultivators did their best to breathe only when they needed it.


"There is the chance that there are mechanisms active only during the Tribulations."


Dreaming Demon transmitted at some point, and her companions agreed with her guess.


The statue and the ethereal properties of the castle worked as autonomous defensive mechanisms. 


Still, there had to be some sort of intelligent being or spirit automaton controlling the entirety of the structure.


Yet, it was possible that such automaton would activate only during the Tribulations and go dormant in the days between them.


"We should prepare an escape plan if nothing changes. Do you have anything that can work against these constructs?"


Noah asked, and Flying Demon immediately replied without trying to hide his sarcasm.


"Haha, yes! I'll take out the secret item that I've decided to save during the last one thousand years! Demon Prince, these are rank 6 puppets, we are dead if they start to move."


Flying Demon's words were on point.


He would have already left that place if he had something that could oppose forces in the sixth rank.


"I might be able to affect the fabric of this layer if I go all out. I would fall asleep again though, and that only in the scenario in which these things don't notice my actions."


Dreaming Demon spoke, and Flying Demon's consciousness couldn't help but tremble slightly when he heard those mental messages.


The thought of seeing his lover suffering from the backlash of her techniques again stirred his emotions.


However, he immediately calmed down.


The situation was entirely different now. 


They already knew the position of the exit, and the Hive was the fourth force in the Mortal Lands.


Waking her up would be effortless if they managed to reach the southwestern coast of the new continent.


The only issue would be in surviving the rank 5 Tribulations while also defending the sleeping elder.


"Demon Prince, do you have something that can buy enough time for our escape?"


Flying Demon asked when he accepted that momentarily sacrificing his lover was the only approach that could create a way out of that situation.


"Maybe."


Noah limited himself to transmit that word, and the conversation ended after that.


They were just evaluating ideas, and they weren't even sure that they would survive the next lightning storm.


More days passed, and the Tribulation arrived on time as usual.


Black clouds gathered in the sky, and orange lightning bolts began to fall toward the prairie.


The color of the Tribulation didn't change even from inside the palace.


Noah and the elders felt relieved when they saw that the shield around the structure easily fended off the rank 6 lightning storm, and let their mind wander at that sight.


They were right under a calamity with the power at the peak of the sixth rank, and they could observe it in its entirety from a safe position.


Most heroic cultivators wouldn't have the chance to witness such a sight until they reached a similar rank.


They didn't think. 


They just admired the stage that every cultivator in the Mortal Land dreamed of reaching.


"I've stared at these bolts of lightning more than three hundred thousand times, but I've never become bored with them."


A firm voice suddenly resounded in the area, and the three heroic cultivators' gazes immediately turned toward its source.


They saw that the ethereal figure of a middle-aged man had appeared out of nowhere right next to the encirclement of the four statues.


The man wore a luxurious green robe and carried a couple of thick tomes under his armpit.


"Return to your pedestals."


The man ordered, and the beasts flew back to the four corners of the defensive wall.


Noah and the elders could finally relax when they saw that and waited for the automaton to explain further before saying anything.


The ethereal man didn't wait for them to act and performed a polite greeting gesture while adding a few words.


"Welcome to the house of the Divine Architect."
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                        The ethereal man's words confirmed one of the silent hypotheses of the trio.


The palace was the creation of an existence that had reached the divine ranks!


The title "Divine" wasn't something that was given randomly, and spirit automatons wouldn't use it so casually.


Also, the palace could defend against rank 6 lightning bolts, there weren't many existences that could build something capable of that feat.


Noah and the elders bowed to answer the polite gesture of the ethereal man.


They were still a bit tense, the automaton was capable of controlling four rank 6 puppets after all.


Yet, his courtesy made them slightly relaxe.


"Please, come inside. It has been too long since I had guests."


The ethereal man waved his hand to point at one of the tall, wooden doors that stood at the base of the structure.


Noah and Flying Demon immediately began to descend toward the entrance, but Dreaming Demon decided to near the automaton while wearing a smile that radiated friendly feelings.


"How should we call you?"


Dreaming Demon asked, and her question left even the automaton surprised.


However, he soon showed a smile of his own before answering her.


"I'm Automaton number thirty-seven, but you can just call me Thirty-seven."


Thirty-seven's mood seemed to have improved by a lot after Dreaming Demon gave him that unexpected attention, and Flying Demon couldn't help but glance at Noah while wearing a smug expression.


Noah simply ignored him and continued to descent.


He didn't know that automatons could replicate human emotions so vividly, the spirit of his space-ring was more similar to a program after all.


'I guess there can be pride in having the love of an amazing woman.'


June's face appeared in Noah's mind when he thought that.


She didn't have Dreaming Demon's grace, and she would never take the peaceful approach when she could obtain the same results through a battle.


However, Noah loved her straightforwardness, and he liked the fact that he didn't have to watch his back in her presence.


Noah suppressed the thoughts about his lover when he saw Thirty-seven appearing right in front of the door that he had pointed.


The door opened when he touched it, and a long corridor was revealed to the descending trio.


Inscriptions covered every surface of the corridor, they spread on the walls, floor, and ceiling, creating a brilliant and luxurious area.


It was clear that the creator of the palace had even considered the aesthetic aspect of the inscriptions during their construction.


"Master hadn't planned to build this dimension, it was a job commissioned by a fellow divine cultivator. Yet, I can say in all honesty that this place is one of her most impressive achievements."


Thirty-seven began to speak as he led the heroic cultivators through the long corridor.





The trio listened to him, but their minds wandered as they inspected the environment around them.


Noah wasn't interested in the grandness of the palace, he mostly cared about the resources that it contained.


'Three hundred thousand Tribulation should correspond to almost six thousand years… The world was different when this palace was built.'


Noah guessed the age of the structure by using Thirty-seven's words, but that realization didn't bring any benefits.


The demon sects had almost disappeared in one thousand years, and they used to be in charge of half of the Papral nation.


There was almost no chance that events that happened even farther in the past could affect his situation or the Hive.


"I must say, I'm surprised by how stubborn Heaven and Earth are. Their anger toward Master's creations is endless."


Thirty-seven continued to praise Divine Architect without ever giving voice to the details concerning her creations.


"What did she create in the past?"


Dreaming Demon tried to ask at some point, but Thirty-seven's figure flickered for a second at that question.


"Forgive me. I can't reveal anything that might uncover secrets behind Master's past and current feats. You obtained the right to learn about the Mortal Palace because you've managed to enter in its perimeter, but my freedom stops there."


Thirty-seven explained when his form stabilized.


He was a spirit automaton, and he had to act according to his programming.


Divine Architect wanted to keep the matters about her feats a secret, and Noah could completely understand her.


Her opponents would have a chance to study her individuality and develop countermeasures that exploited her weaknesses if they were to learn more about her.


Leaving no traces about their achievements was something that heroic cultivators were used to doing, the slight disadvantage could decide their defeat in a fight.


For example, Noah's enemies would never approach him in a melee battle after his fight against Adrian.


That intel about his battle prowess had spread through the heroic assets of the organizations in the Mortal Lands, and everyone knew that his body was unnaturally strong since then.


He had forever lost the chance of surprising his enemies with his physical strength.


Of course, that was also normal in the cultivation world.


Heroic cultivators had to strive for a variegated combat style if they wanted to have enough confidence in any situation.


"Can we obtain this palace then?"


Flying Demon questioned the automaton when he heard his words.


Thirty-seven had clearly said that they had obtained some rights over the building, but Noah's group didn't know how far those rights went.


Obtaining an item able to fend off rank 6 Tribulations could make any organization reach the peak of the Mortal Lands, Flying Demon's interest was more than justified.


However, Thirty-seven shook his head as he answered the elder.


"No. Master's creations will autonomously self-destruct once their energy is depleted on when anyone tries to seize them. Her creations can shift the balance between the powerful organizations outside of this dimension, and Master couldn't risk them blaming their defeats on her."


Disappointed expressions appeared on the faces of the group, but they didn't lose their hope and continued to question the automaton.


"Are there resources useful for our ranks?"


"No, anything with Breath has been devolved to keep the dimension intact."


"Techniques of some sort?"


"No, Divine Architect always kept everything on her person. She always said that even the simplest diagram could give her the inspiration needed to create an inscribed item in the divine ranks."


"What can we gain from this palace?"


Noah decided to directly ask that when he saw that the questions of the elders always met negative answers.


The corridor had ended by then, leading the group in a large hall that featured the same inscriptions on all its surfaces.


The hall featured a circular staircase that led to higher parts of the building and many passages connected to other corridors.


Yet, the most eye-catching aspect of that area was a massive sculpture in the middle of the staircase made by large floating spheres.


"You will obtain all the delicacies safely stored in the palace, knowledge about the Mortal and Immortal Lands, and me."


Thirty-seven answered Noah's question when the group entered the room, and eager expressions appeared on the trio's faces.
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                        Knowledge about the Mortal and Immortal Lands!


Noah and the elders' focus immediately went on that part.


The history of the Mortal Lands didn't interest them, but any heroic cultivator would pay a fortune to learn more about the Immortal ones!


It couldn't be helped, that was the ultimate goal in the cultivators' journey.


"The vast assortment of delicacies is enough to feed a nation for a decade, and the knowledge stored inside the palace covers four thousand years. It starts somewhere ten thousand years ago and ends right before Master's ascension six thousand years ago."


Thirty-seven explained further when he saw that his guests were interested.


'No resources, techniques, or items. Yet, obtaining that kind of knowledge can be incredibly helpful, and the elders would surely hand some of their methods to the Hive anyway. Also, there is this automaton.'


Noah summarized the gains obtained in that journey in his mind.


Thirty-seven was the spirit automaton of a rank 6 item, and his usefulness couldn't possibly be limited to his management skills.


Noah knew that well, even his ring's automaton could perform tasks that surpassed his level.


"What can you do? I guess your expertise must cover formations, inscriptions, and runes."


Noah asked Thirty-seven to obtain a clear idea of his value.


The spirit automaton of his space-ring could catalog a countless number of resources and identify which one of them would be the most useful in specific situations.


Instead, Thirty-seven's abilities had to be in line with Divine Architect's area of expertise since she had created him to handle the palace.


"Exactly. Divine Architect has authorized me to help my new masters with my vast expertise in all the inscriptions' fields. I can only pass down the method to build this dimension though. Master was very careful in maintaining her monopoly over her creations."


Thirty-seven explained, and the trio didn't know how to react to his words.


The help of a rank 6 automaton was terrific, but learning how to create a separate dimension couldn't bring that many benefits.


After all, those places were mainly built by powerful beings to pass down inheritances.


The Hive was at its prime, and Chasing Demon was far away from the divine ranks, a separate dimension wouldn't be that useful in their case.


Thirty-seven didn't fail to notice their slight disappointment and began to list the benefits of the dimension as he led the group on the staircase.


"There is nothing safer than a separate dimension! You can store wealth and use its insides to perform dangerous experiments in an environment that bends to your will!"


Thirty-seven seemed really heated when he explained those points, but the trio wasn't interested.


Building a separate dimension required an immense amount of wealth and work, and it could only become a secret area of some sort.





The Hive couldn't divert so much man-power and resources during that period since it would only slow down its growth.


Noah began to focus on the staircase and the sculpture at its center when he lost interest in the automaton's words.


The steps were transparent, they had been built with an alloy that resembled glass, but that was far sturdier.


'It is as if Divine Architect wanted to be sure that the staircase wouldn't hinder the sight of the sculpture.'


Noah thought as his gaze moved toward the floating spheres above him.


The sphere slowly rotated as they remained in their spots, but there was a bigger one that stayed still.


The group continued to climb the transparent steps, and the automation continued to argue with the elders, but Noah's mind had begun to wander.


The spheres became more detailed as the group neared them, and Noah's eyes widened when he noticed a few details on one of them.


That sphere was mostly azure, but there were a few brown spots of various shapes on its surface.


The issue was that their shapes seemed to match the continents in the Mortal Lands perfectly!


"You humans are all the same, always thinking about benefits. Do you want resources? With this dimension, you can reac-"


"Thirty-seven, is that our world?"


Noah's question interrupted Thirty-seven's words, and the elders immediately followed his gaze to stare at the sculpture.


The automaton suppressed his anger with a snort and wore a proud expression when he saw the amazed faces of the heroic cultivators.


More details appeared on the spheres as the group kept on climbing, and Noah began to notice other smaller brown marks on their surfaces.


His focus was on the sphere that seemed to depict his word.


He saw how accurate it was in representing the continents and the small islands on the vast sea.


His surprise further increased when he saw the piece of Immortal Lands depicted on it.


"Explain."


Noah said that simple word at that point.


The automaton wanted to gloat a bit, but his eagerness to show off Divine Architect's creation took over that feeling.


"The sculpture is an attempt to represent the Mortal and Immortal Lands that Master has been able to see with one of her creations. Of course, this world is the most detailed."


Silence fell on the group when the automaton spoke.


The heroic cultivators analyzed the sculpture with a newfound interest, and there was some disbelief in their expressions.


That disbelief originated by the fact that the sculpture represented multiple Mortal Lands!


'The five small spheres should all be Mortal Lands, which means that the bigger one depicts the Immortal ones.'


Noah quickly moved his focus on the bigger sphere at the center of the sculpture.


He already knew that other worlds existed out there, so it took him less than his companions to recover from that realization.


The bigger sphere was white, and it only featured one small black dot on its surface.


"Even Master's masterpieces couldn't allow her to learn much about the higher plane, which was why she had ultimately decided to ascend. Yet, she had been asked to build this dimension right before that."


Thirty-seven radiated an intense pride as he revealed events that happened far in the past.


"The job was incredibly ambitious. She would have to create a copy of the Mortal Lands with the hope that a higher plane would naturally form because of it. Yet, Heaven and Earth intervened and stopped the expansion of this place."


Anger appeared on the automaton's expression when his story reached that point.


However, his next words made the heroic cultivators focus on him again.


"Creating Mortal Lands while under Heaven and Earth's domain is impossible. Yet, one of the amazing features of this dimension is that its exits must be built from inside it. I believe you can understand how useful it can be."
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                        Each of Thirty-seven's revelations surprised Noah and the elders to no end.


First of all, there was Divine Architect's attempt to represent the Mortal and Immortal Lands through a sculpture.


That attempt had ultimately failed, but she still achieved something spectacular in discovering other Mortal Lands that seemed connected to a single higher plane.


That discovery was useless for most heroic cultivators. 


Still, some experts would surely decide to spend centuries to explore further the nature of the other worlds and their connection to the Immortal Lands.


Also, many peak heroic cultivators that were approaching the divine ranks would pay a fortune to learn more about the layout of the universe.


Then, there was the attempt to build a world outside of Heaven and Earth's domain to give birth to a new higher plane.


Noah and the elders couldn't even begin to imagine who had the time and assets to commission such an unrealistic and ambitious work.


They didn't even know if a higher plane could form naturally due to the appearance of a lower one!


In the end, there were the properties of the separate dimension revealed by Thirty-seven's words.


The possibility of creating an exit directly from inside the dimension meant that they could reach enemy lands without revealing their position.


The trio didn't know how exactly that worked, but the thought of building the dimension suddenly became interesting.


What if they could just appear inside one of the deposits of the Royal academy and disappear without leaving any trace?


What if they could appear behind the enemy's defenses and take by surprise an entire camp?


The applications to that feature were endless, especially for a nation built by the fusion of unorthodox sects and underground organizations.


'I wonder if my previous world is somewhere far outside of those Mortal Lands.'


Noah thought as his mind sorted all the new information acquired.


He knew that his previous world couldn't be classified as a Mortal Land, the absence of miraculous energies like the Breath put it far below the required standards.


Yet, he couldn't help but imagine it being somewhere far away from Heaven and Earth's domain.


'Maybe, Heaven and Earth will expand and annex my previous world, blessing it with their Breath.'


Noah suppressed his thoughts after that.


The Breath was a blessing, just like the ability to cultivate.


However, he knew that Heaven and Earth were sentient entities and that their actions had to carry their hidden reasons.


It was clear that they strived for power and control, but heroic cultivators couldn't possibly understand their methods and exact intentions.


"Can we use the exits to return inside the dimension?"


Flying Demon asked at some point.


Noah and Dreaming Demon could understand the meaning behind his question and decided to remain silent.





Flying Demon had spent one thousand years trapped inside the dimension, and he had to know if there was an easier way out of that place.


An affirmative answer would mean that his long sufferings would have been for nothing, but his mind needed to know nonetheless.


He simply needed some sort of closure to put behind him all those years and move onward.


"Their functioning is set during their creation. Each door can work as an entrance, exit, or both. You just have to decide it during their construction."


"What about those inside this dimension? What are they meant for?"


Flying Demon gave voice to another question as soon as Thirty-seven explanation ended.


"Master knew about Heaven and Earth's possessiveness, so she limited the number of doors as much as she could. The door on the north can only work as an entrance, while that on the south can only function as an exit."


Dreaming Demon reached for Flying Demon's hand when Thirty-seven's words resounded in the hall.


That explanation cleared the elder's last doubts about his actions. 


He now knew that he had done everything he could in those one thousand years.


Thirty-seven didn't even seem to notice the elders had begun to ignore him and were focused on each other.


Noah ignored them too since he didn't want to interrupt those expressions of affection.


His focus was on the top floor that was slowly being revealed as the group reached the end of the staircase.


Massive bookcases filled with countless tomes and scrolls appeared in his view as he stepped on the last transparent step of the circular staircase.


The top floor of the palace turned out to be a massive library!


Also, Noah was immediately able to notice that a tall item could be seen at the end of the library.


The item resembled a telescope that radiated an eerie aura that reached the sixth rank.


"Master has used the Space-lens to gaze at the worlds outside of these Mortal Lands, but the item was forever damaged when she turned it toward the Immortal Lands."


Thirty-seven said as he stared at the huge telescope.


Noah and the elders felt some eagerness to test it, but they quickly suppressed those feelings.


A rank 6 inscribed item had been damaged by a single glance at the Immortal Lands. 


They couldn't even begin to imagine what that sight would do to their mental spheres.


Thirty-seven waved his ethereal hands, and a series of couches and praying mats materialized between the bookcases.


"Please, feel free to rest and browse through this knowledge as much as you want, I'll quickly transfer food and wine too. This palace can only last for four hundred years though, so be sure to leave before that."


The automaton disappeared after he said those words, and the cultivators shot smirks at each other now that they were alone again.


They were safe and had even obtained part of the legacy of a divine being!


Their decisive actions during the crossing had been rewarded by a vast knowledge and a rank 6 spirit automaton specialized in the inscriptions' fields.


Also, they were right in the middle of the territories targeted by the rank 6 Tribulations, which meant that they wouldn't have to face the peak rank 5 lightning bolts when they resumed their crossing.


Flying from that point for a week would make them directly reach the areas with rank 5 lightning bolts that had power in the middle tier.


Their travel toward the exit had just become far more manageable.


"I have no intention of staying here for four hundred years."


Flying Demon announced with a laugh as he lay on one of the couches.


"It's a pity though. These amazing items would self-destruct after our departure. Divine Architect was really careful."


Dreaming Demon said as she sat next to her lain lover.


"Let's rest, recover, and enjoy ourselves for a while. I'm too interested in these books to leave so soon."


Noah said as he neared the bookcases to inspect the scrolls and tomes on them.


The two Demons nodded at his words and used their mental waves to inspect the bookcases too.


It was needless to say that all three of them immediately looked for the knowledge concerning the Immortal Lands.
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                        Thirty-seven reappeared in the library shortly after while bringing the delicacies that he had promised.


A series of long tables floated inside the large room and softly landed in front of the couches where the three heroic cultivators were seated.


Noah and the elders had easily found tomes and scrolls that discussed theories and clues about the Immortal Lands while the automation was away.


The contents of those books had immediately claimed their interest, and they barely noticed that food and sweet wine had been placed in front of them.


Even Noah, who usually didn't care about historical records, was immersed in that knowledge.


It couldn't be helped, even the slight hint that concerned the Immortal Lands was a unique treasure for heroic cultivators.


Beings that strived for the divine would pay a fortune to learn more about it. 


It was a simple but innate drive.


Thirty-seven remained silent when he saw that scene.


He considered himself already part of their assets, and he wouldn't do anything that could break their concentration.


Flying Demon was the first to notice the food, and he put aside the scrolls in his hands to dive toward those delicacies.


The elder hadn't seen food for centuries, and its sole sight was enough to make him drool.


Dreaming Demon followed his example, but her gestures were more refined as she reached for one of the plates.


On the other hand, Noah ignored the food in front of him and limited himself to fill one cup with that sweet wine without moving his gaze away from the tome in his hands.


He was reading about the studies of a certain Caleb Pettders, a talented noble of the Utra nation that had lived more than six thousand years ago.


Caleb had been a rank 6 cultivator and the pride of the royal family previously ruling that nation.


However, he ended up ruining his mental sphere when he asked Divine Architect for a favor.


According to the tome, the news that Divine Architect had built a telescope capable of taking glimpses of the Immortal Lands was known by most of the powerhouses living in the old continent.


That feat had been discovered when she moved the Space-lens in the separate dimension.


It was needless to say that the item immediately had become the center of the interests of the powerhouses of that time.


Rank 5 and 6 cultivators searched for her for years, but only Caleb managed to find her with the help of his family's resources.


Divine Architect and Caleb had made a deal at that point, which saw the Pettders family swearing not to blame Divine Architect for any unwanted consequence.


After all, Divine Architect had yet to become divine by that time, and the threat of the ruling family of the Utra nation could still scare her.


In the end, Caleb managed to see the Immortal Lands through the Space-lens, and their sight almost shattered his mental sphere.





The wealth of his family couldn't help him, rank 6 drugs were unobtainable, and no powerhouse would ever be willing to sell them.


The Pettders family could only see its power vanish as other nobles took over its domain.


Caleb had decided to write a book during those events to try to stop the decline of his family. 


Still, the loss of their rank 6 existence had affected it too much by then.


Also, Caleb wasn't sane after the blow on his sea of consciousness, and his words didn't make much sense.


Noah had been able to learn about his story only because the tome in his hands gave a brief introduction before transcribing Caleb's words.


The concepts written by Caleb were messy, they didn't make any sense.


Noah had to read the entire book many times and analyze his words through the Divine deduction technique to sort out what could be real and what was only the result of Caleb's madness.


'The words "blinding light" are reoccurring and fit the Divine Architect's representation of the Immortal Lands. He even often mentions that he "saw feelings and watched sounds" when he stared at the higher plane.'


Those lines of thought were the summary of an entire book.


'No wonder he couldn't save his family, his book couldn't be worth much in this state. Seeing feelings and watching sounds  is an interesting line though, it might refer to the laws radiated by divine beings.'


Noah took a few sips from his cup as he thought that.


Expressing a law could be done only when a cultivator became law, but there had to be similar features in the heroic ranks.


'I know that expressing the individuality should be one of the last steps in the heroic ranks, and I can already learn part of the laws that I'm absorbing due to my cultivation technique. Yet, there isn't much to gain from this book.'


Noah left the tome on the table and swept the bookcases with his mental energy.


He didn't expect to find many certainties about the Immortal Lands even in that vast library, but small clues and hints were all that heroic cultivators could desire.


The difference between the Mortal Lands and a higher plane was too vast, and even a rank 6 existence couldn't bear its sight.


'The Space-lens was forgotten after the powerhouses understood that it was too dangerous. I guess only Divine Architect knew how to use it properly.'


Noah thought as he took a glance at the massive telescope at the center of the room.


He would be lying if he said that he wasn't curious about that fantastic item.


Thirty-seven had warned them that it had been damaged, but the records confirmed that it had been used at least twice to stare at the Immortal Lands.


There was some missing clue that only Divine Architect could know, and Noah wouldn't try his fortune with something so dangerous.


Weeks passed inside the palace, and Tribulation never failed to arrive on time.


Noah and the Demons relaxed inside the comfortable, safe area at the top of the palace.


They even began to question Thirty-seven about some of the books contained in the library.


The automaton had read all those tomes and scrolls in the thousands of years spent alone in the dimension and claimed to be able to rewrite them.


Yet, the group still decided that it was better to bring them back to the Hive when they felt like leaving.


Some of those scrolls were originals that still carried the intents of their powerful authors, and their value couldn't be compared to regular copies.


The library offered a vast knowledge and safety, but Flying Demon was eager to return to the outside world, and the others in his group had similar feelings.


So, they simply stored all the food, wine, and books inside Noah's space-ring and waited for the arrival of the next Tribulation.


They had already decided that they would run in a straight line toward the exit once the next lightning storm ended.
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                        The weekly Tribulation arrived on time and unleashed its usual destruction.


Noah and the elders stared at the majestic sight of the rank 6 lightning bolts crashing on the shield of the palace from above the defensive wall.


They wouldn't have a chance to witness a similar scene from a safe position anymore after that day, so their complete focus was on that great calamity.


Anything with the power of the sixth rank was worthy of respect, even if it came from Heaven and Earth.


That was the last step of the heroic ranks, the ultimate target of all the heroic cultivators living in the Mortal Lands.


The lightning storm began to disperse after thirty minutes, and the group prepared itself to sprint toward the south, in the direction of the exit.


Then, the trio jumped off the defensive wall and began to fly at full speed when the last black cloud in the sky vanished.


They had one week before the next Tribulation, and that amount of time was enough to make them reach the areas targeted by rank 5 lighting bolts in the middle tier.


They could avoid the lightning storm with power at the peak of the fifth rank since their starting point was farther in the dimension compared to the checkpoint in their original strategy.


There would still be three Tribulations in the next part of their travel, but two of them would be in the fourth rank since they had set off from the palace.


The light radiated by a pendant on Dreaming Demon's neck flickered when the group left the perimeter of the palace.


Loud ruckus began to resound from the structure behind them, but the group didn't dare to stop to analyze the event.


Thirty-seven had activated the self-destruct measures of the palace since he was leaving the structure with the trio.


That action couldn't be avoided since the spirit automaton had been programmed in that way by Divine Architect.


Noah and the others didn't have the power to modify his programming without causing any unwanted reaction, so they simply gave up on the thought of keeping Divine Architect's creations.


Instead, they flew at an even higher speed to escape the rage of the blast.


Luckily for them, Thirty-seven had left the shield of the palace active to contain the explosion.


Earthquakes and shockwaves spread from the palace to the areas around it, but the shield managed to block most of its destructive effects.


Part of the prairie and the space above it still shattered, but those mighty events didn't manage to reach the three heroic cultivators that were already far in the distance.


It was needless to say that they felt helpless about that outcome.


A palace able to defend against rank 6 attacks and a damaged telescope able to gaze at the worlds outside of the Mortal Lands were items than any organization would do anything to obtain.


Yet, Divine Architect was too careful and powerful, Noah and the others could just accept the fact that they couldn't affect that outcome.





A week passed quickly, and Noah felt forced to eat many of the pills created by the Udye family to refill his Liquid dantian to help the elders with the Tribulation.


That rank 5 Tribulation had the power of the middle tier. 


It couldn't be handled carelessly even if the group had already faced something stronger.


Noah and the elders repeated the same cyclic deployment of defensive measures, with Noah using one of his talismans and flames to aid the Demons during their breaks.


Of course, his flames couldn't possibly oppose those lightning bolts, but they could help in gaining a few precious seconds so that he wouldn't have to use another talisman.


The crossing was over in his mind, and his focus had to be in saving useful resources now.


The exploration of the separate dimension was bound to bring incredible benefits to the Hive, but Noah had to pay for them with his wealth.


After all, the Hive would gain two rank 5 cultivators, a rank 6 automaton expert in all kinds of inscriptions, and an immense knowledge concerning the history of the continent.


Also, there were the techniques and methods that Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon had kept in their minds since their exile.


Instead, Noah had only seen his Credits, pills, potions, and talismans diminish to obtain all of that.


He didn't mind the rank 4 drugs too much, but the loss of the rank 5 potion and the four talismans weighed on his mind.


They were lifesavers challenging to obtain, especially the potion.


'I guess I did gain something.'


Noah thought when the Tribulation was over, and the group resumed its flight toward the southern area of the dimension.


'I think I would have taken longer to reach the liquid stage if I didn't decide to sacrifice the immediate gains. Also, I've upgraded all my spells in a safe space in this period. I will be on a completely different level once I return to the southwestern coast of the new continent.'


Noah believed that he would have achieved similar results even if he wasn't trapped in the dimension.


Still, he couldn't deny the fact that meeting the elders had helped his individuality.


'They better find a way to repay me. Taking a look at all the techniques and methods inside their minds is the very least that they can do.'


Noah had already decided to directly ask for the knowledge of the demon sects when the group reunited with the Hive.


The unorthodox techniques of those sects were fascinating, and Noah couldn't wait to improve his combat style.


He had been using the same spells and arts for years by then, and he had even improved all of them recently.


Yet, they were random spells that didn't suit his individuality, only the second form of his martial art, and some of the modified diagrams carried traces of it.


'The weakness of the rarest elements…'


That thought appeared in Noah's mind when he reviewed his offensive.


Darkness and light aptitude cultivators were generally more potent than their peers, but they had to overcome the lack of proper diagrams and arts that could express their power.


That issue was further enhanced in the heroic ranks since cultivators would need to strive to their individuality at those stages.


However, Noah couldn't fully express his individuality without fitting attacks.


His battle style had been honed and perfected through many battles, but he still fought while using any spell that he could find.


'It's impossible to find a set of spells for my element that also fit my individuality. I can only slowly create them as I keep absorbing laws.'


Noah put the matter in the back of his mind at that point.


He had already taken the second step inside the heroic ranks, and the Divine deduction technique helped him in matters that afflicted ordinary cultivators.


There was nothing that he could do to improve faster.


The group faced the two rank 4 Tribulations in the following weeks and crossed them without any problem.


Then, Noah and the elders reached for the exit.



						




                    


                
				
                    661. Return

					
					

                    
                        There was a zone devoid of life inside the mountain chain that divided the areas of influence of the Elbas family and the Shandal Empire.


That feature was quite peculiar in a rank 5 danger zone, especially since some heroic cultivators believed that it hid a rank 6 existence inside its perimeter.


An area devoid of life in a lair of powerful magical beasts was unusual, but the mountain chain was treated in a similar way to the mystical fog.


It was a danger zone that could be easily crossed on the western coast through the city of Slyfall, so there was no point in venturing through its dangerous territory.


Yet, the terrain of that particular spot began to show traces of activity for the first time in millennia at some point.


Shining lines appeared on the ground and spread through a few hundreds of meters vast area, creating an array that illuminated the surface of the mountains around it.


The light radiated by the large formation increased until it became a blinding halo, only to vanish shortly after.


Noah, Flying Demon, and Dreaming Demon's figures had appeared on the ground when the blinding light of the array vanished.


The shining lines under them slowly stopped shining and began to disappear.


Also, some of them even showed slight cracks in their shapes.


The trio knew that the detonation of the palace had started a chain reaction that would slowly shatter the fabric of the separate dimension in the next months.


Those cracks were just one of the after-effects of that event.


The truth was that only Noah and Dreaming Demon had noticed those details since Flying Demon was wholly captivated by the sight of the starry sky.


It was nighttime when they came out of the separate dimension, and the elder had stared at the dark-blue starless sky for a thousand years in solitude.


Seeing a different environment after so much time gave birth to many emotions inside him, he could finally sense that his hardships were over.


Flying Demon stared at the sky for a while and closed his eyes to calm his mind when he felt satisfied.


Noah and Dreaming Demon remained silent by his side. 


They were set on giving him all the time that he needed.


Then, he began to speak without opening his eyes.


"Demon Prince, I want to make one thing clear."


Noah turned toward the elder when he heard those words.


"I know that my lover didn't predict your arrival, but you still saved both of us. A few lifetimes might not be enough to repay this debt, and my assets can't even begin to cover it. Yet, I can promise you our eternal gratitude. Our powers will be at your disposal whenever you desire."


Flying Demon opened his eyes when he finished speaking and began to fly in the sky to take a better look at the world.


Dreaming Demon shot a warm smile toward Noah before following her lover in the sky.





They had been away for one thousand years, their eagerness to see how the world had changed was understandable.


'I wonder if he would still speak in that way if he knew that I thought about eating both of them.'


Noah shook his head as he suppressed that thought.


Buzzing sounds began to resound inside his sea of consciousness as his inscribed notebook received the mental messages that had accumulated while he was inside the dimension.


Noah had disappeared for less than five years, and the elders of the Hive knew that the exploration of a separate dimension could take far more.


Yet, they still sent a few messages to question him about his status and to update him about the main progress of the Hive.


Noah read through the contents of those messages as he flew toward the elders that had begun to stare toward the west with wide eyes.


They had learnt about the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands from Noah, but the sight of the new landmass in the distance still made their imagination wander.


"Prepare a welcome banquet. We have guests."


Noah limited himself to send that mental message to the Hive when he saw the expressions of the two Demons.


Only time and willpower would heal the injuries that their individualities carried, and seeing how the Hive was flourishing under the rule of their old friend might help in that matter.


"This way. We can directly fly to the Coral archipelago and take a teleportation matrix there."


Noah said as he flew past the elders toward the archipelago.


Staring at the new continent from a distance couldn't be compared to the feeling of flying over its sky, he knew that too well.


The elders returned to reality when they heard his words and began to follow him while taking glances of the territories around them.


Everything felt new to them, and they couldn't help but take short breaks whenever they found something interesting.


Their flying speed turned out to be rather slow due to their curiosity, but Noah didn't mind waiting a bit to appease them.


After all, his mission was over, and there was only a long period of meditation in front of him.


Then, a familiar figure greeted them when they reached the sky above the city of Slyfall.


"It's so good to see you again, Lord Balvan. Would you make use of the services that my city can offer to you and your esteemed friends this time?"


Drew, the son of the governor of the city of Slyfall, gave voice to those words while performing a bow to greet the three heroic cultivators.


Noah felt quite surprised that Drew was bold enough to speak to two rank 5 cultivators, but his amazement further increased when he saw Thirty-seven materializing next to them.


Thirty-seven didn't say a word as he shot toward Drew and began to study his inscribed robe.


The automaton was captivated by those inscriptions, and he would exclaim random phrases as he traced those shining lines with his ethereal fingers.


"The inscriptions' field has made a lot of progress in these years."


"Oh! I see Zave's teachings inside this line."


"Why is the inscription master doing such shabby works?"


Drew stood still as the automation evaluated the inscriptions on his robe, but traces of annoyance appeared on his face when he saw that Thirty-seven didn't seem willing to stop anytime soon.


"My Lords, could you please make him stop?"


Drew asked, but the trio only revealed stern expressions.


Noah and the elders were Thirty-seven's Masters, but the automaton was an intelligent rank 6 automaton.


He had a will of his own, which made him difficult to control with their power.


"Why don't you give him your robe? He seems captivated by its fabric."


Dreaming Demon asked at some point, and the friendly feelings radiated by her smile forced Drew to obey her request.


Flying Demon showed a smug smile at that sight while Noah turned to leave toward the archipelago.


Drew was able to recover only after even the elders had left, which was when he realized that the trio had robbed him.
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                        "The inscription's field has made a lot of progress in the past six thousand years. It's such a pity that the same can't be said for the inscription masters."


Thirty-seven kept on evaluating Drew's robe as the group flew toward the Coral archipelago.


He wouldn't remain silent nor return inside the pendant on Dreaming Demon's neck even when she asked him nicely, so the group had to hear his endless comments for the whole duration of their travel.


"Look! That animal has wasted such an amazing use of Zave's teachings! How can they even sell such a failure!"


Thirty-seven exclaimed while trying to find some common ground with the members of his group.


However, Noah and the elders had no idea what he was talking about.


Noah's inscription method was atypical and very personal.


It could be considered a branch of the inscriptions, but it also worked in a completely different way.


Flying Demon had only a general understanding of the various schools and could use simple methods of all of them.


Yet, he wasn't an expert in any of them. 


He had just learnt how they worked since some of the techniques of the demon sects required them.


Dreaming Demon also trained in a very personal method.


She wasn't able to perform inscriptions, but her peculiar mental waves worked in a similar way to the meanings contained in the runes.


Her methods were exceptional in their uniqueness, and she could only be labeled as a pioneer of a school since she was already able to create spells.


The flight became a bit awkward because of that.


Noah simply ignored Thirty-seven, while Flying Demon limited himself to nod every time the automaton turned toward him.


Only Dreaming Demon showed gentle smiles when Thirty-seven mentioned her. 


Still, the twitches on the corners of her mouth revealed how even her patience was reaching its limits.


Thirty-seven didn't seem to mind their reactions and continued to complain as if it was completely normal.


His theses used arguments of experts that had lived even ten thousand years in the past!


'He can't speak about Divine Architect, but he doesn't have the same limitations when it comes to other cultivators and schools. I wonder if he is stable enough to hold classes for both heroic and human cultivators.'


Noah thought as he listened to the vast knowledge of the automaton.


The Hive lacked experts in the inscriptions' fields.


Even the purchase of books and scrolls that contained some teachings could only give birth to a limited number of new inscription masters.


The type of instruction that the Hive could provide was below the average of the three big nations, which was something that couldn't be solved in a short amount of time.


The Utra nation was the most advanced country in the inscriptions' fields because the Royal academy instructed human cultivators since they were still in the first rank.





However, the Elbas family had invested a lot in the academy.


The Royals had even accepted that their enemies could benefit from the subjects taught there to increase their experts.


The other big nations used less capable methods to provide that kind of instruction to promising cultivators, but they still needed to invest a lot in that field to reach that point.


Instead, the Hive had just begun to pave its path toward the level of power of the three big nations.


Its human assets were steadily increasing, and the training grounds gave them real combat experience.


That training was bound to show its results in the future, especially if it gave birth to more heroic cultivators.


Yet, inscriptions were critical too.


Heroic cultivators would need them at some point to create personal techniques or spells, and it would be almost impossible for them to reach the sixth rank otherwise.


The beings in the sixth rank were the expression of the real power of an organization, so it was normal for each country to create favorable conditions for their birth.


The lack of proper teachers in the Hive could be solved if Thirty-seven proved himself able to educate both human and heroic cultivators.


The first classes could give birth to a series of inscription masters that could consequently hold courses of their own.


The Hive would need to purchase a large number of precious materials required by the students in those fields, but there wasn't a better period to do so.


The prices for the cultivation resources were at their lowest since the appearance of the new continent, and they were still struggling to stabilize.


Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon ultimately accelerated since Thirty-seven's presence was becoming unbearable, and the group managed to reach the Coral archipelago in less than three weeks.


Elder Roy welcomed them when they reached the islands, but he couldn't recognize the two rank 5 cultivators next to the Demon Prince.


He limited himself to follow Noah's orders and allow them to reach the teleportation matrix leading to the new continent.


The group reappeared under the white crowns of the forest of White Woods, where the central array had been built.


Noah and the elders had finally reached the headquarters of the Hive!


The elders showed amazed expressions when they sensed the high density of Breath in the area, but they didn't leave the perimeter of the formation.


There were many defensive layers around them, and only Noah was authorized to cross them without causing any adverse reactions.


However, there was someone in their group that couldn't help but complain when he saw the shining lines on the ground.


"What is this atrocity!?"


Thirty-seven shouted those words as he came out of the pendant on Dreaming Demon's neck to take a better look at the formations around them.


"What is this level of ineptitude!? The power output is completely off the scale for the tasks executed by this array. These animals have just piled one formation over another without even caring to restore some harmony!"


Thirty-seven shouted as he floated from one core of the formation toward another.


Elder Julia saw the entire scene since she had decided to greet Noah when the cultivators in the archipelago informed her that he was with two rank 5 entities.


She was standing outside of the formations, and her eyes would follow the automaton as she evaluated every mistake that he pointed out.


She had helped to set the defenses in that area, and she had even linked the energy gathered in the shining lakes to those lines.


So, those comments seemed directed toward her.


Noah noticed her furrowed brows and was about to explain the situation, but an oppressing aura suddenly covered the area and forced the automaton to stay still.


Elder Julia and Noah were immediately able to recognize that aura. 


Still, Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon took a while before linking those sensations to their memories from one thousand years ago.


However, they showed broad smiles when they realized who was the owner of that aura.


Their gazes then went for the white crowns where they saw an amazed Chasing Demon flying toward them.
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                        "These... Lines... Bad... Inscriptions!"


Thirty-seven struggled to complain even under Chasing Demon's suppression.


However, the three Demons didn't mind his words.


They didn't see each other since the exile of the demon sects, and they weren't even sure about their survival.


Chasing Demon had lived hidden in the exoskeleton of the Purple corals, afflicted by anger and vengeful thoughts.


The Chasing demon sect had thrived in the islands of the archipelago, but it didn't have the power to peek at the lands ruled by the three big nations in those years.


The Patriarch of the Hive couldn't look for the remains of his companions even when the Coral archipelago became independent. 


The Hive was simply too weak.


Years spent in regret and sorrow had honed his individuality, leading him to create a cultivation technique and reach the sixth rank even if part of his potential had been wasted.


Instead, the other two elders had stayed in the separate dimension for the whole time.


Dreaming Demon had it easy because of her sleep, but Flying Demon had to live in solitude, feeding his body to commoners with the hope of awakening his lover.


Yet, those Demons were now standing under the same forest, and simple words couldn't describe the emotions that filled their minds at that moment.


The automaton continued to struggle under Chasing Demon's pressure.


He didn't seem to care that his very form was in danger, he only wanted to point out the mistakes in the formations around him.


On the other hand, Elder Julia couldn't understand the actions of the Patriarch.


Chasing Demon left his underground training area when he needed to deploy the copying technique, but he spent the rest of the time cultivating.


He was the powerhouse of the Hive after all, and his eyes gazed for the lands above the sky.


However, he was currently out in the open, and he wore an incredulous expression that radiated traces of warmth and happiness.


Elder Julia instinctively turned toward Noah at that point.


She wanted to understand what was happening, but she stopped creating her mental message when she noticed that Noah had reached the liquid stage.


There didn't seem to be a limit to how much a simple scene could surprise her.


"Arthur, Tisha, how is this possible?"


Chasing Demon said as he landed on top of the shining lines right in front of Noah's group.


Dreaming Demon limited herself to smile while Flying Demon released a laugh before adding a few words.


"Haha, we were just taking a break when your Demon Prince arrived and begged us to join the Hive."


Noah snorted when he heard the elder and replied with a few mocking lines of his own.


"I was just passing by and decided to bring these fossils with me."


Chasing Demon was able to notice Noah's new cultivation level only after he spoke, but his focus didn't leave the two rank 5 elders even at that point.





He had tasked Noah to look for the demon sects, but he was expecting him to return with a few human cultivators and a couple of forgotten techniques.


Finding the Charming demon sect and the slave carrying the bloodline of the Enduring demon sect was already a massive achievement in his mind.


However, returning with two rank 5 Demons couldn't possibly have a fixed value.


After all, the Hive only had five rank 5 cultivators, but that number had instantly increased to seven!


Generally speaking, an organization would have to wait centuries to see the birth of just one of those powerful individuals.


The path toward the higher ranks became longer in the heroic ranks, and it wasn't strange for rank 4 cultivators to remain stuck on their level for centuries.


Also, that stagnation would affect their potential.


Rank 4 cultivators who had remained on the same stage for centuries had little hope to reach the higher ranks.


Their dantians would become unsuitable for the absorption of laws due to the stagnation.


Only a constant improvement could make full use of the potential of a cultivator.


It must be said that the two Demons weren't even newly advanced rank 5 cultivators.


They were experienced warriors who had once been in charge of the unorthodox sects of the Papral nation.


Their battle prowess and knowledge were on par, if not superior, to the strongest rank 5 elders of the Hive.


They were elites among beings in the fifth rank.


"Never… Pile… Formations… Always… Harmony!"


Thirty-seven continued to complain, and his words were finally able to ruin the joyous reunion.


Chasing Demon shot an angry gaze toward the automaton who didn't even seem to notice it.


The ethereal man was set on pointing out mistakes, it was as if his programming ordered that behavior.


"Is he useful?"


Chasing Demon asked while pointing at the automaton, and the trio slowly nodded.


"Yes, sadly."


Flying Demon even added that line as he began to stare at the suppressed automaton that was crouched on the terrain.


Thirty-seven was slowly crawling along the shining lines to inspect their forms better and find other complaints.


Nothing else seemed to interest him.


However, he revealed a curious when Chasing Demon directed his words to him.


"Spirit, do you want to see the formations of our Master?"


Thirty-seven stooped complaining at that point and repeatedly nodded toward the Patriarch of the Hive.


He could see how Chasing Demon was a rank 6 entity, so he could quickly deduce that his master had to be even stronger than him.


Thirty-seven shot a glance at the pendant on Dreaming Demon's neck, and she threw it toward Chasing Demon without the slightest hesitation.


The automaton was simply too annoying, and she couldn't wait to give it to someone else.


"Follow me."


Chasing Demon said as he grabbed the pendant and flew toward a spot inside the forest of White woods.


The automaton was forced to follow him due to the distancing pendant, and the trio didn't hesitate to fly after him.


Elder Julia was still a bit confused about the whole situation, but she decided to follow the Patriarch nonetheless.


She was the elder in charge of the southwestern coast when Chasing Demon was busy cultivating, so it was in her duty to be always informed about everything.


Chasing Demon flew past the western coast and dived toward the layer of ice under the new continent.


His presence triggered some reactions in the azure rocks right above the layer of ice, and a path opened when he neared them.


The group followed Chasing Demon through the passage at the bottom of the piece of Immortal Lands, and sped through the azure tunnel filled by inscriptions.


The growls of magical beasts began to resound in the area, and that made Noah understand where they were going.


Chasing Demon stopped when he reached a large underground room filled with shining lines that spread toward many tunnels.


The spirit automaton had been silent for the whole duration of the flight.


Still, he couldn't help but give voice to a word when the array appeared in his view.


"Masterpiece."
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                        Thirty-seven couldn't contain his excitement when he saw one of the core areas of the copying technique.


"Breaking the limits of the Attunement method! Amazing! Amazing!"


The automaton repeated himself as he began to study the shining lines under him.


Even Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon felt surprised in front of that scene.


It was clear that Chasing Demon was the only one in the entirety of the Hive capable of building something so intricate and powerful, but that still surpassed the limits of his cultivation level.


The growls of powerful beasts echoed through the azure walls of the underground room, and Noah's body instinctively analyzed them.


Noah felt a series of information reaching his mind in a matter of seconds, and he gained a general idea of the kind of creatures trapped behind those tunnels.


'Chasing Demon has been busy in these years.'


Noah thought when he understood that the Patriarch of the Hive had captured more than two hundred different specimens!


That feat was even more surprising since Noah could sense the presence of ten magical beasts in the fifth rank, as well as a familiar one.


There was a familiar screech coming from the tunnels on the south.


Noah could recognize that screech since it belonged to the rank 5 Giant sandworm that ruled over the desert.


The defenses of the Hive would be extremely sturdy with so many and variegated beasts to copy, but that realization brought a bit of worry on his mind.


'The number of rank 5 specimens dwindles as the colonization advances. I'll be forced to travel a lot in the future. I might even have to explore the depths of the sea.'


Noah evaluated when he understood that the available prey on the new continent were diminishing.


Yet, that thought didn't dishearten him.


His body was already strong, and his instincts were so intense that his rank 4 sea of consciousness found them hard to control.


Also, the drawback of his body-nourishing method would become a real issue only when he reached the higher tiers of the fifth rank.


He could still feed on peak rank 4 creatures and weak rank 5 beasts at the moment, it was pointless to worry about beings that he couldn't hunt.


'My focus right now must be on my other centers of power. I need harmony, and I need to deepen my individuality.'


Noah put that matter aside at that point and focused again on the group around him.


Elder Julia was silently floating in the back of the group, and the Demons remained silent as they stared at the excited automaton.


The three of them didn't know where to start with their story.


The bad memories that accompanied the past events didn't help in that matter.


Then, Dreaming Demon broke the silence.


"Rufus."


The cultivators in the area turned toward her when they saw that she was beginning to speak.





Of course, Thirty-seven kept on studying the formation and wholly ignored the humans above him.


"You were one of the weakest among Master's disciples, but you stand at the very top of the heroic ranks now. Also, you have been able to wield Master's teachings and make them yours. I'm honored to have been your companion in the past."


Dreaming Demon bowed when she finished her phrase, and Flying Demon imitated her gesture.


The feelings behind her voice were honest, and she really meant what she said.


Chasing Demon had managed to survive the exile of the demon sects and reach the sixth rank without anyone's backing.


There was some luck involved with his feat, but that wasn't enough to reduce the greatness of his achievement.


Chasing Demon went from being the weakest disciple of Divine Demon to the leader of the fourth force in the Mortal Lands!


"Friends, please, straighten yourselves and tell me your story. We will drink for days once these matters are settled."


Chasing Demon replied as he waved his hand to break their bow.


The two elders could only reveal helpless smiles when they saw that their junior was now able to affect their movements with his mental energy.


Yet, that discovery only made them more willing to help him and the Hive.


The Demons began to speak at that point.


Their story started from the exile and went through the events in the separate dimension.


Flying Demon didn't mention many details, but Dreaming Demon made sure to add them every time her lover tried to hide something.


She didn't do that to put shame on her lover, she only wanted Chasing Demon to have a complete understanding of the situation.


Also, she wanted him to know how much did Noah sacrifice to help the two of them.


They didn't have resources in their possession, just some techniques that the other Demons had shared with them.


Only Chasing Demon had the assets to reward the Demon Prince appropriately.


Elder Julia remained silent on the side as the three Demons caught up, but it was evident that she was extremely interested in their stories.


The events in the separate dimension mentioned a divine being, and there were three disciples of another divine entity right in front of her.


Her eagerness to learn more about those lofty cultivators was understandable, and that feeling even increased when Flying Demon mentioned the gains obtained in the palace.


No one cared about the delicacies and wine, they would only be able to reduce the usual expenses of the Hive slightly.


Yet, the vast knowledge stored inside Noah's ring and the automation expert in many inscriptions' fields were precious.


They could probably solve one of the most significant weaknesses of the Hive and make it improve in all the aspects that an organization had to have.


The issue was that the automaton didn't seem intentioned to follow anyone's orders.


Chasing Demon finished listening to the story of his companions and turned his gaze toward the ethereal man studying the shining lines at the bottom of the area.


Thirty-seven's only interest was the inscriptions and all the schools connected to them.


So, it was clear in Chasing Demon's mind that he could only be coerced in aiding the Hive through those methods.


"You, Thirty-seven. Would you be willing to pass down your knowledge to the members of my organization? You could create inscription masters able to meet your standards in that way."


Chasing Demon tried to persuade the automaton, but the latter simply ignored him.


Thirty-seven had eyes and ears only for matters that interested him, threats and kind words couldn't stop.


His personality was even more stubborn since he was an automaton, he didn't have values that would usually force a human to compromise.


Then, Chasing Demon decided to use his most valuable asset to grant a proper teacher to the Hive.


"Thirty-seven, I'll make you take a look at the original lines of this technique if you manage to educate inscription masters."


The automaton halted his actions when he heard the Patriarch's words and raised his head toward the mighty existence in the air.


Everyone in the room could guess from his expression that the Hive had obtained another expert.
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                        The three Demons left once Chasing Demons persuaded Thirty-seven to help the Hive.


They wanted some time alone to speak about private matters, and no one could force them to attend social events until they decided otherwise.


Thirty-seven went with them since he was linked to the pendant, and Noah explained Elder Julia that he would spend some time sorting the knowledge retrieved in the palace before giving it to the Hive.


Elder Julia simply spread the news of Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon's arrival to the other heroic cultivators after everyone left.


The Hive had just gained two rank 5 elders, its power as a whole had drastically increased with that single event.


Also, she wanted the other elders to know that the merit for that accomplishment had to be assigned to Noah.


The morale of the assets had to be taken into consideration when managing such a powerful organization, and giving to the weaker cultivators someone to strive for could be a strong motivation.


After all, Noah had barely lived for half a century, but his feats already outclassed cultivators that had been in the fourth rank for decades!


His fame could only grow after that information became public domain, but he didn't care much about it.


Others could worship or look up to him if that helped them, but he couldn't be affected by their behavior.


'This is the trap hidden behind the safety of the organizations.'


Noah thought as he sat on one of the couches of his mansion.


The elders that he had met when he flew toward the invisible dome in the azure plain revealed heated gazes when they noticed his cultivation level.


Most of them had been in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank for decades, and some even for centuries.


Their potential dwindled with every year that they spent without making any progress, and the sight of Noah having surpassed their level could only give birth to deep respect.


However, Noah didn't feel happy when he noticed those emotions.


Instead, their situation made him ponder about the reasons behind their stagnation.


'Most of them have reached the fourth rank while their organizations still hid under the surface of the archipelago. There were no hindrances on their paths, and the legal factions didn't dare to oppose them. A life with no struggles can't forge an individuality.'


Noah picked one of the tomes inside his space-ring as he let his mind wander in those thoughts.


Isolating to cultivate was an approach that worked in the human ranks, but that could end ruining a cultivator's potential in the heroic ones.


Gaining insights on the laws of an element was a slow and random procedure that required in-depth knowledge of a cultivator's individuality.


Yet, organizations provided resources and a safe space, which ultimately hurt the drives of a cultivator.


Someone that relied on an organization too much would eventually become used to that practice and stop pursuing a power that belonged only to himself.





Noah knew that far too well, that was the reason why the nobles in the Utra nation usually failed to pass the Pain Tribulation.


'Being in an organization is needed because most techniques and methods could only be found there. Still, one should always be careful not to become a simple pawn that carries a banner.'


Noah put that matter in the back of his mind when he began to focus on the tome.


He couldn't affect the behavior of the elders stuck in the gaseous stage, but he didn't mind that Elder Julia was using him to rekindle their ambition.


Improving the power of the Hive could only benefit him, that was the reason why he had decided to help the Demons in the end.


The tome he was reading was one of those containing information about the Immortal Lands, according to Thirty-seven.


The tome though didn't reveal anything unusual, and it mostly contained theories made by powerful beings.


Noah quickly took another book at that point.


The automation had sorted the tomes and scrolls in the palace, and Noah had ordered the spirit of his ring to keep them tidy.


He intended to read through everything that could give him a clearer picture of the higher plane before providing that knowledge to the Hive.


There wasn't any hidden meaning behind that action, he simply wanted to read it before focusing on other matters.


Most of the knowledge regarding the Immortal Lands was like that.


There were only clues, or confused thoughts written down by cultivators that had discovered something at the cost of their sanity.


'Those that managed to learn something important have most likely kept the information for themselves. Something that could reveal part of the path for the divine ranks can't be made public so easily.'


Noah concluded once he finished reading a scroll.


He had already read a dozen tomes and scrolls by then, but he only found small details and a large number of theories.


Most of the cultivators that had suffered a backlash from pushing their consciousnesses near the higher plane described a blinding light and visible emotions.


It was as if the scenery of the Immortal Lands couldn't be grasped entirely by the sea of consciousness of beings in the heroic ranks.


Also, there were many mentions about material wills, sounds, and emotions that could only be linked to the presence of divine beings.


Yet, all of that was predictable. 


Those cultivators had just confirmed some of the many hypotheses formulated throughout the years.


However, many studies claimed to prove some of those theories too, without the need for actual proofs from the higher plane.


'The Immortal Lands are expanding, and this cultivator even claims that Heaven and Earth are annexing more worlds to their domain. I know that they are sentient entities, but does that mean that they have a goal?'


Noah couldn't help but wonder about that aspect of the world.


Earth had spoken during his Tribulation, and Heaven had tried to interrupt his experiments with the fusion between species.


Nevertheless, enforcing rules was different from pursuing a goal.


The first action could even be executed by wills or automaton, while the second required a drive and an ambition.


Then, Noah found a piece of peculiar information as he continued to browse through the knowledge retrieved from the palace.


It wasn't something that regarded the Immortal Lands, Noah was still reading the introduction to that historical period when he noticed that something was off.


'The following pages describe Master Linus' theories, a cultivator born after the fall of the Shandal Empire.'


Noah read that line, and his interest immediately rose.


'This book should speak about matters that happened nine thousand years ago! What did it mean with the "fall of the Shandal Empire"?'


Noah thought as his curiosity mounted.


He momentarily discarded the tomes that spoke about the Immortal Lands to look for the historical ones.


His search ended when he read the title of one of the oldest tomes in his possession.


'Rise and fall of the Empires of the bored god.'
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                        The book was written by a nameless rank 5 cultivator that had witnessed the fall of the Shandal Empire that happened nine thousand years ago.


The god of the Empire had granted a title to that cultivator when it reached the heroic ranks, but the latter forsook its name when it lost faith in the almighty ruler of its nation.


'I've seen the death of countless comrades that had fought with me in the endless wars ordered by our mighty ruler. I've seen an entity with the power to destroy any mortal throne disappearing when his people needed him. Understanding dawned upon me after those sights, but my mind was still too devoted to the Almighty to recognize his flaws.'


Noah read through the contents of the books with intense interest.


The cultivators of the Empire worshipped their god, and the same seemed to have happened in the past described by the nameless author.


Yet, that entity had turned into a heretic when it saw that the god didn't intervene to save its country.


'I've spent years struggling to forget the divine light radiated by my leader, and decades researching the past to appease my doubts. In the end, I found the truth about the Empire and the hobby of its leader.'


Noah could sense the contempt that the author felt toward the god of the Empire through its words.


The nameless cultivator didn't only lose its faith, it even filled that void with hatred.


'Records have been hard to find, but there were always one or two reports hidden in the knowledge of the other two big nations. I suspect that the god left them around to add some variables to his endless game.'


Then, the book revealed the meaning behind its title.


'I've looked for records even twenty thousand years old to discover that multiple Shandal Empires had reached the apex of the Mortal Lands through those years. All of them had thrived under the Almighty's divine light, and all of them had fallen under his indifference.'


Noah had been completely captivated by those lines by then.


The nameless cultivator claimed that the god of the Empire had been in the Mortal Lands for more than thirty thousand years!


Noah couldn't even begin to imagine what it felt to remain stuck at the same level for centuries.


So, he couldn't possibly comprehend the mindset of someone who had been blocked at the first step of the divine ranks for millennia.


The god had been trapped for thousands of years in a world that he can rule easily, without any interest or input.


'The word boredom is too weak to describe his feelings.'


Noah thought before diving again in the contents of the book.


'The Almighty builds an Empire a few millennia after the fall of the previous one and vanishes whenever one of his underlings ascends in the Immortal Lands. I didn't manage to understand why nor what is his purpose. Yet, I'm sure that we are nothing but pawns in his game.'





The book ended with those lines.


Noah had ignored all the details on how the nameless cultivator managed to gather such old information and directly skipped to its final consideration.


It would be up to the Hive to sort through all the knowledge inside his space-ring and summarize it.


After all, most of those data were dated more than ten thousand years, and there would be no available gain in the current era.


'Is the god trying to exploit the ascension of his underlings for personal interests? Still, building nations just to kill time seems a bit of a stretch.'


Noah couldn't believe that such a powerful existence had surrendered himself to his fate.


Cultivators had strong personalities, especially those that had managed to reach the peak of the heroic ranks.


The god of the Empire had to have a plan, something that could only be executed in the long life of a divine entity.


Of course, Noah had also considered the idea that Divine Architect's client was, in fact, the god of the Empire.


There was no one else whose authority and assets were able to affect another divine being.


'Maybe, he is doing all of this to reach the higher plane.'


That seemed the only reasonable explanation to the god's actions.


Noah soon put that matter in the back of his mind to continue his study of the tomes and scrolls related to the Immortal Lands.


The nameless cultivator had explored exciting ideas, but there wasn't much that he could do with that information at the moment.


He couldn't affect matters that concerned peak heroic cultivators and gods.


Yet, he could prepare himself to exploit the situations that they created.


There was bound to be a war once one of the two rank 6 cultivators of the Empire ascended if the nameless cultivator was right.


The Empire would lose the backing of its god and one of its powerhouses, bringing its power directly under the other two big nations.


The Elbas family and the Council would undoubtedly exploit that moment of weakness since they had been suppressed for so many years by the strongest country in the Mortal Land.


However, there was another variable in that era: The Hive.


'I can only make sure that I'm strong enough to join the plundering when those events happen.'


Noah concluded in his mind as new information about the Immortal Lands entered his view.


There wasn't anything sure in any of those tomes and scrolls.


One couldn't obtain a real knowledge of the higher plane by looking at it from the Mortal Lands.


Yet, there were a few details that concerned the other lower words around the higher plane.


First of all, the experts in that field were sure about the presence of magical beasts in all the known worlds.


Every plane inside Heaven and Earth's domain was enveloped in their Breath, which led to similar life cycles in every environment.


Also, some even stated the presence of cultivators.


'I guess life has evolved in the same way as here. I wonder if this is another hidden rule set by Heaven and Earth.'


Random considerations appeared inside Noah's mind every time he finished reading one book.


He was sweeping through that mountain of scrolls and tomes without taking any rest.


He knew what he needed to do at that point in his cultivation journey, so he wanted to improve his foundation as much as he could before diving into his training.


Then, a mental message reached his inscribed notebook while he was still busy reading.


The message came directly from Elder Julia and stated the beginning of the banquet to welcome the new rank 5 elders.


Noah was almost tempted to finish reading everything before attending, but the last part of Elder Julia's message convinced him to arrive on time.


'The rank 5 elders will discuss their individualities, and the Patriarch will give pointers whenever he sees fit.'
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                        The heroic assets of the Hive gathered in a vast underground area adorned with luxurious drapes that featured a giant octopus protecting a series of islands.


That area was part of Chasing Demon's quarters, but he gladly used it to hold the banquet to honor his long-lost companions.


Every rank 4 cultivator stationed on the new continent attended to that event, and all the rank 5 elders were compelled to join it due to the promise of Chasing Demon's pointers.


Individualities were a very personal matter, but countless mistakes and deviations could lead to a weaker expression of them.


The teachings of a rank 6 existence could broaden the vision of those beings that were already paving their paths and uncover eventual flaws in their enlightenments.


Discovering a misinterpretation of some insights while being in the fifth rank could be a vital factor in their journey.


After all, the dantians of the heroic cultivators absorbed laws according to their individualities.


Those in the fifth rank still had time to fix eventual flaws and deviate from their original path.


Yet, their road would be set once they advanced further in that rank.


Their dantians would progress only if they followed their previous path at that point, and their hope to reach the divine ranks would vanish if their understanding turned out to be flawed.


The path toward the divine was full of hindrances, and even one misstep could ruin your prospects.


Cultivators had to keep on improving if they wanted to avoid the stagnation of their centers of power, but they also needed to be sure that they were on the right road.


Noah joined the event on time, and he even dressed up for the occasion.


Elder Julia didn't hide her surprise when she saw that he wasn't wearing his usual ragged robes, but she understood that something about him had changed after the events in the separate dimension.


It wasn't only a matter of cultivation level. 


There was a sort of acceptance inside him that had started to manifest since he brought June back to the Hive.


Noah was slowly turning into a leader.


Of course, she couldn't possibly know that everything had started after his body reached the fifth rank.


Ruling over weaker beings was an instinctive behavior in the magical beasts' world, even if those creatures mostly did that to expand their hunting area.


Those instincts became more human when they appeared in Noah due to his hybrid status, leading him to act as a leader even when he pursued his benefits.


Being part of an organization without affecting his individuality, that was one aspect of his cultivation journey that he was slowly exploring.


There was a long, rectangular table at the center of the underground hall, and many comfortable chairs had been laid around it.


The heroic cultivators of the Hive were seated according to their importance and power inside their organization. 





The elders stuck in the gaseous stage of the fourth rank sat on the side farther away from Chasing Demon.


The rank 5 elders were near the Patriarch, and the two Demons sat on his sides since the banquet was in their honor.


Thirty-seven was nowhere to be seen, and Noah couldn't even find the pendant that contained him on the necks of the elders.


'I wonder how is Chasing Demon keeping him busy.'


Noah thought before noticing that Flying Demon was glancing at him while rhythmically tapping his fingers on the table.


The table was empty, no trace of food or wine could be seen on its surface.


Noah had initially believed that the elders would fill the table once everyone arrived, but Flying Demon's gesture hinted to something else.


Noah didn't fail to understand the meaning behind his glances and waved his hand while giving a few orders to the spirit automaton of his space-ring.


Part of the delicacies and wine retrieved inside the Mortal Palace came out of his storage device and softly landed on the long table in an orderly manner.


The elders showed smiles at that sight, and Elder Austin pointed at a seat next to him when Noah turned his gaze toward him.


Noah was still a rank 4 cultivator, and there a few were elders in the solid stage seated near those in the fifth rank.


Yet, the title of Demon Prince gave him a privileged position, which made him worthy of being right next to the most powerful assets of the Hive.


The banquet began as soon as Noah sat, and the elders started to converse while enjoying the contents of the plates peacefully.


Most of them didn't eat much and focused on the wine, but Flying Demon devoured everything in his grasp.


Heroic cultivators didn't need to eat that much, the Breath that they absorbed already provided some sort of nourishment.


However, Flying Demon ate as if his life depended on it.


The other rank 5 elders ignored his behavior, and Chasing Demon mostly laughed at that sight.


Yet, some of the weaker rank 4 cultivators began to imitate him, as if copying the actions of someone on a higher level could grant them some benefits.


Noah mostly listened to the conversations of the rank 5 elders during the banquet.


They discussed the current situation of the Hive, the available paths to improve its positive trend, and the benefits that the automaton could provide to both human and heroic cultivators.


Thirty-seven's knowledge was precious.


He could single-handedly groom a generation of inscription masters and further improve the foundation of the Hive.


His only issue was that most of his knowledge was dated and didn't cover the discoveries of the last six thousand years.


Nevertheless, only the Elbas family could claim to be the most advanced organization in that field, and the automaton's knowledge was more than enough for the current state of the Hive.


Also, the elders could still choose to purchase studies to improve the automaton.


Still, they had to test how effective he was first before deciding to invest in him.


Silence fell in the underground area at some point, and the eager gazes of the more than twenty rank 4 cultivators went on the powerful elders sitting on the other side of the table.


It was clear that they were waiting for them to discuss their individualities since they weren't even trying to hide their eagerness to hear them.


"I guess I'll start."


Elder Austin said and stood up when he saw that the situation was becoming too awkward.


"I'm a volcano ready to unleash my destructive force. I build power inside my sturdy foundation and release it in one huge burst of power. My fire is lava, and my mind is the trigger!"


Elder Austin announced while turning toward Chasing Demon.


His explanation wasn't detailed, but he purposely released his aura to give a taste of his individuality to the presents.


The expressions of the rank 4 cultivators became even more eager at that point, but Chasing Demon claimed their focus with one question.


"Can a volcano strive for divinity?"
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                        Chasing Demon's question was simple, but it hid a profound meaning that the rank 5 cultivators didn't fail to notice.


Even Noah managed to pick up some clues, but he waited for him to explain before pondering about the matter further.


"My fire shall burn the limits of the heroic ranks."


Elder Austin answered after a moment of silence.


The rank 4 elders nodded and exchanged gazes between themselves, but some of those in the fifth rank didn't seem to agree.


However, no one spoke.


Even the strongest rank 5 elder couldn't give pointers about someone's else individuality. 


Only Chasing Demon could have a clear picture of the higher ranks.


"Your fire might be as powerful as lava, but that alone can't represent a volcano."


Chasing Demon said when the focus of the presents returned to him.


"The matters concerning individualities are extremely personal. Yet, I can tell that your lava won't be able to touch the divine even if you bring its power to the peak of the heroic ranks."


Elder Austin revealed a confused expression when he heard Chasing Demon's words and didn't hesitate to ask for clarifications.


"Why?"


"The features of your fire are an imitation of something already existing in the world. However, your individuality is real. I can see the volcano."


Chasing Demon answered, but his explanation didn't satisfy the elder who continued to ask for more.


"What should I do then?"


"Follow your individuality. Gain inspiration from the world without becoming its imitation. The power of a volcano isn't in its burning blood, but in its blast!"


Elder Austin's eyes widened at that point, and he remained still for a while as the pointers of the Patriarch seeped inside him.


Noah noticed how the aura of the elder flickered and became slightly murky as understanding dawned upon him.


'A change in the individuality can affect a mighty existence in the fifth rank so thoroughly. Only a firm belief in your path can make you cross the hindrances of the cultivation journey without damaging your foundation.'


Noah concluded in his mind as he reviewed the exchange of words.


The individualities of the cultivators would begin to affect their centers of power as their rank rose, which meant that most of their battle prowess would depend on it.


Extreme confidence in the path taken was one of the main requirements for heroic cultivators that wanted to improve, but they still had to be careful not to delude themselves.


Noah had just taken the second step on his path, but that banquet was already teaching him the common mistakes to avoid.


Elder Austin bowed toward Chasing Demon before sitting back on his chair and lowering his gaze.


There was no trace of shame in his expression.


Instead, the elders could notice his eagerness to explore the possibilities that the Patriarch had opened for him.





A short moment of silence followed that gesture, and the rank 5 cultivators decided to resume speaking only when they saw that Elder Austin had raised his head again.


The next elder that stood up was Elder Justin, and he used even fewer words to express his individuality.


"I'm an immovable boulder. Catastrophes shall fall, and the world might change, but I'll remain the same forever!"


Everyone in the hall could see elder Justin's firmness, but Chasing Demon had pointers for him too.


"How can you advance if you can't move?"


Elder Justin listened to his words and bowed before sitting back on his seat.


He didn't seem surprised by the Patriarch's doubts. 


It was as if he knew about that flaw in his individuality already.


Chasing Demon couldn't help but nod at that behavior, and Noah didn't fail to notice that gesture.


'I guess discovering the path alone is better than letting others clear it for you.'


Noah thought as he memorized that detail in his mind.


Taking the best out of any situation had always been part of his behavior. 


Also, that event was meant to help heroic assets.


His focus was devoted entirely to learning as much as he could about the path ahead of him.


Elder Julia stood up next, and everyone in the hall was surprised when the Patriarch didn't add anything to her words.


"I'm the air that fills your lungs. I'm the wind of the world."


Her aura was barely noticeable, but Noah could sense the incredible power hidden inside her figure.


'Bold.'


Noah could only think that when he heard the exposition of her individuality.


He had seen her battle during the one versus one fights, but her opponent had already decided to forsake that useless territory.


She didn't reveal much now either, but Noah could understand the intense drive behind her belief because it was similar to his ambition.


'Maybe, individualities need to be something grand enough to reach the divine ranks. Something too weak won't bring you past the sixth rank even if it suits you perfectly.'


That was another information that Noah added to his understanding of the heroic ranks.


The only clue that he had about that assumption was Chasing Demon's silence, but that had to be enough for the moment.


He was aware that the Patriarch was holding back his pointers on purpose because providing every answer would just have adverse effects on the elders.


Also, Chasing Demon wasn't omniscient.


He could broaden the elders' perspective, but he couldn't tell them what laws they had to pursue.


The rank 5 cultivators turned toward the two Demons seated next to the Patriarch at that point.


Flying Demon revealed a helpless smile at their gazes and shook his head.


Only his lover, Noah, and Chasing Demon could understand what was afflicting him.


The one thousand years spent alone in the separate dimension had disrupted his foundation, and there weren't any certainties that he could recover.


On the other hand, Dreaming Demon decided to stand and give a few words to the crowd.


"My thoughts can stop the wind and destroy worlds. My desires are laws, and my mind is the god spreading them."


Surprised gasps resounded in the underground area when the elders saw that Dreaming Demon was already considering herself as a deity.


'The will of a disciple of Divine Demon. She must be so strong because her individuality is already gazing at the divine. She is the strongest rank 5 cultivator in the Hive.'


Noah continued with his evaluations as the banquet kept going, but he soon noticed a series of eyes landing on his figure.


The heroic cultivators on the table had waited for their amazement to cool down before turning toward the Demon Prince seated right next to the rank 5 elders.


The situation became even more evident when Noah saw Chasing Demon nodding toward him.


'I have nothing to hide.'


Noah thought before standing up and wielding one of his rank 4 Demonic swords.


He had to admit that he was interested in the Patriarch's opinion regarding his individuality.



						




                    


                
				
                    669. Titles

					
					

                    
                        Noah kept his weapon stretched in front of him as he poured liquid Breath inside it.


The Demonic sword radiated an innate sharpness due to the meaning imbued during the forging. 


Also, it carried the destructive properties of the corrosive smoke since it was one of its core materials.


Yet, the aura radiated by its shape became violent when Breath entered in its form.


The sharpness carried by the blade began to affect the air around it, shattering its matter and returning it to a basic form of energy.


The destruction spread and even threatened to reach the elders around Noah.


However, he quickly stored the Demonic sword back inside his space-ring and turned toward Chasing Demon to hear his opinion.


The rank 4 cultivators on the back of the table showed amazed expressions at that sight.


After all, Noah was only a rank 4 cultivator in the liquid stage, but his individuality had already begun to affect his Breath!


He could achieve that feat only because he had created his cultivation technique, which was already an expression of his individuality.


Nevertheless, that didn't stop the rank 4 elders from glancing at him with newfound respect.


Even those in the solid stage showed a sincere interest, the fact that the Demon Prince had a lower cultivation level didn't bother them at all after that sight.


Most of their focus was on the destruction unleashed by his Breath and on the threatening aura that it carried.


It was violent but also sharp. 


It was as if he had found a way to focus a chaotic force into thousands of small blades.


On the other hand, the rank 5 elders quickly ignored the destructive aspect of his Breath and focused on the energy released after the matter fell apart.


Such primary energy seemed incredibly pliable, and many applications in the inscriptions' fields could make use of it.


Of course, they couldn't link it to the magical beasts' world.


Only Noah could know that there were similarities between that energy and the nutrients inside his body due to his hybrid status.


The rank 5 elders could see that there was something else inside Noah's individuality, but they didn't probe further since the Prince had limited himself to that demonstration.


"A focused chaos, spreading destruction. Very interesting and ambitious! Maybe, too ambitious."


Chasing Demon began to comment, and the focus of the elders immediately went on him.


"Individualities need to reflect a pure form of yourself, without being tainted by imitations and external inputs. Yet, they also need to be powerful enough to reach the higher stages of the cultivation journey. Beware of that ambition though, it might be too vast for a single cultivator to handle."


The Patriarch of the Hive purposely gave general pointers at that point.


He didn't want to affect Noah in the slightest for fear of weakening his foundation, but he still wanted to explain how individualities usually worked.





Noah performed a bow at his words before sitting back on his seat.


His mind was already going through Chasing Demon's teachings, which further added to what he was learning about the higher ranks.


'There is a correlation with the might of the individuality and its potential. There is a need for a strong personality to become a law, but something too strong might be unable to be contained. Would I need to tune my ambition down?'


That question rose inside Noah's mind for the first time in his second life.


The thought that his ambition could become his limit seemed impossible, but Chasing Demon's words were clear.


However, Noah lingered on that doubt only for a few instants before steeling his resolution again.


'This is what I am. I'll face my doom with everything I have if my ambition turns out to be too grand. Also, human limits don't apply to me.'


Noah dispersed his doubts with those thoughts.


His ambition was the sole reason why he managed to travel that far in the cultivation journey.


It was the foundation of the meanings in the Elemental forging method and the fire that fueled all his other emotions.


It wasn't something that he could tune down, and he surely wouldn't do it due to some sort of requirements.


He would become more than a single cultivator if his individuality couldn't be contained, he already was more than a human in the end.


The banquet continued for a bit more after that last exposition.


There weren't many occasions to gather all the heroic assets of the Hive in the new continent in one place, and the elders just took their time to discuss what they had learnt.


Many toasts were made to honor the Demons, and some of them even included Noah.


The Hive had gained a lot thanks to his efforts, and the elders could only be thankful to have such a prepared and talented cultivator in their ranks.


Then, Chasing Demon called off the banquet, and the elders began to disperse to return to their duties.


Most rank 4 cultivators were simply busy clearing the areas around the domes from the presence of the magical beast, but some of them had more specific tasks.


There was the management of those territories to take into consideration, and there was an equilibrium to maintain to keep them as sources of income.


The azure plain had finally resumed giving birth to Azure Credits, even if in an impure form.


The poisonous land had become the source of strange and dangerous materials in the last years, and most of them were sold to the Utra nation.


The Elbas family was the only force ready to invest in newfound materials to experiment on them. 


It was that behavior that placed them at the top of the inscriptions' fields after all.


Some projects concerned the other lands too, but Thirty-seven's arrival put a hold on them.


His help in the inscriptions' fields could bring the Hive's formations to a new level, and that had immediately become the main priority of the rank 5 elders.


Improving the domes and the shining lakes was paramount if they wanted to exploit the Breath in the environment to its fullest, and the automaton could help in that aspect.


Noah was one of the last to stand up from the table.


His mind was focused on searching for insights concerning the darkness element, and the good wine in front of him could only make this mental sphere calmer.


Yet, the three Demons approached him when all the other heroic cultivators had left the underground hall.


"Noah Balvan, the scourge of the Utra nation and hope of all the rebels of the Mortal Lands, come with us!"


Flying Demon said while performing wide gestures with his hands.


Noah wasn't sure if he was mocking him, or just showing his appreciation toward his famous past.


However, he knew that the elder's character wasn't bad, that was just his normal behavior.


As he stood up and followed the trio though, Dreaming Demon asked him a question that hinted something interesting.


"Do you know the meaning behind our titles?"
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                        The title "Divine Demon" carried a distinct meaning, but Noah had never questioned himself about that of the other twelve Demons.


Every organization had its customs, and the unorthodox sects of the Papral nation took pride in being labeled as "demons".


Noah had never given much importance to the matter since their titles didn't seem to mean anything. 


Only Dreaming Demon acted somewhat in line with her name.


Yet, her question stated that there was something else.


The Demons didn't speak anymore after that question, and Noah simply followed them as he waited for an explanation.


There was some expectation inside him though.


The heroic assets of the Hive were all busy during that period, and they wouldn't waste time on something that wasn't important.


Of course, Noah had immediately thought about possible rewards.


The four of them walked through the azure corridors to reach another large underground area.


There were many shining lines on the surface of that rocky terrain, and Noah was able to notice some similarities with those seen during his first encounter with Chasing Demon.


That was the personal training area of the Patriarch of the Hive!


Noah saw the refined figure of the automaton inside that area.


Thirty-seven seemed focused entirely on analyzing the vast array while his long, ethereal hair remained fixed on his back.


He didn't notice the arrival of the four heroic cultivators, his whole being seemed immersed in the study of those shining lines.


"I've tasked him to improve all the formations of the Hive, starting from my training area. He will have access to one page of Master's technique with each possible improvement or flaws that he finds."


Chasing Demon said as he led the group toward one side of the room.


The Demons showed traces of worry in their expression, and confusion appeared on Noah's face when those words resounded in the hall.


They didn't care about the well-being of the automaton, but they didn't understand how Chasing Demon could let someone modify his cultivation technique so easily.


The Patriarch didn't fail to notice those expressions and quickly explained further.


"I'll just make him point out flaws and describe possible approaches on how to solve them. Yet, I will use my methods to improve it. Don't worry. My individuality has always been open to the teachings of divine beings."


The two Demons could only nod at his explanation, but a strange light appeared in Noah's eyes when he understood that he might have a use for the automaton too.


'I'm still not sure if I can achieve what I want with my methods, I've yet to begin the testing phase for the next step of my individuality. However, Thirty-seven could help in pointing out paths that my limited knowledge ignores.'


Noah thought as he sat on the ground, forming a circle with the elders around him.





His original plan was to create a darkness element that was only his, but that idea was still in the early stages.


He had discovered that his individuality created primary energy that he could absorb or use, meaning that he had the core material for that project.


However, he had yet to seclude himself to begin his experiments.


He didn't have any free time between the crossing through the lightning storm, the knowledge of the palace, and the social events of the Hive.


However, now he was sure that Thirty-seven might help him.


"Master gave us our titles after we became heroic cultivators. These titles reflect our battle style, techniques, or behavior, and they aren't just random names."


Dreaming Demon began to speak when the four of them were all seated in a circle.


"Master didn't fail to notice the peculiar properties of my mental energy back then, nor its drawbacks. My name is self-explaining, and I'm sorry to say that I can't teach this ability. It's something that only belongs to me."


The elder turned toward her lover after her words, and Flying Demon continued quickly continued her story.


"My name comes from my ability to fly even when I was in the human ranks, which is quite peculiar for someone with a water aptitude."


Noah listened to the elder and turned toward Chasing Demon when he saw that his story was over.


He still believed that there was a real reason behind that discussion, such powerful entities wouldn't have called him just to reveal funny anecdotes.


Chasing Demon though didn't speak, and the two Demons smirked at that sight.


"Master named him in that way because he chased after Charming Demon."


Flying Demon whispered that as he bent toward Noah and Chasing Demon limited himself to snort when his story was revealed.


Noah couldn't help but reveal a slight smile when he learnt that.


The powerhouse of the Hive, a mighty rank 6 existence, was called Chasing Demon due to his love for a fellow disciple.


Chasing Demon let the trio smile for a while before coughing a few times to restore some seriousness.


Then, his expression turned stern before beginning to speak.


"Noah, your execution of the mission has been spectacular. You've retrieved the rests of both Charming and Enduring demon sect, while also bringing back my lost friends. There is nothing that the Hive won't do for you at this point."


Chasing Demon's tone was solemn as he officially listed his feats.


"Yet, there isn't much that the Hive can do at your stage. The world knows that you're a rare talent, and the three big nations won't sell any darkness spell to us. We can only give you part of the sect's knowledge, hoping that it can inspire you in creating your methods."


The Patriarch took a few scrolls from his space-ring at that point.


"These are some of the techniques of the demon sects. We have worked in the last period to transcribe them, and I've even had to contact an external inscription master to put into lines those that we had memorized."


Noah quickly took the scrolls and began to analyze them.


The descriptions on the sides explained the origin and the usage of those spells and techniques. 


They even mentioned the pieces of information lost during their transcription.


There was the body-nourishing method of the Enduring demon sect retrieved from the corpse of the slave, the techniques of the Charming demon sect, and even the runes of the Bleeding demon sect.


However, what caught Noah's attention the most was a spell created by the traitor.


"Are you sure you want me to have this?"


Noah asked when he saw that the spell came from the Ravaging demon sect.


"Spells and techniques are tools, and I can't deny that one from you. Also, your individuality should match it."


Chasing Demon answered without showing any trace of anger, and that was enough for Noah, who read the basic description of the spell again.


'Devastation that generates power.' 
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                        The scroll in Noah's hands described how Ravaging Demon had obtained his title due to that spell.


The spell had to be used together with other abilities. 


It was fueled by the destruction that the user had previously unleashed on the environment around him.


'This is similar to my individuality but also quite different.'


Noah thought as he browsed through the contents of the scroll.


The spell used the destruction previously accumulated to launch a potent attack.


However, Noah destroyed to obtain the primary energy to create.


One created an endless offensive while the other was a perpetual cycle.


Also, Noah had yet to decide what he would create.


His idea was to forge his darkness, but only countless tests could reveal if that idea were doable.


There were a couple of issues with Ravaging Demon's spell too.


First of all, the diagram wasn't complete.


The expert hired by Chasing Demon had only been able to copy part of it, and those lines couldn't even work in that form.


Then, there was a problem with its element.


Ravaging Demon had a fire aptitude, and the lines of that spell would produce the intended effects only when Breath of the fire element was used to fuel them.


Generally speaking, cultivators could use the abilities of different elements, but their effects would be far weaker.


Sometimes they wouldn't even work due to the contrast between the lines and the different elements.


Their diagrams couldn't even be copied or translated for a different element since they were created for a specific aptitude.


That left Noah empty-handed for the moment.


However, the helplessness about his situation didn't appear in his expression.


Instead, the Demons could see that he was itching to test all the ideas that he had in his mind.


"Your mission is completed, and your new quarters have already been built. Just go, we'll keep you updated on the matters concerning the outside world."


Chasing Demon said with a smile, and Noah didn't hesitate to stand up.


He didn't hunt for almost five years, and he had only accumulated knowledge and inspirations since his return from the separate dimension.


He couldn't wait anymore. 


He wanted to start paving his road toward the higher ranks!


All his abilities had been improved, and his individuality had even influenced his Breath.


Now, it was time to resume the advance that had been momentarily stopped by that series of social events.


***

The period of peace on the new continent continued, and no significant battles happened in the old landmass either.


The four forces of the Mortal Lands had too much to do, and a lot of time, they could only benefit from the absence of external threats and wars, especially after the crisis of the winged beasts.





The four nations further expanded their domains on the piece of Immortal Lands, and they reached the point where only the central areas were still untouched.


The battle between the existences at the peak of the heroic ranks had thoroughly modified those lands.


The environment was still stabilizing.


The terrain had absorbed the toxic water and stopped shaking, but forms of life had yet to appear.


The four forces were mainly ignoring those zones since they were useless in that stage.


Magical beasts would migrate there at some point, and some lifeforms would naturally appear due to all the energy contained in those lands.


Many experts even hoped for mutations and similar consequences to happen.


The piece of Immortal Lands was full of Breath and rank 6 existences had unleashed attacks fueled by their individualities in their battle.


Mutations were to be expected, and there could even be an entirely new species of magical plants and beasts in a few centuries!


That period of peace even benefitted the cultivation world in its entirety.


Many commoners would obtain the chance to start cultivating since all the forces suffered from a lack of manpower.


The areas habitable by human cultivators enlarged to make room for those new arrivals, and that increase in the population helped in keeping the density of Breath in check.


The new continent was in the Mortal Lands after all, and it was bound to reach the usual energy standards of a lower plane slowly.


That wouldn't happen even in centuries, but the constant absorption of the Breath in the air would ultimately turn the piece of Immortal Lands in a simple landmass.


Of course, the four nations didn't care about that event, nor did they try to behave in a controlled manner.


Obtaining as many benefits as possible in the shortest amount of time was always the best approach if the consequences of that act would only hit them thousands of years in the future.


Organizations in the Mortal Lands remained in power only for a few millennia on average, why would they care about the issues that the future rulers would face?


Even the mighty Shandal Empire fell and rose every once in a while, and the same happened to the forces of the other two nations.


For example, King Elbas could ruin his centers of power as he pursued his individuality or simply manage to reach the divine ranks.


That would leave the Elbas family without its powerhouse, which would inevitably start its decline.


Noah knew that too well, especially after he had browsed through part of the knowledge of the Mortal Palace.


He had immediately reached for his new quarters after the Demons had given him what was left of the demon sects.


His new habitation had turned out to be an underground area built under the new invisible dome created in the territory between the snowy mountain and the lava lake.


Chasing Demon had directly left that land and all the human cultivators living inside the dome under his control.


Of course, Noah didn't use his time to manage the city inside his dome but left everything to Elder Jason, who had volunteered to join him in that area.


The same went for Bruce and his lover Sarah who had moved to the new continent when Noah was still inside the separate dimension.


The forces of the Hive were slowly dividing themselves between the four domes, but many expected a fifth one to appear in the desert in the following years.


Meanwhile, Noah had simply secluded himself in his underground quarters.


His activities covered his usual training and some meditation about his individuality.


Yet, he spent most of his time experimenting with the primary energy that his Breath created when it destroyed the matter around it.


He intended to use that energy as his core material for any sort of forging.


After all, magical beasts did the same with their bodies, so Noah knew that it was possible to create something with that energy.


However, he still failed in reaching any form of success even when one year had passed since his first attempt.


Doubts began to mount in the solitude of his quarters as failures piled up on each other, and a question couldn't help but appear in his mind at some point.


'Is this a limit of my inscription method?'



						




                    


                
				
                    672. Laws

					
					

                    
                        Noah began to question himself about the potential of the Elemental forging method during his seclusion.


His assumption was a bit hurried since he had only spent one year on his experiments after all.


Yet, those doubts couldn't help but appear when he saw that he didn't make any progress in his project.


He knew that creating a personal version of the darkness element was an ambitious plan, which was probably above what his expertise and power could handle.


However, making no progress at all opened the possibility that he was using the wrong approach on the matter.


Noah silently stared at the primary energy generated whenever he released part of his liquid Breath.


Wills and thick mental waves came out of his sea of consciousness and tried to change the nature of that energy.


Nevertheless, that primary energy was too slim and couldn't carry meanings.


Noah's efforts just pushed it farther away until it dispersed in the environment.


Then, Noah released some of his Liquid Breath again, and his half-transparent figure neared the walls of his mental sphere to absorb the primary energy created in the process.


Noah almost didn't feel any pressure when that energy entered his mind, but he was used to that feature by then.


The energy entered the sea, but nothing had changed in its structure when it resurfaced.


'One year has passed, but I can't even take the first step. Meanings aren't enough. I need laws.'


Noah thought as he dispersed that energy back in the environment.


He had repeated those processes for one year, but he still failed in imbuing his will inside that material.


He had tried everything, from creating a solution of Liquid Breath and primary energy, to fuse the new material with various items directly.


The outcome was always the same: He couldn't control that energy, he could only absorb it.


That had never happened to him during his past forgings.


There would be different outcomes of slight signs of progress with his past creations, even when he created his cultivation technique.


He would progressively find flaws and fix them until the final product became somewhat stable.


That wasn't happening with the primary energy.


Noah felt as if he was hitting a wall every time he attempted to bend that material to his will.


He felt as if he was using usual blacksmithing tools to modify atoms!


That outcome led him to evaluate two hypotheses.


The first one saw his mental sphere unable to use wills that could affect the primary energy.


Simple wills and meanings could change the structure of the Breath, but it seemed that only laws could give a shape to that primordial power.


That led him to accept that his sea of consciousness was still too weak.


However, he didn't give up on using that energy so connected with his individuality, which made him work on his second hypothesis.





'The Elemental forging method has limits like every inscription method. It might not be suitable for this practice, or it might just be imperfect at its core. I need to talk with the automaton.'


Noah concluded in his mind and immediately left his underground quarters while sending a series of mental messages.


The elders quickly set a meeting with Thirty-seven, who had been extremely busy in the last year.


The Hive had used the automaton to review their formations and improve them thoroughly.


Thirty-seven did a fantastic job in that task, and the Hive invested a lot of resources to apply all the enhancements proposed by him.


Also, the Hive had even purchased many studies in the inscriptions' fields to improve the knowledge of the automation.


After all, Thirty-seven had stopped learning six thousand years ago, and the cultivation world had advanced in that period.


The Hive couldn't allow him to remain in that state since the future of its inscription masters depended on him.


So, Thirty-seven obtained many tomes and scrolls and instantly became one of the most knowledgeable existence about inscriptions in the entirety of the Mortal Lands.


Some elders even believed that there wasn't a single being in possession of so much information, but that only organizations could match his knowledge!


Noah reached for the desert after the lava lake and landed on the ground when he saw the ethereal man.


The automaton held a tome open in his right hand and drew with a long, black stick on the yellow sand of the desert.


He seemed focused on some kind of project, but he didn't fail to notice Noah's arrival.


"Make it quick. Your Patriarch has promised me a lost script of the Lesser demon sect if I manage to help you!"


Thirty-seven said when Noah landed next to him.


'Lesser demon sect? Is Chasing Demon scamming him now?'


Noah suppressed that thought as he took a pile of books from his space-ring.


The books were old and still carried traces of Ivor's awful smell, but the automaton didn't care about it and quickly browsed through their contents.


Those old pages contained all the studies of the Elemental forging method that Noah still carried with him since Ivor passed down his teachings.


However, it had been a long time since Noah used them as a reference.


No other cultivator that he knew of had reached his cultivation level while using that inscription method, so Noah couldn't find anything helpful anymore in that knowledge.


Thirty-seven read the more than twenty books in less than a minute, and took about forty seconds to sort out the information contained inside them,


He was a rank 6 automaton programmed for inscriptions. 


His learning capabilities would scare even rank 6 cultivators when it came to his field of expertise.


"So, what do you want?"


Thirty-seven asked as he handed back Ivor's books.


"Do you think that it's flawed?"


Noah asked while storing back everything in his space-ring.


The automaton snorted at his question, but his answer left Noah quite surprised.


"Of course! This method is vague in so many aspects, but I think it's some kind of requirement in this case. The inscriptions would be extremely personal after all. You can't have a set discipline for that."


Noah attentively listened to his words.


He was expecting the automaton to list an endless number of flaws and possible improvements, but what happened was precisely the opposite.


'The Elemental forging method must remain flawed, or it wouldn't be suitable for the various meanings of the cultivators. It makes sense, but it doesn't solve my issue.'


Noah wielded his saber as he thought that and released part of his Breath to create the primary energy that he had tried to modify in the last year.


"I want to use this energy, but my wills don't affect it in the slightest."


The automation understood what Noah wanted after those words, but his intentions made him laugh.


Noah didn't mind that reaction since he knew that his project was ambitious, even if his mind was reaching the upper stages of the fourth rank.


Yet, Thirty-seven confirmed his hypothesis with his next words.


"That's the realm of the gods. You need laws."
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                        Noah already knew that, but learning that the issue wasn't with his inscription method only led him to ask another question.


"Isn't there some way to modify this energy?"


Noah was already making use of it through his Liquid dantian, and his body naturally absorbed it.


There had to be ways that didn't only treat it as a source of power, a way to use it as the material to build something outside of Heaven and Earth's domain.


However, Thirty-seven didn't give Noah any hope.


"No. You would have to reconstruct the matter and force it to work in a certain pattern. Only laws can set those rules, and that's not something that you can do with your current level."


Noah fell silent when he heard those words.


He wasn't so delusional to believe that he could prove the automaton wrong.


The latter was pure knowledge, and he could only accept his opinion.


Nevertheless, Noah wasn't ready to give up yet.


'Creation has many forms. I'll simply take another path until I'm able to forge my darkness.'


Noah thought as Ravaging Demon's spell appeared in his mind.


That ability was too in line with his individuality to neglect it due to the differences in the element.


Noah could already spread destruction and release energy with it, and he only needed a method to turn that power in an attack.


The Elemental forging method had already proven itself unsuitable in that aspect, and his wills couldn't cover a vast area.


He needed something else, and the automaton was the only one who could give him a broad explanation of his possibilities.  


"Let's say that I would like to use this energy before it disperses in the environment. What are my options?"


Noah asked, and Thirty-seven closed his eyes for a second before reopening them and giving an answer.


"There are more than eleven thousand approaches that cover inscriptions, runes, and formations. Do you want to hear more about them?"


Noah immediately shook his head and decided to be more specific with his next question.


"I need something that allows me to use it during a battle, without long casting periods. Also, it would be ideal if it was similar to my current inscription method."


Thirty-seven took a bit more to answer at that time, but it didn't fail to provide some options.


"I know two inscription methods and a school of runes that might please you. Would you like to hear more about them?"


Noah nodded, and the automaton began his explanation, describing in great detail the features of the three schools.


The two inscription methods didn't interest Noah that much.


The first one used small formations fueled with strong wills that could be quickly deployed if a cultivator had previously prepared them.


Yet, Noah knew the difficulty of becoming a formation master thanks to June, and the thought of spending decades in expanding his knowledge of the needed materials didn't interest him.





Also, he would need to prepare the formations before every battle, expending a large number of precious materials every time.


That didn't suit his combat style at all since Noah mainly pursued sheer power that had no limitations.


The second method applied the theories behind the Attunement method, which forced part of the world around him to affect the energy inside a set area.


However, Noah couldn't understand Heaven and Earth's words even if he wanted to, so he quickly discarded that option too.


Instead, the school of runes was quite interesting.


The cultivator would have to create runes with a specific form and a set meaning, which could be fueled with Breath to unleash their effects.


The issue with that school was that its runes were far bigger than those used in the current era.


"Back then, inscriptions were something that only exceptional cultivators could learn. There were plenty of methods that made use of their powerful wills, which created elites among them. Yet, that approach has been abandoned in the last millennia. Anyone with some Credits can receive a decent education now."


Thirty-seven complained as he began to write on a large and blank tome the teachings of the school of runes that Noah had chosen.


Noah eagerly waited for the automaton to finish and left as soon as he handed the tome.


Learning a new inscription method would take years, but Noah wasn't in a hurry, and he already had an exceptional foundation when it came to wills.


Also, he had the Divine deduction technique, which would further shorten the time required to learn that old method.


Noah's schedule changed when he returned to his underground quarters.


The training of his centers of power continued as usual, but he replaced his experiments with the study of the new inscription method.


The method was called "Will-consuming runes", and, as its name suggested, required the consumption of small parts of a cultivator's will to function.


Of course, Noah couldn't directly approach that step. 


He had to learn the basics first.


The automaton had been exemplary in his transcription.


He had divided the teachings between the various steps that a student had to master before reaching the level of an expert.


Noah had first to learn to create simple runes that executed basic tasks like slightly raising the temperature in a small area, or gathering cold air.


Then, he had to create runes that could reinforce small objects or increase some of their other properties.


The difficulty of the tasks steadily increased, and Noah could only approach the next step when he could succeed in the previous one while respecting its minimum standards.


Giving a set form to his mental energy and imbuing it with meanings was easy for Noah, but the Will-consuming runes were strict in their requirements.


Noah had to strive for purity rather than intensity when it came to his meanings and then sever them from his mind to mold them in the form of runes.


That act wasn't painful, but Noah felt emptied every time he proceeded to sever those parts from his mind.


He felt as if he was forever losing part of him, which was a sensation that weighed on his determination to improve.


That made him understand why cultivators had eventually opted for more general inscription methods.


The void that he felt every time he created a rune could be enough to destroy the ambition of ordinary cultivators.


'No wonder there were elites in the past. Only elites could persevere in these paths.'


Noah thought as his ambition filled his entire being and dispersed the void that had spread inside him after the creation of his last rune.


Almost three years had passed since his meeting with Thirty-seven, and Noah had spent that time to master the basics of the Will-consuming runes.


That inscription method turned out to be far harder than the Elemental forging method, but Noah managed to reach that level of expertise far quickly nonetheless.


Wills were something that he had trained for years, and that method only required a different application and a lot of practice.


'Now, I can create my runes and set the foundation for my first spell!'
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                        Noah did everything for a reason, and that reason was his power most of the time.


Learning a new inscription method had required a lot of time and effort, but Noah didn't mind it as long as it brought improvements to his battle prowess.


Also, he didn't neglect his training in those years.


His dantian kept on improving as usual, and his body slowly advanced deeper in the lower tier of the fifth rank.


He limited himself to hunt the peak rank 4 magical beasts nearby in that period since his whole focus was devoted to learning the Will-consuming runes.


After all, he had always focused on the quickest path to power.


The only issue was that even the quickest path would take him years in the heroic ranks.


As for his mind, it was slowly approaching the last stages of the fourth rank.


The last steps of that center of power would be the longest since it was reaching a completely different level, but Noah believed that the breakthrough would arrive in a matter of years.


The amount of stress that his mental sphere endured every day was incredible, just the continuous usage of the Divine deduction technique was enough to make him improve faster than his peers.


Then, there was his training with his new inscription method and the Blood companions, as well as his past modifications to his spells.


All of that, coupled with the fifth Kesier rune, gave to his sphere an incredible enlarging speed that couldn't be matched even by the best geniuses of the cultivation world.


Also, Noah felt that his mind had begun to enlarge faster after the breakthrough to the liquid stage.


'My centers of power improve faster as my existence reaches a newfound harmony. There is a subtle connection between mind, dantian, and body that intensifies as my entity strives for an individuality. A law can only be complete if all its components are divine.'


Noah thought as his usual session of meditation ended.


He would often spend some time pondering about himself and on what he was going to become.


There was something that most cultivators couldn't do at his level: Studying the individuality retroactively!


Heroic cultivators had to gain a lot of insights before their individuality began to influence their centers of power. 


Still, Noah could already saw those features due to his cultivation technique.


So, it became part of his schedule meditating while analyzing his liquid Breath.


His focus went on Thirty-seven's tome when a considerable part of his mental energy filled his sphere again.


He had mastered the basics of the Will-consuming runes, and now it was time to make his debut as an inscription master in that field.


'The first step as a master is to create a personal rune. The shape and purity of your meaning will determine its power.'


Noah read through the instructions in the book again.





He had already studied the entirety of the tome many times, but he still chose to follow the various steps cautiously.


Performing inscriptions wasn't a safe procedure, Noah knew that far too well.


The Elemental forging method was hazardous even among the dangerous methods, but that didn't mean that the other schools were safe.


For example, the Will-consuming runes took away part of his will to work.


Noah had to wait for his ambition to refill those missing parts after every training session to avoid complications.


Yet, his rune had to carry his ambition. 


It would be pointless to create something that didn't make use of his most powerful drive.


'The book advises to use something general for my first rune, but I know exactly what I want. I'm not a naïve disciple, I've never been one.'


Determination surged inside Noah as he moved his focus on his half-transparent figure.


His vast, brown sea of mental energy appeared in his view, and Noah decisively stabbed his hands inside his ethereal shape.


'The first one is greed to absorb every form of energy.'


Noah thought as he forcefully pulled with his left arm.


What appeared to be a stomach came out of his ethereal figure, and Noah suddenly felt his hunger vanish at that moment.


He had severed the innate hunger of the magical beasts, and that will didn't exist inside him anymore.


Then, he pulled with his right arm, and part of his heart came out of his figure.


Part of his ambition vanished at that point, but Noah quickly squeezed both ethereal organs and turned them into a cloud of shining brown dust.


The dust slowly took the shape of a saber, and even its color started to darken as Noah's meanings affected its structure.


However, Noah threw it away from his mental sphere when he saw that it didn't turn pitch black.


'It needs to be purer.'


Noah thought as he opened his real eyes.


His complexion had slightly paled, but even that dangerous practice wasn't enough to affect him that much.


The creation of the first personal rune was meant for newly advanced heroic cultivators after all, that level of difficulty wasn't enough to threaten him.


Yet, he still felt devoid of any will after the process.


He wasn't hungry, and he didn't want to cultivate, he just wanted to lie down and sleep.


The drawback of severing part of himself was evident.


Nevertheless, his hunger soon returned, and the fire of his ambition began to fill his body once again.


Those feelings couldn't just vanish.


His species would always be hungry, and his ambition was limitless, they only needed some time to stabilize after the procedure.


It had to be said that Noah was trying to create something suitable for his level since he had no use for anything weaker than his current assets.


Noah spent three days to recover before trying to create the rune again.


The result still didn't satisfy him, so he simply discarded the rune and waited to recover for three more days.


Noah repeated that process a few times until he obtained the level of power that he desired.


'This will be my first spell.'


Noah thought as he focused on the black rune inside his sea of consciousness.


The rune had the shape of a saber that floated above the Kesier runes.


Then, the saber came out of his mental sphere and ran through his skin to appear on his left palm.


Noah poured some of his Breath inside the rune, and a series of small, saber-shaped runes came out of it.


The small sabers didn't have much power, and they were only able to spread some of the destructive force radiated by Noah's Breath.


Yet, they absorbed the energy around them, as well as the primordial one created by Noah's individuality.


To be precise, it seemed that they preferred that primary energy rather than the Breath in the environment.


Noah smiled at that sight, and a line of thought couldn't help but appear in his mind.


'The world becomes my blade.'
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                        Noah had been finally able to create his first spell after so many years spent in the fourth rank!


He had pondered about that matter since he created his first version of the Shadow sprint martial art when he was a human cultivator.


Still, now he had a spell that was only his, and that acted entirely in line with his individuality.


'It has taken me years of specialization in wills, countless experiences with the Elemental forging method, inspiration from Ravaging Demon's attack, and another inscription method. Yet, I have a second asset in my arsenal that reflects my existence now.'


Noah thought as he stored the rune back inside his mental sphere.


The Dragon's claw martial art and his new spell were pure creations that didn't copy any diagram or existing technique.


They were attacks that expressed Noah's individuality and, as such, would produce stronger effects compared to his other abilities.


Of course, that still depended on their potential, but that was a general rule in the cultivation world.


Also, Noah's new spell didn't have the same limitations of his martial art.


Noah needed to use the energy inside his Liquid dantian to have a battle prowess that matched rank 4 cultivators in the solid stage, but his spell didn't require it!


He could just use his liquid Breath to lay the runes in the environment and let them absorb the primary energy released after a battle.


'It might be a little tricky to use its full power at my current level, but I can see it becoming my most potent attack when the harmony between my centers of power is restored.'


Noah could already see the flaws in his new ability.


Only his liquid Breath carried the destructive properties of his individuality.


Instead, the energy contained in his Liquid dantian was just a canalization of the nourishments released by his body during the activation of his secret art.


One radiated his individuality, while the other was his most potent fuel at the moment.


Noah flew away from his underground quarters while his mind was deep in thought.


'Only the rank 5 elders of the Hive know that my battle prowess reaches the solid stage, and I bet that they aren't even sure about it. I can use my cultivation level as an advantage and rely on the Breath that carries my individuality in my next battles. There is no point in revealing my real power so soon.'


Plans and schemes piled up in his mind as he looked for a worthy opponent in the lands nearby.


He didn't have a real battle since the events in the separate dimension.


There were too many improvements that had to be done, and the four nations were even at peace.


Yet, Noah had improved all his techniques and even created new ones in those nine years.


His species wasn't suitable for long periods of meditation, especially when his battle prowess had improved so much.





He needed to fight to know where he stood, and he needed to prove his power to the world at times.


His hunger and ambition were slowly filling his body again, and his mental energy nourished the saber-shaped rune inside his sea of consciousness as his search continued.


The expansion of the human forces drove many packs of beasts away, but the snowy mountain was a rank 6 danger zone.


There were bound to be magical beasts in the fifth rank near it, and Noah was looking for something stronger than a newly advanced creature.


However, he still had to venture through the central areas of the piece of Immortal Lands to find a suitable adversary.


Noah stopped flying when he noticed a rank 5 Brawny ape at the peak of the lower tier, followed by a series of rank 4 specimens.


The pack was exploring the central areas since many years had passed after the battle of the rank 6 existences.


The innate survival instincts of those beasts told them that those territories had become stable enough to allow their survival.


Nevertheless, their leader roared when it sensed a powerful presence staring at it from the sky.


Noah didn't try to hide as he approached the pack.


He wanted to test his abilities and not just feed himself.


He wasn't there as a hunter but as a challenger!


The rank 5 ape roared again, and the weaker specimens around it retreated when they sensed that a battle was about to unfold.


Noah had a clear advantage since he could fly, but something at the peak of the lower tier was the perfect training dummy.


'I wonder if I can hurt it with my liquid Breath.'


Noah revealed an excited smile as he thought that.


His Demonic swords appeared in his hands, and a destructive force began to spread from their sharp edges as Breath entered in their form.


Their shapes began to exude a black smoke that further enhanced the destruction around them, and the Brawny ape fell silent at that sight.


Noah released a destabilizing aura that spread in the air around his figure, and the beast could immediately sense how dangerous it was.


However, it wouldn't reject a challenge by a weaker being.


The ape released a roar and stomped the ground with its four limbs to perform a long jump.


Noah saw a nine meters large boulder coming at him at high speed and quickly dodged while slashing with his sabers.


The pressure generated by the jumping ape was enough to push Noah backward when it passed next to him, but he managed to hit the beast during his evasive maneuver.


The ape landed on the terrain at a few hundreds of meters in the distance, and whiffs of black smoke lingered on its fur.


Nevertheless, the smoke only managed to destroy part of its hair, and Noah's attack had just left white marks on its burly chest.


'As expected, it's not enough. Let's try with the second form then.'


Noah thought as he poured a substantial amount of liquid Breath in his next slash.


His saber seemed to vibrate as they shattered the air in their trajectory to release two black lines that shot toward the ape.


The beast crossed its arms to defend against the incoming attack, and only white marks appeared on its skin when the two slashes landed on it.


The creature lowered its arms and was about to perform another long jump when it sensed that something was off.


Its attention went on the white marks on its arms, and an angry expression appeared on its face when it saw that cracks appeared on the skin around them.


It couldn't understand what was happening, but it knew that the cause behind that damage was the small figure in the sky.


Noah simply smiled at that sight.


The cuts on the ape's arm weren't deep, but he had still managed to hurt a rank 5 beast with an ability fueled by liquid Breath.


'The power of the individuality.'


Noah thought as he slashed again, there was still a lot to test against that creature.
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                        A peculiar event happened in the central areas of the piece of Immortal Lands, while Noah was busy testing himself.


The ground there had been destroyed to its core after the battle of between the rank 6 existences.


Still, it had also absorbed many substances that carried an incredible amount of energy.


There were the various attacks of the cultivators, the pieces of the inscribed horns created by the Royals, and even some remains of the winged beasts.


The terrain of the Immortal Lands hid spectacular properties that couldn't be found in the Mortal Lands, and one of them was its resilience.


The energy coming from various sources had deeply modified the fabric of those areas, and the Breath contained inside it accelerated the birth of life forms.


Many experts of the four forces were keeping track of the central lands of the new continent through various methods, and they could only be amazed at the sight of a purple stem quickly growing there.


They didn't expect something to be born so soon, but they could only be excited to learn that their calculations were wrong.


The stem appeared fragile, but it still rose toward the sky until it reached a height of a meter.


Leaves began to grow from the sides of its stem, and a black flower bloomed in a matter of second.


The methods of the experts couldn't send that much information back to their observation points, but they could still register the power that the new lifeform released when it bloomed.


To the surprise of the experts, the flower was a rank 5 lifeform since its birth.


Chaos spread in the quarters of those experts at that point, who immediately notified their organizations and prepared themselves to fly toward the central areas to seize the flower.


However, they saw how the flower withered a few instants after it released its aura.


The rank 5 magical plant became dust that dispersed in the wind in a matter of seconds, and the excitement of the experts could only vanish at that sight.


Yet, it was soon rekindled since another purple stem pierced the rocky ground and began to grow in a nearby spot.


The experts quickly requested for specific inscribed items at that point.


They needed something that could stop the withering process before moving toward the central areas.


Nevertheless, the second flower bloomed and died in the time in which the organizations provided their experts with the requested items.


Those cultivators didn't hesitate anymore.


They directly flew out of their observation points to reach for the zone that was giving birth to that new lifeform.


There was one force though that didn't react as soon as the other three nations.


The Hive had been too busy absorbing the gains retrieved in the separate dimension that it didn't leave many available experts on their observation points.


To be precise, there was only Elder Laurel there.





Her quarters contained crystals that transmitted the images of the central lands, but she was able to notice that fantastic event only during the withering of the second flower.


She immediately sent a series of mental messages at that sight, but the Hive was already late compared to the other organizations.


So, Elder Julia spread the news as soon as Elder Laurel informed her, and every heroic cultivator in the Hive received the order to inspect that event.


Of course, she didn't need to mention that they had to seize the flowers if they had the chance.


Meanwhile, Noah was still fighting against the Brawny ape.


The corrosive smoke released by his abilities had wholly consumed the beast's fur, and the second form of his martial art had filled its skin with bloody cracks.


However, the ape didn't suffer any grave injury even when he resorted to his spells.


'My normal abilities can't hurt a rank 5 beast when I fuel them with liquid Breath. Only those that carry my individuality can somewhat cross the limits of the stage.'


Noah judged as he let his cultivation technique refill his dantian.


He was taking it slow, giving himself time to make an in-depth evaluation of his battle prowess when he didn't use the Liquid dantian.


After all, that magical beast couldn't fly and had no ranged attacks, it couldn't be a threat if he remained in the sky.


It turned out that only the second form of his martial art was able to injure the creature, and that even his modified spells couldn't pierce its thick skin.


'I might be able to face a newly advanced creature, but I can't hurt something at the peak of the lower tier. Well, that was to be expected. It's time to end this.'


Noah lifted his left index while he still wielded his weapon and pointed at the ape on the ground.


Countless saber-shaped runes came out of his finger and spread in the destroyed environment around the ape.


Noah's previous attacks had created a high concentration of primary energy since they were fueled by his liquid Breath.


That energy filled the battlefield, and the greed contained in his runes absorbed it in a matter of instants.


The runes also absorbed the Breath in the air, but they seemed to prefer the primary energy.


They had been created through the hunger of the magical beasts, so it was only reasonable for them to prefer that nourishment.


The saber-shaped runes began to radiate a threatening sharpness as the power contained inside them increased.


The rank 5 Brawny ape stared at those small, black dots around it in disdain, but its expression changed as their power kept on increasing.


The runes could only match the weak spell of a liquid stage cultivator when they spread in the environment, but they soon reached the peak of the stage as primary energy entered in their form.


Then, their power continued to grow even when they reached a level that matched solid stage cultivators!


The primary energy in the environment was depleted when the saber-shaped runes began to radiate an aura that only peak rank 4 cultivators could have.


The ape roared and swung its arms on the black dots around it, but Noah quickly controlled them to turn toward the beast.


Controlling so many runes weighed on his mind, but he forced them to launch a relentless assault on the creature nonetheless.


The sea of saber-shaped runes threw itself toward the raging ape and pierced its skin effortlessly.


The attacks of the runes even gave birth to more basic energy that they didn't fail to absorb.


That ensured that they wouldn't expend their power in just one assault and that Noah could use them until he had enough mental energy.


The ape could only cry in pain as every spot of its body was pierced from side to side.


Noah's eyes shone when he saw the might of his spell, but a buzzing sound suddenly resounded inside his mental sphere.


Elder Julia's voice echoed in his mind, and Noah decided to deliver the final blow to the beast when he heard the contents of her message.
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                        "A new lifeform has appeared in the central territories of the continent. All the heroic assets must make it their priority!"


Elder Julia's order kept on echoing inside Noah's sphere as he controlled the tide of saber-shaped runes to pierce the vital organs of the Brawny ape.


It was needless to say that the news surprised him too.


Noah was an expert in the magical beasts' field, but he didn't know much about magical plants.


However, he knew that it would typically take decades, if not more, before a terrain swept by such a calamity could give birth to lifeforms again.


Of course, he immediately linked that unusual event to the spectacular properties of the terrain coming from a higher plane.


'We still know so little. Dammit!'


Noah cursed in his mind as he shot toward the corpse of the ape.


His last spell had consumed a lot of his mental energy, and his dantian didn't have much Breath left.


However, his Liquid dantian was still full, which meant that his real battle prowess hadn't been affected.


'Don't tell me that they plan to start a war over a flower.'


Worry mounted inside Noah as he stored the corpse of the ape after tearing a few pieces of it.


He could benefit from battles due to his hybrid status, but the Hive wasn't ready to face the three big nations.


'I can only fly there and hope that the situation wouldn't reach a critical point.'


Noah shot toward the central areas when he thought that and without forgetting to activate the Dark cover spell.


There were bound to be cultivators from the other nations directed toward his same destination, so he would use all his methods to prepare for unexpected situations.


Elder Julia continued to send mental messages with the specifics about the new species of magical plant as well as its position.


The black flowers kept on growing and withering at specific intervals, and Elder Laurel had already seen seven of them dying through her crystal by the time everyone was warned.


Also, it seemed that every new specimen was more potent than the previous one!


"The flowers are reaching the peak of the lower tier. Elder Laurel suggests that the structure of their species is still stabilizing."


Elder Julia passed down information whenever Elder Laurel discovered something new.


Noah limited himself to fly at full speed toward the appointed spot while keeping a low altitude.


The elder had warned all the heroic assets that the Hive had been late in notifying them, so Noah knew that he wouldn't be the first to arrive.


He was closer than the other elders because he had ventured through the central areas to hunt, but that couldn't give him an advantage over the enemy forces.


After all, he knew that Elder Austin was already flying toward the location of the flowers too!


The matter had already escalated to a point where rank 5 cultivators had been deployed, so Noah had no confidence in arriving before anyone else.





A tense air filled the sky above the central territories, and Noah could feel that stiffness increasing as days passed, and he neared his destination.


Also, his body soon became able to sense the energy released by the blooming of the black flowers once he neared them.


Yet, he could feel that there were other presences too.


'Four rank 5 cultivators in front of me and another one behind.'


Noah thought as he stopped his flight to wait for the incoming elder.


Elder Austin managed to sense Noah's faint presence when he flew above him, and he lowered his altitude to join him.


Both Noah and the elder wore their robes in an untidy manner, a sign that they had both hurried when Elder Julia informed them.


However, the elder couldn't help but sigh in relief when he saw that Noah's clothes were intact, at least.


"Let's go. This matter is troublesome."


Elder Austin said before adding something at the sight of Noah's questioning gaze.


"The flowers are growing in our territories. Well, in what is supposed to be our domain."


Noah's eyes widened at that point, but he didn't stop following the elder.


The central areas hadn't been divided in the one versus one battle because the deal saw the powerhouses exploring them before everything else.


However, the winged beasts' crisis happened, and the division of those territories was neglected since the battle had made them useless.


Yet, that issue had become a priority now that a powerful lifeform had started to grow on its own.


Elder Austin and Noah quickly flew until they saw a series of figures hovering in the air and staring at the ground under them.


Noah recognized some of the figures.


He saw Thaddeus Elbas floating behind Lady Edna and another rank 5 cultivator wearing the golden robes of the Royal family.


He saw Elder Doyle, the rank 5 cultivator from the Council that Elder Austin had defeated in the battle for the azure plain.


Then, he saw a rank 5 slender man wearing robes with the emblem of the Empire.


The cultivators on the scene limited themselves to glance at the new arrivals before focusing back on the terrain.


Another purple stem was growing from the cracked ground, and the heroic cultivators showed expectant gazes as they waited to see the level of power that the species had reached.


The black flower bloomed in a few seconds and released an aura that matched the middle tier of the fifth rank.


The magical plant had crossed the boundaries of the lower tier!


However, even that new level of power didn't seem stable enough for the specimen, which withered in a few instants.


Lady Edna's finger instinctively trembled at that sight, but the gazes of the cultivators around her didn't fail to notice that slight movement and focused on her.


Lady Edna saw three heroic cultivators, and Noah patiently waiting to see if she was going to act.


Of course, she didn't move and simply waited for the flower to wither.


The first one to act would receive the focus of the other three nations, that was the natural consequence of that stalemate.


Yet, a sudden battle would just create another wave of chaos in that area, which would most likely disrupt the fragile equilibrium reached by that terrain.


A modification in that equilibrium could stop the growth of those flowers, which was the outcome that everyone was trying to avoid.


So, their focus went on Elder Austin when it became clear that Lady Edna wasn't going to act.


Elder Austin understood the meaning behind their stares, and he backed his voice with his pride as he announced something.


"This land can only be assigned to the Hive, you all know that. Nevertheless, the Patriarch is benevolent and is willing to share this resource for the right compensation."
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                        "These territories don't belong to anyone. You can't put a price over something that you don't own."


"I'd rather fight you again than pay for resources that have yet to have an owner."


Lady Edna and Elder Doyle immediately complained, but they didn't dare to unleash their aura.


Instead, the slender cultivator from the Empire and the rank 5 cultivator in front of Thaddeus didn't speak.


Lady Edna and Elder Doyle had both been defeated by Elder Austin in the past, so their reactions were somewhat understandable.


However, the other two rank 5 existences didn't have any emotion affecting their judgment and could evaluate the situation clearly.


The priority of the four forces was to obtain the new lifeform, and all of them knew that the Hive was the only nation that could have some claims there.


It was merely a geographical matter.


The Hive was closer, so it would have obtained that land if the nations had divided the continent according to the current domain.


Yet, there was a chance to exploit the lack of set borders, and the three big nations couldn't just miss it.


'We can't obtain the flower, but we can make something out of it due to the proximity to our domain. We can just set a training area nearby and indirectly disrupt the equilibrium of this spot. We can safely affect this land even if we don't control it.'


Noah couldn't help but approve Elder Austin's actions when he summarized the situation in his mind.


The Hive could just build something near there and influence that terrain while remaining inside its domain.


That would be entirely in its rights, and the other nations couldn't even contest it since the central territories didn't have an owner.


'We are far away, but a couple of rank 5 elders could do the trick if they put some effort. This is a lucky event that we can't exploit in its fullest due to our weakness.'


Some annoyance appeared inside Noah when he thought that, but he quickly suppressed it.


The matter would be easily solved if the Empire was in the Hive's place, and even the Royals or the Council would find some excuses to keep that terrain.


However, the Hive was weak and could be bullied if the three big nations were set on working together.


Another flower bloomed and withered during the long silence that had dawned on the group.


More heroic cultivators from each faction could be seen arriving in the distance.


It was clear that the sky was about to become crowded.


Nevertheless, no one answered to Elder Austin's offer.


'They want to see the stable specimen before deciding how far they are willing to go.'


Noah quickly understood what was in the minds of the other entities and shot a glance toward the elder next to him.


The duo from the Hive exchanged a few mental messages before agreeing on their next move.


"Well, no one seems to like these flowers."





Noah exclaimed at some point, and Elder Austin didn't fail to follow his act.


"Indeed! Hear my words of wisdom, Prince. These plants are definitely a threat! I mean, black flowers? They surely are something bad."


Noah repeatedly nodded at his words as he wielded one of his sabers and prepared himself to slash toward the ground.


Panic appeared on the faces of the heroic cultivators, except for the Empire's envoy, who kept his calm.


"Wait! You have no right to affect the flora!"


"The Council agrees with the Elbas family. This is a clear threat!"


Noah stopped the descent of his weapon and heaved a helpless sigh at Lady Edna and Elder Doyle's words.


"Elder, they are right. I guess we can only return and watch the Patriarch's demonstration for the time being. We should be close enough to see how this situation unfolds too."


Elder Austin showed a broad smile when Noah spoke and warmly patted his shoulder as he turned to leave.


Noah followed him and ignored the angry gazes that Thaddeus was shooting at him.


It was at that point that the rank 5 cultivator of the Empire spoke.


"Elders, are you really set on destroy this marvelous discovery?"


The duo from the Hive turned at his words, and Elder Austin gave him a serious answer.


"The Hive doesn't need it, but it won't simply ignore this matter. We are demons, and we'd rather destroy it than gaining nothing from something that should belong to us."


Noah's expression became cold when Elder Austin signaled the end of the act with his answer.


The core of the matter was to set an agreement before the lifeform found a balance.


Otherwise, the three forces would get an idea of its actual value.


Instead, forcing their hands now would give birth to an auction and prevent everyone from doing something reckless.


Noah replied to Thaddeus' stare with one of his own at that point.


The latter was a rank 4 cultivator in the solid stage, but Noah clearly remembered him being at the peak of the liquid stage when he interrupted his battle.


'He isn't a useless noble then.'


Noah thought as he moved his gaze toward the rank 5 cultivator in front of him.


That Royal was moving his gaze between Noah and Elder Austin, but Noah could sense that he suppressed some emotions whenever it went on him.


Noah's mind played the images of the battle near Vondhur when a heroic cultivator descended from the sky to stop him from seizing the resources contained in Samuel's ring.


Noah's mental energy wasn't able to sense him back then, but he knew from their conversation that he was Thaddeus' father!


Cecil was only a rank 4 cultivator when Noah escaped from the Utra nation, but he had managed to reach the fifth rank in those years.


Of course, he was weaker than Lady Edna, but that feat already spoke for his talent.


Lady Edna, Elder Doyle, and the man from the Empire began to send a few mental messages back to their organizations after a few seconds of silence.


Meanwhile, the figures in the distance reached their respective groups.


They were mostly rank 4 cultivators, and Noah could even recognize Faith among the group from the Papral nation.


She was still in the gaseous stage, but her cultivation had improved since she was nearing the peak of that stage.


Faith shot a curious glance at Noah when she noticed him, but she quickly suppressed her eagerness to talk with him.


The situation was too troublesome to question Noah about how his relationship with June had evolved in the months spent underground.


Then, the man from the Empire gave voice to a question directed toward Elder Austin.


"What is the Hive proposing?"


The elder had already decided how to handle the situation and didn't hesitate to announce it.


"Auction with three contenders."
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                        The Empire quickly agreed to the Hive's proposal, and the other two nations felt forced to join the auction at that point.


There was nothing that they could do once two of the four forces had found an agreement, they could just go along with their decision.


That wasn't the worst outcome in their mind.


Bullying the Hive was just an act to eliminate one contender, but they couldn't do anything if it decided to destroy that magical plant.


Contending that resource between themselves wasn't ideal either, but it was better than losing it because they pushed the matter too far.


Elder Austin had to settle a few details through his inscribed notebook, but the other elders of the Hive quickly came up with a few guidelines.


Black flowers kept on blooming and withering as the sky above that spot became crowded.


Most heroic cultivators were curious about the new magical plant, but some of them were even interested in the outcome of the auction.


Every victory was a show of power when the nations at the peak of the Mortal Lands were involved.


Even the simple act of grouping up for such an event could be linked to the same reasons.


Those forces were simply showing the might of their heroic assets and how quickly they could gather a large number of them.


The group from the Hive paled in comparison to the other three since only seven rank 4 cultivators arrived in the area.


Instead, the other three groups could already count more than twenty rank 4 cultivators each and that without considering the existences in the fifth rank that had reinforced the envoys.


However, that sight didn't discourage Elder Austin nor Noah.


They had always known that the Hive was weaker, which was the precise reason why they weren't attempting to keep the magical plants for themselves.


Then, Elder Justin's arrival and words eased the tension that was accumulating on their side.


"It took us a while to tune the oath since Thirty-seven kept on complaining."


Noah rolled his eyes when the automaton was mentioned, but Elder Austin directly took his arrival to announce the beginning of the auction.


"The Hive is willing to accept payments of any kind. It would be up to Elder Justin to decide which of you has the lead. Of course, we will provide the rank 5 oath needed to collaborate."


Elder Justin stepped forward and revealed a white tablet filled with inscriptions to the other groups.


Anyone could read the requirements and terms of the oath since they only had to use their mental energy to inspect it.


Generally speaking, every major organization had to have similar inscribed items in-store, or they wouldn't be able to collaborate with other forces.


Yet, creating something that could subjugate rank 6 entities wasn't easy.


Only the power of the god of the Empire could ensure that those powerhouses wouldn't be able to break the oath on their own.





The Hive though didn't have such backing, and it could only limit itself to use Chasing Demon as a warranty over rank 5 cultivators.


Nevertheless, an oath on that level was more than enough for that situation since rank 6 existences weren't involved and didn't have any intention to do so.


The rank 5 cultivators stepped forward almost immediately when they read that the winner of the auction would obtain the monopoly over the magical plant.


'Ruthless.'


Noah commented in his mind when he read the contents of the oath.


The Hive was ready to lose any claim over that resource forever, only to force the three enemy faction to fight over them!


"I, Sharp Trunk, swear."


"I, Elder Doyle, swear."


"I, Lady Edna, swear."


"I, Elder Justin, swear."


The four rank 5 existences from the four nations swore as they touched the white tablet, and their names appeared on its surface after that.


The pact was sealed, the Hive had already ensured its safety at that point.


Yet, Elder Justin suddenly set a starting price.


"I'd say bids can start from one million Credits."


No one was surprised by that number.


After all, the deal saw a monopoly over a rank 5 resource.


The price quickly rose though, and it took only a few exchanges to make it reach fifty million Credits.


"The Elbas family is leading."


Elder Justin announced after Lady Edna's offer.


The Royals were used to invest a lot in unknown materials and similar, and they would never let go of a species born after the battle of rank 6 existences.


A short moment of silence followed that offer, but the auction was quickly rekindled when a flower at the peak of the middle tier grew right under them.


"Fifty million Credits and three spells up to the fifth rank. The Empire will include one of the darkness element."


Sharp Trunk said, and the offers of the other envoys began to include additional resources too.


Elder Doyle began to add techniques and spells too, but Lady Edna started to use the studies of the academy as a currency.


Elder Justin shot a helpless glance toward Noah before announcing once again that the Elbas family was in the lead.


What the Hive needed the most at the moment were the recent discoveries of the inscriptions' fields, and the three envoys didn't miss that detail.


Elder Justin had chosen inscription methods over techniques and spells, so they had to push their bids on that aspect.


Even Elder Austin took a glance at Noah, but the latter simply shook his head.


He knew how useful Thirty-seven was, and it was pointless to compare the value of a single heroic cultivator to the future of the Hive as a whole.


He was the youngest heroic cultivator in history and probably that with the highest potential, but he still couldn't match the possibility of having experts in various inscriptions' fields.


Also, he had seen the power that the abilities that carried his individuality were capable of unleashing.


Creating was better than obtaining something already existing, especially in his case.


He would rather gain inspiration from a wide variety of techniques than beg the Hive to prioritize him.


That approach was more in line with his individuality, and it would allow him to improve in both his inscription methods.


It might even lead him to fuse them one day!


Sacrificing the future of the Hive for something that he didn't strictly need wasn't worth it.


The three envoys began to add inscription methods to their offers, but the Elbas family always managed to keep the lead even if most of the methods mentioned weren't up to date.


The flower withered during those offers, and Elder Justin was about to end the auction when another purple stem grew and gave birth to a black flower in the upper tier.


Elder Austin could only smile when he saw that the three nations gave voice to another series of offers.


The bids had already reached a point where the Hive could ignore the loss of a rank 5 material.
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                        The cycle of bids and silence continued for a while.


The bids resumed every time a new flower bloomed and released a higher power than before.


That magical plant seemed incredibly frail, but there was an innate resilience in its species since stems kept on growing even after so many flowers had withered.


Its struggles to find a stable form that could live for more than a few seconds were commendable, and they even inspired some of the weaker cultivators on the scene that were still discovering their individuality.


However, that sight began to trouble the elders of the Hive that had understood the entirety of the situation.


'Will it ever stop increasing its power? Can it make it to the sixth rank?'


Noah thought as he stared at the flowers blooming and withering periodically.


The continuous bidding could only benefit the Hive, but it would be a problem if the magical plant failed to find a balance right in the middle of the auction and stopped growing.


Elder Justin had to declare a winner before that to benefit from the situation.


As for the possibility of the magical plant reaching the sixth rank, the Hive couldn't really prepare a plan for that.


That event would involve the rank 6 powerhouses, which would render the pact useless since it was limited to rank 5 existences.


The fact that the flowers had already a power in the upper tier of the fifth rank was a clear sign to Elder Justin that pushed him to accelerate the end of the auction.


"Ten more rounds, and I'll decide a winner."


Elder Justin announced, and the three envoys didn't fail to understand the meaning behind his words.


However, they had already foreseen that outcome and accepted the risks when they signed the pact.


There was the monopoly over a rank 5 resource at stake, and risking something was the least that those nations could do.


The bidding rounds continued until the tenth, where the cultivators of the three big nations stopped making offers on their own.


The number of Credits had reached one hundred million, and both the Papral nation and the Empire had added techniques and spells to their bids.


The Obsidian Credits had lost a lot of value since the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands, so the three envoys had long stopped using them to try to win the auction.


Instead, they had begun to use inscription methods as a currency since the Hive was clearly interested in them.


Yet, they couldn't match the bids of the Elbas family, which kept on adding inscription methods every time the other nations increased their offers.


So, they could only use techniques and spells to make up for them.


Elder Justin exchanged a few mental messages with the elders back in the headquarters and quickly chose a winner after hearing their opinion.


"The Elbas family wins!"


The elder's announcement didn't surprise the cultivators on the scene, but there wasn't much that they could do.





No organization in the Mortal Lands could match the accumulation of inscription methods of the Elbas family, and the latter didn't even have to bid their most recent discoveries!


Nevertheless, they still had to bid methods that had been used in the last centuries, which made them second only to the new teachings created in the academy.


That was more than enough to bring Thirty-seven up to date, especially since most of those methods couldn't be purchased with Credits.


Lady Edna happily neared Elder Justin, who laid the white tablet in front of her.


The Elbas family didn't lose much in the trade.


Giving away so many Credits wasn't a problem for a big nation, and the inscription methods were copies other than old schools in the eyes of the Royals.


The way Lady Edna saw it, they weren't giving up on anything to gain the monopoly over the black flowers.


Elder Justin and Lady Edna discussed for a bit to settle the details behind the transport of the resources, but the white tablet had already given a few guidelines.


The Royals would have a month to send the promised goods, and they couldn't taint the methods with false information.


Any breach in the pact would ruin one of Lady Edna's centers of power other than make the Elbas family untrustworthy.


Of course, the Elbas family intended to respect the pact even if the flowers didn't stabilize since they had a face to keep.


The matter was settled, but none of the heroic cultivators on the scene left the area.


Everyone wanted to see what level of power the flowers would reach and if the Royals had made the right choice in investing that considerable sum.


Flowers had kept on blooming and withering for the whole duration of the auction.


There didn't seem to be a limit to the power of that species even though the terrain gave birth to only one specimen each time.


Cecil, Thaddeus, and the other cultivators of the Utra nation didn't limit themselves to watch the bloom and withering of flowers after they won the auction.


That material was rightfully theirs now, so they could interact with it as they wanted.


Cecil neared the ground while covering his figure with a peculiar cape that stopped the natural leaking of his aura.


Then, he took a transparent and rectangular box filled with inscriptions from his space-ring.


Thaddeus and a few rank 4 cultivators flew behind him while deploying the same inscribed items.


A purple stem came out of the ground a few seconds after they finished their preparations, and Cecil's tried his best to hold back his mental waves from affecting its growth.


The stem rose in the air and gave birth to the usual black flower in the upper tier of the fifth rank.


That specimen began to wither too, but Cecil quickly plucked it and stored the plant inside the transparent box.


Cecil sealed the box by moving his finger on one of the shining lines on its surface, and the withering process stopped when the item separated the flower from the outside world.


The cultivators behind him did the same as they used the inscribed items to gather the dusty remains of the plant that were dispersing in the air.


Their actions were smooth and precise, and the other groups could see the amount of experience that the Elbas family had in handling unknown materials.


Cecil and the others stored their boxes and took more of them from their space-ring.


Their preparation was exceptional, especially since they had gathered all those items before the death of the third specimen!


The cultivators from the Elbas family continued to pick the flowers as soon as they began to wither, and the power of the magical plant soon reached the peak of the fifth rank.


Expectation mounted inside all the cultivators on the scene when the peak rank 5 flower died, and another purple stem quickly grew from that same spot.


A few words couldn't describe the emotions that they felt when they sensed the flower radiating an aura in the sixth rank.
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                        The new magical plant had crossed the boundaries of the fifth rank and had bloomed with the power of the sixth rank!


The heroic cultivators of the Hive could only show ugly expressions at that sight, while those from the Utra nation could barely contain their excitement.


The cost of the monopoly over that resource was already affordable for the Elbas family when the flowers were in the fifth rank, but that became incomparably low when something in the sixth rank was concerned.


Everyone stared at the black flower on the terrain with expectant gazes.


They wanted to see if the plant was going to wither again and repeat the cycle of life and death.


However, the magical plant didn't show any sign of withering, and it even began to feed on the Breath contained in the terrain.


The new species had found its stable form.


The plant still looked frail and harmless, but the space around it bent as it absorbed the nutrients from the environment.


The species was beginning to reveal its features after it found its stability, and that could only give birth to another wave of marvel inside the minds of the heroic assets on the scene.


Cecil and Lady Edna exchanged a glance before moving toward the flower.


The oath bound rank 5 heroic cultivators, but the matter would be different if the powerhouses of the other organizations were to interfere.


The Elbas family knew that it had to act fast if it wanted to secure that precious material.


Cecil didn't even look at the cultivators around him after he found a silent understanding with Lady Edna.


He directly plucked the flower from the base of its stem and stored it inside the transparent box in his grasp.


Elder Austin and the rank 5 cultivators from the other forces notified their headquarters about the situation, but there wasn't much that they could do at the moment.


Their rank 6 powerhouses would have to reach the scene and forcefully break the oath before the situation could be affected.


That would require time, and the Elbas family was already in possession of the material!


Of course, the matter would be different if that terrain turned out to be an endless source of rank 6 plants.


The groups from the four nations stared at the terrain while revealing mixed emotions.


The birth of a second rank 6 flower could force the powerhouses to intervene, which would most likely cause a war or some sort of organized battle.


Cecil gave his space-ring to Lady Edna, who immediately left the area to return to the Utra nation, but no one else flew away from there.


The eyes of some cultivators followed the departing rank 5 existence, but they didn't move for fear of triggering the backlash of the oath.


Everyone stood still, waiting to see if the ground gave birth to another magical plant.


However, no more purple stems came out of the terrain.





The heroic cultivators waited in silence, but they began to leave when nothing happened even after a few days passed.


The crowd began to disperse, and the assets from the Empire and Papral nation didn't fail to shoot a few glances at the groups from the Hive and Utra nation.


The Council and the Empire didn't lose nor gain anything, which was more than fine considering that the Royals had won only one small flower.


On the other hand, the Hive had sold a precious resource at an incredibly low price.


"The Elbas family wishes to analyze the terrain without interruption."


Cecil said when a week had passed, but no more flowers had grown from the ground.


"The Hive refuses. You have rights over the magical plant, but the owner of the terrain has yet to be decided."


Elder Justin promptly answered.


That outcome wasn't ideal, but he could only rejoice when he saw that the species had probably gone extinct after its sudden appearance.


Also, he couldn't let the Elbas family study the terrain.


There was a chance that the Royals could restore the previous equilibrium with their advanced methods and force the flowers to grow again.


The Hive couldn't risk that, not for the previous price at least.


"One billion Credits."


Cecil announced, but Elder Justin snorted before refusing his offer.


"Credits are useless. The Hive will accept only something that can match the value of a rank 6 material."


The tables had turned in the central areas of the continent.


The Royals didn't know if the ground could be forced to give birth to more black flowers, but the Hive was now sure that it had the potential to create something in the sixth rank.


Elder Justin had to force the auction to an end before for fear that the species couldn't find a stable form, but everything was different now.


He would gladly hold another auction and continue it endlessly.


Nevertheless, none of the envoys on the scene had the authority to offer resources that could match something with the power of the sixth rank.


Cecil quickly gave up on the idea of securing that terrain, and he limited himself to wait for the possible birth of another plant.


Elder Justin, Elder Doyle, and Sharp Trunk did the same and remained still as the heroic cultivators behind them returned to their respective nations.


Elder Austin began to move back to the territories of the Hive too, and Noah followed him while shooting one last glance toward the departing Thaddeus.


"What happens now?"


Noah asked when he and Elder Austin were at some distance from the other heroic cultivators.


The situation seemed helpless in his eyes.


The Hive had simply suffered a loss even if it gained a large number of resources.


"Our methods are still rusty, and we would have sold the plant anyway. It's a pity though. We could have pushed the biddings far farther."


Elder Austin sighed after saying those words.


The Hive had yet to groom inscription masters.


It had barely reinforced its existing formations after all.


"For how long would we have to take these unfavorable trades due to our weakness?"


Noah asked, but his question wasn't directed toward the elder.


He kept on becoming stronger, and the Hive did the same.


However, no amount of improvement seemed to be enough to match the power of the big nations.


Noah knew that their achievements were already incredible, especially since not even thirty years had passed from the battle for the independence of the archipelago.


Yet, he still felt eager to do more, and that immovable political environment was almost suffocating for him.


"Prince, you are still young. Commoners might see their world changing in a matter of months, but the matters on our level can last for centuries."


Elder Austin answered, and he didn't fail to notice the traces of annoyance exuded by Noah's expression.


"Yet."


Noah's attention went on the elder when he heard that word.


Elder Austin revealed a smirk when he saw his reaction and didn't hesitate to explain more.


"We are demons, and you have retrieved the perfect tool for thieves."
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                        Understanding dawned upon Noah when he heard those words, but Elder Austin didn't explain further.


The latter simply turned to fly toward the desert when he was sure that the other heroic cultivators from the Hive had all taken different directions to return to their duties.


Noah followed the elder with interest.


He had a vague idea of what the Hive was planning, but he still wanted to see it with his eyes before making any suggestion.


Elder Austin dived toward the yellow sand when Thirty-seven's figure appeared in his field of view.


The automaton had his usual appearance, but Noah could see that he had expended a lot of the energy contained in his form.


His long hair was still immobile behind his back, and he traced deep lines on the sand with the long stick in his grasp.


However, his figure was far more ethereal compared to when he was in the palace, which signaled that his reserves of energy had reached a critical condition.


"The Patriarch told you to recharge yourself inside the pendant every week. Don't you dare to die on us because of your addiction!"


Elder Austin scolded the automaton, but the latter released a weak snort without stopping to trace lines on the sand.


Noah and the elder could see that Thirty-seven was extremely focused, but his form kept on losing part of its shine with every gesture that he made.


Automatons were something remarkably similar to normal lifeforms, and, as such, they needed nourishments to keep on living.


The spirit of Noah's ring acted as a simple program and didn't consume much energy, meaning that the power contained in the inscriptions of the item was enough to fuel it.


Yet, Thirty-seven was far more complex, and the fact that he had a personality already made him more expensive to keep active.


Also, it seemed that he was inscribing something, even if the surface of the desert didn't reveal anything.


Elder Austin quickly picked an item from his space-ring, and the aura of a rank 6 energy suddenly spread in the area.


Noah was a bit surprised when he analyzed the shining crystal held in the elder's grasp, but that emotion vanished when he understood the nature of the substance contained in the item.


The crystal shone with a blinding brown light radiated by the dense gas inside it that carried Chasing Demon's aura.


'It makes sense. Only Chasing Demon's Breath can fuel a rank 6 automaton.'


Noah thought as Elder Austin laid the crystal on the surface of Thirty-seven's uncaring figure.


The automaton absorbed Chasing Demon's Breath, and his figure recovered its previous shine in no time.


Thirty-seven even quickened his pace after that wave of energy filled his structure, but Elder Austin still sent a series of messages through his inscribed notebook at that sight.


Noah remained silent, and he patiently waited for the elder to explain the matter thoroughly.





A few lines began to shine on the sand at some point.


Their light traced specific forms that became a small array when the lines connected.


Then, Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon appeared over that formation when its light dispersed.


"The communications work as intended, there was almost no interference in your message."


Flying Demon exclaimed when he saw Elder Austin, and he limited himself to show a broad smile when he noticed Noah.


"Enlarging it is far more difficult than we thought though. It might take a year to reach the eastern coast."


Dreaming Demon added, and she didn't fail to show a smile at Noah too.


"I never thought you two would be so eager to return in a separate dimension."


Noah said at their sight.


He had understood by then what the Hive was trying to do, and he could already feel the eagerness to join that project mounting inside him.


"Kid, Julia told us what you did with that woman of yours. Don't tell me that you can't understand the actions of this poor, old man."


Flying Demon answered while winking at Noah, and Dreaming Demon ignored the gesture of her lover as she reached for the automaton.


Thirty-seven stooped working when he saw the pendant on Dreaming Demon's neck, and he suddenly disappeared as he entered it.


Chasing Demon's energy wasn't enough to stabilize him, he needed to spend a set amount of time inside the pendant to return to his peak.


"So, who is our target?"


Noah asked when silence fell in the area.


He had understood that the automaton was recreating Divine Architect's separate dimension, and he could already guess what the Hive intended to do with it.


The Hive was the fusion of a series of unorthodox sects and underground organizations, so it was evident that it would be more inclined to resort to illegal methods to improve its position.


A separate dimension that could lead anywhere was the perfect tool to steal precious resources and make sudden attacks.


Cultivators that labeled themselves as demons had to put such a tool to use.


"We have always aimed to hit the Elbas family. Their researches are too useful, and they have accumulated too many grievances with the other big nations in the last years. The matter with the magical plant can only benefit our plan further."


Elder Austin explained, but Noah found a few flaws in his exposition.


The separate dimension was incredible, and the target was also the best among the available ones.


Yet, the Hive still needed precise coordinates to understand where to set the exits.


The heroic assets couldn't blindly jump out of the dimension and seize everything in their reach.


That would be unfruitful other than incredibly dangerous.


Elder Austin handed a folded sheet to Noah when he noticed that the latter was still doubtful about the matter.


Noah quickly unfolded the sheet only to discover that it contained details concerning the trades between the Hive and the Udye family.


However, the elder's smile made him understand that there was more to it.


Noah began to inspect the sheet with his mental sphere, and a strange, shining cube materialized inside his sea of consciousness at that point.


Havok and Zac's ethereal figures shot toward the cube and tried to open it but to no avail.


Noah deployed his half-transparent figure too, but even the work of the three beings couldn't break the surface of that shining shape.


"Prince, it's pointless. The powerhouse of the Udye family has encrypted the secret message with his methods."


Noah gave up on forcing the cube when he heard Elder Austin's words.


Ian Udye was the Patriarch of the Udye family, but he wasn't its strongest cultivator.


The nobles were used to hide their most powerful assets and leave the management of their family to weaker cultivators.


The secret message made the Hive understand that the Udye family had a rank 5 cultivator in their ranks.


"What does it say?"


Noa asked, and Elder Austin didn't fail to increase his excitement with his answer.


"It's an invitation to help them with the Cause received when you were inside the separate dimension. Prince, we have a mole in the Utra nation."
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                        A mole inside the Utra nation!


'The target of the Hive isn't a territory in the new continent, but those in the old one!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind as he stored the sheet, and the cube vanished.


There was something that he had to do in the old continent, something that he had postponed for years because his power didn't allow him to act freely.


His aura suddenly became sharper when he began to think about his father, but Elder Austin promptly reminded him of something that he already knew.


"Prince, this strategy might make you fulfill your vengeance, but it's still something that can't happen soon. We need to let the Hive grow while destabilizing the Utra nation at the same time."


Noah nodded when he heard those words, but it took him some time to appease his anger.


The Balvan family was only a medium-size noble family, meaning that it shouldn't have rank 5 cultivators in its ranks.


Even most large-size noble families didn't have such powerful entities in their ranks due to the strict control that the Royals had over the resources of the country.


Of course, there were exceptions in every organization, and the Udye family was a clear example of that.


Also, Noah knew from both June and the battle against his uncle that the Elbas family was aiding the Balvan family to compensate for hiding him.


Yet, he didn't know how far the Royals could push the already stagnated assets of his family.


'Thomas should have stayed at the same stage for a hundred years, his centers of power shouldn't have much potential left. However, the Royals know that the Balvans are my target, I wouldn't be surprised if they provided them with some countermeasures.'


Noah thought as Elder Austin gestured him to follow the two Demons.


He didn't care if more heroic cultivators appeared in his family. 


The only hindrances that could worry him were his grandfather and eventual inscribed items.


The Demons led him in the same point where the array had appeared, and Dreaming Demon lightly tapped the pendant on her neck when they entered its area.


The shining lines of the formation reappeared on the sandy terrain at that point, and a blinding halo surrounded the three figures as the teleportation activated.


Noah didn't need to close his eyes at that time, and he could see the desert being replaced by a barren plain.


The environment was different from the separate dimension under the mystical fog.


The ground was brown, without any shape that imitated a lifeform, and the sky was pitch black.


Also, Noah could see the end of the plain from his position.


The dimension stretched only for a few kilometers, and its width could be matched even by a few space-rings.


"Chasing Demon is far away from Divine Architect's level. We are lucky that the automaton can leave a trace and a few simple meanings so that Rufus can inscribe directly over them."





Flying Demon said with a severe tone, and Noah could only nod at his words.


The fact that Thirty-seven could ease Chasing Demon's work was already an incredible feat.


Divine Architect had created an automaton capable of producing simple meanings, and that alone said a lot about her level of expertise.


'I wonder how far away Thirty-seven is from a human.'


Noah lingered on that thought for a few seconds as he inspected the dimension.


There was void all around the plain, and Noah could even sense that the ground wasn't that deep.


The sky was limited too, and it only reached a height of a few hundreds of meters.


Also, there seemed to be invisible walls right before the void that blocked his advance.


"It's a tunnel rather than a dimension."


Noah said when he finished exploring the entirety of the place.


"Yes. Thirty-seven said that this form was better for our purposes. He is even creating a formation on the surface to hide this dimension from Heaven and Earth."


Dreaming Demon explained, but Flying Demon quickly specified a few aspects of the matter.


"Well, not creating. He is only setting the blueprint thanks to Rufus' Breath. Chasing Demon still has to retrace every line and replace the meanings inside them. It's a bit annoying for him, but it's the best approach to avoid mistakes."


Noah listened to their words, but he was more interested in another aspect of the dimension.


"When will it be ready?"


He asked as he turned toward the two Demons.


The couple showed awkward smiles at his question, and they silently decided that it was better to show him the functioning of that tunnel.


Flying Demon moved toward one of the invisible walls and created a series of white shards that crashed on it.


Noah saw how the shards couldn't pierce the wall, but a slight tremor spread on the ground after the impact.


Then, the brown wasteland stretched toward the void in the spot right under Flying Demon.


"Thirty-seven can't tell us how Divine Architect forced the enlargement of the dimension, but he did explain a few methods. However, the most precise at our disposal is the brute force."


Dreaming Demon said to explain the events that followed her lover's actions.


"So, the dimension is ready, but we need to enlarge it to make it useful."


Noah gave voice to his summary and landed on the eastern border of the wasteland to test its sturdiness.


Tremors spread through the terrain again as Noah punched the invisible wall.


His attack didn't match Flying Demon's power, but it still enlarged the dimension toward the east.


'How much would it take to reach the Balvan mansion like this?'


Noah thought while trying to make a few calculations, but he could already know that they wouldn't be precise.


"Your body can make the Enduring demon sect die again of envy. Speaking of which, were the scrolls useful? I'm sorry that most of them couldn't be transcribed completely."


Flying Demon asked, but Noah limited himself to nod.


The Demons already knew that he found Ravaging Demon's technique interesting, but he didn't find it necessary to tell them that his first spell had taken inspiration from it.


As for the other scrolls, they couldn't help him even after he learnt a second inscription method.


"We are waiting for Thirty-seven and Chasing Demon to complete the formation on the surface. Then, we will begin to stretch this dimension until it reaches the old continent."


Dreaming Demon began to speak, and her eyes revealed a cold expression when she gave voice to her next words.


"We'll use this time to recover further and maybe even improve. So, be sure to call us when you intend to charge toward your family. Watching your back during your vengeance is the least that we can do to repay you."
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                        The two Demons began to reveal cold expressions after those words.


They were grateful to Noah, and the latter was even starting to consider them as a friend.


However, they were also demons.


Their coldness was proper of entities that had advanced through the blood of their enemies.


Noah had never underestimated them, but he had also never seen that side of them before.


That discovery didn't scare him though.


Instead, he was relieved to see that they were somewhat similar to him.


Cultivators would face struggles and harsh battles throughout their lives, but only a few of them would develop a similar attitude.


"I'll surely notify you."


Noah said while showing a cold expression of his own.


Divine Demon had personally trained the Demons.


They reflected what Noah had learnt on his own during his life before the archipelago.


Chasing Demon was powerful and couldn't bond with someone at the bottom of the heroic ranks, but Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon were different.


Noah might not have realized it, but the three of them were past the relationship that simple companions could have.


"Don't laze around too much. It has been too long since I battled against a cultivator."


Noah said before gesturing that he wanted to leave.


The two Demons revealed smirks at his words, and Dreaming Demon tapped her pendant.


A shining array appeared on the black ceiling of the separate dimension, and Noah returned in the desert as soon as he touched it.


Elder Austin was still waiting for him on the yellow sand, but his focus seemed to be elsewhere.


"The Royals might complete studying the black flower before the tunnel is set."


Noah claimed the attention of the elder with those words, but the latter shook his head when he returned to reality.


"That's even better. The Elbas family would be forced to recognize that the old continent has exhausted its potential at that point. We want them not to care about the Utra nation, Prince."


Noah could only agree with the explanation of the elder.


The three big nations had managed to create wonders during the thousands of years of their rule, but the old continent had its limits.


He had seen how the territories deep inside the area of influence of the Empire had a scarce density of Breath, and he knew that lands with similar features could be found inside the other nations.


The Mortal Lands were full of Breath, but there was a limit to how many powerful beings they could sustain.


Environments would be drained and reduced to wastelands as powerful organizations enlarged.


That would limit the number of valuable lands and cause wars.


The wars would kill cultivators and release the Breath back in the environment, bringing back the cycle to its starting point.


Yet, the arrival of the new continent had pushed that cycle further and had momentarily delayed the unavoidable war for precious resources.





'What if the Royals abandon the old continent and our help gives birth to a fifth force?'


Noah thought at that point.


The Hive had been able to claim its independence because the three nations didn't care about the archipelago.


The same could happen if the Royals were to migrate completely, and the Cause was left free to conquer the Utra nation.


A land was useless on its own, and names even more so.


'The Elbas family might even gain the friendship of nobles loyal to the Cause. Winning to obtain a barren land isn't that enticing.'


Noah reviewed the possible outcomes in his mind, but the influence of the Hive in the political situation there only lead to beneficial results.


The Hive could hinder the Royals from gaining support by destroying the weaker families loyal to them.


That would both weaken their power on the old continent and impede the enlargement of the Elbas family during its migration.


'Helping a weak country to hurt a strong one, I wonder if we'll ever regret it.'


That doubt didn't bother Noah too much.


It would be impossible to be feared in the Mortal Lands without an existence at the peak of the heroic ranks, and the Cause lacked it.


Those nobles would be harmless for more than centuries and would most likely be exploited by other bigger forces.


However, the Hive couldn't care less since it was only interested in benefitting from the situation.


Instead, there was another doubt that Noah didn't manage to suppress since he discovered that the Hive was building a separate dimension.


"Notify me when we are ready. I want to join the raids."


Noah said as he set off to return to his quarters.


There were still a lot of available improvements with both his inscription methods, and the prospect of a battle made him choose to hone his current abilities as much as he could.


Nevertheless, his mind wasn't on his skills as he flew back to his dome.


There was something that he had chosen not to think about when he discovered the information about the god of the Empire.


That something concerned the relationship between the Odrea nation and the most powerful organization of the Mortal Lands!


'The Empire rises and falls, but what happens to the Odrea nation when its enemy vanishes? There are so many inaccuracies in the historical records.'


Noah didn't spend time pondering about that issue back then because he didn't have a way to reach the Mausoleum without alerting the forces of the Empire.


There was no point in thinking about something that he couldn't obtain, especially when he was busy with so many projects.


However, those thoughts forced their way through his mind when he learnt about the separate dimension.


'A rank 6 cultivator shouldn't be able to create a formation able to fend off a god even by sacrificing his life. There is something off here, and I'm starting to believe that the Mausoleum hides far more than I thought.'


Noah could only find uncertainties when he pondered about the matter.


The history of the Odrea nation was passed down by human cultivators who couldn't completely understand the higher ranks.


There was the possibility that all their pride was built on a lie.


'The Mausoleum has six layers, or that's what Lisa said. I must be a rank 6 cultivator if I want to explore it completely and if her words reflect the truth. I should just prepare for the raids in the Utra nation for now.'


Noah put the matter in the back of his mind again at that point.


The events of the Empire and the Odrea nation involved rank 6 existences and gods, and he only had information gathered by human cultivators.


He was set on exploring the Mausoleum one day, but the project that concerned the Utra nation was too appealing for him at the moment.


The benefits interested him, but he was more focused on the fact that his vengeance was nearing.
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                        Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon focused on training and stretching the boundaries of the separate dimension as soon as Chasing Demon completed the array that Thirty-seven had designed.


The yellow sand of the desert lost part of its shine after that project was completed, but no trace of the formation could be seen from its surface.


The formation was meant to hide the separate dimension from Heaven and Earth, so it featured subtle lines that couldn't be noticed from above the sand.


Of course, that was only a precaution.


The Hive wasn't trying to copy the Mortal Lands. 


It just wanted to make a tunnel to ambush enemy forces.


That structure wouldn't cause the anger of Heaven and Earth, at least in theory.


However, the Thirty-seven still suggested adding that layer of protection in case the world noticed some similarities with the dimension created by Divine Architect.


The Hive set courses to educate the first batch of inscription masters now that the automaton was free, and a new series of missions appeared on the boards managing the human cultivators.


There was a need to create hierarchies and different organizations among the human cultivators to push their potential further.


The training with the copying technique improved their battle prowess, and the automaton would broaden their knowledge, but they needed to develop a drive.


Only conflicts could give birth to determination and strong mindsets, and the Hive was doing its best to create a favorable environment for the appearance of heroic cultivators.


Even the Empire had different platoons since that feature was needed to create some sort of friendly conflict among the weaker soldiers.


Noah knew about those details because the elders kept on informing him while he was busy training.


The dimension would take years to reach the old continent, so he could wholeheartedly focus on himself for the time being.


His focus was on his inscription methods since they were the key to create techniques and spells that suited him perfectly.


Also, reaching a high level of expertise in both of them would facilitate his creations once he became able to wield laws.


The primary energy created with his Breath was his core material, and Noah did not doubt it.


So, he would simply focus on solidifying his foundation until he reached the point where he could affect it.


Of course, his ultimate goal was to fuse both the Elemental forging method and the Will-consuming runes to obtain an even stronger approach that used his meanings as its core.


Yet, he could only immerse himself in endless tests to improve his expertise.


Noah began to forge disposable items again in his free time.


His centers of power had the priority during his seclusion, but he always managed to perform a few forgings and attempt to add runes to his creations.





The first experiments turned out to be failures, and the sound of explosions filled his underground quarters in those moments.


It had been a while since Noah's creation exploded in that way, but he didn't need to protect himself against them anymore.


The first finished products arrived quite soon though.


Noah didn't manage to enhance the same feature of his creations with both his inscription methods, but he found a way to make them work together.


His Instabilities had the same core, but Noah removed the spikes and replaced them with saber-shaped runes.


The blast of the disposable item would create primary energy due to the Breath used during the forging, and the runes would absorb it as they shot in the distance.


That reduced the number of materials needed for their creation to one and made the cost of the Instabilities far more sustainable.


Noah only kept a few of them but gave most of his stable products to the Hive.


He didn't need them, and the Hive could provide them to its weaker heroic cultivators since the disposable items had the power in the middle tier of the fourth rank.


Noah didn't need to create another Will-consuming rune for now, and he couldn't forge items that improved his battle prowess, so he limited himself to inscribe as much as he could.


His stash of rank 4 beasts' corpses was vast, and he didn't have much use for them anyway.


He could obtain as much peak rank 4 creatures as he wanted in the new continent, so he didn't mind using the weaker ones to train.


He also hunted a lot in that period, but the rank 5 beast that he could kill were hard to find.


The colonization forced them to join bigger packs to survive, which created crowded rank 5 danger zones.


As for the central areas of the continent, no activity was registered in that period.


The experts formulated hypotheses, and the most approved saw the central lands converting all the excessive energy inside their terrain in the birth of a living being.


That process seemed to be over after the birth of the rank 6 black flower, and nothing else appeared there.


Packs of magical beasts had migrated there, but the terrain was still barren, and they could only feed on the higher density of Breath.


Noah's body went deeper into the lower tier of the fifth rank in that period, but it didn't obtain any notable increase in its power.


Instead, it was his mind that showed incredible improvements.


Noah's sea of consciousness had already entered the last stages of the fourth rank before obtaining the Will-consuming runes method, and his constant efforts only pushed the enlargement of that center of power further.


'More than twenty years have passed since I became a rank 4 mage. I think it's time to try it.'


Noah thought at some point during his seclusion.


There was a flaw with his Body-inscription spell, which Noah couldn't avoid: His Blood companions became relatively useless at some point!


That flaw had been somewhat eased when Noah began to apply the teachings of the Elemental forging method to the spell, but the core issue remained.


'I can already kill beasts in the fifth rank, and my mind is in the last stages of the fourth rank. Havok and Zac aren't bad, but do I really need them at this point?'


Noah thought and quickly accepted that his body alone performed far better than his two companions.


'There should be no issue with the taming part too, and I even have the saber-shaped rune now. Also, a rank 5 Blood companion will increase the internal pressure inside my mind.'


That last thought was enough to make Noah stand up and exit his quarters to look for suitable prey.



						




                    


                
				
                    686. Quick hun

					
					

                    
                        Magical beasts of the darkness element weren't as rare as cultivators, but they weren't easy to find either.


Noah spent the weeks after he departed from the fourth dome exploring the territories under the domain of the Hive, but he didn't find any creature that suited him.


Of course, he hunted and ate the beasts in the fifth rank that he could kill, but there didn't seem to be any species of the darkness element in the entirety of the southwestern coast.


It must be said that the magical beasts didn't have much space where to thrive after the Hive created and enlarged its four domes, and some of the strongest creatures had even been captured by Chasing Demon.


Also, there was the rocky wasteland with the lava lake that further repelled living beings.


The packs could only venture through the destroyed mountain chain or along the southern coast to find better environments.


The fruitless travel only forced Noah to look elsewhere for suitable prey.


He couldn't go in the domains of the other nations, but there were areas in the old continent that he knew featured what he needed.


His targets had to be limited to the areas of influence of the three nations, but he already had an idea of where to find suitable creatures.


Noah flew toward the forest of White Woods and took the teleportation matrix to return to the Coral archipelago.


Then, he flew toward alongside the mountain chain that divided the areas of influence of the Empire and the Utra nation to reach the Afria nation.


Noah had made sure to stay away from the city of Slyfall to avoid meeting Drew for the third time, and he had even activated the Dark cover spell not to notify the Wardens of his presence.


He wasn't completing any political task at that time, so it was better if his return in the old continent remained unknown.


The Afria nation used to have an encampment of the Hive.


Still, everything had been removed even before the conquest of the Lutren nation.


Yet, Noah's target was more toward the eastern coastline, in the gorge called Granite Abyss.


Noah didn't dispel his cover when he reached the gorge and was pleased to notice that the light still couldn't illuminate its depths.


'You didn't die in these twenty years then.'


Noah thought as he dived through the darkness that filled the gorge.


Rank 4 dragons of various tiers and species rested in the cavities along the rocky walls, but Noah released a low growl to warn them.


That was a battle between rank 5 creatures, and those weak beasts were only allowed to watch it.


The situation was quite troublesome since he was in enemy territory, and a fight between beings on that level was bound to create chaos.


Noah had to kill the rank 5 Cursed dragon quickly before any expert from the Empire came to investigate that area.


The growl spread through the walls of the canyon and awakened the weakened rank 5 dragon at its bottom that raised its head to search for the invader.





However, it couldn't sense anything out of the ordinary.


Noah's spell was fueled by the energy contained in his Liquid dantian, and the dragon couldn't possibly sense him when he made use of his solid stage battle prowess.


The dragon was about to release an angry roar when it didn't find Noah, but two trails of black flames appeared next to its neck and teleported two fuming slashes.


The rank 5 dragon was only in the lower tier, and Noah knew that well since he had managed to survive to its attack when he was only a rank 3 cultivator.


Also, it was weakened, so Noah's full-powered attacks managed to inflict deep wounds on its scaled neck.


The Cursed dragon roared in pain and released a wave of white flames while tilting its head.


The flames filled the bottom of the Granite Abyss and moved toward its upper parts, threatening to reach its entrance.


However, a black sphere appeared on their path at some point and absorbed their destructive force inside its shape.


Noah wasn't using his liquid Breath to fuel his abilities, so he didn't have access to the second form of his martial art and his new spell.


However, all his other abilities were on a higher level when he used the energy inside his Liquid dantian!


Noah's Black hole's spell absorbed the wave of flames and stored their energy inside its shape.


The dragon didn't accept that its flames could be beaten and continued to pour energy inside them.


Yet, the dark sphere in front of Noah only became bigger.


The dragon had to stop its offensive at some point, and Noah directly exploited that chance to teleport the spell above its figure.


The dark sphere began to destabilize when it came out of the black flames, and exploded when it touched the body of the Cursed dragon.


The condensed energy of the white flames, together with part of Noah's energy, was released in less than an instant and enveloped the weakened rank 5 beast.


Cracks appeared on the rocky walls, and some boulders began to fall toward the bottom of the canyon.


The clash between two rank 5 creatures was bound to affect the environment drastically.


Nevertheless, Noah had to be quick.


He kicked the air and sprinted toward the dragon while the might of the blast was still injuring it.


Then, he delivered four fast slashes on the wounded neck of the beast when he reached it.


Even the sturdy scales of a dragon couldn't endure Noah's physical might, especially those belonging to a weakened creature.


The dragon died as Noah severed its head, and he stored everything inside his space-ring before using the Warp spell to leave the canyon.


His last attacks had shattered the terrain under the beast and caused an earthquake that destabilized the entire structure of the Granite Abyss.


Big boulders began to fall and fill the bottom of the gorge.


Yet, Noah had already reappeared in the forest on the surface and was flying at full speed through the trees.


Noah flew south until he reached the mountain chain, where he dug a cave with his bare hands.


His senses didn't pick up any presence, so he was quite sure that no one had noticed and followed him.


Noah made the entrance of the cave crumble and took out his two rank 4 Demonic swords when the darkness filled that underground area.


The sabers appeared perfectly fine, but Noah was able to notice with his consciousness that minute cracks filled their insides.


Those rank 4 items were reaching their limits since Noah kept on fighting creatures in the fifth rank.


Also, Noah was simply too strong, and those inscribed weapons were barely able to endure his physical might.


'I need to become a rank 5 mage soon.'


Noah thought as he prepared the procedure for the creation of a Blood companion.


He was far too used to that practice, and the only problem at that point was piercing his skin.



						




                    


                
				
                    687. Surprise

					
					

                    
                        Noah prepared the blood and the heart of the dragon for the procedure.


A Cursed dragon wasn't ideal to be a Blood companion, but Noah was mostly interested in increasing the pressure inside his sea of consciousness.


He could just change companion later on, but his priority was his center of power now.


Becoming a rank 5 mage would push his battle prowess further in the fifth rank, and it would give him access to more powerful tools to analyze his individuality.


Also, it would indirectly improve the Divine deduction technique, which was his most vital asset in the creation of methods and spells.


Sacrificing two peak rank 4 companions for that boost was worth it in his mind.


Finding the perfect meaning for the blood and heart was easy since Noah could benefit only from one aspect of the Cursed dragon.


It couldn't fly, and its defense was average among the other species of dragons.


Yet, its flames were powerful, and Noah still remembered the images of the battle against the immense Heaven Tribulation.


'Light disappears when I spread my maws. My flames are so blinding that they can appear only in the complete darkness.'


Noah thought as he immersed his Breath inside his mental energy to imbue that meaning.


His sharp Breath transformed into blinding tongues of black flames when it resurfaced, and Noah didn't hesitate to mix it with the materials needed for the spell.


'My Breath still carries a sharp and destructive force even after I imbued it with another meaning. These features aren't rejecting each other, but the result is somewhat impure nonetheless.'


Noah analyzed as he evaluated the effects that his individuality had on the forging process.


Creating pure meanings hadn't been easy in the past, but he had always managed to isolate the specific aspect that he wanted to enhance.


However, he didn't manage to cut away his individuality at that time.


'This impurity doesn't affect its actual power, but I wonder if there would be some conflict with other meanings. I should try to forge some defensive items just to test this aspect.'


Noah appointed that note in his mind as he proceeded with the procedure.


The blood and heart of the dragon accepted Noah's energy without any problem, so he only had to draw the dragon on his skin now.


Noah's expression became cold as he proceeded on destroying Zac and Havok's figures while releasing a series of his saber-shaped runes.


His mind wasn't affected by the loss of his Blood companion in the slightest, so Noah could immediately approach the final stages of the spell.


The runes in the air formed a peculiar picture under his control.


The shape of a wingless dragon took form, and Noah began to release part of his Breath to accelerate the absorption of energy.


The runes remained still in that layout as they absorbed the Breath and primary energy around them.





Noah waited until their power reached the peak of the solid stage before undressing the upper part of his robe and placing his bare chest in front of the dragon's drawing.


He knew that his body would heal quickly and that his inscribed sabers would probably struggle to stab him deep enough.


So, he had to use one of his most potent spells to create precise wounds where he could insert the dragon's blood.


Noah controlled the runes to crash on his chest when they reached the required power to hurt him.


The spell stabbed his skin and pierced his muscles before being stopped by his bones.


Noah ignored the pain and immersed one of his non-inscribed sabers inside the barrel that contained the dragon's blood.


Then, he retracted the array of runes and used the weapon to trace the wound that they had left on his body.


Noah's chest was a mess, but his muscles and skin soon began to heal as he traced his wounds with the bloody weapon.


His calculations turned out to be correct since he managed to finish the drawing before his body healed.


Noah ate the heart of the rank 5 Cursed dragon after that success, and he directly focused on his sea of consciousness at that point.


The ethereal figure of the wingless dragon appeared inside his mind, and Noah could only reveal a smile when he felt the pressure that it generated.


'This is perfect. I might gain weeks of training with it.'


Noah thought as his complete focus went on taming the will of the dragon.


The creature had an incredible pride, and Noah's meanings couldn't wholly restrain it.


However, he was far too used to that kind of battles, and he had new assets inside his mental sphere that could help him defeat the struggling beast.


His mental energy created wills that carried the effects of his translated spells, and his saber-shaped rune flew at high speed over the sea in his mind while piercing the ethereal dragon.


The Kesier runes hummed, and Noah's half-transparent figure used ethereal sabers to weaken the will of the beast further.


Shockwaves spread through the walls of the sea of consciousness as the battle unfolded, and Noah felt barely able to remain conscious at specific points.


That was the most potent enemy that his mental sphere had ever faced, and Noah was going all out to defeat it!


The territorial advantage ultimately tilted the scales of the battle on Noah's side.


The dragon continued to lose energy while Noah could use all his methods to contain it and slowly wear it out.


The beast didn't even manage to touch the walls of his mind before Noah forced it to fall in the sea.


He felt tired when the battle was over, but there was some satisfaction in inside him.


The outcome of that battle proved that he could subdue rank 5 magical beasts, even if the lower tier were his current limit.


'The differences between the tiers tend to enlarge as the rank increases. I wonder when I'll be able to hunt a rank 5 beast in the middle tier.'


Noah began to evaluate his battle prowess and the future ranks, but he was soon forced to suppress those thoughts since he noticed that something was off.


The ethereal dragon had fallen in the sea, and Noah had sensed its destruction.


Yet, no half-transparent figure appeared at the center of his sea of consciousness.


Noah did a quick scan through his mental energy. 


He didn't believe that something could escape his view in his personal world.


However, a sudden tremor swept the entirety of his mental sphere and forced him to focus on its walls.


Noah's mind trembled, and it took a while before he was able to regain his focus.


He immediately analyzed the state of his walls to see if something had happened to them, but surprise replaced his worry when he looked at them.


The walls were perfectly fine, but he noticed that the size of his mental sphere had increased by a lot in those short seconds.
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                        Noah reviewed the event that followed the defeat of the ethereal dragon in his mind.


Something like that had never happened to him, but the sudden enlargement of his sea of consciousness had immediately claimed his complete focus.


'I would normally obtain this improvement in more than a week of training. What is happening?'


Noah questioned himself, but it soon became clear to him that the event was linked to the changes applied by his body to his centers of power.


The brown sea under his half-transparent figure didn't reveal anything, and its water radiated the same features that any mental energy would have.


Yet, nothing else could be the cause of what had happened.


'Did my mental energy devour the will of the rank 5 Cursed dragon?'


That question was the only conclusion that Noah could reach at that point.


After all, the black mark on his chest had disappeared, meaning that the Body-inscription spell had failed.


'My dantian processes the breakthrough on its own, and stress doesn't seem to affect it. The credits to that can go to the innate adaptability of the magical beasts and their superior resistance. These features weren't applied to my mind, but my mental energy should have still gained something from the magical beasts' world.'


Noah summarized, but he knew that there was only one way to test that.


A dark layer materialized and adhered to his skin as Noah activated the Dark cover spell before shooting out of the cave.


The loss of his Blood companions didn't affect his battle prowess that much, but he still wanted to return to the southwestern coast of the new continent to test his discovery.


The journey back to the Coral archipelago was uneventful since Noah avoided the crowded areas and ignored the magical beasts that filled the mountain chain.


Noah didn't waste time in social events once reached the islands, and he directly took the teleportation matrix back to the forest of White Woods.


Then, he went looking for any beast in the fourth rank as soon as he flew past the white crowns of the forest.


Noah quickly found a rank 4 Saber-toothed tiger in the middle tier along the eastern border of the azure plain.


He dived on it without hesitation, killing the beast and creating a deep cavity in the process.


The corpse of the tiger was in a terrible state after Noah dragged it underground, but he had made sure to keep its heart intact.


The preparations for the Body-inscription spell were completed in less than ten minutes, and Noah didn't even bother to imbue a specific meaning to its core.


The array of runes appeared again in front of him, and Noah carefully made it take the shape of the tiger before using it to wound his body.


Noah completed the following requirements smoothly, and he focused on the insides of his mental sphere after.


The ethereal figure of the tiger appeared above his sea, but one swing from the saber-shaped rune was enough to subdue it.





Then, Noah focused on his brown mental energy and on the fragments of the tiger's figure that were under the surface of his sea.


To his surprise, his mental energy engulfed the fragments and made them disappear without leaving any trace.


The walls of his mental sphere began to shake, but the tremors stopped in less than a second.


Still, Noah could see that his sea of consciousness had improved once again when he regained his focus.


His real eyes revealed a cold light when he turned his gaze toward the maimed corpse of the tiger, and he could barely contain the excitement caused by that discovery.


'My mental energy can devour beasts' wills!'


Noah exclaimed in his mind as he analyzed the possibilities that his new ability opened.


The test with the tiger proved that his mental energy could devour the wills of magical beasts of different elements, and even their species didn't seem to affect that feature.


'The Body-nourishing technique condenses a beasts' will through its core to allow me to fight and submit it. Yet, my mental energy has gained the devouring properties of the magical beasts' world. My body can improve through their flesh, and my mind can enlarge through their wills.'


Noah thought while being aware that he could be sure of those conclusions only after more tests.


However, that was what he intended to do.


The ability to improve the mental sphere by eating others' wills was too powerful to be taken lightly, and he was sure that there had to be drawbacks of some sort.


Yet, he could learn more about it only by experimenting.


Noah spent the following weeks hunting magical beasts of various elements, species, and ranks.


He would perform the procedure for the creation of a Blood companion on each prey to see if there were differences in the outcome, but his mental energy didn't fail to absorb their figures every time.


It soon became apparent that his initial conclusions were on point, his mental energy had obtained the devouring capabilities of the magical beasts' world!


Nevertheless, he became aware of the drawbacks of that ability too.


The breakthrough of his body had made his dantian incredibly sturdy, but his sea of consciousness didn't gain that feature.


The sudden enlargements affected the stability of his mind, even if it was exceptionally firm for his level.


'I can't abuse it. My mental sphere would just become too frail if I don't let it rest. Yet, this is far better than relying on the passive pressure created by a Blood companion. I wonder if I can condense this ability into a training method for the mind. I even wonder if I can use it to feed on human wills.'


Countless ideas appeared in Noah's mind once he became sure of the limits of that ability.


He knew that obtaining the sixth Kesier rune would be a problem.


Chasing Demon was bound to have it, but there were seven rank 5 mages in the Hive that needed that too.


As for the matter concerning the human wills, Noah was quite confident in its feasibility.


The Body-inscription spell could theoretically be used on every living being as long as they had blood and an edible core.


However, the spell was only able to replicate the body of such beings, which made humans unsuitable for the procedure.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't intend to turn them into puppets but only wanted to feed on their wills.


Noah also had to find a solution for his lack of Blood companions.


He didn't control that feature of his mental energy, and he wouldn't be able to succeed in the procedure if he didn't contain it.


'All these changes come from my rank 5 body, and I can only thoroughly understand them when my mind reaches the same rank.'


Noah thought that at that point and decided to put those issues in the back of his mind until he became a rank 5 mage.



						




                    


                
				
                    689. Complete

					
					

                    
                        Many nobles and wealthy cultivators used drugs to strengthen the structure of their seas of consciousness since their lofty lifestyles prevented it from happening naturally.


Enduring and overcoming struggles were the best methods that cultivators had to improve the sturdiness of their mental spheres.


Still, that usually conflicted with their habit of secluding themselves to focus on absorbing Breath.


That approach was only natural since the ranks of the mental spheres didn't have stages or tiers, which didn't allow them to express clear signs of their might unless they reached the next level.


The body was usually the easiest to train, and the dantian would boost one's battle prowess by a lot with every breakthrough.


Cultivators would obviously focus them.


Noah had always been different in that field due to the advantage provided by his transmigration.


Yet, that advantage was bound to wear off as his rank increased, and discovering the new ability of his mental energy had made him reach that point.


He had a method that allowed him to train his sea of consciousness extremely fast, but he would need to sacrifice its sturdiness to obtain the best out of it.


Of course, Noah wasn't willing to do that.


The foundation of a center of power was more important than its level because it was part of its potential.


Noah would only sacrifice it if his life depended on it, but there was no reason to do so in such a peaceful period.


However, that didn't mean that he was giving up on absorbing the wills of powerful magical beasts.


Noah contacted the elders as soon as he finished his tests and requested a large number of drugs that strengthened mental spheres.


The elders didn't hesitate to accept his request, but he still had to wait a couple of weeks before they delivered the goods to him.


The Hive had accepted to help the Udye family with the Cause, meaning that it could request for the best drugs that the Utra nation had to offer.


Also, the Udye family would be forced to set a favorable price to the trade since it was in its best interest to help its ally.


'I wonder what Daniel would think if he knew that all these pills are for me.'


Noah revealed a smirk when he saw the massive pile of drugs amassed at the bottom of his underground quarters.


The elders didn't hesitate to purchase a large stash since they were used by then to Noah's unrestrained behavior when it came to cultivation.


That, coupled with the fact that he was the Demon Prince and with his achievements in the separate dimension, made the elder go all out with that purchase.


After all, they knew that Noah would just give back the drugs that he didn't need to the Hive, and those kinds of pills were always useful in the nurturing of both human and heroic cultivators.


Noah didn't hesitate to immerse himself again in his training when the drugs arrived.





They were Inner-fire pills, and most of them were in the third rank, with only a few dozens in the fourth rank.


Pills and potions in the third rank didn't have much effect on centers of power in the heroic ranks, but Noah could obtain some small results making up with their quantity.


Also, obtaining so many resources in the fourth rank wasn't exactly easy, only so many noble families could have access to them.


Noah began his cycle of reinforcement and enlargement of his sea of consciousness when everything arrived.


The Inner-fire pills would create a burning sensation that increased the firmness of the walls of his sphere while devouring the wills of the magical beasts enlarged it.


Repeating that cycle so often would eventually hurt his mind, but Noah didn't go overboard at that time.


He felt that the peak of the fourth rank was nearing far faster than before already, and he had a lot to work on with his two inscription methods.


The cycle benefitted his body too since he hunted for the available rank 5 creatures in the lower tier whenever he found one.


Of course, most of his focus was on his two inscription methods.


He wanted to increase his expertise as much as he could in case the breakthrough provided him with some enlightenment.


Ideas on how to forge runes appeared and vanished in his mind during that period of training, but they were just too vague for him to test anything.


Then, the message that he had waited for almost two years after seeing the dimension arrived in his inscribed notebook.


"We reached the western coast of the old continent."


Flying Demon's voice resounded in his mental sphere as he listened to the message.


Noah couldn't help but feel excited about that.


The cooperation with the Cause was finally starting, and it was time to attack the nobles in their own home!


Noah flew out of his quarters and reached for the desert at that point.


Entering the separate dimension required a specific key, and Elder Julia didn't hesitate to provide it to him.


Then, it was only a matter of landing on the precise spot of the entrance.


Noah could immediately notice how bigger the dimension was when he entered inside it for the first time in two years.


Its width didn't increase by much, but it stretched so far in the distance that Noah wasn't able to see its end even in the stillness of that environment.


Reaching the other side of that tunnel took some time, and Noah simply spent that period flying alone toward the Demons.


Divine Architect created the dimension with the intent of copying the Mortal Lands, so space wasn't stretched nor compressed inside there.


The tunnel stretched from the western coast of the new continent to the west side of the old one, so Noah had to fly for months to reach its end.


The figures of the two Demons appeared in the distance at some point, and Noah was pleasantly surprised to discover that they both seemed to have improved.


Dreaming Demon's aura emanated an innate pressure that affected the area around her, but it was Flying Demon the one who showed the most evident changes.


The man's aura seeped in the stillness around him and spread a chilling sensation that further enhanced the motionlessness of the dimension.


"Noah, we almost are under the Udye mansion. You can start enlarging on that side to reach the Coral archipelago. Everything should be set in a few months!"


Flying Demon exclaimed when he sensed Noah's presence, and the latter turned toward the north when he heard his words.


The Hive would create checkpoints inside the dimension to facilitate the transport of assets before starting with the assault on the noble families.


However, all the preparations were almost complete.
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                        The mansion of the Udye family was one of the most massive structures in the entirety of the Utra nation.


The mansion could be found at the center of Knightborn city, on the eastern areas of the nation, and many paved roads stretched from it.


Those paths connected the Udye family to the other noble families under its domain, but they also led to specific strategic spots.


The Elbas family left the large-size noble families in charge of cities inside their respective regions, but it exacted taxes every year.


Those families would produce the necessities that kept the commoners and weak human cultivators alive while the Royals focused on the matters concerning the cultivation world.


Of course, the large-size families would just task the weaker families under their domain to take care of those matters.


They couldn't just leave the Elbas family becoming stronger without trying to do the same, but the control of the Royals was among the strictest in the entirety of the Mortal Lands.


They had spies everywhere, and they even offered beneficial agreements to anyone willing to serve them.


However, ambitious underlings would always appear in every organization, especially when some of them had spectacular talent.


The Udye family was the most powerful noble family, and it had one of the most promising talents in its ranks.


Also, that talent was a cultivator with a light aptitude, which further enhanced his importance.


That talent, his father, and the other heroic cultivators in the family were eagerly waiting in the garden of their mansion at that time.


"We have been through this once already."


"Octavia, please. This time is different. He will definitely come."


A masked heroic cultivator and Daniel exchanged words as they took glances at the terrain of the garden.


They had received a communication that day in which the Hive asked for the precise location of their mansion.


Of course, the Udye family gave them the instructions and even offered to prepare a formation in a safe area inside Knightborn city.


Yet, the elders of the Hive were set on arriving directly inside its mansion.


The Udye family could only accept their terms at that point, which led to the current situation where its heroic assets were waiting for the arrival of their allies.


"Daniel, I'm happy that he helped you, even if only indirectly. Yet, remember that we are just tools in their eyes. They aren't helping us out of goodwill."


Octavia warned Daniel again.


"Octavia, I'm not a kid anymore. They'll use us to weaken the Elbas family and raid some mansion, while we'll use them to leave the Utra nation to the Cause. We'll just submit to the Royals if the Hive tries to take this land from us."


Daniel exuded a firm resolution when he said those words, and Octavia couldn't help but accept that he had grown.





She knew that Daniel had always been inclined to see the good in people, but that attitude was too naïve, especially for someone in the heroic ranks.


However, that aspect of him changed after meeting Noah in the new continent.


Daniel had finally begun to focus on himself and stopped thinking like the leader of a revolution.


His Earth Tribulation had gone smoothly thanks to his new mindset, and even his cultivation level had steadily improved at that point.


Daniel was a complete heroic cultivator near the peak of the gaseous stage now, which was something worthy of respect for someone who didn't create a cultivation technique.


Yet, Octavia was still worried about the strange relationship that he had with Noah.


The latter was a demon who kept on breaking records whenever he took a step forward, and she knew that Daniel respected that side of him.


That respect could quickly become an inferiority complex able to affect his potential, and Octavia didn't want to see that happen.


Shining lines suddenly appeared on the surface of the garden while she had those thoughts.


The heroic assets of the Udye family immediately focused on the array that was slowly appearing right inside their mansion!


The elders of the Hive didn't reveal anything except for the fact that they would appear there, and the nobles could only accept that they had some secret teleportation method.


Yet, they still felt surprised when they saw that powerful figures came out from the ground without alerting the defensive measures placed all around their mansion and city.


Ian Udye stepped on to greet the guests when the light of the teleportation disappeared, but he soon stopped his track when he noticed their power.


There were four figures, and only three of them were cultivators.


However, two of them were in the fifth rank, and the last one was Noah Balvan!


The fourth lifeform was an ethereal middle-aged man that looked like a scholar.


"I see! They really are far above the standards of this era!"


"Shut up. We brought you along just for a quick look. You must return to the Hive when you are done."


"Greetings. We will briefly discuss the strategy with the rank 5 existence and then be on our way. Please, don't touch this formation, or we will end this cooperation."


Thirty-seven, Flying Demon, and Dreaming Demon spoke as soon as they appeared in the open.


Instead, Noah remained silent as he lifted his head to gaze at the sky.


Countless emotions appeared inside him as he closed his eyes to immerse his senses in the environment.


'Almost forty years have passed.'


Noah thought as images of his life inside the Utra nation appeared in his mind, only to disperse due to the noise that his companions were creating.


Thirty-seven had begun to fly around, uncaring that his form kept on losing energy due to his distance from the pendant.


Flying Demon shouted at him as he tried to bring the automaton back inside the separate dimension.


Dreaming Demon was completely ignoring the two of them as she tried to greet the incredulous nobles.


The great allies coming from oversea were just a chaotic group.


Of course, Ian quickly recovered from that sight.


After all, their cultivation level didn't lie.


Those two rank 5 cultivators alone were more potent than the entirety of the heroic assets of the Udye family.


It couldn't be helped, the fragmented political system of the Utra nation didn't allow the nobles to accumulate that much power on themselves.


Having one rank 5 cultivator in their ranks was already the best that those organizations under the rule of the Royals could do.


"Esteemed guests, we were waiting for you. Please, come to my chambers."


An aged voice echoed through the mansion at some point, and the group from the Hive could immediately understand that it came from the rank 5 existence of the Udye family.


Their expressions turned severe since it wasn't wise underestimating someone so strong when in the middle of his territory.


Yet, that voice also signaled the beginning of their invasion.



						




                    


                
				
                    691. Requiremen

					
					

                    
                        The two Demons worked together to send Thirty-seven back inside the separate dimension at that point.


They couldn't control the automaton, but the fact that it was losing energy, coupled with a few promises, convinced him to return to the Hive.


Thirty-seven could travel through the dimension freely since he had set its structure, and he wasn't affected by its length like ordinary cultivators.


He could just travel from side to side in a matter of hours since he could directly fuse with its fabric.


That greatly helped in setting exits in strategic points since Chasing Demon couldn't just leave the headquarters of the Hive.


Flying Demon had to learn how to create entrances and exits in the years spent inside the tunnel, but it didn't take him much to achieve that with the help of the automaton.


Yet, in the end, the Hive obtained a tunnel that connected the desert in the southwestern coast with the Coral archipelago and the Udye mansion.


Noah and the two Demons followed Ian that led them in the private quarters of the powerhouse of his family.


Daniel, Octavia, and two other heroic cultivators went with them and bowed when the aged figure of a rank 5 cultivator appeared in their view.


Noah and the Demons performed polite gestures too when they saw an elderly man sitting in the middle of a hall illuminated by a multicolored light.


The elderly man had long white hair and a long white beard, but he appeared refined and full of energy.


The source of the multicolored light was a peculiar fire burning behind the cultivator.


The color of the tongues of flames changed every second in a perpetual cycle.


They would go from the brightest red color to the darkest blue shade, only to return red after passing through other colors.


The trio from the Hive could immediately understand that the cultivator used that fire to gain enlightenment on the laws of the fire element.


"The power of your family is surprising."


Dreaming Demon said after the doors of those quarters closed behind her back.


Noah couldn't help but nod internally at that compliment.


Noble families usually struggled to have heroic cultivators in their ranks, but the Udye family had five of them in the fourth rank and one in the fifth!


'This is surprising even for the strongest noble family. The other big nations are lucky that the power of the Utra nation is so fragmented.'


Noah thought as he updated his calculations concerning the assets of the other forces.


The Hive had a bit more than sixty heroic cultivators after the growth experienced in the last years and the return of the two Demons.


However, he knew that the big nations were bound to have a few hundred of them.


The Papral nation and the Utra nation didn't have a united front though, so that number didn't reflect the actual power that the Council and the Royals could unleash.





"Please, my family isn't worthy of your compliments when it failed to achieve the same feats of the archipelago. I'm Amos Udye, and I officially welcome you to my family. May our plan benefit us both."


Amos stood up to perform a bow after he said those words, and some of the nobles in the room showed complex expressions at that sight.


Their family had asked the help of the Hive, which was renowned for being the house of traitors and criminals.


Also, Amos had bowed toward Noah too, who was more than famous for his crimes against the nobility.


The end justified the means, but some of those nobles weren't happy to see what they considered criminals receive so much respect.


Of course, Noah and the Demons simply ignored the reactions of the rank 4 cultivators and neared Amos.


It didn't matter what those nobles thought.


They would still be stronger than them.


"How is the situation? Do we have a target already?"


Dreaming Demon asked when the trio reached Amos.


She was the politest of the three and the most refined too, so she would obviously in charge of those negotiations.


"Yes, we have prepared a detailed map."


Amos waved his hand, and a table that had the map of the Utra nation drawn on its surface appeared among them.


The other nobles neared the table, and the nine heroic cultivators in the room simply gathered around it, waiting for more explanations.


"The Utra nation has twelve large-size families, thirty-three medium-size families, and fifty small-size families still inside its borders. The arrival of the new continent has deeply modified the previous political environment, and the Royals didn't hesitate to exploit that event to their needs."


The trio from the Hive nodded when Amos began to explain, but only Noah could understand how deeply the situation had changed there.


'There used to be far more noble families in the past. I bet that most of them have moved in the new continent or pledged loyalty to the Royals in these years.'


Noah thought, without moving his gaze from the map.


His eyes wandered on the southern part of the nation, where the Balvan mansion was.


Even the Demons were busy memorizing the map.


The separate dimension required precise calculations to avoid mistakes in placing the exits, which was why the Hive had to wait for the Udye family before appearing in its mansion.


"We should take out the small-size families still loyal to the Royals and then move to the medium-size ones."


Flying Demon said at some point, and Amos could only nod at his words before pointing toward one of the small dots on the map.


"This is the Carner family, and it only has one incomplete heroic cultivator in its ranks. We have already planned a safe road-"


"No need, we just need to know the exact location."


Flying Demon's interrupted Amos's phrase, and the latter showed an expressionless face at that gesture.


It was clear that the Hive intended to use its methods during that battle and that it wanted to keep them a secret from the Cause.


Yet, the Udye family couldn't just open the doors of the Utra nation to an enemy nation.


The Cause would just exchange one ruler for another at that point.


To tell the truth, the Hive had no interest in that territory.


It just wanted to plunder as many resources as it could, while also weakening one enemy.


However, the Udye family couldn't be sure of that, and it had to take as many precautions as it could in that matter.


Amos remained silent for a while before giving voice to his conditions.


"My family will provide all the information that you need, but you must take Daniel with you."


"Impossible."


Dreaming Demon quickly rejected Amos' offer, but the latter took out a token that radiated the power of the fifth rank before adding a few words.


"Bind him to an oath, but take him with you. The Cause won't be on your side if you refuse even this small requirement."
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                        'They are scared.'


Noah thought when he saw that Amos was willing to use an oath in the fifth rank just to include Daniel in their team.


Flying Demon shot a glance toward his lover, but Dreaming Demon just shook her head.


The Hive couldn't trust such an inscribed item so quickly, and it wasn't ready to reveal the existence of the separate dimension to the world.


The tunnel was the perfect tool to ambush enemies without leaving any trace, and the elders were sure that they could use it to take advantage of certain situations.


Yet, they also needed the information of the Udye family to know the exact layout of the Utra nation.


"We'll need to inspect it."


Dreaming Demon said after a short moment of silence.


Both Amos and the group from the Hive were hesitant, but the latter didn't strictly need to complete that task.


On the other hand, the Cause would be powerless against the assets of the Elbas family without the help of the fourth force in the Mortal Lands.


One side had to take a leap of faith, but the Hive didn't need to be that side.


In the end, Amos handed the token to Dreaming Demon, and she gave it to her lover, who returned to the garden.


One of the nobles accompanied him, but Flying Demon simply disappeared inside the separate dimension, carrying the token with him.


The other cultivators waited in silence for his return, but Noah and the elder knew that it would take at least half an hour for their companion to contact Thirty-seven and make him analyze the token.


There were ways to break oaths, and the automaton had to make sure that there wasn't a method prepared beforehand.


Noah continued to study the map during that silence, and he completely ignored the curious glances that Daniel, Ian, and Octavia shot toward him.


The fact that Noah had reached the liquid stage in those few years was just one of the many surprises that his figure hid.


His body had reached the fifth rank, and there seemed to be an incredible amount of energy contained in it.


Also, his mental sphere was far more potent than before, and even Amos was surprised to notice that it was nearing the peak of the fourth rank.


All of that while Noah wasn't even sixty.


Daniel didn't even try to probe Noah with his mental energy since the latter was surrounded by a sharp aura that threatened to destroy everything that came near him.


That alone made him realize that Noah had increased the distance between them even further.


'Asking about the Balvan mansion is easy, but how do I learn more about the Ballor family without making them suspect anything?'


Noah thought as he pondered about that issue.


Almost everyone in the world knew about his hatred toward his family, but only the elders were aware of his relationship with June.


Noah wanted to keep it that way for now since they had both agreed on that part, but he still wanted to find a way to see her.





However, the branch of the Ballor family was on the new continent, so he couldn't be sure that the Udye family knew its exact position now.


'I wonder if I can use Daniel for that.'


Noah continued to think in silence until the doors of Amos' training area opened again, and Flying Demon returned to the meeting.


His simple nod was enough to confirm that the token was fine and that they could take Daniel with them.


Of course, the Demons didn't hold back in their conditions.


Daniel would be able to talk about the results obtained, but the oath would force him to keep everything else a secret.


The conditions covered the discussions that he heard during their missions too, meaning that Noah and the elders could even speak freely in his presence.


Amos didn't care about those strict conditions, and Daniel seemed quite eager to join the group.


After all, the Udye family only needed to know that the Hive wasn't planning something behind their backs.


They would never dare to scheme against an organization that had a rank 6 existence in its lead.


Amos revealed the coordinates of the Carner family when Daniel sealed the oath, and the four of them immediately returned to the separate dimension after that.


"How did you obtain something like that?"


Daniel asked when the insides of the tunnel appeared in his view.


Noah and the Demons didn't answer him and simply turned their gazes toward the ethereal man that was taking form on the brown ground.


Thirty-seven already knew what he had to do.


He flew toward the noble and began to analyze him thoroughly.


Daniel was initially surprised by that sudden event, but the cold gazes of the three heroic cultivators next to him forced him to stay still.


"He's clear, and the oath will cover everything."


Thirty-seven returned inside the fabric of the dimension after he said that, and Daniel could finally relax at those words.


"I don't understand why did they send you. This is not exactly a training mission."


Flying Demon complained as soon as the automaton disappeared, but Noah quickly solved his doubt.


"He has a light aptitude. He is the banner of the Cause."


Daniel wanted to retort, but Dreaming Demon had even sharper comments about that matter.


"I see. Your family hopes that you can start to resemble our Prince. Good luck with that."


The two Demons were unaware of the details behind the Udye family. 


They only knew that it was the most powerful noble family outside of the control of the Royals.


Yet, now they understood that there had to be some sort of relationship between Noah and Daniel.


"I won't become like him. I just need experience."


Daniel answered, and Flying Demon could only shake his head at that reply.


Daniel was older than Noah, but he had lived a comfortable life.


His family had trained him well and provided him with everything he needed, but he was aware that he was lacking in many aspects.


"Do what you want. However, you must make yourself useful since you joined our group. You'll help the human assets in clearing the Carner mansion while I take care of the fake heroic cultivator."


Noah ordered as he moved toward the north of the dimension.


The Hive had the coordinates of the Carner family, but it still had to make the dimension reach the area under it, and Daniel couldn't see them doing that.


The oath prevented him from speaking about what he learnt there, but he could still use that knowledge to plan strategies in the future.


So, he couldn't learn how it worked.


"Wait! I can help you. Why should I fight against human cultivators?"


Daniel complained, but a pair of cold gazes landed on his figure when he questioned Noah's orders.


The Demons instinctively felt angry when they saw Daniel's lack of respect, but Noah's next words made them reveal a smirk and relax the pressure that they were radiating.


"Because I say so."
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                        Daniel could only obey Noah's orders in that situation.


His role was simply to report the Hive's achievement to the Cause so that the latter's forces would know that the Utra nation wouldn't be taken away from them.


As for the strategies and the methods, they were in the Hive's hands.


Flying Demon led Daniel through one of the branches of the tunnel, where he found a series of hooded human cultivators camping on the barren ground.


They were the forces previously prepared by the Hive and teleported through the entrance placed in the Coral archipelago.


Moving from the southwestern coast of the new continent to the old one would simply take too long, so the entrance on the islands was a strategic checkpoint.


The Hive could just teleport its human assets in the archipelago and deploy them inside the separate dimension from there to shorten their travel.


Yet, some elders were already building specific formations inside the dimension to solve that issue.


They just didn't have time to do it until then.


Thirty-seven's teachings were too valuable, especially for heroic cultivators that had never gained access to inscription methods.


The Hive had chosen to prioritize its power rather than the layout of the dimension.


Meanwhile, Noah and Dreaming demon focused on stretching the tunnel toward the coordinates provided by the Udye family.


The process was slow, but they had become used to it by then.


Also, Dreaming Demon had tuned some of her peculiar mental waves to exploit the weaknesses of the dimension in that period, which considerably quickened its enlargement.


Daniel felt tremors spreading through the structure of the dimension while he was with the human assets, but he couldn't understand what Noah and the elder were up to from his position.


Two weeks had to pass before the group managed to reach their destination, and Noah directly contacted Flying Demon at that point.


"Today's mission is simple: Kill every cultivator, and seize every resource. Don't leave anything behind, or you'll be in the frontline in the next war."


Noah gave voice to those orders when the human assets gathered in the spot right under the Carner family.


Flying Demon was busy placing the door to the outside world, and Noah was using that time to instruct the troops about the task.


The key was to kill anyone witnessing their arrival and to take care of the higher-ups of the family.


The human assents under him showed resolute auras after his words.


The Demon Prince would personally lead them into a mission.


There wasn't a higher honor in the minds of those rank 3 cultivators.


Also, they were elites chosen due to their achievements in the training grounds in the new continent, so they had always known that a chance to show their prowess would come.


"We are ready."


Flying Demon said, and Noah nodded at him while landing on the newly built array.





Daniel and the human assets followed him, and the light of the teleportation soon enveloped their figures.


The coordinates provided by the Udye family were so accurate that Flying Demon managed to place the door right at the center of the Carner mansion.


Nobles had a fair number of traditions that could be exploited, and one of them saw them placing their training rooms or halls right at the center of their mansions.


The Patriarch of the Carner family was lazily training with the fourth Kesier rune inside his quarters when he saw shining lines appearing on the reinforced floor of the room.


His surprise quickly turned into fear when he saw a group of twenty or so hooded figures appearing right above the array.


Yet, he didn't even have the time to muster his strength since a hand suddenly filled his field of view.


Noah's alertness was at its peak since he entered the formation, and Lord Carner's presence didn't escape his senses when he resurfaced.


Instants were vital in a battle between heroic cultivators, but Lord Carner only had a rank 4 dantian in the gaseous stage.


Also, his mind was in the third rank, which put him far behind Noah's reaction time.


Lord Carner didn't even feel pain when the hand reached him, his vision simply went dark in less than an instant.


He didn't even feel that his head had been turned into a pulp.


Daniel stared at Noah's hooded figure with wide eyes.


He hadn't been able to follow Noah's movements, but the latter had killed the strongest cultivator of a small-size noble family in the time that he took him to notice his action.


However, the human cultivators around him began to move, and that forced him to suppress his amazement to join them in the raid.


Screams and shouts echoed through the mansion as the troops from the Hive spread through its corridors and rooms.


Noah didn't move from the training area, but simply seized the dantian and the rings of the dead Patriarch and waited for everyone to regroup.


He didn't believe that the Elbas family would be able to blame the Hive since there wasn't any proof of its movements, but Noah still wanted to avoid leaving traces of the darkness element when he could.


'I obtain the same amount of nourishment from peak rank 4 magical beasts. These nobles…'


Noah sighed when he felt the amount of energy absorbed by his body after he ate Lord Carner's dantian.


Small-size families were way too weak for his level, and the less powerful of them could even lack complete heroic cultivators.


'Taking them down with these preparations is simply too easy. However, things might become troublesome once we move to medium-size families.'


Noah thought as he stored the corpse of the Patriarch when he sensed that his troops were already regrouping in his position.


There were exceptions in the political system of the Utra nation, and the Ballor family was an example of that.


June's family had two heroic cultivators even if it was considered a small-size family.


That amount of power came from the fact that the Ballors had declined over time.


They didn't have the wealth to be considered a medium-size family, but they were still far more potent than the Carner family.


The same was true for large-size families that had declined.


The Hive would have to face nobles without enough wealth to reach a higher social status, but with enough assets that matched it.


'The Ballors live near the Capital, so I can't discover their position from the outside world. Still, I might be able to do something for the Balvans. The only issue is that I don't know how powerful the Shosti family is.'


Plans and schemes surged in Noah's mind as the human assets and Daniel returned to the central area.


Their black, hooded robes were covered in blood, and Noah was even able to notice that Daniel was wearing a sour expression under his hood.


However, Noah ignored the matter and activated the array that brought them back inside the separate dimension.
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                        The two Demons waited for the group to leave the formation before launching attacks on the barren ground of the dimension.


The shining lines just created fell apart under the might of two rank 5 cultivators, and any trace of the door disappeared on the outside word alongside them.


Creating doors that worked both as entrances and exits required a series of precious materials. 


Still, the Hive was confident in covering those expenses with the resources plundered in the attack.


Also, losing money wasn't a problem for the Hive since the elders knew that they would start to make some real gains only when their assault started to target medium-size families.


"They were powerless."


Daniel whispered as he lowered his hood.


It was clear that he didn't like joining the human assets in the raid.


Killing human cultivators while being in the heroic ranks was simply too easy, and having to do that had affected his morale.


Leaders would often forget the cruelty of the slaughters among the pawns, and Daniel didn't ever experience it before.


The chaos of the battlefields was something that Daniel couldn't possibly know due to his lofty status, but that wasn't the most disturbing aspect of the raid in his mind.


That battle had made him feel for the first time that a human life wasn't so important.


His thoughts were enough to kill the human assets of the Carner family, and his role had forced him to take care of any escaping soldier or cultivator.


That experience affected his view of the world, and some parts of him began to understand the reason behind Noah's past actions.


Life was worthless unless there was enough power backing it.


Daniel had taken a glance at that mindset, and he was finding it hard to understand how he felt about that.


There was the Cause on one side, and what he believed was the behavior that a cultivator should have on the other.


That contrast left him confused, but Noah didn't care about his mental state enough to slow down their plans.


"Let's return to the Udye family and reorganize. You stay here and wait for further orders."


Noah ordered, and the two Demons immediately followed him after the human assets gave their gains to the trio.


Daniel took a while to notice that they were moving, but he chased after them when he saw that they were leaving him behind.


Of course, Noah didn't assign that role to Daniel on purpose.


He simply wanted to remain alone when he seized the dantians of the heroic cultivators, but the Udye family wanted Daniel to witness the attacks.


Killing the human cultivators was the only available role, so Noah had tasked him with that.


The raids were supposed to be a real-life training for the troops of the Hive, but Daniel's presence eased the already low difficulty of that task.


However, even though Noah noticed that Daniel's mind was going through some changes, he didn't care enough to ponder about it.





He didn't care that his casual decision was forcing Daniel's mindset to improve.


The news of the assault on the Carner family soon reached the medium-size family that controlled it.


The situation was strange since no trace of the assailants could be found around the mansion.


All the cultivators present during the assault had simply been killed, and most of their resources had been seized.


Also, Lord Carner couldn't be found anywhere, and there were only traces of his blood left inside his training area.


Worry mounted among the medium-size family's ranks, which immediately notified the large-size family in that domain.


There weren't many forces that could attack and destroy a noble family without triggering the defenses of its mansion, nor that had the power to do so.


Actually, there were only two powers that could do something like that in the Utra nation: The Royals and a stronger noble family!


Those speculations led to the only known conflict in that nation, and the name "Cause" often appeared during those investigations.


However, another small-size noble family saw its destruction just three weeks after the Carner family.


That family wasn't even in the same region of the Carners, but it experienced a similar raid, and the corpse of its Patriarch had disappeared too.


One time could be an isolated incident, but twice in three weeks hinted to some sort of conspiracy.


Yet, the Elbas family didn't intervene even at that point and simply relegated the matter to the loyal large-size noble families still inside the Utra nation.


Noah and the elders purposely held back their offensive for an entire month after their second attack, but they could only be pleased when they learnt that the Royals didn't want to interfere.


'Elder Austin was right. They have already lost any interest in this land.'


Noah thought when the Udye family updated them about that matter.


Destabilizing a nation was a slow matter that had to be approached carefully.


Also, the Hive always had to make sure not to leave any trace.


After all, the big nations couldn't allow for an ability like the separate dimension to remain in the enemy's hands.


Nevertheless, Noah and the elders were set on continuing their raids as long as no one started to blame them.


Ten more small-size families fell in the following months.


Noah kept on taking care of the leaders in the heroic ranks, and Daniel continued to oversee the work of the human assets.


There were times when the doors didn't lead the group directly in the training areas of the patriarchs and matriarchs, but Noah's awareness prevented any problem from appearing.


He always had to face cultivators at the bottom of the fourth rank or that weren't even complete heroic existences.


They didn't even have the time to react to the invasion, so there was very little that they could do when a hybrid in the fifth rank shot toward them during their surprise.


The other families decided to take harsh countermeasures when the twelfth small-size noble family fell, and they couldn't find any trace of the culprits.


The remaining weak nobles were forced to move their mansions next to the medium-size families that controlled them, which gathered the heroic assets in the Utra nation.


That put a stop to the Hive's offensive since it couldn't find easy targets anymore.


"Why aren't they acting? Don't they care about their credibility?"


"I don't know, Prince. I think we are past the point where they can pretend not to care."


"Which means that they are up to something."


Noah, Dreaming Demon, and Flying Demon said as they reviewed the situation of the Utra nation inside the separate dimension.


The fact that the Elbas family didn't act was good for them, but the complete lack of reactions was starting to bother them.


Then, Noah decided that it was time to take the raids to the next step at that point.


"Let's force their hands."


The Demons showed cold smiles when Noah gave that order.


They knew that their time had come.
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                        There was something that the other big nations couldn't possibly know about the Elbas family, and that was the Royal Inheritance in the Nerere country.


The Hive knew about it thanks to Noah, but it couldn't affect that matter even as the fourth force in the Mortal Lands.


The exact location of the inheritance had been kept a secret for all those years, which prevented the Hive from seizing it through the separate dimension.


Yet, the Elbas family had never stopped trying to retrieve it even during the matters in the new continent.


June had always been a core part of the exploration team, but she discovered that a new teammate had been added to her party after the winged beasts' crisis.


To her surprise, that new entry was her lover's grandfather, Thomas Balvan!


What was even more surprising was that his dantian had reached the fifth rank!


He wasn't a complete rank 5 cultivator though since his mind was still in the fourth rank.


June immediately felt the need to warn Noah at that sight, but they had decided not to have any form of contact that could reveal the nature of their relationship before their separation.


After all, they didn't know how thoroughly the Royals would have investigated June, so it was better not to leave any trace.


Thomas' arrival quickened the exploration of the Royal Inheritance, and his might allowed the exploration group to reach its end in a few years.


The party had been disbanded and rewarded accordingly when it delivered the reward of the inheritance to the Elbas family.


Still, even the Elbas family ignored the nature of the item retrieved in the last layer of the tower.


The Royals had directly brought the item in the new continent to study it since they were already moving part of their most valuable assets there.


Those studies had also taken some years, and the Elbas family could uncover the nature of that item only some time after the events with the black flowers.


What they discovered claimed even the attention of King Elbas, and the Royals could only disregard the fact that small-size noble families were being destroyed right under their nose at that point.


There was a series of large structures built among the spiked roots on the eastern side of the new continent.


A series of powerful formations prevented any unauthorized cultivator from entering that place, but most heroic assets under the Elbas family's banner could access it nonetheless.


That was the new academy that the Royals had completed after the crisis of the winged beast, and all its experts were loyal nobles.


The arrival of the new continent had given to the Elbas family the chance to fix the issue of the fragmented power of the Utra nation.


The Royals could simply place conditions to whoever wanted to migrate, which forced even some of the nobles loyal to the Cause to switch sides.





It couldn't be helped, the new continent opened the path to many possibilities, and it would obviously be the focus of any organization in the future.


The old continent had been exploited for too long, while the piece of Immortal Lands still had an environment that vastly surpassed the standards of the Mortal Lands.


There were a few areas inside the new academy though that only those carrying the blood of the Elbas family could reach.


A series of rank 4 and 5 cultivators had gathered in one of those restricted areas a few months after Noah led the raid in the twelfth small-size family.


All those cultivators had golden hair, but the brightness of their color changed depending on how pure their bloodline was.


There were five cultivators with silver hair in front of that group, and all the Royals in the room were keeping their heads lowered toward the crowned man floating above them.


"Repeat the outcome of the tests once again."


King Elbas said, and one of the five silver-haired cultivators immediately stepped forward before listing a series of data.


"Out of fifty rank 4 cultivators in the gaseous stage, twenty-five of them have reached the liquid stage after seven years of meditation inside the pool. The others died during the process, and the pool fed on their power to keep working."


King Elbas didn't show any reaction when he heard those words, but his gaze became more intense as he looked at the reward of the inheritance that had been moved at the bottom of that area.


The item was a fuming pool that radiated an eerie aura, and that contained a murky, oily liquid.


There wasn't any inscription on it, which was why it had taken years to study it.


"Drawbacks?"


King Elbas asked, and the same silver-haired cultivator promptly gave him a detailed answer.


"We can only make suggestions for now, but the dantians of all those cultivators were tainted during the prolonged immersion. There should be some potential lost in the process. Still, the breakthroughs aren't affected by the stagnation of the center of power."


"Limits to the effects?"


"It should work on rank 5 cultivators, but we have yet to test it. We were thinking about blaming some of the large-size families in the old continent for the recent chaos, but we wanted your approval before proceeding."


The silver-haired cultivator answered each of King Elbas' questions without the slight trace of hesitation, but the latter fell silent at that point.


No one in the room dared to speak while the leader of the Royal family thought.


"Leave it. The Mortal Lands will need all the available assets in the next years. You all should prepare too. Political borders will soon lose their importance."


The five silver-haired cultivators showed excited expressions when they heard those words, but the Royals behind them didn't understand the meaning behind King Elbas' words.


King Elbas disappeared from that room at that point, and the heroic assets there relaxed when their Patriarch left.


Their questioning gazes though went on the silver-haired cultivators since they were the only ones that could explain the plans of their leader.


"King Elbas has worked on an ambitious project for a while by now. The appearance of the black flower might have finalized his research."


Gasps and resounded in the room when one of the silver-haired cultivators explained the situation.


Still, a mental message reached their inscribed notebooks at the same time before they could disperse.


Another series of surprised gasps echoed through the air since the message stated that a medium-size noble family and the small-size ones near it had been destroyed.
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                        "That wasn't satisfying at all."


Flying Demon exclaimed when he and Dreaming Demon reappeared on the teleportation matrix inside the separate dimension.


Noah was training right next to the array, and he didn't fail to notice that there was a third figure together with the two elders.


Dreaming Demon was carrying an unconscious woman, and her robes revealed her identity as a noble.


Also, the woman was a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage!


"Noah, we plundered everything that we could, but most resources have been destroyed in the attack. Yet, we captured her. A heroic cultivator should be worth quite a lot."


Flying Demon said as he smirked when he pointed at the fainted noble.


However, Noah already had another plan for her.


He didn't limit himself to enlarge his sea of consciousness through the wills of the magical beasts because they were more effective, but because the political situation didn't allow him to hunt heroic cultivators.


Also, he wasn't able to kill heroic cultivators without maiming their bodies.


The patriarchs and matriarchs killed during the raids would lose too much blood after Noah's attacks, which made unsuitable for the Body-inscription spell.


Yet, the two Demons had managed to capture one of them alive!


"The noble families must have understood by now that we can't be stopped so easily. They should move in the next months."


Dreaming Demon explained, but Noah had already stopped caring about the matters concerning the outside world.


His mental sphere had almost reached the peak of the fourth rank, and that noble could push it through those last steps.


It was needless to say that he simply requested her.


"I'll take her. She might be useful for my training."


Noah said, and the elders showed interested expressions before handing the fainted noble to him.


"My mental waves are forcing her to sleep. She won't wake up even if you take her life."


Dreaming Demon warned Noah before destroying the array and flying toward the rest of the group together with her lover.


The last assault saw the forces of the Hive attacking a medium-size noble family surrounded by four small-size families that had moved to create a united front against the mysterious assailants.


Their force amounted to five rank 4 cultivators who weren't assets that Noah could take on stealthy and quickly.


His current prowess made him able to fight them at the same time, but that alone wasn't suitable for the strategy of the Hive.


The assaults had to be quick and effective, and there was no room for long battles.


So, only the two Demons had the power to kill the heroic assets while also meeting the requirements of the raids.


Of course, their presence prevented the other troops from joining the battlefield since they would just die in the crossfire.





Their performance had been incredible nonetheless, and they had managed to destroy those families while also seizing many resources.


Noah moved toward one of the areas of the dimension that he usually used as a training spot.


It wasn't easy to find a private place since the dimension didn't have anything in its environment that could block the view of the other cultivators.


Yet, Noah had expanded the tunnel downward in that period to create a few small but secluded caves.


The group from the Hive had been under the Utra nation for a year by then, and the tunnel had become far more intricate as the raids continued.


Human cultivators could train in the open, but Noah and the elders needed a private space to handle their situations.


Noah had his experiments, and the Demons needed some intimacy now and then, so private spaces were a necessity.


Noah carefully tore the side of the noble's neck as he began the preparation for the Body-inscription spell.


That was his first time performing the spell to a human, but he didn't intend to create a Blood companion.


'The will of a human should be far stronger than that of a magical beast!'


Noah thought as excitement mounted inside him.


He had trained his mind like a madman in the last years, but the enlargement of his mental sphere kept on slowing down as it improved.


The time required to take more steps increased as the peak of the rank drew near.


However, Noah was confident in shortening the process by using that noble.


Noah completed the preparations for the spell without imbuing any specific meanings in the blood and dantian of the woman.


The heroic cultivator died in the process, but she had already lost her value in Noah's mind.


Saber-shaped runes came out of his hand and took a humanoid shape as they floated in the air.


Noah added as many details as he could to the picture since he didn't know the requirements of the spell when it came to humans.


Then, he manipulated the runes to injure his chest when they reached a satisfying level of power.


Noah quickly spread the noble's blood in his wounds and ate her dantian before focusing on the insides of his mental sphere.


The ethereal figure of the noble rose from the sea inside his mind, but she didn't seem to have any trace of intelligence.


Instead, she radiated a peculiar aura that Noah hadn't been able to sense when she was sleeping.


However, there was a limit to how much that detail interested him.


Noah directly deployed all his offensive methods and submitted the noble's ethereal figure that fell apart.


He was able to tame rank 5 magical beasts, so the will of a rank 4 mage couldn't resist him.


Nevertheless, he had to admit that the battle wasn't easy since the will managed to struggle even more than some rank 5 creatures.


It didn't have their power, but it was far denser.


Noah's brown mental energy devoured the woman's will when it fell apart, and a tremor suddenly swept the entirety of his sphere.


The walls of the sphere enlarged until they met some sort of invisible barrier that forced the expansion to a stop.


Noah opened his material eyes at that point, and he was pleasantly surprised to discover that his mind had reached the peak of the fourth rank!


'Finally! It has taken me twenty-five years.'


Noah thought as he waited for his sea of consciousness to stabilize completely.


'Human wills are denser, which is only natural since they have a mental sphere. Yet, there was that strange aura.'


The noble's aura was peculiar, and Noah couldn't help but evaluate it when the procedure was over.


However, he quickly put it in the back of his mind since everything would be more evident once he became a rank 5 mage.
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                        The best way to push his mind over the boundary of the fourth rank was the fifth Kesier rune.


The Kesier runes were the best training method for the sea of consciousness, as well as the safest.


Noah simply made sure that his mental sphere was stable before taking the sheet containing the fifth rune and starting his training session.


The internal pressure inside his mind intensified as the details of the rune became more material, and the walls of the sphere struggled to cross the invisible barrier that blocked their expansion.


Then, the fifth Kesier rune wholly materialized inside Noah's sea of consciousness, and a stabbing pain forced him to close his consciousness to endure the tremors that its materialization caused.


A humming sound echoed inside his mind and spread in the outside world through the mental waves that he unconsciously leaked during the process.


The sound was soft and subtle, but there were two existences in the separate dimension that didn't fail to hear it.


Dreaming Demon and Flying Demon were casually enjoying their well-deserved moments of intimacy in one of the caves built under the brown ground when they sensed that sound.


They recognized that noise since it was something that their minds had experienced too in the past.


It wasn't hard to guess who had caused that echo, but they weren't able to suppress their surprise anyway.


Some eagerness rose inside them and forced them to interrupt their intercourse to move toward the source of that sound.


They wanted to see the birth of the youngest rank 5 mage in history!


The two Demons quickly wore some clothes and flew in the direction of Noah's cave.


The sound became more intense as they neared its source, and even the air around them started to be affected by the energy that Noah was unconsciously releasing.


Small pieces of matter began to crumble and release a basic form of energy whenever his mental waves turned violent.


Those events weren't able to hinder the advance of the two Demons, but even Daniel would have to struggle to near Noah's cave in that situation.


The elders reached Noah's cave in a matter of minutes, but the humming suddenly stopped when they arrived right above it.


Then, they saw the ground around it crumbling as Noah's standing figure rose in the air.


Noah had still his eyes closed as he immersed himself in the sensations that his new state was able to feel.


His consciousness seeped inside the fabric of the separate dimension and sent information back to his mind.


He sensed the two rank 5 cultivators, and he could also recognize the emotions carried by their mental waves.


He felt part of the meanings of their auras, as well as the power behind the existences causing them.


Dreaming Demon's aura was thin but also impenetrable since Noah lost control of his mental waves when they tried to reach for her figure.





Instead, they froze and fell apart when they reached for Flying Demon's figure.


Also, part of that coldness spread toward Noah's consciousness, which forced him to cut away those tainted mental waves.


Those were the innate defensive measures of the Demon's minds, which prevented any weaker being from investigating the nature of their centers of power.


Noah stopped focusing on the world around him at that point and redirected his mental energy toward the inscriptions on his sea of consciousness.


What he felt at that moment couldn't be expressed by simple words.


The inscriptions shone with a blinding light that enveloped the insides of Noah's sphere with their halo.


Countless ideas filled Noah's thoughts, and most of them concerned his two inscription methods.


Some thoughts concerned his cultivation technique and individuality too, and even new concepts on how to improve his spells appeared seemingly out of nowhere.


Nevertheless, the most crucial feature of his new state was that his mental energy now carried characteristics of his individuality!


Noah sensed how his mental waves could affect the matter around him and unleash destructive effects identical to those created with his liquid Breath.


Of course, the amount of destruction that his mental energy was capable of unleashing was inferior to that of his Breath since it was a weaker form of energy.


Yet, the fact that even his other center of power had begun to radiate his individuality made him feel as if he was slowly becoming a different kind of existence.


"Understanding the individuality, expressing the individuality, wielding the laws, and becoming a law." Dreaming Demon spoke while Noah was still focused on becoming used to his new state.


Her words though claimed his attention and made him open his eyes for the first time after the breakthrough.


Noah's vertical pupils radiated a sharp pressure as they moved toward the elder, and the blue color of his irises shone due to the power wielded by his mind.


The two elders weren't affected by the pressure exuded by his gaze, but it was evident that Noah wasn't in the condition to stay near human cultivators.


"These are the four phases that cultivators have to cross as they strive for the divinity. Congratulations, Prince, you have just stepped in the second phase." Dreaming Demon explained, and Noah nodded at her words.


He already had a vague understanding of the matters that concerned the heroic ranks, but he also knew that his path was somewhat different.


His cultivation technique had allowed him to become aware of his individuality far sooner compared to other heroic cultivators, and his body carried properties that his new mind was still analyzing.


Noah felt the pride hidden inside his figure and the ability to rule over weaker beings buried inside his bloodline.


'I have so much to do.' Noah thought as he tried to condense his consciousness to prevent his natural pressure from leaking.


"Let's observe the reactions of the nobles for a while. I'm almost ready to make my move on the Balvan family, but I need to prepare for eventual countermeasures provided by the Royals. Also, I would need your help in the assault." Noah said as he landed on the reforming terrain.


He sensed for the first time the trail of the Breath used to power the functioning of the separate dimension.


Still, he didn't linger too much on that detail since he needed to instruct the Demons before secluding himself to focus on his new power.


"Ask Amos to investigate the current state of my family while I'm busy. We need to be ready for everything." Noah ordered, but he suddenly remembered something that concerned his training. "Right. Do you have the sixth Kesier rune at hand? I don't want to wait for the Hive to send it here."


The elders' eyes widened when they heard that question, and they exchanged a confused glance at that point.


Noah didn't understand the reason behind that action, but Dreaming Demon quickly hinted something with her question. "Prince, how many sixth Kesier runes do you think there are in the Mortal Lands?"
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                        Dreaming Demon's question hinted something that Noah didn't fail to understand.


The sixth Kesier rune was a rank 6 item even if rank 5 mages used it.


Its rarity was akin to rank 6 techniques and methods, which meant that there couldn't possibly be many copies of it in the Mortal Lands.


However, Chasing Demon was a complete rank 6 cultivator, so Noah was reasonably sure that he had it.


"Ten?" Noah tried to answer, but Flying Demon's snort made him understand that he was quite off from the truth.


Dreaming Demon decided to explain. "Fourth Kesier runes are quite common in the world because there are many experts able to copy them. Yet there are less than a hundred copies of the fifth Kesier rune around, and maybe five of the sixth one."


Noah couldn't help but be surprised when he heard those words.


Still, he was able to understand the reasoning behind that explanation.


Every organization that wanted to strive for power wanted the fourth Kesier runes to nurture their human assets.


So, they would just invest a lot of resources to purchase copies and build a vast stash of them.


There weren't many experts in the inscriptions' fields able to copy an item in the fourth rank, but even that small number was enough to supply the most powerful organizations.


Of course, that changed as the rank of the item rose.


Only experts in the fifth rank specialized in that field could copy the fifth Kesier rune, and most of them were busy striving for the higher ranks.


After all, why would they use their time to create training methods that only other cultivators could use?


There had been the necessity to do that during the worldwide hunt of the Kesier species.


Still, that had happened far in the past, and the organizations that had witnessed that event had long disappeared.


Copying the Kesier runes was considered a lost art since they weren't a necessity back then.


However, many millennia had gone by, and the number of sheets in the world had inevitably decreased.


Some cultivators would just carry them when they ascended in the higher plane, but most of them had simply been lost in the various danger zones or on some battlefields.


That led to the current situation where the available Kesier runes weren't enough to satisfy the high number of cultivators.


"When did you obtain the fifth Kesier rune?" Noah asked the two Demons when he understood how harsh the situation was.


"Rather quickly. After all, the demon sects were one of the ruling forces of the Papral nation back then. Yet, it still took me sixty years to become a rank 5 mage." Flying Demon answered before moving his gaze toward his lover.


Dreaming Demon smiled before answering. "I had to work on my individuality for a while before focusing on my sea of consciousness. I reached the fifth rank in forty years, but I was already a rank 5 cultivator by then."





Flying Demon showed a proud expression at her words, but Noah could only fall deep in thought at that point.


He knew that cultivators trained their minds for last, which always put them decades behind the rank of their dantians.


Yet, he had needed less than thirty years to reach that level!


The reasons for that achievement were apparent in his mind.


His cultivation technique was the most evident reason apart from the incredible sturdiness of his mind and his early advantage.


Noah didn't need to spend time focused on absorbing Breath, which allowed him to focus solely on his mind.


Also, he spent his days pushing his mental sphere to its limits even after he was done with the Kesier rune.


The constant usage of the Divine deduction technique, his experiments with the inscription methods, the translation of his spells, and the devouring ability of his mental energy pushed his training speed to unseen limits.


He was spending every second of his life enlarging his mind!


Ordinary cultivators would divide their days between the training of their centers of power and would even neglect their minds, but Noah was the total opposite.


"Sixty years, rank 5 mage. Prince, there are no words to describe this achievement." Dreaming Demon added when she saw that Noah had fallen silent.


Noah simply ignored her compliment and brought the discussion back on the previous topic. "So, who has the sixth Kesier rune?"


"Chasing Demon has managed to salvage the one in possession of the demon sects during the escape thanks to Charming Demon. However, the rank 5 mages of the Hive are already sharing it. They exchange turns every year." Flying Demon explained the helpless situation, but he decided to add something else when he saw Noah's confused expression. "We are waiting for the previous cycle to be completed before claiming some rights over it. Meanwhile, we'll keep on using our alternative methods."


Noah's morale could only turn sour when he heard those words.


The Hive had seven rank 5 cultivators, and Noah would have to wait years for his turn even if some of them were still rank 4 mages.


That was troublesome, especially for him, since his mind had always been a core part of his superior battle prowess.


Also, his Demonic form spell used the Kesier runes.


Learning about the state of the Mortal Lands though made him wonder about another aspect of that field that he had never considered before.


Noah asked. "What about the seventh Kesier rune? How does a cultivator reach divinity without it?"


The two Demons could only shake their heads at that question.


The seventh Kesier rune was a divine item, which meant that it couldn't exist in the Mortal Lands.


The elders didn't need to explain that detail since it was an obvious conclusion once learnt about the scarcity of those items.


Silence fell in the area at that point.


The joy felt for Noah's breakthrough slowly turned into helplessness toward the lack of resources of the world.


However, cultivators were resilient beings.


The Kesier runes weren't the only training method for the seas of consciousness, and Noah knew that too well.


'I might not reach the same enlargement speed given by the runes, but I can stay very close to it with my many methods. I'm not ready to give up to my advantage yet!' Noah thought as the air around him fell apart as a natural reaction to the determination that his aura radiated.


"Notify the Hive. I want my turn too. Meanwhile, our role remains the same: Destabilizing the Utra nation. Study the reaction of the nobles and prepare more tunnels for specific locations. We will attack the Balvan family next if the situation allows it." He ordered.


The elders nodded when they heard him.


They knew how important that matter was to him, so they were set on preparing the field for his vengeance.


Meanwhile, Noah simply closed his eyes to focus on his body.


His mind had finally started to understand the kind of entity that he had become when he came out of the chrysalis.
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                        Noah had known since coming out from the chrysalis that his body hid more than just raw strength.


Magical beasts only had one center of power, which defined the kinds of existences that they were.


The breakthrough had elevated Noah's being, but he had been unable to understand how thorough that transformation was before.


However, that changed when he became a rank 5 mage.


Noah could feel how his new mind was now able to understand the many sensations that filled his body.


Raw power was the most evident feature, but there were emotions hidden deep inside his bloodline and, in general, in the kind of lifeform that he was.


The anger against Heaven and Earth and his desire to devour everything that could make him improve were feelings that he had always noticed.


Yet, his pride seemed clearer now.


There were natural features in the various species of magical beasts, and one of them was their ability to submit weaker beings.


That skill reached a broader meaning when it appeared inside Noah.


The simple ability to instill terror that magical beasts used became an intense pride when it manifested inside a hybrid.


It became pride in his status and in the power that he was able to wield.


Noah innately felt that he could use that emotion to control weaker creatures and create an obedient pack, but there was something else that occupied his thoughts at that moment.


'This pride is an expression of the natural laws and wills contained in the magical beasts' bodies.' Noah thought as his mental waves focused in a specific spot next to him to create primary energy.


He had realized long ago that the magical beasts appeared to be some sort of natural enemy of Heaven and Earth.


The matter that made their bodies didn't contain Heaven and Earth's will and worked according to laws that belonged only to their species.


Noah had discovered that during his experiments with the slaves.


The fusion wouldn't have been possible if the beasts' laws couldn't replace Heaven and Earth's since the hybrid's body would have just fallen apart without something that dictated its functioning.


Noah hadn't been able to do much with that discovery back then, but his sea of consciousness was now able to radiate the innate feelings of his body.


Noah focused his consciousness on the primary energy forming next to him.


He set his mind on his pride as a powerful hybrid, and a thick aura began to surround his figure as he tuned to that feeling.


The primary energy acted normally at the beginning, but it started to show strange behaviors as the intensity of his aura increased.


It first slowed down its natural dispersion until it completely stopped to remain still right next to him.


Noah wasn't able to wield laws, but he could try to submit that energy with his hybrid's pride!


The intensity of his aura kept on growing, but the primary energy didn't show other changes. It merely stood still as if something was containing it.





Noah tried to force it to perform plain commands, but all his efforts didn't bring any result.


Preventing it from dispersing seemed the best that he could do without laws.


'I can work with this.' Noah thought as a satisfied smile appeared on his face.


The Divine deduction technique was filling his mind with ideas on how to improve his current abilities and create new ones.


Also, it provided many inspirations that concerned his two inscription methods.


'Ambition, hunger, and now pride, the number of strong meanings at my disposal is increasing. I need to create a second rune, and I must improve my first one too.' Noah thought.


Countless possible improvements surged inside his mind, and he didn't fail to understand why cultivators on his rank spent so much time in seclusion.


It wasn't just a matter of training and meditation on the laws of their elements.


Every breakthrough opened the path to new approaches, and all the tests required to study them would take years, if not more.


Noah had the Divine deduction technique, which shortened that process significantly, but he had to spend a lot of time too if he wanted to tread the possibilities revealed by his mind.


Luckily for him, the raids on the noble families were momentarily on hold since the Demons had to study their reaction before deciding on their next move.


One medium-size family and four small-size families had been destroyed even if the nobles had grouped to form stronger fronts.


The remaining families in the Utra country would understand at that point that the assailants had peak rank 4 cultivators in their ranks at least.


That was a power that most nobles couldn't hope to oppose and that without considering the possibility that the assailants had rank 5 existences with them.


Only the largest families could have access to a similar power, but even the Udye family couldn't do anything if the two Demons were to appear inside its mansion suddenly.


Helplessness and fear spread among the nobles after the last raid.


All the families destroyed in the last year were loyal to the Royals, so the Cause became the main suspect.


However, the Elbas family simply ignored the situation, which further worsened the position of those helpless families.


Most of them felt forced to migrate to the new continent and seal new agreements with the Royals, while some of them decided to side with the Cause and remain in the Utra nation.


The recent assaults forced all the nobles to take a side even if they were still under the banner of the Elbas family on the surface.


The Hive had managed to reveal the weakness of a fragmented political system. Still, the Demons had to admit that the indifference of the Royals had played a significant role in their strategy.


Of course, there were exceptions to that event.


The Ballor family and the Royal academy, as well as other families deeply connected with the Royals, didn't migrate nor change side.


They already had branches on the new continent, so they didn't need to move their assets.


Also, their relationship with the Elbas family was the best insurance on their safety, which was one of the reasons why the Hive had focused on other targets.


The Balvan family remained on the Utra nation too, and it seemed that its influence in the area around its mansion increased.


To the surprised of the Demons though, the Udye family wasn't able to gather precise information about its location.


They couldn't possibly know that the Elbas family planned to officially recognize the Balvan family as a large-size noble family after Thomas' achievements in the Royal Inheritance.


That plan though couldn't be announced so easily since the matter of the Inheritance was a secret.


So, the Royals secretly provided a large number of resources and support while the Balvans were busy expanding.


Of course, that secrecy hindered the gathering of information that the Hive needed to prepare a battle strategy.



						




                    


                
				
                    700. Pack

					
					

                    
                        The Ballor family shared the same kind of secrecy of the Balvans, and the same applied for the nobles strictly connected with the Royals.


The Elbas family usually annexed loyal families in their ranks through marriages and similar events, but some nobles liked to maintain their identity.


The Ballor family wasn't one of them, but June had no intention of marrying a Royal just for the sake of her family.


On the other hand, the Balvan family simply didn't trust the rulers of the country.


Noah had been able to thrive because the Royals wanted to add him in its ranks, and no one believed that they had simply neglected to check his identity.


Yet, they made up for that act with tons of benefits, and they had even helped Thomas in reaching the fifth rank.


Their relationship was strange, but they were allies.


Those details ultimately influenced the transformation that the Utra nation experienced after the raids.


The smaller families slowly gathered near the large-size families, creating vast empty areas that were soon occupied by bold packs of magical beasts.


The population divided itself into three crowded areas that were mostly inhabited by cultivators.


The northern side of the country saw the families loyal to the Royals moving there to stay near the capital. The defenses there were the best in the nation, and gathering there was a clear sign of subservience.


The eastern coast witnessed a similar event near the Udye family. Nobles loyal to the Cause or merely angry at the Elbas family for not handling that dangerous situation before had moved there to create a united front.


The last crowded area appeared in the southern part of the country, where the domain of the Shosti family was. The families that had moved there didn't want to choose a side even if they were inclined to remain loyal to the Royals. Yet, they had chosen the southern territories to remain somewhat independent.


Nobles had their pride, and many of them wouldn't give up on their names to obtain some benefits.


Of course, that relocation wasn't cheap, especially since most activities handled by commoners couldn't just go with them.


The economy of the Utra nation soon took a heavy blow, but the cultivators there didn't feel it like the commoners. They found themselves without any protection against the tides of magical beasts that finally had the chance to explore those territories, which inevitably led to a high number of casualties.


The nobles didn't care about it. They only worried about the invisible threat that was destroying entire families without leaving any clue about its origin.


They didn't care if the economy of the country plummeted as long as they remained safe.


Also, the Elbas family had long since moved its focus on the new continent, so the activities on the old one weren't that remunerative in comparison.


"I don't see us reaching your family without being discovered, and Amos can't find much. It seems that the Balvans didn't reveal anything in their last years of cooperation with the Elbas family." Flying Demon said as he sat with Dreaming Demon right next to the entrance of Noah's cave.





A few months had passed since their raid on the medium-size family, and the forces of the Hive didn't have an opportunity to attack the nobles in that period.


"Noah, there are two large-size families there, and a total of thirteen weaker families. Also, the records about your family are too cryptic. There might be a lot hidden in those mansions." Flying Demon explained.


Noah heard those words but remained with his eyes closed inside his cave while the Divine deduction technique consumed mental energy to analyze the situation better.


'The large-size families didn't bring their full power here since they still have to defend their respective cities. The defenses of Mossgrove city are the only real issue.' Noah thought as his mental energy created a representation of the southern area of the nation inside his mind.


The Demons had given him many pieces of information, but there wasn't anything accurate about the Balvan family in them.


'We can't attack like this… I need to see the mansion with my own eyes before planning a move.' Noah thought.


He could only accept that as he reviewed the situation from every possible angle.


According to the Udye family, one of the two large-size families there had a hidden powerhouse in its ranks, which meant that the Demons might encounter some difficulty in taking care of them.


Also, the sheer number of heroic cultivators in that area was a problem.


Noah and the elders would be fine if they avoided the Shosti family's defenses, but someone was bound to notice them when the destruction began.


Noah couldn't reveal the presence of the Hive to obtain his revenge.


Sacrificing his backing and possibly causing a war against the Elbas family wasn't what he wanted.


His revenge was necessary in his mind, but everything would be pointless if he lost part of what was allowing him to cultivate in peace in those years.


It was his power that had brought him so close to his revenge, and he was fully aware that he would just be less than an ant without it.


'I need a distraction to gain the exact layout of my family. I should be able to use the magical beasts now.' Noah thought as he exited his cave and faced the sitting elders.


They didn't even try to hide their surprise when they saw him suddenly appearing in front of them.


After all, only a few months had passed since Noah became a rank 5 mage. That period was enough to become used to his new stage, but it was too short to tune his new power to his abilities.


They couldn't understand why he wanted to leave so soon, especially at a point when they didn't have a strategy.


"I believe there are new danger zones in the empty areas, right?" Noah asked.


The two Demons nodded, but they didn't gather specific information about that field. Even the Udye family had limited itself to study the movements of the other nobles and discarded the migration of the magical beasts in that period.


It couldn't be helped, no one would think that a cultivator could use them, especially not while the Hive was in the middle of its raids.


Yet, Noah wasn't a no one, and he didn't even know if he could consider himself as a simple cultivator anymore.


"I'll learn everything that I can from Amos. You stay ready to expand the dimension in the meantime." Noah said as he flew toward the array that connected the separate dimension with the Udye mansion.


In his mind, he was already set on building his first pack.



						




                    


                
				
                    701. Recruiting

					
					

                    
                        Noah decided not to reveal his new power to the Udye family, but Daniel learnt about it when he saw him near the door right under his family mansion. The human troops of the Hive were with him, but their only orders were to remain still until Noah or the Demons decided otherwise.


It was needless to say that Daniel couldn't contain his amazement when he saw Noah, but the latter was too focused on his task to mind him.


Noah ordered Daniel to gather as much information as he could about the changes in the environment happening in that period.


The noble couldn't warn his family about Noah's breakthrough since he had learnt about it inside the dimension, and that would be a breach in his oath. So, Noah could obtain a clear idea of the fauna of the Utra nation without exposing himself.


He knew that he couldn't hide his center of power for long, but attacking his family while it was in the middle of two large-size noble families was dangerous. He had to take all the precautions that he could, especially since the Royals were helping the Balvans in many ways.


Daniel continuously brought reports and pieces of information in the dimension, and Noah instructed the Demons to control the expansion of the tunnels.


The Udye family had accepted that Daniel couldn't join the raids since only rank 5 cultivators could affect the situation at that point. Also, Daniel didn't really like killing human cultivators, so he didn't mind being left with the human troops.


Noah simply left that area when the elders reached his desired destination.


"Why do you want to place a door in a danger zone, Noah? Are you sure about this?" Flying Demon asked when he sensed Noah's arrival, and Dreaming Demon showed a confused expression as she turned toward him.


They didn't understand Noah's intentions, but they had executed his orders nonetheless.


"I have a way to observe the southern areas without revealing our position. Dreaming Demon, I'll need your help when I'm done with my preparations." Noah answered while revealing a confident smile.


Some experts in the magical beasts' field could use the behavior of those creatures to their advantage, and Noah could take that action ever further.


The understanding of his pride had brought the oppressive properties of his aura to a new level that gave him full confidence in controlling a large number of creatures. He just needed to lure them in a safe area and prepare.


Finding the perfect spot where to gather a large pack of magical beasts wasn't a problem for him.


His expertise, coupled with the information provided by the Udye family, was enough to make him choose a territory that saw different faunas mixed.


The elders didn't question him anymore after his answer and Noah simply entered in the array that Flying Demon had just completed.


Noah found himself at the base of a mountain when he resurfaced.





The flora of the mountain fused with the short trees in the environment right after it. There was a small swamp in the woodland, and Noah could sense that a series of underground passages spread from under his position.


That was the territory with the most varied environments in the Utra nation that didn't feature human settlements anymore after the recent events.


There was the big city of Mistcall nearby, which was ruled by the large-size Hambot family only a few months ago. The Hambot family though was loyal to the Cause and had moved near the Udye family since it was aware that it had something to do with the raids.


Noah had calculated that detail in his decision. He could act as he wanted since there were no enemies in the area.


Also, the remaining cultivators in the city took direct orders from the Hambot family, so he could be sure that they wouldn't even investigate eventual strange events.


Of course, the other families of the Cause weren't aware that the Hive was helping them. They only knew that the Udye family had found a secret backer.


They would suspect the Hive since they knew that the Udye family sealed favorable trades with it, but they would obviously remain silent on the matter.


Noah closed his eyes and spread his powerful consciousness to gather the information that concerned the fauna in that area.


His natural awareness had further improved when he became a rank 5 mage, and the lifeforms both underground and on the surface couldn't escape it.


'Mostly rank 2 magical beasts, but there are some rank 4 specimens.' Noah thought when his mind processed the pieces of information, and he quickly flew toward the most crowded zone that he found.


The old continent had less powerful magical beast compared to the piece of Immortal Lands.


Rank 5 creatures could be considered overlords, but they were scarce since most of the continent had been colonized for countless years. Only peculiar territories like the mystical fog and the depths of the sea could hide creatures in the sixth rank.


When Noah reached the crowded area, he roared.


His voice made the trees around him shake, and the terrain under him crack. His pride spread along with the mental waves released with his cry and reached the magical beasts in the various lairs around him.


The weaker creatures directly fainted when the mental waves reached them, but the beasts that managed to remain conscious felt overwhelmed by his pride.


Noah's cry carried a simple order that every different species there could understand. "Come here!"


Low growls resounded in the area as the beasts came out of their hidings and slowly gathered under him.


Noah saw packs of wolf-type magical beasts coming out from the east, a series of ant-type creatures from the ground, and various species of monkeys from the west. Each of those creatures had their heads lowered as they neared Noah's flying figure and waited to learn their fate.


'Do they really think that they can escape?' Noah thought when he sensed that the two rank 4 creatures had begun to run away when they felt the roar of a rank 5 existence.


"Stay here!" Noah ordered with another roar as he shot toward one of the escaping rank 4 beasts.


His flying speed was far superior to the creature, and he simply landed in front of it when he reached it.


The beast was a wolf-type creature that could only tremble in fear when Noah cracked the terrain during his landing. The wolf lowered its head and waited for its fate to be decided, but Noah simply grabbed it from its neck and carried it back to the other beasts.


Then, he shot toward the escaping rank 4 Toxic monkey and did the same, throwing it back in the middle of the gathered creatures.


Noah hovered above the tide of beasts of various species at that point and moved his gaze through the specimens that kept their heads lowered.


'They are too weak.' Noah thought before taking one of the rank 4 corpses inside his ring and throwing it in the middle of the tide.



						




                    


                
				
                    702. Attack

					
					

                    
                        Noah knew that he could rule over weaker beings, but he had no experience in that field.


So, he had to see how thoroughly he could control those beasts.


There was a considerable difference between what he could say compared to what those creatures could understand. After all, magical beasts had limited thinking skills, especially those in the human ranks.


'They have gathered here because they fear my power, but I don't know if they will die for me.' Noah thought as he watched the tide of creatures under him fighting for the rank 4 corpse that he had thrown among them. 'Also, the rank 4 beings had tried to escape, and I can't let that happen again.'


There were too many different species there, and the two rank 4 specimens weren't enough to subdue all of them.


It was needless to say that a fierce battle exploded as soon as the corpse reached the ground.


The beasts launched themselves in a selfless assault as they tried to seize a piece of the nourishing material. They didn't even consider the fact that most of them couldn't tear apart the skin of the corpse since their hunger had completely taken over their minds.


'That won't do. I won't be able to cross Mossgrove city like this.' Noah evaluated as the battle unfolded under him and decided to begin the honing of his leadership skills.


Months passed, and the rank 4 danger zone near Mystcall city saw earthquakes and roars often spreading in its insides in that period.


Noah needed time to learn what kind of orders the beasts under him would follow, and he even had to understand how well they would perform his task. Those skills would obviously take a while to master, but Noah didn't mind it since he was busy tuning his abilities to his new power.


His martial arts weren't a problem since the sea of consciousness didn't affect them, but he needed to improve his spells.


His last translations and modifications could only make them reach the power of the fourth rank, which would waste the new mental energy that he could produce.


Of course, he didn't need to upgrade all of them now.


Noah focused on the will of the Dark cover spell in that period since he needed it to discover the actual position of the Balvan mansion.


Bringing its power on the fifth rank wasn't an issue, but Noah still had to perfect it to reduce the consumption of Breath to the minimum.


Even the energy contained inside his Liquid Dantian vanished quickly when he used it to fuel a spell with the power of the fifth rank, so he had to make sure that he could activate it at least five times before moving to the next step.


Yet, there were some problems when it came to the actual effects that the will was able to produce after its improvements.


Noah's mental waves now carried traces of his individuality, which meant that they would conflict with abilities that didn't reflect it. Covering his presence didn't match his violent and sharp will, which ultimately affected the power of the improved spell.





'It still reaches the fifth rank in power, but I feel that it should be far more potent due to the amount of energy depleted in its activation.' Noah thought as he stared at the dark silhouette hovering above the sea inside his mental sphere.


The will radiated a subtle destruction that even its properties weren't able to hide. That destruction wasn't enough to make the spell useless, but it was bound to leave some sort of faint trace that stronger beings could notice during an investigation.


'My whole being strives toward specific abilities as my individuality starts to manifest. It's a bit annoying to see the appearance of limitations. Still, the abilities that make use of my individuality are far stronger now.' Noah could only give up on that matter as he thought that.


He had spent a little more than seven months on that will, and he had realized by then that there was nothing that he could do to avoid that issue.


After all, he was treading the path to become a law that didn't exist in Heaven and Earth's world.


That required a certain level of specialization that had to match the kind of existence that he was.


Noah believed that he would be able to solve that issue once he became able to create with the primary energy, but he could only accept that outcome for now.


'The spell is ready, and my leadership skills have reached the required standard. It's time to call Dreaming Demon.' Noah decided at that point, and his inscribed notebook suddenly appeared in his grasp.


***

The seven months without raids didn't affect the new layout of the Utra nation.


The noble families were still scared that something would happen to them if they left the crowded areas too soon.


Also, that situation had finally forced them to pick a side, so the families on the southern side of the country were simply waiting for the Elbas family to intervene.


The nobles in that area had gathered around the city of Mossgrove, which was ruled by the Shosti family. There were families there that Noah had met or heard of during his life in the Utra nation.


There was the Voydol family that had moved there from Ebonrest city to join the Shosti family in the protection of the weaker nobles.


There were the Merger family, the Lansay family, the Sawler family, and the Noorge family for what concerned the medium-size noble powers.


Then, there was the Wilford family, together with other small-size noble forces that Noah didn't know.


Of course, there was also the Balvan family in that area, which had a far bigger mansion compared to the other medium-size families there.


That detail didn't escape the other nobles, but its relationship with the Royals wasn't a secret.


Everyone in the nation knew that the Balvans had let the youngest heroic cultivator in history escape. Noah was their greatest shame, but also the reason why the Elbas family provided so many resources to them.


Even some large-size families would envy that favorable treatment, but there wasn't much that they could do about that.


The nobles spent a quiet life in that territory, and most of them used that strange period to lose themselves in the many attractions that Mossgrove city offered. However, that peace was suddenly broken one night since a series of cries resounded from the northern side of the Evergreen forest.


The soldiers patrolling the areas near the city were surprised to hear that there seemed to be various species of beasts together in the same forest, but that was only the beginning.


Hundreds of beasts of different ranks came out from the border of the forest and charged toward the city, and the series of mansions placed next to it.


The soldiers could only give the alarm at that point.


Their strength wasn't even remotely enough to handle that catastrophe.



						




                    


                
				
                    703. Dragon

					
					

                    
                        Ordinary medium-size families usually had less than twenty rank 3 cultivators, and most of them were tasked with the protection of the nobles.


The troops patrolling the surroundings of their mansions were mostly rank 1 cultivators that didn't even have a rank 2 martial art, which placed them at the bottom of the cultivation world. Also, there were almost no soldiers that had access to spells even if they managed to reach the status of a rank 1 mage.


The nobles controlled the entirety of the resources that concerned the cultivation world, and that aspect of the political system of the Utra nation didn't change in the last years. The fall of the piece of Immortal Lands had improved the situation for some commoners and simple soldiers.


However, they still had to swear ponderous oaths with the Elbas family before obtaining any benefit.


That led to a situation where the troops deployed around Mossgrove city, and the various mansions were utterly helpless against the tide of hungry creatures.


After all, there were three rank 4 beasts among the large pack made by different species!


Those rank 1 cultivators didn't even manage to reach the nearest city before the tide engulfed them.


Cries of alarm began to resound in the mansions and inside Mossgrove city at that sight. It was evident that simple soldiers couldn't deal with that sudden threat.


There was a need for the elite troops in the inner circles of the nobles to handle that massive number of powerful creatures.


There wasn't any expert in the magical beasts' field among those noble families, but every cultivator knew that such an event was incredibly rare.


The habitable areas and the borders of the Evergreen forest often saw clearing operations reducing the population of magical beasts in those territories. Those operations didn't stop after the raid began since it was pointless to trade one threat for another.


So, the nobles in that area were completely surprised to see that those creatures had managed to form such a massive pack in secret.


Also, they had never heard of a pack made by many different species!


That went against every study of the magical beasts' world, and the nobles obviously understood that there had to be hidden causes behind that event.


Yet, their focus was on fighting back the tide now.


A series of rank 2 cultivators, followed by few captains in the third rank, came out from the various mansions and charged toward the incoming beasts. The tall gates of Mossgrove city opened, and the small army of the Shosti family joined the other cultivators in their charge.


Meanwhile, more cultivators came out of the various buildings and began to prepare a defensive front that made use of inscribed items.


The tide of beasts was dangerous and had taken the nobles by surprise, but there were fifteen noble families there! That wasn't a force that simple creatures could defeat, especially since the defenses of Mossgrove city had yet to appear.





However, something strange happened right before the first frontal clash.


The cultivators between the city and the tide of hungry creatures suddenly lost their focus for an instant, which made them unable to react when the beasts pounced at them.


Those soldiers managed to regain their focus only when they were already between the maws of those creatures.


The cultivators deploying the defenses found themselves unable to finish their task since the first batch of soldiers didn't manage to slow down the advance of the assailants.  The incoming tide forced them to retreat in the nearest mansion to rely on the defensive capabilities of those buildings.


The nobles would rather use their soldiers than spend resources to activate the defenses of their buildings, especially in that period.


However, the beasts were closing at high speed, and there wasn't enough time to deploy other troops.


Shining lines appeared on the defensive walls of Mossgrove city, and the mansions on the northern side of that area followed their example.


Halos of various colors spread in the territories around them and illuminated the night with their soft lights.


The beasts suffered injuries as soon as the multicolored light swept them. The weakest among them died in less than a second when the joint power of those defensive measures affected their bodies. Even the beasts in the third rank began to struggle to reach the walls filled by inscriptions, but some of them still managed to slam their bodies on the sturdy defensive walls.


Only the three creatures in the fourth rank were somewhat able to resist the halos.


Yet, a series of elite soldiers quickly came out of those buildings and began to fight them.


The number of specimens inside the pack began to diminish at high speed, and the nobles even managed to avoid more casualties once they activated the powers of their habitations.


The magical beasts began to retreat, but some of them tried to run through the open spaces between the mansions to look for something that could satisfy their hunger. Their orderly charge had turned into a wild battle for their survival, but it was evident that only a few of them would be able to return in the Evergreen forest alive.


That strange event was coming to an end, and even the heroic cultivators inside the buildings had their attention on it.


They had never seen magical beasts ignoring the differences in their species to work together in an orderly assault. It was something worthy of being noted in the historical records of that country, and that the Royal academy would surely want to study in-depth.


Nevertheless, they didn't notice that there were two powerful figures hidden in the clouds above Mossgrove city.


Dreaming Demon had her eyes closed as her consciousness seeped in the world below her, and Noah wore an expressionless face as he stared at a mansion under him.


His rank 5 mind was strong enough to suppress his instincts, and no trace of his hatred spread from his figure as he memorized the layout of the Balvan mansion.


Both Noah and the elder were using their methods to conceal their presence, but the diversion created by the beasts was necessary to keep the hidden powerhouse's attention away from the sky.


They were confident in their concealing abilities, but it didn't hurt to be careful, especially since they didn't know the exact power of the rank 5 noble.


"I memorized the layout of the defensive formations in the area. We can return in the separate dimension now." Dreaming Demon said as she opened her eyes and turned toward Noah.


He nodded when he heard her words, but he didn't move yet.


The images of the dragon from his childhood appeared in his mind as he kept his gaze on the familiar mansion.


'A dragon ignited my ambition, and a dragon will take the life of those that tried to suppress it.' Noah thought before moving his gaze away and turning to leave toward the nearest entrance to the dimension.


The time for his revenge had come!
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                        The strategy to use the magical beasts as a diversion worked perfectly.


Noah had been able to take a good look at the layout of the mansions around Mossgrove city while the heroic assets of the families were busy paying attention to the unusual event that he created.


He had to add other beasts as he advanced toward that area, but that long process helped in honing his ability to use his pride.


Also, Dreaming Demon had been able to learn about the defenses of those buildings!


Noah knew that Dreaming Demon's abilities were perfect to study one environment when inscriptions were involved, and she had even helped the tide of magical beasts during their charge. Her subtle mental waves couldn't be noticed in that messy battlefield, and they forced the nobles to activate the defenses of their buildings, revealing everything to her consciousness.


Noah and the Demons now had all the pieces of information required to plan the attack on the Balvan family.


Yet, there was still one thing that held Noah back from attacking as soon as the elders stretched the separate dimension right under the Balvan mansion.


'I might ask the elders to go there, kill Rhys, and end this matter.' Noah thought as he sat in one of his caves while holding his inscribed notebook.


A few weeks had passed since he used the magical beasts to attack Mossgrove city, and the Demons had just notified him that the tunnel had been completed. He could choose to enter the Balvan mansion whenever he wanted. Flying Demon simply needed to create the entrance.


'I might let Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon destroy everything in their path and kill everyone in a matter of minutes.' Noah thought. 'Any eventual defense provided by the Elbas family would fall in front of them.'


The images of his life inside the Balvan mansion appeared in his mind at that point.


Noah knew that the situation inside his family couldn't be simple. Information about the Balvans had stopped leaking for a while, and the support of the Royals only made the case more mysterious.


There was bound to be something that he didn't calculate inside the mansion, and Noah would need a bit of time to make the required preparations.


Waiting when he had the chance to deliver the final blow wasn't his style, but that matter concerned his family.


'No, it has to be me. It must be my blade that severs the fate chosen by Heaven and Earth. I can't let anyone do this for me.' Noah set his mind and proceeded to convey his decision to the elders.


Then, he focused on improving his abilities, especially his offensive.


He had to be fast and precise with his attack, and his real target was Rhys. The other members of his family could wait a bit longer, but he had to be sure that he killed his father before he died of old age.


Modifying his Dark cover spell had taken seven months even with the new power of the Divine deduction technique, which meant that the time required for each improvement had increased again. That was normal since his level had risen again, but there was the lifespan of his father to consider.





More than forty years had passed since he escaped from his family, and Rhys was already a middle-aged man back then.


Human cultivators could live for a long time, but his father had never really trained. So, he had to kill him now if he wanted to be sure of obtaining his revenge. 


He wouldn't mind it too much if something inside the mansion suddenly forced him to retreat as long as Rhys died in the process.


However, he still spent almost two years in seclusion, even if he had decided to attack as soon as possible.


He needed that time to improve the offensive methods that made use of his mental sphere, and he didn't apply that enhancements to all his abilities.


What he had achieved in those two years was the least amount of preparation that Noah found acceptable before charging toward his family.


The layout of the Utra nation didn't change much in that period, and the Demons made sure to attack any family that left one of the two crowded areas loyal to the Elbas family. That forced the nobles to maintain their current position, even if their anger toward the uncaring Royals grew since they kept on ignoring the matters of the old continent.


The Udye family received many secret messages too, which opened the path to new potential allies inside the country.


It could be said that the Hive had already completed his task of destabilizing the political power there, and that had only taken three years!


"I'm ready." Noah conveyed those words through his inscribed notebook when he exited his cave for the first time in two years.


Daniel had long returned to his family in that period, and even the human troops had gone back to the new continent a few months ago.


Only Noah and the two Demons were left in that part of the separate dimension.


Noah flew toward the end of the tunnel only to find Flying Demon carefully laying lines on the ceiling of the dimension with a black, inscribed stick.


"The door is almost ready, Prince." Dreaming Demon said as she turned toward the incoming Noah.


Her eyebrows arched when she sensed the cold sharpness that he radiated as he took slow steps toward them.


She had never seen him like this. It was as if Noah's entire being had become a blade focused only on his target.


Dreaming Demon didn't say anything, and she just prepared herself to provide as much assistance as possible once they reached the other side.


Flying Demon soon finished the door, and he set his mind on the same state when he noticed the seriousness of Noah and his lover.


"You focus on isolating the mansion and containing any external threat. I'll call you if I need your help." Noah ordered before stepping on the array, and the elders nodded before covering their faces and following him.


Noah covered his face too as the light of the teleportation enveloped their figures.


Shining lines began to appear in one of the underground training areas that had been built in the last period.


Adrian Balvan was silently training when the appearance of those inscriptions awakened him from his meditation. He stared at the lines in amazement for less than a second before spreading his consciousness to warn the other members of his family.


Yet, his mind suddenly lost focus as three hooded figures materialized on top of the array.


"I can give you half of a time." Dreaming Demon said through her consciousness. "The effects of my mental waves will begin to disperse afterward."


The two Demons shot in the air at that point and reached for the upper parts of the mansion.


Adrian regained his focus at that moment only to sense a primordial fear filling his entire being.
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                        Noah and the Demons had covered their faces only as a form of protection against eventual recording devices hidden inside the Balvan mansion.


That measure was necessary in case something went wrong in the attack, and the Elbas family intervened to blame Hive. There would be no proof without images, and the words of a medium-size noble family couldn't match those of an organization backed by a rank 6 existence.


Also, the Demons had disappeared for one thousand years, and they didn't appear publicly yet.


The noble families around the Balvan mansion wouldn't be able to link those two rank 5 cultivators to the Hive even if they revealed their abilities.


On the other hand, Noah's abilities were quite famous by then, so his hood did very little in hiding his identity.


However, his spells had drastically changed in the last years, which gave him some leverage in the case someone inside the mansion survived the attack.


Adrian trembled when he felt Noah's gaze focusing on him.


He had sensed a similar fear before, but its intensity was utterly different from the past!


Yet, he was still a heroic cultivator, and he didn't hesitate to deploy his defensive spells when he felt threatened.


Adrian's size began to increase, and his skin started to change color, but that process seemed to take minutes in Noah's vision. Their levels were too different now, and each of Adrian's actions couldn't escape Noah's powerful consciousness.


'He couldn't even reach the liquid stage in these years.' Noah thought before a large amount of his mental energy condensed and came out of his sea of consciousness.


His mental energy transformed when it came out of his eyes and took the shape of an ethereal saber that destroyed the matter in its trajectory. The saber seemed almost material due to the density of the mental energy that made it, and it was incredibly fast too.


Adrian didn't even manage to complete his first transformation before Noah's spell pierced his head and released its destructive properties inside his sea of consciousness.


Adrian could only feel a sharp pain coming from his mind before his consciousness became dark.


Noah's focus stayed on his uncle's mental sphere to analyze the effects of his spell.


The destruction released by the ethereal saber spread through the walls of Adrian's mind after it pierced it, and they could only fall apart under such might.


'The Mental blade works as intended. I can finally use my mental spells again!' Noah thought as he shot toward his dead uncle to seize his dantian before it dispersed the Breath inside it.


He had been thorough with his modifications when he was in the separate dimension, and he had further enhanced the power of his spells in the two years spent preparing for the attack. Of course, Noah had chosen to focus on the spells that made use of his mental sphere before the attack.





The Mental tremor spell used to release a condensed beam of mental energy in its original form, but it had become a dense saber after the many modifications.


Noah knew that something in line with his individuality would produce more potent effects, so he had pushed his abilities on that path. Also, its power had been raised to the fifth rank, which made Noah decide to rename the spell "Mental saber".


Noah quickly ate Adrian's dantian and stored his corpse inside his space-ring. Then, he spread his consciousness to search for a specific presence.


The layout of the inner ring of the mansion appeared inside his mind as his consciousness covered the area.


Noah sensed many soldiers in the second rank, and even a few of them in the third rank. That high number of powerful soldiers was quite peculiar for a medium-size noble family, but Noah couldn't be bothered by them.


They were just ants in his eyes, and even a thousand rank 3 cultivators wouldn't be able to stop his charge.


Yet, his attention focused on an old human cultivator that wore an eye-patch on his left eye.


Noah's aura became violent when he recognized his father, and he directly pounced toward his direction.


The walls of the underground chamber couldn't block his charge, and even the floor of the inner circle crumbled as Noah advanced at full speed toward Rhys' room. The entire central building of the mansion shook as Noah broke anything in his path toward his revenge.


His movements were fast, but the other heroic cultivators in the area had all been alerted when Noah's consciousness spread.


Their instincts had told them to escape when they felt those dense mental waves, but a voice resounded through the entirety of the mansion when Noah was in the middle of his charge. "Block the invaders."


Noah heard that voice even if walls and debris fell everywhere around him.


The voice belonged to his grandfather, but the cultivation level that backed it made Noah's eyes sharpen.


'Rank 5 cultivator!' Noah exclaimed in his mind, but he didn't stop his charge. Instead, shockwaves resounded from under his feet as he performed the Shadow sprint martial art.


Noah was set on killing Rhys that day, even it that meant facing Thomas Balvan!


Of course, he had already noticed that Thomas wasn't a complete rank 5 cultivator.


His reaction timing was too low, and he had sensed Noah only when the latter spread his consciousness. Otherwise, Thomas would have detected the appearance of the teleportation matrix in one of the underground rooms.


The Shadow sprint made Noah reach an incredible speed, which brought him right before Rhys' room in less than an instant. However, a mighty gale swept his body and flung him away just as he was about to charge through the last wall before his father.


Noah felt an immense pressure landing on his body and attempting to reduce him to a pulp as the winds threw him directly in the outer ring of the mansion.


His mental energy focused on keeping his face covered, and both his arms and legs worked to stop his momentum.


Noah managed to stop right before the defensive walls of the mansion, where he straightened his position.


The spell didn't make him bleed, but he felt sore in multiple points. Also, the gale had killed many soldiers on its path as it carried Noah outside of the central building.


Then, Noah sensed three heroic cultivators descending toward him.


One of them was a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage that resembled Adrian, and Noah didn't fail to recognize him as Keith Balvan.


The only woman in the group resembled Lena Balvan, and she was an incomplete heroic cultivator that had a rank 4 dantian.


The third presence belonged to Thomas Balvan, and Noah's coldness reached its peak when he saw that he held a struggling William from his neck.


Thomas revealed a smile when he saw that Noah hesitated to attack, and he lifted William higher in the air before announcing something. "A hood can't deceive me, Noah Balvan! Move, and your Master dies."



						




                    


                
				
                    706. Smile

					
					

                    
                        Noah stared at the familiar man in Thomas' grasp, and he couldn't help but hesitate.


William had aged a lot in the more than forty years after Noah's escape, but that change wasn't supposed to be so sharp since he was a rank 3 cultivator back then. Yet, Noah was able to notice that his dantian seemed damaged since it didn't contain even the slightest trace of Breath.


The truth was that the Royals had thoroughly investigated every soldier in the outer circle of the Balvan family after they decided to support Thomas fully.


The investigation revealed many crucial pieces of information that concerned Noah.


The Balvans learnt how Noah became aware of the existence of the Royal academy from Sandy and Mark, and how he obtained the second Kesier rune from William.


It was needless to say that the discovery had kindled the anger of the nobles who did their best to punish those betrayers, and even the innocent captain couldn't escape that. William had received a special treatment though since he was one of the direct causes behind Noah's quick improvements, which led him to that state.


Noah recognized the facial features of the man that had introduced him to the cultivation world under the wrinkled skin and the dirty gray hair.  He was missing an eye, and even one of his ears had been cut off.


The skin on his wrists was torn and red, and only a prolonged time in chains could leave those marks on a rank 4 body.


William took a while to understand why Thomas had taken him out of his cell.


The hooded figure under him felt familiar, but he was too tired and old to link it to the disciple that he had trained such a long time ago.


However, he started to understand something as Thomas' words entered his ear.


His tired eye went on the invader and the coldness that he radiated awakened memories that he had been forced to suppress for a long time.


He began to remember about the hardworking disciple that he had trained so many years ago. He remembered his determination to strive for the higher ranks, as well as his resilience when he was forced to join the inner ring.


Then, he couldn't help but laugh when he connected those memories to the hooded figure under him.


William's laugh surprised all the heroic cultivators on the scene, but Noah felt complex emotions rising inside him when he heard it.


He had already made his mind on that situation, but he wanted to stare at his Master for a few more seconds before acting.


Nevertheless, William began to speak before he could do anything. "My disciple is the most driven and ruthless cultivator in the entire world. A ruined old man like me can't block his path, and you are fools if you think that you can do it!"


William kept on laughing when he finished his phrase, but he soon started coughing blood due to that effort. He was simply too old and ruined, and even that small action had brought him to his limit.





Noah lowered his head at that sight.


The Balvan family was using someone he cared about to limit his actions, something that his mother had chosen to prevent with her suicide.


He felt a fit of raging anger inside him, struggling to come out, but his powerful mind managed to suppress it. He felt the unwillingness of severing his ties with his old Master, but he suppressed that feeling too.


The chance to retreat was still there, and Noah was aware of that. He could just contact the elders that were busy somewhere around the mansion and retreat through the separate dimension.


William would have a pitiful life, but he would be alive at least. Noah would just have to wait until he died of old age and then attack again. Nothing was stopping him from doing that.


However, he had already decided to press on.


'This is my choice. I own it.' Noah thought before raising his head again to stare at Thomas.


He had gone through all the available paths in his mind, and there were a few of them that could even end up in William's rescue. Yet, those paths would force him to restrain himself once again, which was something that he wasn't willing to do.


Nevertheless, he didn't want to find justifications for his decision.


He had needed that time to make sure that he wasn't deluding himself with some excuse. He had decided to kill William to continue his revenge, to destroy one of the few people that he cared about to act freely.


There wasn't any emotion coming out of him when he stared at his enemies. His aura simply radiated a cold sharpness that became more intense with each passing second.


Then, he spoke. "Thomas."


Noah directed his words at his grandfather, and his voice resembled a roar rather than a human sound.


Thomas Balvan kept his confident smirk when he heard that unfamiliar voice, but there was only seriousness inside him.


His opponent was a rank 5 mage, while he only had a rank 4 mental sphere.


They were extremely close in power, which was something that genuinely amazed him. After all, he was sure that the hooded man under him was his grandson and seeing that he had reached his level in sixty years of life only affected his morale.


"What can you do against a faster, stronger opponent that you can't outsmart?" Noah asked.


Thomas showed a confused expression when he heard the second part of Noah's phrase, but William's eye widened at those words.


Those were the exact words that he had used to question him during one of their first lessons, and he could only smile when he understood that his disciple still remembered them.


Thomas didn't notice the changes happening inside the man in his grasp, but he did nothing to interrupt Noah. He knew that gaining time was the best option for his family.


He didn't know why no one had answered his call for help, but he was confident that such methods couldn't last long.


Noah saw the smile on his Master's face and felt sorrow, but he still proceeded in waving his hand and creating hundreds of ethereal sabers that floated next to him.


Keith and the other fake heroic cultivator retreated when they sensed the power contained in those ethereal sabers, and even Thomas felt a dangerous sensation coming from them.


The three of them were so focused on the spell that they didn't hear William's murmuring something that only Noah heard. "Giving up?"


William gave the answer that he had given so many years ago, but Noah quickly corrected it. "You become a demonic sword able to sever the fate chosen by Heaven and Earth."


Noah followed his words with another wave of his hand.


The ethereal sabers shot toward the four figures in the air at that point, and Noah made sure to fix his gaze on his Master during the process.


He saw how William's smile didn't fade even when the spell stabbed his internal organs.



						




                    


                
				
                    707. Fear

					
					

                    
                        The ability used by Noah at that moment was the modified version of the Ghostly claws spell.


The diagram of that spell was able to reach a power in the fifth rank, so the modifications applied during his years inside the separate dimension were enough to make it suitable for his individuality. Noah had only reviewed it a bit during the period before the attack, but the spell was perfected already.


The claws had become sabers at that point, which made Noah change its name into Ghostly sabers spell.


The spell worked in the same way of its previous version, with the difference that its destructive power had wholly increased.


Keith and the other fake heroic cultivator retreated at high speed when they saw the ethereal sabers reaching for them, but they were too slow. Cultivators at the bottom of the heroic ranks couldn't match the speed and power of a spell in the fifth rank, especially one so hard to defend against.


The inscriptions on their robes shone only to flicker when the tide of sabers seeped in their bodies and pierced their internal organs.


Also, the saber released a spreading destruction when they reached their target.


Keith and the woman paled as blood came out of their mouths. Their insides were a mess, and they couldn't stop the spreading destruction even with their complete focus. They could only see how their consciousness began to fade before they lost control of their footholds and fell on the ground.


Noah didn't know if they had died, but the situation didn't allow him to check it. His eyes were on the rank 5 cultivator that was using one of his defensive spells to fend off the incoming sabers.


Thomas had directly used one of his most potent defensive spells when he sensed the amount of danger radiated by the ethereal sabers. Dense gales engulfed his figure and destroyed Noah's attacks with their raging motion.


Noah was backing the spell with the energy contained in his Liquid dantian, so he wasn't holding back his offensive in the slightest.


However, Thomas had access to the dense gaseous Breath of the fifth rank, which pushed the power of his spell to the peak of the fourth rank. Also, he was aware of Noah's abilities, so he had chosen the method that countered them better.


The gales were dense and contained a large amount of his mental energy, which managed to stop the advance of the sabers. Yet, that was still a spell with the power of the fourth rank, and there was a limit to how much it could resist against Noah's attack.


Thomas was soon forced to let go of William's corpse to focus on defending himself.


The wind began to rotate around Thomas as he wielded a big fan and started to wave it. An invisible whirlpool formed around him as he kept on condensing air with his fan, but Noah's attention had moved on William's falling corpse.


His Master was smiling even after he died, but the destruction released by Noah's spell was still consuming his body. A rank 4 body could only crumble in front of a rank 5 spell, and William didn't even have much Breath left inside it.





Noah saw how his Master turned into bloody dust during the fall, before becoming a simple red stain on the ground of the outer circle.


His gaze lingered on the stain for a few seconds, and he didn't even care that Thomas had completed his attack.


He just wanted to fix those images in his mind.


Of course, Thomas didn't wait for his opponent to be ready and unleashed the winds that he had condensed around him.


Those winds became a thick current that threatened to destroy everything in its path as it moved toward the hooded figure on the ground.


Noah saw that scene in slow motion.


His consciousness was too powerful, and he couldn't be distracted even if he focused on something else. Yet, he didn't move, and he let the thick current crash on his figure.


Noah felt pain when the dense winds slammed him on the ground and pushed him downward, creating a deep hole in the terrain of the outer circle. Earthquakes spread from that point, and even the inscribed defensive walls nearby threatened to crumble under the might of a rank 5 cultivator's attack.


The entirety of the Balvan mansion began to shake, but Thomas didn't fail to notice that the tremors seemed to stop right after the defensive walls abruptly. Some sort of energy was isolating the mansion and prevented the energy released inside it from spreading outside.


Thomas' eyes sharpened at that sight.


He didn't lack experience nor wits. He had only lacked wealth in his life.


He had never been able to obtain a rank 5 cultivation technique before, which led him to stop his training at the peak of the solid stage. His dantian had stagnated for decades in that stage, and it had been able to survive the breakthrough only thanks to the expensive drugs provided by the Royal family.


So, he knew that his grandson had some helpers that were managing the situation around the mansion.


Nevertheless, he suddenly felt a stabbing pain coming from his heart.


Thomas spit blood as his consciousness quickly focused on his internal organs. His mind noticed how a couple of ethereal sabers were running freely inside his body and tearing apart anything in their path.


Anger rose inside him when he understood that Noah had used his dense winds as a pathway for his ethereal sabers!


Thomas' defense was good, and it even countered the ethereal properties of Noah's spell. However, he had been defenseless when he used the winds around him to attack.


Noah had used that chance to send a large number of sabers through the current, and only two of them survived the journey to land inside Thomas' body.


Thomas began to use his Breath to restrain the movements of the sabers inside him, but he could only make them deplete their power more quickly. Meanwhile, they continued to tear his internal organs apart and spread their destruction through his body.


Also, Thomas knew that Noah was still alive!


He had used the full power a rank 5 martial art, coupled with a rank 4 item and his rank 5 Breath, but Noah was still able to control his spell after that blow! That attack was one of Thomas' most potent offensives, and even a direct hit wasn't able to take care of someone with a rank 4 dantian.


Thomas began to feel fear, but the appearance of more than a hundred black sabers forced him to suppress that feeling to focus on the battle.



						




                    


                
				
                    708. Individualities

					
					

                    
                        Noah didn't need to spend much time on the Ghostly sabers spell during the two years before the attack. So, he could focus on other abilities after completing the modifications on the Mental saber spell.


Of course, he had prioritized the abilities that didn't require much Breath, and one of them was the Will-consuming rune.


Noah had yet to create another personal rune, but he had used that time to improve the saber-shaped one that he had made in the past. His mind had become able to condense stronger emotions when it reached the fifth rank, which allowed him to create a stronger version of his first rune.


Thomas saw hundreds of small, black sabers with power in the solid stage of the fourth rank filling the ground under him.


The sabers began to absorb the Breath in the environment and even the primary energy that Noah's spells had previously released with their destruction. Their power multiplied, and they seemed to near the peak of the fourth rank in just a matter of seconds.


The density of the Breath in the area quickly plummeted as the runes absorbed it, but Thomas couldn't focus on it since a series of ethereal sabers shot from the ground toward him.


It was clear that Noah was planning something and that he didn't want Thomas to interrupt his strategy.


Thomas snorted and surrounded his figure with gales again while also waving his fan many times. His mind felt the strain of using powerful attacks and defenses at the same time, but the situation required him to push himself to his limits.


Also, Noah was still nowhere to be seen. It was as if he had disappeared after the last attack flung him underground.


The raging, dense air around Thomas fought against the incoming ethereal sabers while the winds released by his fan crashed on the array of black runes on the ground.


He didn't want to fall in a passive position against an opponent that used mental attacks. After all, he had already been injured due to one slight distraction.


However, that approach lowered the might of both his attack and defensive method.


Thomas was only a rank 4 mage, but he was using abilities fueled by Breath in the fifth rank. There was a limit to how well he could handle two of his strongest skills at the same time, especially since their power surpassed the capabilities of his mind.


His mental energy depleted at high speed to control both abilities, but he managed to obtain some initial success with that approach. The black runes fell apart and released the energy that they had previously accumulated, and the ethereal sabers struggled to pierce the dense winds that surrounded him.


Yet, that positive trend was bound to stop as the reserves of his sea of consciousness kept on diminishing.


Thomas' focus reached its peak as he poured more energy to destroy the runes on the ground, and he moved his attention to the Ghostly sabers only when the other threat was taken care of. The winds around him became more violent when the last saber-shaped rune fell apart since Thomas could use all his concentration on the mental attack after that.





Nevertheless, he suddenly felt that an unstoppable force was tearing apart his defensive method.


Noah had hidden underground and used his Dark cover spell to conceal his presence while his spells kept his grandfather busy. Thomas had been so focused on the various sabers that he didn't notice that Noah had come out from the ground behind him and had directly charged at him.


Thomas' defensive method countered mental attacks, but it couldn't do anything against Noah's physical strength.


The winds dispersed under the pressure released by Noah's punch, and only then was Thomas able to feel the immense danger that Noah radiated.


Something inside him told him that he would die if that punch landed on his body.


Thomas' aura suddenly changed when death became so close to him, and he decided to forsake his mansion to use his most potent ability at that point.


Noah heard his grandfather murmuring a few words right before his fist connected with the center of his back. "The wind blows from within me."


Noah's knuckle touched Thomas' back, but a dense wave of condensed air landed on his body and flung him back directly to the other side of the outer ring.


His body had already been wounded in the last attack, but even his bones began to crack when that wind hit him.


Noah quickly ate a large number of Daniel's pills to fill his body with nourishments as he crashed on the opposite defensive walls and created deep cracks on its surface.


Meanwhile, his consciousness remained fixed on his grandfather and the destruction that he was unleashing with his new ability.


A series of tornadoes originated from Thomas' low-waist and spread in every direction, destroying everything on their path. The buildings of his mansion fell apart under the might of those strong winds, and their suction force further wrecked the area around him.


Thomas had suddenly become the center of a storm that didn't care for allies or foes!


However, his posture was off as he floated toward Noah, carrying his destructive winds with him.


'I broke his spine, but I didn't expect his individuality.' Noah thought as he stepped on the air.


Thomas was gravely injured, but the power of his individuality had pushed his most suitable rank 4 spell through the boundaries of the fifth rank!


On the other hand, Noah was holding back on some of his abilities to protect his identity. He still had the Demonic form and his sabers at his disposal, but he would instead use skills that the world had yet to see.


'A battle of individualities it is.' Noah set his mind at that thought and deployed his saber-shaped runes in the environment once again.


Then, he cast the Ghostly sabers spell on top of those runes.


In the end, he released a large amount of his liquid Breath and spread his mental waves to quicken the creation of primary energy.


"You dare pretending to be someone else even when I gave up on my family to fight you!?" Thomas shouted when he saw that Noah wasn't willing to use any of his renowned abilities.


His spell was too violent and had an area of effect so large that most of his mansion had been destroyed in a matter of seconds. Nothing could remain intact when a force that neared the power of the fifth rank appeared in the open.


Of course, Thomas didn't doubt about the assailant's identity for even an instant.


His instincts told him that the figure that did everything in its power to cover its face was his grandson, and he trusted them.


Yet, the fact that Noah wasn't willing to reveal himself even when he was going all-out angered him to no end.


That anger though vanished when he sensed that the saber-shaped runes had reached a power in the fifth rank.



						




                    


                
				
                    709. Words

					
					

                    
                        Thomas had his back hunched as he stared at the threatening saber-shaped runes from the center of his storm.


The slight contact with Noah's fist had been enough to break his spine, which he managed to keep together only through his Breath. Also, he had a rank 5 body, meaning that he couldn't die so quickly.


However, the Ghostly sabers spell had also damaged his internal organs.


He needed to fix his back before he could start healing, but his opponent kept on standing even if he had hit him with two of his most potent attacks.


Of course, Noah was far from okay.


Thomas' attacks weren't sharp like his, so they found it hard to pierce his skin. Yet, their might had managed to tear his muscles apart and even fracture many of his bones.


The resilience of Noah's body though was on a completely different level.


He was a rank 5 hybrid in the lower tier! It would take far more damage to make his body collapse or affect his actions. After all, Thomas wasn't a complete rank 5 cultivator yet, and that greatly influenced the battle prowess that he could express.


Noah suffered from the same issue, but his rank 5 mind gave him access to spells with that power.


His reserves of Breath obviously depleted at a faster pace, but he had purposely focused on the skills that mainly relied on his mental energy before the battle. Also, he expressed part of his individuality with each of those abilities while Thomas did that only with his last raging storm.


Thomas noticed how the power of the saber-shaped runes kept on rising even after they reached the fifth rank.


There didn't seem to be a limit to how much they could absorb, and Thomas knew that they were already deadly in that state.


That discovery made him anxious to end the battle before they reached a power that he couldn't hope to match.


Thomas struggled to redirect the storm toward the hooded figure, but Noah promptly answered to that gesture by launching the Ghostly sabers.


The ethereal sabers fell apart as they made their way through the raging winds, but some of them managed to reach for its center and stab Thomas. At the same time, the winds swept Noah, who felt an incredible pressure threatening to shatter his body.


The ground under Noah's feet crumbled as the storm raged in that spot, and he felt the pressure pushing him on the ground.


Yet, Noah endured the pressure and redirected his gaze toward his grandfather.


Thomas coughed blood as the Ghostly sabers seeped in his body and tore apart his internal organs. Still, the wind that originated from his low waist managed to prevent any deadly injury. However, he suddenly sensed a dangerous sensation coming from the intense stare of his opponent.


Thomas saw a dense, half-transparent saber shooting toward his head at high speed, but there was nothing that he could do to avoid it in that state.


The storm could only deplete part of its power.





The saber landed on Thomas' mental sphere, which began to tremble to no end as the destructive properties of Noah's spell spread through its walls. The raging storm had managed to make the Mental saber unable to pierce Thomas' sea of consciousness, but there was nothing that it could do about the properties of Noah's individuality.


Thomas' concentration wavered, and the tornadoes originating from his low-waist became wild once again. Noah felt some of the pressure on him being lifted when his grandfather lost focus, and he didn't hesitate to unleash his runes at that point.


Controlling the saber-shaped runes now that they had reached a power in the fifth rank consumed a lot of his mental energy, but that consumption was completely sustainable for his level.


The tide of black sabers shot through the violent storm and reached for the man in its center.


The violence of the storm wasn't affected by the momentary unfocused state of his grandfather. Its power was connected with Thomas' individuality, and it wasn't something that could be stopped once it was released.


Noah felt the thickness of the winds as he used his complete focus to push the saber-shaped runes deeper into the storm. Their trajectory was a bit off when they reached Thomas, but they still managed to stab him in many spots.


The runes severed his right arm, stabbed his left shoulder, pierced his legs, and created holes in his torso.


More basic energy formed on the battlefield as the mighty black sabers radiated Noah's individuality, and they kept on absorbing it to fuel themselves.


Even the storm began to fall apart as Noah's individuality destroyed the matter that made it. Large empty tunnels formed wherever the saber-shaped runes moved, and the destructive force lingering in those spaces spread through the storm, affecting its composition.


Thomas became aware of his surroundings only when the runes had turned and were ready to deliver a second attack. The tide of sharp, black weapons filled his field of view, and something inside him told him that he wasn't going to win that battle.


His body was a mess, and his mental energy was almost completely depleted. Also, none of the families around his was coming to help him.


His gaze moved away from the runes and went on the ground at that point.


His mansion was wrecked, and every building had crumbled as the battle between him and Noah shook the area. Only the inscribed defensive walls were still standing, but long and deep cracks had filled their surface too.


Thomas couldn't sense any trace of life coming from the debris, and he suddenly felt just as the defensive walls.


They were a ruined structure that protected wreckages just as he was a broken man that protected a family that no longer existed.


All his efforts had been reduced to dust in one battle.


"No, my family won't disappear." Thomas murmured when the first rune stabbed his shoulder.


Noah heard those words, but he didn't stop his offensive and continued to control the black sabers even as his grandfather continued to speak. "One Balvan will remain in this world. He might change his name, his face, and even his blood, but he will always be Noah Balvan."


More sabers reached for Thomas and pierced his body, but he didn't care and shouted. "His glory shall be my glory because his name is my name. I declare him Patriarch of the Balvan family with my last breath. May he learn to own his name as he strives for the sky."


Thomas couldn't say anything else since the tide of runes destroyed his upper body after those last words.
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                        The windstorm dispersed when Noah destroyed his grandfather's upper body. The saber-shaped runes fell apart and released their energy in the environment as he relaxed.


Silence filled the area inside the scarred defensive walls, and Noah found himself alone in the middle of the wrecked mansion. His consciousness couldn't sense any trace of life, and his eyes could only see the ruins of what had once been his home.


Noah didn't feel anything at that sight.


He felt empty as he landed on the ground and tried to sprint toward the remains of Thomas' corpse.


Yet, he puked blood as soon as he took the first step.


'I'm injured.' Noah thought before straightening his position to keep advancing toward his grandfather.


His last exchanges with Thomas had been inside the windstorm, which had applied a threatening pressure on his body for its whole duration. Noah had endured that damage during the battle to press on with his offensive, but his wounded state became evident once he relaxed.


Most of his bones had cracks, and his muscles had been torn apart in many spots.


Those were injuries that he would take months to fix even with the improved healing properties of his body!


However, he couldn't stop and rest just yet.


Noah slowly closed with the remains of Thomas' corpse. He only found a pair of bloody legs attached to what was left of his waist, but that was enough for him.


The windstorm had modified the trajectory of his saber-shaped runes, but Noah had been careful not to touch his most crucial part.


Noah browsed through the insides of the corpse and found a shining orb that had already begun to disperse its dense energy. Thomas' Breath resembled a raging storm as it seeped out of his dantian, which showed that Noah's assumption about his individuality was on point.


Noah directly ate the dantian and closed his eyes to assess the amount of nourishment that it provided him.


His wounded body greedily attacked the shining orb and reduced it into primary energy that nourished all his tissues. Part of its energy went to the injured muscles and bones, but a large share of it simply fed his form as a whole.


Noah felt a warm sensation filling his body, and he could immediately tell that no rank 5 beast in the lower tier could match that amount of energy.


'This should be equal to a bit more than ten rank 5 magical beasts.' Noah thought before storing those remains and moving toward a specific point among the ruins.


His consciousness covered the entirety of the space inside the defensive walls, so finding his target in that mess was quite easy.


Noah slowly walked through the ruins until he reached a big boulder. A human figure appeared when Noah destroyed the block with a light push.


The figure belonged to an old man who had a broken eyepatch on his left eye.


The falling boulder had crushed his chest and his heart with it, but his face still carried his original features.





'The man that I've wanted to kill for so long wasn't even able to survive the fall of a building.' Noah didn't feel anything when he thought that.


Rhys' corpse was right under him, but he didn't feel any satisfaction.


His punch had forced Thomas to go all out, which unleashed his windstorm. Nevertheless, that spell had a large area of effect, and the mansion could only crumble under its pressure.


The cultivators inside it couldn't oppose the pressure either, which forced them to remain still as the mansion fell apart.


A battle between two cultivators that neared the fifth rank in power was bound to create repercussions that human cultivators weren't able to endure.


Noah had mainly used mental attacks, so the humans inside the mansion had been able to endure his offensive. However, Thomas' attack had affected the entirety of the estate, which left the nobles and soldiers inside it with no hope to survive.


'In the end, Thomas killed his family, and I killed my Master. Life is silly at times.' Noah sighed after those thoughts, and his mind began to wander. 'All this hatred toward someone so weak. What am I supposed to do with this feeling now?'


That question gave birth to a series of images that appeared and vanished inside his mind in a cycle.


Lily's face often appeared among those images, but they weren't limited to her. Noah reviewed the entirety of his life inside the Balvan mansion in a matter of seconds, and he could only feel empty when he compared them to the scenery around him.


Yet, his ambition soon began to fill that void.


'My hatred led me to defy the plan of Heaven and Earth.' Noah's aura released a tremor that spread in the matter around him when he thought that. 'All the sacrifices that I've made sharpened by form, but I still had to sever something that I cared about to fulfill my revenge.'


William's face appeared in his vision at that point.


Noah didn't feel good about his death, but he still decided to own that sin. Deluding himself would only hurt his mindset, and he needed to have a clear idea of what he was.


'My pain, my sorrow, and my actions made me become a blade able to sever the fate chosen by Heaven and Earth. No trace of it remains in the world, and only their flaw keeps on living.' He thought.


The matter around him began to fall apart, and Breath of the darkness element began to gather around his figure as his mind kept wandering.


Noah was too lost in his thoughts to care about it, but his dantian was forcing his cultivation technique to work at a faster pace!


Succeeding in his revenge and accepting William's killing allowed Noah to gain insights on the destructive part of his individuality. Those insights influenced the behavior of his dantian, which forced the Black hole cultivation technique to provide specific laws to its form.


The whirlpool at the center of the ring seemed to expand as it strived to reach a vaster area where to gather Breath.


Flying Demon returned in the sky above the mansion at that point. His robe was torn in some spots, but his face was still covered, and he appeared unharmed.


He was about to call for Noah when he noticed the peculiar state in which the Prince was.


Flying Demon could see from his height how the ruins of the mansion turned into dust as the Breath of the darkness element inside their matter left them. All that Breath gathered around Noah before seeping in his low-waist that greedily absorbed everything.


Flying Demon saw how Noah's aura vanished for a second before spreading again in the environment with a newfound sharpness.


Also, the fact that the aura radiated a power in the solid stage of the fourth rank didn't escape his senses.
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                        Flying Demon remained silent as Noah went through his breakthrough.


He had come to warn him that they didn't have much time left, but the situation forced him to stop his actions. Noah was advancing to the solid stage, and that was a process that he didn't dare to interrupt.


The matter of the ruins of the mansion kept on crumbling as the Breath of the darkness element contained inside it reached for Noah's dantian. The laws carried by that Breath nourished the fabric of Noah's center of power and improved its structure.


Enlightenments on the destructive part of his individuality dawned upon him as his dantian squeezed the liquid Breath inside it. The sharp form of his black energy condensed until it became a minute shard that radiated a blinding dark light.


'My destruction is complete.' Noah thought when his dantian started to stabilize, and his cultivation technique stopped increasing its absorption speed.


A wave of sharpness spread from his figure when he opened his eyes and further destabilized the remaining wreckage of the mansion. Dust accumulated around Noah as the broken walls and floors crumbled under the pressure of his Breath, but Flying Demon couldn't see any satisfaction in his eyes.


His power had increased again, but he had to pay a heavy price for that.


"Prince, we must go. Dreaming Demon's cover won't last for long, and my opponent has managed to escape." Flying Demon said as he landed next to Noah and waited for his answer.


Dreaming Demon appeared in the sky too at that point, and she could only stop her tracks when she saw the situation on the ground. Her complete focus had been on blocking the signs of the battle from leaking outside the mansion, and that wasn't a simple matter.


That battlefield had seen the fight between two cultivators that neared the fifth rank, and she had to contain it while also modifying the scene viewed from the outside. The only existence that could notice her methods was the rank 5 noble in the area, but Flying Demon had kept it busy just as they had planned.


So, she was a bit surprised when she saw the wreckage and Noah's cultivation level.


It was evident to both Demons that Noah's revenge didn't only affect his emotions and that he was still in the process of accepting his new state. Yet, they had to go since there were bound to be reinforcements on their way.


'Destruction is only half of my path, but my creation struggles to manifest. Death surrounds me, but there is also life on my path.' Noah moved his gaze toward the elders near him when he thought that.


They were pressing him to leave, but they didn't dare to move before him.


Then, June's figure appeared in his mind.


'I'm a demon that strives for power, but I have people that I care about. This duality exists in the world, just like it exists in my individuality.' Noah thought when the Demons showed happy smirks at his gaze.





"Arthur, Tisha," Noah said, and the elders became severe when they heard him calling them with their real names for the first time. "These walls saw the birth of the people that have allowed me to cultivate. Both of them died because of me."


The two Demons didn't say anything when they heard those words. They had endured their share of tragedies too, and the events after the exile were just part of the hindrances that they had to overcome in their long life.


On the other hand, Noah was young, and the power of his centers of power only made his age even more amazing. Yet, he still had to become used to how many things lost their value after spending centuries away from the struggles of the mortal world.


"I will stop at nothing to reach the stars, but that doesn't mean that I won't treasure anything else. Let's leave a piece of life in this place of death after we clean it." Noah ordered, and the Demons quickly began to plunder the battlefield after his order.


They didn't wholly understand Noah's words, but they could guess what he meant in the last part.


Flying Demon flew toward the center of the area and released a series of ice-shards when they were done with the plundering.


A layer of ice formed on the terrain when the shards touched it, and the temperature in the area dropped as white flowers rose from the frozen ground. The remains of the mansion, the terrain, and even part of the defensive walls saw flowers made of ice growing from their surface and creating a pure scenery.


Of course, the flowers weren't alive, but they grew from the wreckage of a battle and expressed a sense of life in the process.


Flying Demon didn't know what Noah really meant with his words, but it was clear that two people important to him had died in the mansion.


So, he created a grave.


The messy Breath still lingering in the area froze when the flowers touched it, which erased almost every trace of the battle between Noah and Thomas.


Dreaming Demon returned next to Noah when she had finished gathering the intact wealth among the wreckage and turned to stare at her lover's work.


"How many enemies do you have left?" She asked.


"Quite a bunch, and they are all stronger than me," Noah answered.


"Who is the strongest?" She asked again.


Noah turned when he heard that question, and he revealed a weak smile before answering. "Heaven and Earth, of course."


Then, he gave one last look at Flying Demon's work before moving toward the teleportation matrix connected to the separate dimension. The two Demons quickly followed him, and the three of them destroyed the door as soon as they returned in the tunnel.


Dreaming Demon removed her hood, which revealed her tired expression, and the other two in her group followed her example.


Noah was a bit pale due to all the injuries that his body had suffered, and he felt the need to hibernate to quicken the healing process. Instead, Flying Demon appeared completely fine.


His opponent had been weaker than him, and he had kept the higher ground during the entire duration of the battle. The noble had managed to escape though since Flying Demon couldn't chase him past Mossgrove city.


"I'll probably isolate myself for a while. You can handle the matters in the Utra nation on your own." Noah said as he moved toward one of his caves while gulping a mouthful of blood that had climbed through his throat.


"Do you want us to focus on something in particular?" Flying Demon asked when he saw Noah slowly walking away from them.


"Try to discover something about the Ballor family, but never give away that you are interested in it," Noah answered before stopping and turning toward the two elders as he remembered to say something. "Right. Thank you for your help. My revenge would still be on hold if it weren't for you."
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                        "Our lives would be on hold too if you hadn't saved us. Rest, Prince. You have improved again without fully absorbing the gains given by your past breakthrough. Leave the Utra nation to us for now." Dreaming Demon said, and both elders revealed stern expressions at her words.


Noah felt another wave of tiredness filling his body and decided to perform a slight bow before leaving to reach one of his caves.


The battle against Thomas had injured him, but most of those wounds could have been avoided if he used all his abilities.


Yet, he had to remain unknown, or at least avoid leaving irrefutable clues on the scene. The hood would protect him from eventual recording devices, but he still had to avoid using his signature moves.


His body had paid the price to defeat an incomplete rank 5 cultivator while using only new abilities, but that amount of damage was something that he could endure.


Noah spent the following months in a partial hibernation.


He slept and woke up only to eat part of the nourishing resources inside his space-ring.


The energy contained in Thomas' dantian quickened the healing process, but the windstorm had even fractured his sturdy bones. That was something that would take a while to heal even with the healing properties inherited from the Yin body.


However, Noah wasn't in a hurry, and his mood was quite strange too.


The Balvan family was no more, and the Utra nation didn't have much appeal without it. It still contained a lot of resources due to all the noble families living there, but they didn't interest Noah either.


He didn't need anything other than materials for his experiments, and the Hive would provide them with just a single request.


'My destruction is complete. My saber has severed the fate chosen by Heaven and Earth.' Noah thought during his hibernation. 'But I'll only leave nothing around me if I don't start to create.'


His mind focused on his dantian from time to time, and the sharp crystal radiated the same kind of destructive force that had appeared when his Breath was in the liquid stage. That force had grown in intensity when his Breath reached the solid stage, and it had even begun to affect a deeper layer of the matter.


His individuality turned the world of Heaven and Earth into primary energy that he could use, but he still lacked the means to build with it.


'Fusing the Will-consuming runes with the Elemental forging method is the first step toward creation.' Noah thought as he ate another pill made from a peak rank 4 magical beast. 'I just need to heal before I can focus on harvesting all the gains of my breakthroughs.'


June's face appeared in his vision as he began to think about the creative aspect of his individuality.


She was an expression of life in his mind and someone that could push Noah's drive to create further.


'I want to see her.' Noah thought before falling asleep to continue his recovery.





Time passed quietly in the area of the separate dimension under the Utra nation.


The news of the destruction of the Balvan family didn't take much to spread through the entirety of the country.


It was already clear that the secret assailants had access to assets in the peak of the fourth rank, but the last raid revealed that they could unleash something in the fifth rank too.


An entire medium-size family had been wiped out, and the assailants didn't even care that its mansion was right next to two large-size noble families!


No one was safe anymore, and the nobles could only redirect their gazes toward the two crowded areas that had yet to suffer any attack.


The first one was on the northern border and used the threat of the Capital to scare away the hiding assailants. The second one saw the families loyal to the Cause grouped near the eastern side of the nation.


The nobles in the southern area knew that they had to leave, but they had to decide which side to trust before that.


The Elbas family didn't intervene even after the destruction of the Balvans, and the loyal nobles were starting to become annoyed with that behavior.


Their homes were being assaulted and raided, but their rulers didn't even address the issue!


On the other hand, the families loyal to the Cause didn't suffer at all in that period.


More and more nobles began to switch sides and choose to move toward the eastern areas of the nation. Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon exploited that situation to attack nobles that were still set on following the Elbas family and were moving toward the northern border.


Fear continued spread through the nation, which seemed to be held hostage by an invisible threat able to attack anyone.


The Hive only benefited from that situation since the Demons kept on plundering large amounts of precious resources and creations that were unpurchaseable from outside the country.


The wealth obtained from small and medium-size families didn't amount to much in the Hive's perspective. Only the completed items and inventions were valuable since Thirty-seven could reverse engineer them and expand the knowledge of the fourth force in the Mortal Lands.


There were also a large number of scrolls and tomes that described techniques and spells which the Hive carefully stored and began to study as soon as those goods reached the new continent.


The news of the destruction of the Balvan family eventually spread even outside of the Utra nation, and many eyes landed on the Hive as a consequence.


All the world knew about Noah and his enmity with his family, but the inscribed items that had survived the attack didn't reveal any incriminating evidence.


Noah and the elders had been careful during that raid, and that behavior paid off since no one could even begin to blame the Hive.


Noah woke up fully healed in that period, and he began to focus on his abilities rather than minding the political situation in the outside world. There was too much to do with his breakthrough, and too much to experiment on.


Years inevitably passed as he focused on himself and the path ahead of him.


He had achieved one of his lifelong goals, but there was still the ambition that pushed him to become stronger. Also, June was somewhere in the Mortal Lands, and he had a tunnel that could bring him wherever he wanted.


Noah had never wanted to see her so badly, but he could guess that his eagerness originated from his individuality.


His destruction was complete, but his existence strived for harmony, which could only be found in what inspired life in his case.


The Demons were with him, but they were friends at most and couldn't compare to his lover in terms of importance.


Yet, Flying Demon sent him a message during his second year of seclusion. "We plan to attack the academy, and we need your knowledge, Prince."
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                        The Royal academy of the Utra country used to be the place where countless studies and experts gathered to research on every aspect of the cultivation field. That facility and the Capital used to hold the highest number of inscribed items, techniques, and spells, but everything had changed after the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands.


The terrain of the new continent contained so much Breath that most formations didn't need Obsidian Credits to work, and that was just the most basic benefit!


The decision of the Royals to move was wholly justified, as well as that of using the southeastern coast of the new continent as their new headquarters.


Yet, the Capital and the academy were still essential structures in the Utra nation, and they were bound to contain riches that the nobles couldn't hope to match.


The Demons would obviously decide to target them once the political environment of the nation allowed it.


'I didn't manage to achieve much in this period, but learning more about that area of the country might eventually lead me to June.' Noah thought when he listened to the elder's message. 'Also, it's the perfect period to raid those facilities.'


The Elbas family didn't intervene in those years, and the forces of the Hive were sure that it was up to something. Yet, they didn't care about the eventual repercussions that could hit the nobles once the Royals stepped in.


The Hive was there to weaken one of the three big nations and to seize as many resources as it could. The well-being of the nobles didn't even cross its mind.


The elders had simply decided to exploit an opportunity that could only benefit them as long as the raids weren't connected to the Hive.


"I'm in," Noah replied through his inscribed notebook. "I just need to make some preparations and remove the oath."


Every student of the academy had to swear an oath before joining its facilities, and Noah still carried that declared in the past.


He knew the exact position of the Royal academy, but he couldn't reveal it before removing the pact that he had sealed when he became a student.


'The Royals might have moved those facilities too, but we can just go there and see for ourselves. As long as they keep on ignoring us, we can keep on raiding.' Noah thought before focusing his dense mental waves on his body.


The oath sealed a long time ago had been unaffected by his fusion due to its ethereal properties, which meant that it was still somewhere inside his body.


Oaths were usually sneaky and difficult to find, but the marble tablet in the academy was only a rank 4 item. Noah's rank 5 mind could see it as long as it focused on any external presence.


Mental waves spread through his skin, muscles, bones, and internal organs, and they vibrated according to his unique aura. His body began to vibrate together with his mental waves, but a couple of spots didn't react.





Those spots soon released two small runes that struggled to remain attached to the organs around his dantian.


Those runes represented the oaths that he had taken in the past, and one of them linked him to the Hive, or rather, to the old Chasing demon sect. Instead, the other represented his oath with the academy, and it had to be removed if he wanted to reveal its position.


Noah's mental waves encircled the rune and began to release his destructive individuality.


The rune struggled and tried to self-destruct while shooting toward his dantian, but a wave of sharp Breath came out of his center of power and aided his mental energy. Noah's methods weren't able to prevent the explosion, but most of the energy contained in the rune had been depleted before the blast.


Small cuts and tremors spread in Noah's low-waist, but his healing capabilities quickly kicked in to fix and contain the damage.


'Oaths are indeed annoying to deal with.' Noah thought as he witnessed the wounds caused by the rune.


His body was sturdy beyond any common sense, but its defensive properties didn't activate during the blast. It was as if it had willingly accepted to be injured by that energy.


That was one of the troubles of dealing with oaths. The acceptance of the cultivator when sealing a pact would prevent most defensive methods once the vow was broken, which was the threatening aspect of those inscribed items.


Noah waited for his body to heal before sending a message to the elders with the exact coordinates of the Royal academy. Then, he turned his focus on his abilities again.


The two years of seclusion had allowed him to improve his spells, but most of his old skills couldn't express his individuality fully.


The Dark blast spell could carry the destructive aspect of his existence, and the Black hole spell could contain his greed, but they didn't reflect him even when fused into one attack. The same went for the Dark ray, the Dark cover, and the Warp spells, which were simply unsuitable for Noah's sharp individuality.


Only his mental attacks had been able to express some aspects of his existence due to their strict relation with his mental energy, but even they weren't entirely his.


'The Dragon's claw martial art and my rune are originals that reflect myself, and their power is far above my other abilities.' Noah thought as he focused. 'This is the right path, but I need to deepen my creation to make full use of my individuality.'


Noah knew that the answer to his current issues was in his two inscription methods. The years spent in seclusion had allowed him to improve all his abilities, but he needed to make use of both inscription methods if he wanted to push his training to the next level.


There was his cultivation technique to improve, and he had yet to find a way to fill the gaps left by the absence of the sixth Kesier rune. It would take years before his turn arrived, so he had to create a viable alternative training method.


His weapons were also nearing their limits, and they wouldn't keep up with him once he began to rely on his martial art again.


However, his inscription methods appeared somewhat limited now that he had reached a higher level of understanding.


Material items and condensed wills were powerful and useful tools, but Noah wanted only the best for his centers of power. That was the reason why he didn't focus on his training methods as soon as the wounds suffered in the Balvan mansion healed.


He had decided to tune his battle prowess to his new power before redirecting all his concentration in inventing the tool that would push all his creations to a new level.


'I need to fuse my inscription methods!' Noah thought before activating the Divine deduction technique in the silence of his cave.
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                        Noah's plan was ambitious, but he needed to pursue it if he wanted to keep striving toward the higher ranks.


The Elemental forging method had already shown its limitations in the past, and the studies of the Will-consuming runes reported similar issues.


Even the most prominent inscription methods would have limits to its teachings since most cultivators would begin to focus solely on themselves after reaching a certain level.


Mighty experts would lose interest in creating a school that others could study at some point. The path toward the divine ranks didn't allow many deviations and required long periods of seclusion that cultivators couldn't spend thinking about others.


Only those who needed to stop their advance to deepen their understanding would spend time among other cultivators that had similar issues.


Also, experts usually weren't willing to share the discoveries that they had spent decades researching. It was up to the many organizations controlling and transcribing such schools because it was in their interest to nurture promising cultivators that could further improve their knowledge.


Of course, every organization would just follow the will and needs of their leaders.


The Elbas family strived to be unmatched when it came to the cultivation fields while also maintaining control over the talents of its nation.


The Royal academy was the organization that the Royals had set for that task, and the world knew that it had already been a successful organization.


As time passed, every organization would see a change in its layout or position, and the Royal academy wasn't an exception.


The new facility built on the new continent was far better than its previous version, but its requirements were far stricter. The Elbas family held complete control over the southeastern side of the piece of Immortal Lands, which allowed it to set any rule that it wanted.


Defeating the previous Royal family had left it in control of a vast nation with a fragmented political system and full of different forces. The Elbas had made use of that environment to become stronger. Still, there was a limit to how much it could be achieved with so many traitors lying in wait.


The Royals had to find compromises in their rule, but that hadn't been necessary on the new continent.


That land was empty, and they could grant access only to nobles that sealed pacts that benefitted them. It only made sense that they would move their focus away from the Utra nation at that point.


Total control was better than ruling with compromises.


The Royal academy in the Utra nation lost a lot of its former importance as the events concerning the new continent unfolded. The raids suffered by the country even affected its image in the nobles' eyes since the Elbas family didn't feel like a real ruler anymore.


However, that didn't affect the intention of the Hive to investigate its facilities.





"Do you think there still is something inside it?" Flying Demon asked as it looked above him.


The two Demons, Noah, Daniel, and the human troops of the Hive, had gathered right under the spot inside Arolyac forest where the academy was supposed to be.


Daniel had a stricter oath compared to Noah since he had worked as an alchemist inside those facilities after his graduation. Amos couldn't break it so he couldn't provide his information to his group. Yet, he had decided to join the attack after listening to Noah's plan, which meant that what he knew was on point.


The oaths of the academy covered only the aspects concerning the spreading of its researches and secrets, but they didn't consider the possibility of an outside force attacking it.


After all, there was a rank 6 existence backing the organization ruling it.


The Elbas family would rather leave that possibility open to bait out some rebels than creating harsher oaths that could scare away possible students. Also, the academy had some of the most advanced defensive methods in the entirety of the nation, which scared away any ill-intentioned force.


Of course, such measures didn't consider the separate dimension designed by Divine Architect.


"Our silent noble is here, so there must be something valuable." Dreaming Demon said as she shot a glance at Daniel.


"It doesn't matter." Noah intervened in the discussion at that point. "We had to come here at some point anyway."


The elders focused again at his words and covered their faces.


The formation had already been set, and the group simply waited for Noah's order before starting the operation.


Only a month had passed since he revealed the coordinates of the academy, but the elders had managed to prepare everything in that short period.


It was needless to say that Noah didn't manage to achieve much in that time, but his battle prowess was at its peak nonetheless. He would need better methods to improve further, so he didn't mind coming out of his seclusion to join the raid.


Actually, he had requested to be informed about that matter. The noble families didn't have techniques and spells of the darkness element useful to his level, but the deposit of the academy could still contain something valuable to him.


"Let's go," Noah said, and the group stepped on the teleportation matrix on the brown ground.


The light of the array filled their vision for a second, and the polished buildings of the academy became visible when the halo disappeared.


The insides of the academy didn't change much in those years. There was still a long river that divided the facilities from the habitations of the students. Some new buildings had appeared, but Noah couldn't notice any significant difference.


Yet, everyone sensed something strange as soon as their mental waves spread in that environment.


"There is no one here." Dreaming Demon transmitted through her consciousness to Noah and her lover.


Noah immediately turned toward Daniel and noticed that his expression was as confused as theirs.


Daniel couldn't say much in that situation, but everyone could understand that something was off by just glancing at him.


The human assets though didn't have the same thinking speed and were set on following the orders of the Demon Prince without hesitating for even an instant. They left the array as soon as their minds stabilized, spreading toward the many buildings in the area.


The heroic cultivators in the group limited themselves to observe to see if they triggered some defensive measure, and even Daniel stared at those human troops without taking a step further. His mind had become more experienced for what concerned those situations, and he had also accepted that he could use rank 3 cultivators as cannon fodder at his level.


Nothing happened at the beginning, but a tremor filled the academy as soon as one of the human cultivators reached a building.


The ceiling of the academy crumbled together with those tremors, and three silver-haired figures appeared in the sky when the outside world was revealed.


"Haha, Second Prince was right. You rats had to attack this abandoned place soon." One of the figures said just before releasing a peak rank 5 aura.
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                        "Second Prince is usually on point when it comes to thieves." One of the silver-haired cultivators said before spreading his aura too.


The only woman in the group floating in the sky added something. "Second Prince and First Princess will be disappointed to know that their forces only amount to this much."


Her aura spread too, and the group from the Hive was amazed to see that all of them were at the peak of the fifth rank.


Three peak rank 5 cultivators had appeared after destroying the upper part of the hill hiding the academy!


Their auras fell on the ground and enveloped the assailants, applying their pressure on them.


Noah condensed his consciousness inside his mental sphere and relied on the intrinsic properties of his mental waves to defend against that pressure. Daniel and the elders did the same as the three peak rank 5 auras enveloped them.


Dense mental waves filled with an intense feeling tried to seep through the walls of the cultivator's seas of consciousness, but it was hard to affect mages on the same level with just thoughts and at that distance.


Still, Daniel fainted in a few seconds, and the human cultivators spread through the area directly collapsed when they came in contact with that energy.


They were rank 3 mages, so their minds could only collapse under the pressure released by the three silver-haired cultivators.


'We have to retreat!' Noah thought as he focused on fending off the pressure.


The destructive force released by his mental waves prevented the auras of the three Royals from touching his mind, but they were bound to understand his identity if they kept that up. Only one whiff of the darkness element would be enough to uncover him, and the Hive couldn't deal with the consequences that such discovery would create.


Dreaming Demon and Flying Demon shared his same thoughts. There was nothing that they could do against such power.


Dreaming Demon was the first to become used to the pressure, and she quickly used her key to reactivate the teleportation matrix.


"Not so fast." The woman in the air said as she waved her hand to create a series of fiery boulders that started to fall toward the four invaders.


Dreaming Demon was forced to interrupt her action to defend against the spell of the Royal.


Flying Demon managed to focus when the boulders began to fall, and he quickly helped his lover when he sensed that threat.


The air between the two groups became cold and white flowers started to bloom in the trajectory of the boulders. Dense mental waves also hindered the advance of the Royal's spell, which lost a lot of power before reaching the flowers.


Flying Demon's spell fell apart and melted when the fiery boulders released their might on them, but another wave of Dreaming Demon's mental energy managed to deplete their remaining power.


The woman showed a surprised expression at that sight, but the words of her companions forced her to focus.





"Second Princess, you went too easy on them!" One of the Royals said.


"You'll taint Father's pride in this way. I'll step in." The other cultivator added to the previous complaint.


Second Princess snorted and was about to refuse their help when she noticed that Noah had managed to focus too and was trying to activate the matrix with his key.


"Third Prince, First Prince, let's end them together." She said at that point. "We'll learn their identity through their corpses."


The other two cultivators tore one of their silver hairs at her words and cast spells together with her. The group from the Hive saw the fiery boulders reappearing together with a giant snake made of fire and a series of flaming branches that spread downward.


The spells were too fast, and even Noah could understand that the teleportation wouldn't be quick enough to save them from the incoming attacks. His evaluation also considered the possibility in which the three of them used their most potent offense to slow down the spells of the Royals, but the outcome wouldn't change.


The attacks would reach them, and they would die under the might of those three peak rank 5 cultivators.


Noah didn't hesitate to grab and break Chasing Demon's talisman when he realized that he had no other available option to survive.


A wave of dense Breath spread in the environment as soon as he activated the talisman, and the terrain around the group began to move at high speed under its influence.


The ground of the academy cracked, and large boulders started to gather in the air to form a huge shape. The spells of the Royals crashed on the floating terrain, but a quasi-rank 6 aura spread from that seemingly harmless earth at that moment and deflected the three attacks.


Noah had to close his consciousness to focus on fending off the vibrations created by the clash above him, and Flying Demon was forced to do the same. Dreaming Demon wasn't an exception, but she managed to recover faster than her companions to activate the key.


The teleportation matrix shone and illuminated the dark area created by the shadow of the form that kept on gathering terrain above them.


The Royals didn't want to let go of the invaders and answered to the new threat with a series of spells, but the brown shape kept on growing in size and protecting the teleporting heroic cultivators under it.


Even the terrain of the Arolyac forest was affected by the spell contained in Chasing Demon's talisman and flew toward the colossal figure.


The brown shape became more detailed as more materials gathered on it, and the Royals in the air could soon realize that they were against a giant golem with a quasi-rank 6 power.


Their pride exploded at that point, and the three of them bit their fingers to use a few drops of their blood to cast their next abilities.


The scene became messy when their flames fed on their blood to create wonders.


The few buildings of the academy that had managed to survive to the appearance of the golem fell apart when the new spells crashed on the giant opponent. The shockwaves of that battle spread through Arolyac forest and reduced most of its trees to dust.


The ground never stopped shaking when those three peak rank 5 cultivators fought the quasi-rank 6 being born from a talisman.


The golem roared and waved its massive arms, but the Princes and Princess were high in the air and used that advantage to exhaust it slowly.


Chasing Demon's talisman didn't have an endless source of energy, and the golem quickly depleted that fueling it to face the relentless assault.


When its reserves of energy vanished, it fell apart.


Giant boulders rained on the ruins of the Royal academy, but the three peak rank 5 cultivators were only interested in the area that the golem had protected with its life.


They could only feel disappointed when they saw that there was no trace of the invaders there.
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                        "They were waiting for us." Dreaming Demon said when the group reappeared in the separate dimension.


Daniel was still unconscious on the brown ground, but the elders and Noah didn't hesitate to destroy the teleportation matrix. Then, they reported that event back to the Hive.


"What was that?" Flying Demon asked as he turned toward Noah.


It was evident that he was hinting to the giant golem that had appeared in their defense, and he knew that both he and his lover didn't have access to that kind of power.


"Its power surprised me too," Noah said as he began to speak about the talisman. "Chasing Demon had given me that item when I was only a human cultivator."


Flying Demon couldn't help but release a laugh when he heard his words.


The talisman contained a quasi-rank 6 spell, and not even the most promising human cultivators of the big nations had access to a similar item. After all, that talisman could save the lives of rank 5 cultivators! Who would be so selfless to give it to a human?


"The Patriarch's respect toward Master's opinion is truly boundless." Dreaming Demon said while revealing a smile of her own. "You saved our lives once again."


Flying Demon patted Noah's shoulder without stopping his laugh. Then, he lifted the unconscious Daniel to lay him on his shoulder as he went for the southern part of the separate dimension.


The raid had failed, and it was time to reorganize to decide if keeping attacking was worth the risk.


The Hive now knew that the Elbas family had begun to intervene in the political situation of the Utra nation.


The desolation of the Royal academy couldn't be a case, and anyone would suspect that those peak rank 5 cultivators had just waited for the assailants to arrive. Their timing was too perfect, and they would have succeeded in seizing the group from the Hive if it wasn't for Chasing Demon's talisman.


A being at the peak of the fifth rank was an existence that only powerhouses could command, and the Elbas family had managed to deploy three of them so easily!


Noah was already re-evaluating the power of the big nations after witnessing that, and the elders were doing the same.


The Hive was too weak compared to such forces. It merely happened to be the strongest organization after them.


"What do you think we should do, Prince?" Flying Demon asked as the group walked toward the southern areas of the dimension.


The Hive had lost part of its human elites in the last raid, but they could be easily refilled thanks to its current power.


The real issue was the lack of available targets.


The Demons had attacked every defenseless family that sided with the Royals while Noah was in seclusion, but the nobles had mostly found a safe position by then.


The Cause had gathered many followers due to the indifference of the Elbas family, and part of its enemies had been destroyed. Yet, many families had managed to reach the Capital too, which limited the possibilities of the Hive.





"What's the situation of the other cities?" Noah asked after he analyzed the situation in his mind.


The fact that all the nobles had moved in safe areas didn't eliminate every valuable spot in the Utra nation. The big cities once ruled by the large-size families were still there, and there was a high chance that they still contained some sort of riches.


Raiding the cities would only bring the Hive small benefits, but that was better than nothing.


The Cause managed one crowded area, and the Royals defended the other, so there wasn't much more than they could target.


Flying Demon shrugged his shoulders and pointed at the noble that he was carrying. "We need to ask him when he wakes up."


The group became silent at that point and simply returned on the array under the Udye family.


Daniel woke up along the way, but his mental sphere seemed to have suffered some injury when the peak rank 5 auras swept it. It wasn't in a critical condition, but its walls had nearly cracked during the sudden attack.


His mind was quite frail at that moment, and he would have to spend a period of rest on restoring it to its original sturdiness.


Noah and the elders instructed him to investigate the various cities of the nation before sending him back to his mansion, but their expressions became cold when he disappeared.


"Do you think they have understood his identity?" Flying Demon suddenly asked.


"We were all covered, and the exchange lasted only a few seconds." Dreaming Demon said. "But I can't be sure about that."


"It would be the Hive's word against that of a Royal," Noah replied. "I'm actually worried about the secrecy of the separate dimension."


The Demons glanced at Noah, but they quickly understood his worries.


The separate dimension was a creation of Divine Architect, but it was still something in the heroic ranks. Most organizations didn't even have the means to study it, let alone finding it.


Yet, three higher-ups of the Royal family had seen them disappear without leaving any trace. The array on the outside world had been destroyed too, which was a feature that the Elbas family would surely be interested in learning.


There was a considerable difference between noticing something that you didn't know existed and searching for something that you aren't able to sense.


The Royals didn't know how the invaders were able to raid without leaving any trace, but they could shrink the possibilities after witnessing their escape.


Also, the invaders had access to a quasi-rank 6 spell.


The rulers of a big nation couldn't ignore such a threat anymore, and they were bound to start a thorough investigation as soon as possible. The large variety of studies of the Royals would focus teleportation matrix and would eventually lead to the conclusion that only a separate dimension could act in that way.


As for how close to the truth those investigations would bring them, Noah and the elders could only make suppositions.


"We might need to consider destroying the dimension in the worst possible outcome," Noah said to conclude that discussion.


There wasn't much that they could do without information, and the Hive had yet to give them directives. They could only go back to their caves and wait for the situation to evolve.


It didn't take much before something important happened right after the event with the Royal academy.


The silver-haired cultivators of the Elbas family flew toward the headquarters of the other two big nations and Hive while carrying a golden letter in their hands. Two of them went toward the Empire, two met the Council, and one of them reached for the forest of White Woods.


The Wardens, the rank 5 elders of the Hive, and the higher-ups of the Council intercepted them, but the silver-haired cultivators were only interested in delivering the letters.


Each of those forces felt extremely surprised when it saw the words "Royal Invitation" written on the front of those golden sheets.
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                        The golden letters radiated a soft aura that surpassed the power of rank 5 cultivators.


The forces of the other nations didn't trust those silver-haired cultivators so easily, but their powerhouses soon intervened when they sensed King Elbas' imprint in those letters.


Chasing Demon, Great Elder Diana, and God's Left Hand appeared in their respective areas and seized the folded sheets from the Royals' hands.


To their surprise, King Elbas' aura came out from each word written on those sheets.


The powerhouses could hear the rank 6 cultivator of the Utra nation speaking inside their minds as they browsed through the contents of the letters. Their expressions remained stern during the first part of his speech, but their seriousness could only fall apart when they heard his plan.


The silver-haired cultivators had already left by the time the powerhouses' gazes left the sheets, but they had never been interested in those rank 5 cultivators in the first place.


Instead, the matter announced by King Elbas was so appealing that they directly returned to their training areas to ponder about the situation! Of course, God's Left Hand passed the message to her superiors before discussing the contents of the letter with them.


Confusion spread among the rank 5 cultivators that had witnessed that scene, but they could only wait for their leaders to notify them at that point.


They had sensed an aura that surpassed their power when their powerhouses unfolded the letters, so they knew that the matter didn't belong to their level.


Noah and the Demons had spent the period during that event in their caves inside the separate dimension.


They were still unclear about their next move, and the Hive was late in suggesting different strategies.


The three of them though received an ambiguous message from Elder Julia, who briefly explained what had happened above the forest of White Woods.


The trio could only feel surprised when they learnt about that, especially since those same silver-haired cultivators had appeared to stop their raid in the academy.


The Elbas family was revealing its hidden assets, but only the powerhouses of the big nations could know more about the situation.


The heroic assets of each major force eagerly waited for their leaders to reveal something, but nothing happened even after weeks passed.


Yet, a message soon spread through the inscribed notebooks of the heroic assets of those three forces.


"Four months from now, gather on the southern coast of the old continent." Chasing Demon's voice resounded inside Noah's mind when he listened to his message.


Noah quickly contacted the Demons that were with him in the dimension, but they didn't know anything either.


They were worried that the impromptu gathering was a consequence of their raids, but Elder Julia soon sent another message that reassured them.





"So, this isn't limited to the Hive." Dreaming Demon said as she sipped from her cup.


"Why are rank 4 cultivators involved in matters that concern existences at the peak of the heroic ranks?" Noah asked as he enjoyed some of the wine retrieved in the Mortal Palace.


"I don't know." Flying Demon replied. "The Elbas family hides too much for us to understand their plans."


The three of them had gathered in Noah's cave to discuss Elder Julia's message, and to decide about their next move.


The sudden order from Chasing Demon ended up making them decide to put an end to the raids since there seemed to be something going on inside the Elbas family. Also, the meeting was in the Utra nation, which meant that there would be more Royals inside its borders from now on.


Yet, they had taken that chance to enjoy a break from their cultivation.


Those last years had been tense, and the previous defeat was still weighing on their mind.


"The Cause has no chance." Flying Demon said as he refilled his cup. "Those golden robes have at least three peak rank five cultivators. The nobles would lose even if King Elbas didn't exist."


"It's about destabilizing," Noah replied. "The archipelago was the same in the past, and now the Hive strives to match the big nations. Even grains of sand pile up to form a mountain."


The Demons noticed from his words that Noah was in an unusual mood. He would usually reply with sharp words that radiated a destructive aura, but his mind seemed to be elsewhere in that moment.


They couldn't possibly know it, but Noah was using the entirety of his focus to explore the aspects of his individuality that concerned his ability to create.


Such a sudden change of focus was bound to modify his aura, but Noah needed to dig deeper into those parts of him to complete his understanding.


His destruction became complete when he decided to kill William to sever his shackles, but he needed to explore a completely different part of himself at that point.


His creation had always been behind his destruction in terms of insights. Yet, Noah needed it to step on the next stage of the heroic cultivators.


The Demons didn't understand his mindset and thought that his mood was linked to his revenge.


The Elbas family had decided to use the southern part of the nation as the gathering point, and that area had witnessed Noah's revenge just a few years ago.


No matter how firm his mindset was, fulfilling his hatred after forty years was bound to affect him.


"Did you feel it?" Flying Demon asked. "Is the void eating you from the inside?"


Noah's eyebrows arched when he heard that question, but he soon showed a slight smile when he understood what the Demon meant.


"My ambition is boundless, and there is no void that it can't fill," Noah answered.


"And so is our anger against Ravaging Demon." Dreaming Demon said. "It's a pity that we won't see him at the gathering."


Noah knew that Elder Julia had told the elders not to join the meeting in the Utra nation.


The only person outside of the Hive that had seen the two Demons was Drew, and his position wasn't so high. The Hive was confident that the big nations were unaware of the arrival of two new rank 5 cultivators, and it wanted to keep it that way.


Also, the meeting mainly involved the powerhouses of the Mortal Lands. Gathering the heroic assets in one area was just a show of power that the other nations wouldn't fail to execute.


Noah knew that he would have to participate since his position was too crucial inside the Hive, but there was some worry inside him.


There was a chance that the silver-haired cultivators had noticed the level of his centers of power when they stopped the raid.


Noah was basically the only rank 5 mage with a rank 4 dantian in the Mortal Lands, so linking him to the secret assailants wouldn't take much at that point.


'Well, the elders will just vouch for me.' Noah thought as he put that issue in the back of his mind. 'Instead, I should focus on creating a new rune before the gathering.'
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                        Four months passed quickly, and the Mortal Lands witnessed an incredible event in that period, which was bound to be written down in the historical records.


Flying figures filled the sky above both old and new continents, forming powerful groups of heroic cultivators that moved toward the Utra nation.


King Elbas' choice of setting the meeting four months after delivering the golden letters wasn't arbitrary. The heroic assets of the big nations and Hive needed time to organize and move toward that distant country.


As for why the powerhouses had decided to accept King Elbas' invitation, it was something that all the heroic cultivators still ignored.


The sky above the southern coast of the old continent became crowded in the morning after the four months of preparations. Groups of heroic cultivators occupied the area that had seen the destruction of the Balvan family just a few years ago.


Noah and a series of elders from the Hive stood on the western side of that region.


They wore stern expressions when they saw that the other nations had mobilized far more assets. Yet, they were also confident since their leader stood proudly in front of them.


The forces of the Empire occupied the eastern border of that region.


Noah didn't recognize any cultivator in that group, but the two rank 6 existences leading those troops were enough to make him suppress any thought about scanning them.


The troops from the Council occupied the northern border, and Great Elder Diana was in their lead.


Most of the heroic cultivators gathered there kept their eyes on the forces of the Elbas family that were silently floating above the southern border of the region.


However, there were a few exceptions.


Noah felt a few gazes coming in his direction, as well as some pointing at Chasing Demon.


There was a peak rank 5 cultivator among the troops of the Council that stared at the Patriarch of the Hive with a confident smile. He was tall, quite burly, and had long red hair that flowed behind his back.


The elder didn't have any beard, and his facial features were rough. However, his dark eyes radiated an intense ambition when he stared at Chasing Demon from a distance.


Noah sensed his Patriarch's aura flicker for a second before returning to its natural dense state.


'He is Ravaging Demon.' Noah understood when he noticed that detail. His focus though couldn't go on him since there were a series of stares on him too.


Many heroic cultivators had sensed the level of his centers of power. They were focusing their attention on the monster that had become a rank 5 mage before reaching the fifth rank of the dantian!


The consciousness of those existences passed silent messages that further moved the attention of the many troops on him. Yet, Chasing Demon's presence deterred them from using their minds to investigate the Demon Prince.





Noah decided to ignore those attentions and focus on the real reason behind their presence there.


The group from the Elbas family was crowded, and it had the highest number of heroic cultivators in that area.


Noah saw the same three silver-haired cultivators that had appeared above the academy, watching him with smiling expressions, but his cold, reptilian eyes didn't reveal any anxiety.


Instead, he was more interested in the other troops in that group.


There were two more silver-haired cultivators in the lead of that force, but Noah disregarded them to focus on the entities behind them.


Cecil and Thaddeus were staring at him with ugly expressions.


They handled the secret aspects of the Royal family and supporting the Balvan family had been their decision. Seeing how he continued to grow while also destroying everything that they built gave birth to intense anger and hatred in their minds, but the emotion radiated by their auras didn't faze Noah.


He didn't even spend a second on their figures. His eyes had a different target.


A woman with wild, silver hair was in the back of the Royal's group, and her pupils trembled when Noah's figure entered her vision.


'It has been too much.' Noah thought as soon as he found June.


His instincts exploded at that point and fused with his emotions when they reached for his mind.


Human words couldn't describe the intensity of the sensations that filled his body.


Noah felt the need to fly through the crowd of powerful entities and take his lover away with him. He felt a deep craving for her soft skin, and for the sensations that her touch created inside him.


The possessive instincts of a magical beast had turned into intense desires that even surpassed the hunger that accompanied his every breath. His urge to hold June didn't originate only from one aspect of his bloodline, which made that sensation far more prominent than his other feelings.


'I miss her scent even if my body hates it.' Noah thought while suppressing his urges. 'I need to find a way to see her more often.'


Their gazes met only for a second, but both of them forced themselves to divert their eyes to avoid leaving any clues about their relationship.


Luckily for them, the existence that had organized that event appeared above the four groups and gave them something else to focus on.


"I see that everyone is here." King Elbas spoke as he descended from the sky to join the group of his family.


Three massive pillars floated behind him. Their size was similar to the structures in the new continent used to create habitable areas, but their shape and the inscriptions on their surface were utterly different.


The heroic cultivators from the various groups had to focus on enduring King Elbas' words, but their powerhouses expressed their doubts as soon as they saw him.


"Enough with the mystery." Chasing Demon said. "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't use this chance to kill that traitor."


Great Elder Diana snorted and replied. "Arrogant but right. Speak, King Elbas."


God's Right Hand showed interest in the pillars, and God's Left Hand limited herself to pressure the leader of the Royals to explain the contents of the golden letters.


King Elbas showed an arrogant smile at their eagerness and used his mental energy to lay the pillars on the ground. He placed two of them vertically, and he put the third one horizontally above them.


The inscriptions on the surface of those structures shone when King Elbas created some sort of giant door right in the middle of the southern area of the Utra nation.


Then, he turned toward the three forces and spoke while making flashy gestures. "Most of you aren't aware of this, but there are multiple Mortal Lands in the world…"
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                        King Elbas' words surprised most cultivators on the scene and captivated the few of them that were aware of the existence of multiple Mortal Lands.


The powerhouses didn't reveal any emotion, but a few rank 5 cultivators couldn't stop their expression from changing. The rest of them were mainly confused.


Even human cultivators knew that a higher plane existed due to the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands. Yet, the existence of other lower planes opened many possibilities and could broaden one's mindset.


King Elbas didn't wait for everyone to understand his words and continued to speak. "The piece of Immortal Lands has brought incredible benefits, as well as threatening beings. Still, what would happen if we fought existences on our level?"


The fabric of the three pillars began to merge as the inscriptions on their surface kept on shining. The air around the massive door bent and cracked under the might of the energy released by their blinding halo.


The inscriptions spread on the terrain around the structure too, and formed an intricate pattern among the three glowing columns. The lines created formations on the ground that surrounded large and complex runes.


The terrain began to fall apart as the formations started to absorb the Breath contained inside it, but the five silver-haired cultivators promptly threw a large number of Credits. The cores of the inscriptions stopped using the ground as their fuel when the crystals touched their surface, and the shining lines spread even further at that point.


The formation spread until it reached the abandoned Mossgrove city, and it merely avoided it as it continued to cover the entirety of the region.


The silver-haired cultivator continued to throw Credits in the middle of the shining lines to keep them active, but the inscriptions stabilized after they reached a certain width.


Whatever that structure was, it was now ready to function.


King Elbas took something from his space-ring at that point and lifted it in the air so that everyone could see the item in his grasp. The cultivators on the scene were immediately able to recognize the rank 6 black flower that had caused a considerable commotion just a few years in the ago.


"Space isn't an element that living beings can wield." King Elbas spoke to the crowd. "But it's something that humans can affect through the right tools!"


A series of runes appeared on the black petals when his dense Breath flowed inside the flower.


King Elbas waited for the modified magical plant to be ready before throwing it in the middle of the door.


The flower released its power when it came in contact with the shining lines inside the door, and a strange sound echoed in the air around it as the petals became dust.


A loud tremor followed the sound, and a vertical crack appeared at the center of the now fused pillars. The crack spread until it connected the upper part of the door with the ground.





The cultivators in the area could only see the darkness inside the crack, but a strange energy soon seeped out of that blackness.


Gasps of surprise and amazed shouts resounded in the area when the cultivators from the three forces understood that the energy was, in fact, Breath!


"The Elbas bloodline will give access to a different Mortal Land to this world!" King Elbas shouted as his pride spread in the environment. "May my name be indelible."


The intensity of King Elbas' aura increased as the amazement of the other cultivators on the scene reached him. That phenomenon wasn't limited to him since even the silver-haired Royals saw the power of their individualities increase.


Except for the powerhouses, there weren't many existences there that could understand what was happening.


Only the other members of the Elbas family, some high-ranked soldiers in the Empire's side, and Noah could link that event to the peculiar individuality of the ruler of the Utra nation.


'He is the fuel of his abilities, and he has just achieved something incredible.' Noah thought as he used his powerful mind to keep his eyes on the crowned rank 6 existence.


He knew that such a mighty existence wasn't opening a path to other Mortal Lands to benefit his world. King Elbas' arrogance made him strive for the higher planes, but he needed to improve his bloodline to advance.


The improvements that he looked for weren't similar to Noah's and the Enduring demon sect's techniques but were proper feats that had to leave their mark in history.


The descendants closest to him were also affected by that feat since they were worthy of carrying the name Elbas.


The rank 6 cultivators around him felt the urge to stop the process that was clearly benefitting their rival, but the door that led to an entire world was too appealing.


How many riches were hidden inside that Mortal Land? How many valuable resources could be found there? And, most importantly, would there be powerful enemies there?


"Our joint elements have given birth to a magical plant able to wield space. I've reverse-engineered that process and reproduced it in the form of a portal." King Elbas said as he moved his gaze between the rank 6 existences.


"The portal needs the five of us to work, and I can't affect its functioning alone." King Elbas continued before concluding his explanation with a question. "Do we have an agreement?"


The golden letters only revealed the Royal's plan, but it didn't mention anything about its details. Also, it didn't cover the eventual agreements that had to be sealed once the portal was open.


The powerhouses of the other nations only knew that King Elbas was inviting them to the opening of a new world.


"The Empire will join your family in your quest." God's Right Hand said as soon as the leader of the Utra nation had finished speaking.


Noah couldn't help but shoot a glance at the two rank 6 existences of the Empire before suppressing his thoughts. He knew some of the deeds of the god behind their organization, but his level didn't allow him to understand his intentions fully.


Divine beings had mindsets that mortals couldn't hope to understand, and Noah didn't want to investigate such strong existences with his current level. Yet, he knew the political situation of the new and old continent too well to fail to predict the reactions of the other powerhouses.


"The Council will explore the new world with you." Great Elder Diana said a shortly after.


Chasing Demon hesitated for a few seconds at that point.


The situation of the Hive was different compared to the other big nations. It would benefit more from a long period of peace rather than from another war. Yet, it couldn't let the enemy organizations gain a new source of income, and Chasing Demon would be forced to provide his energy anyway.


"The Hive will join." He said in the end, and the powerhouses gathered at the center of the area to define the terms of their agreement.
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                        The powerhouses spoke through their consciousnesses as they gathered at the center of the region. The cultivators around them couldn't hear their mental discussion, but everyone could guess the topic of their conversation.


There was a portal to another world right in front of their eyes. Anyone could understand that there had to be some sort of agreement before engaging in such an invasion.


'Where there is Breath, there are magical creatures.' Noah thought in those moments. 'The issue is whether there will be cultivators.'


Noah's knowledge about Heaven and Earth covered topics that most cultivators couldn't hope to learn.


Earth had spoken to him when he became a rank 4 mage, and he was a hybrid. His point of view was vastly different from other humans, and he could sense details that other cultivators couldn't possibly obtain.


He had long since suspected that the magical beasts were some sort of natural enemy of the world. They were creatures that appeared to be necessary for the domain of Heaven and Earth.


The other Mortal Land had Breath, so it had to have those kinds of beings.


'I need to go there.' Noah thought after evaluating his possibilities.


He was deepening the understanding of his creation, and having access to an entirely new world could greatly benefit that aspect of his individuality. His aim was still to forge a darkness element that belonged only to him and use it as the foundation for his existence.


Escaping Heaven and Earth's control seemed the natural path that every cultivator had to pursue as they strived toward godhood.


Yet, his journey further deviated from the typical route that powerful entities treaded.


His mind came from another world, and his body was an abomination born from the fusion with a being that fed on the world's energy. Instead, his dantian didn't have any trace of Heaven and Earth's will in its fabric, but it still contained energy that he didn't create.


'I need to sever my ties with the Breath if I want all my centers of power to become independent.' Noah concluded in his mind. 'Only a completely separate entity can match Heaven and Earth's path.'


The powerhouses separated after some time and returned to their respective groups.


Chasing Demon ordered to build some structures worthy of accommodating heroic cultivators on the western border of that region when he reached his underlings.


He didn't explain much, but it seemed that the portal already needed his energy to remain active. The same went for the other powerhouses, which would be forced to stay in that region now that the crack was open.


"It will take some time before the passage becomes stable enough to endure our might." Chasing Demon said. "But human cultivators are too weak to survive the journey to the other side."


His words hinted that someone between the fourth and fifth rank had to be in the first exploration team, but there seemed to be more issues linked with that task.





"The god of the Empire won't participate in this matter, so we don't have an oath able to bind us rank 6 existences." Chasing Demon added. "And using rank 5 oaths to control all the heroic assets in the world is a waste."


The elders revealed confusion and worry when they heard that.


The invasion could work only if the assets of the four forces worked together, but that wouldn't be possible without oaths. They would have to trust each other as they explored a new world, but how could something like that happen?


The Empire was mostly neutral when it came to matters that involved the entirety of the Mortal Lands, but the Elbas family and the Council were different.


Noah and the Royals carried grudges created through years of escapes and schemes, and the Papral nation was the home of the betrayer of the demon sects.


Working together without the fear of eventual repercussions didn't seem feasible even in front of the riches that an entire world could hold!


"We can only form mixed teams so that we can keep an eye on each other." Chasing Demon concluded. "The first force that hurts the others would be immediately sieged by three nations."


Chasing Demon neared the portal after explaining a few more details, and the other rank 6 cultivators did the same when they finished organizing their troops.


The invasion couldn't start so soon. Each nation needed to take care of many matters before redirecting most of its heroic assets in such an inviting mission.


The Hive wasn't an exception. Actually, it even had far more affairs to set before letting go of its troops.


Different from the other organizations, the Hive was quite young, and it was right in the middle of its growth. Continuing to ride that positive trend would have been the best option if an event so amazing didn't happen, especially now that Thirty-seven had begun holding inscription classes.


However, Chasing Demon couldn't let the other countries alone in a new world. After all, he didn't do that when it came to the piece of Immortal Lands, and the situation was quite similar.


The only difference was in the enemies that they would have to face.


The two Mortal Lands would have similar levels in terms of power, but Noah's world had just significantly increased its number of cultivators due to the fall of the new continent.


Generally speaking, the population of cultivators would have already started to decline if the piece of Immortal Lands didn't distract the four forces from the conflicts among them.


It could be said that Noah's world was already above the average level of a lower plane, and it was even improving continually!


'My second rune is complete, and it would eventually become the core material for the Elemental forging method.' Noah thought when he saw the elders around him dispersing to perform the tasks assigned by Elder Julia.


She didn't give any order to Noah. She knew that he had just gone through two crucial breakthroughs, so she wanted to leave him alone as much as he could.


Yet, she didn't expect him to be the one nearing her to discuss something that didn't concern his training.


"Elder Julia," Noah said when he reached her. "When the teams are decided, try to make me and June end up in the same group."


The elder's eyes felt surprised, but a slight smile appeared on her face when she questioned him. "Isn't it dangerous? You would have many eyes on you."


"What's the point of becoming stronger if you don't pursue what you want?" Noah said. "There is a chance to be with her, and I won't let it go away."


Noah's resolve didn't escape Elder Julia's gaze, but he followed his words with a question that she didn't expect. "Right, what do you think will happen to the nobles?"
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                        Noah's question wasn't out of context, and it didn't strictly apply to the Elbas family.


Both the Utra nation and the Papral nation had a fragmented political system.


The raids of the Hive had further divided the forces of the Utra nation into two sides, but the nobles that had joined the Royals weren't considered Royals themselves.


The same was true for the Council and the many sects under its domain.


Having such a divided power was one aspect that had prevented those countries from matching the Empire, and it was also a weakness that the exploration teams couldn't have during the invasion.


After all, their domains would remain exposed if most of their assets were to venture on the other side of the portal, and other organizations could just exploit that temporary weakness.


The Hive and the Empire didn't share that flaw, but the former still had to be wary of meeting a similar outcome. The small number of powerful assets was the unavoidable disadvantage of every new force.


Chasing Demon couldn't risk the current favorable position of his organization just to match the potential gains of the other nations. Yet, the return of the two Demons had given him some insurance.


Though the issue remained, he could deploy at least ten heroic cultivators without weakening the defenses of the Hive too much.


"That would be up to the Council and the Elbas family to decide." Elder Julia answered, but she understood that the Prince's words hid a deeper meaning. "Do you have something in your mind?"


"We can use the Cause," Noah said before turning to dive toward the ground.


Creating a mixed team was necessary to force cooperation between the four forces, but it didn't have more potential allies among them.


Ideally, the exploration teams would see the four forces deploying the same number of heroic cultivators. Yet, the Hive would be in an advantageous position if some of the troops coming from the Utra nation were loyal to the Cause.


After all, they were secret allies, and the nobles would have to cover for any eventual misconduct of the organization that was helping them claiming their independence.


Of course, the Elbas family wouldn't be so stupid to assign the exploration of a new world to disloyal troops. Still, there was a chance that they sent a few of them just to remove troublesome people from their nation, and Noah wanted to make sure that the Hive exploited that possibility.


'I need to prepare for the mission.' Noah thought as he created a small cave when he reached the ground.


There were issues that he couldn't solve before for the time being.


Forging rank 5 Demonic swords would be possible with the current level of his centers of power, but he needed to sacrifice an arm to use it as his core material.


His body was incredible both in terms of power and healing properties, but growing an entire limb would require a lot of time, and Noah couldn't use his rank 5 drug just to forge a saber.





Those drugs were his lifesavers, and he wouldn't use them for something that simply required more time to heal.


Also, he had yet to fuse his two inscription methods.


Expending so many valuable materials just to create something that he would abandon once he managed to fuse the Will-consuming runes with the Elemental forging method was just a waste.


That was one of the problems that inscription masters had to face when they attempted to create items in the heroic ranks. The materials needed for each test were simply too valuable, and they were bound to meet many failures in their attempts.


Noah couldn't just cut one of his arms and hope that the forging would go well in that period, not when he learnt about the portal to the new world.


'First of all, I need to keep the expansion of my mind going.' Noah thought as he pressed index on his right temple and retracted it slowly.


A spherical rune came out of his sea of consciousness, and Noah suddenly felt the pressure inside his mind decreasing when it left his personal world.


The sphere was dark, and it radiated an intense pride as it kept the energy contained inside it still.


That was the second Will-consuming rune that Noah had created during the months before the opening of the portal.


Different from his first rune that used his ambition and greed, the second one used his pride and hunger to function.


Its effects were also different. The saber-shaped runes used his ambition to enhance the sharpness expressed in his individuality and his greed to absorb the primary energy created by his energy. Instead, the spherical rune still used his greed in the same way, but the pride that made it forced that energy to stay still inside it.


That allowed Noah to contain what he intended to use as his core material for his future creations, other than resuming the enlargement of his mind.


'Its power is satisfying, but I still need to test its viability in the forgings.' Noah thought as he inspected the rune. 'Yet, the pressure that it can apply on the walls of my mind is limited since this energy is less dense than the Breath.'


Noah placed the rune back inside his mental sphere when he confirmed that it didn't lose any energy during the period inside his mind.


The internal pressure returned and weighed on his mental walls, but Noah barely noticed any difference with his usual state.


The primary energy was fundamental compared to the complex structure of the Breath. That made it harder to control, but also lighter in terms of weight for the training of his mind.


Noah couldn't accept to slow down his growth, but there wasn't much that he could do with his current assets.


'I can only create more of them and fill my mental sphere. Yet, I should make a Blood companion first.' Noah thought as he proceeded to send a series of messages through his inscribed notebook.


He had ignored the issue concerning the peculiar capabilities of his mental energy in that period because he had focused on improving his offensive. Still, he would need to use his full power during the invasion.


So, he needed the spell that had accompanied him since the beginning of his cultivation journey. Also, he wanted to match somewhat the expansion speed generated by a Kesier rune with his methods, even if he knew that it was impossible to achieve the same results.


The elders on the southwestern coast answered quickly and provided him with an updated analysis of the fauna in both the old continent and the new one.


Noah hadn't contacted only them though, and his eyes lit up when he received an answer from the rank 6 automaton.


Thirty-seven's voice resounded in his mind. "The Kesier runes are an expression of pure mental power. They aren't something that can be replicated easily, but I have thousands of researches in that field with me."



						




                    


                
				
                    722. Whales

					
					

                    
                        Noah had developed an interest in the Kesier runes since he discovered how scarce they were in the Mortal Lands.


His ambition made him train continuously, but he had reached the point where he started to feel the limits of a lower plane.


That was an issue that all the cultivators in the world had to face and overcome with their forces, and his position was even quite privileged since the Hive owned the sixth Kesier rune.


However, he would have to share it with the other rank 5 mages, and that wasn't enough for his standards.


Luckily for him, Thirty-seven was knowledgeable in most inscription methods, and Divine Architect had included the records about the Kesier runes in his programming.


"Send me those that have something in common with my inscription methods." Noah transmitted through his inscribed notebook to answer the automaton.


He knew that his expertise wasn't enough to replicate such a miraculous training method, but he wanted to attempt to make an effective imitation, at least. That wasn't a project for the imminent future, but something that he had to study and use as inspiration slowly.


After sending that message, he browsed through the reports gathered by the elders.


Choosing a Blood companion would generally take an in-depth analysis of his battle prowess and his weaknesses, but Noah could only settle for something that he could use at that moment.


There weren't many creatures in the fifth rank that he could kill in the world, and that number further decreased when he added his element to the equation.


'I'm nearing the might of a complete rank 5 cultivator.' Noah thought as he sorted the reports in his mind. 'But I have little confidence in dealing with something in the middle tier of the fifth rank.'


The growth of every being would be exponential as their rank increased.


Noah had been able to injure and kill rank 5 beasts until then because his Liquid dantian allowed him to express a solid stage battle prowess. However, only complete rank 5 cultivators could handle creatures in the middle tier.


Also, even they would avoid battling a beast that had access to such a powerful body and almost endless endurance.


Noah had access to rank 5 spells now, but his reserves of energy didn't change much. He would end up exhausted before a creature in the middle tier even with the Liquid dantian and rank 4 solid Breath.


The differences in rank were hard to overcome. His incredible body could fill parts of those gaps, but it reached its limits against something so powerful.


'Maybe I can kill something weak in the middle tier, but that would make the creature worthless as a Blood companion.' Noah thought as he started to send another series of mental messages.


The reports didn't enlighten anything interesting, and all the beasts that had unusual abilities didn't match his element. The lands under the domain of the Hive didn't contain anything that could meet his already lowered standards.





Yet, if the land didn't have what he needed, he would just search for it in the sea!


The sea wasn't famous for its abundance of magical beasts with a darkness aptitude, but it was incredibly vast and occupied most of the Mortal Lands even after the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands.


Its depths could hide something that interested him.


Of course, exploring the sea near the archipelago and the southwestern coast would take a while under normal circumstances. Still, Noah had two powerful helpers that didn't mind helping him in that tedious task.


Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon weren't busy in that period. The Hive had tasked them to create teleportation matrixes and doors inside the separate dimension to facilitate the deployment of troops. Still, they quickly returned to the southwestern coast when they received Noah's message.


The environment of the new continent had a fantastic density of Breath, and it stood on top of ice created by the spell of a divine being. Magical beasts would gather there if they had the chance, which meant that the sea near the coastlines would see many different creatures that attempted to settle inside its area.


The entirety of the sea was considered a danger zone, especially when its depths were taken into consideration.


Dreaming Demon's mental waves though allowed her and her lover to explore most areas without triggering any pack of powerful creatures that inhabited those zones.


Noah's request wasn't complex. He only wanted them to find a creature in the lower tier of the fifth rank with a darkness aptitude, and that wouldn't be useless once turned into a puppet.


The Demons weren't experts in the magical beasts' field, but they could evaluate the power of a beast thanks to their powerful minds.


Noah spent the weeks after his request creating more spherical runes that he filled with primary energy and stored in his mind and studying the data that Thirty-seven sent him.


The powerhouses of the four nations were away in that period, and every organization was busy making plans to prepare for the invasion in the new world.


The heroic assets weren't in a hurry. Instead, they took their time to make the necessary arrangements and gather useful items that they could need in an unknown environment.


Noah spent part of his days meditating on the fusion between his inscription methods too. Even his cultivation technique needed improvements, but his understanding of his individuality partially dictated its absorption speed. He felt that deepening his creation was the path to tread before approaching the forging of items on a higher rank, so he simply followed that instinct.


Of course, he also began to test his ideas during the forging of some of his rank 4 disposable items.


His initial designs saw the spherical runes being used as the core materials for the Elemental forging method. Still, the primary energy inside them kept on escaping the fusion with other items.


Noah was beginning to evaluate the possibility of using a third rune created only through his pride to force the fusion when the Demons notified him that they had found something.


The portal was in the Utra nation, so there were many branches of the separate dimension under those territories. Noah only had to reach the nearest door to the dimension and use a series of teleportation matrixes to return to the desert on the new continent.


Then, he followed the instructions of the Demons and reached the area in the depths of the sea where they were waiting for him.


"I believe you can sense them too here." Dreaming Demons transmitted through her consciousness when Noah neared them.


His body had learnt about the beasts in the distance from a while, but he wanted to let his mind scan them before making a decision.


'Lazy whales.' Noah thought when his mental waves swept the creatures in the distance. 'They can work.'



						




                    


                
				
                    723. Precise

					
					

                    
                        The Lazy whales were a giant species of darkness magical beasts that used the depths of the sea as their hunting area.


Their bodies were strong and suited their large sizes, but they didn't excel in melee battles. Instead, their signature move was the powerful suction force generated by their lungs.


That feature earned them the name "Lazy" since their hunting habits saw them laying at the bottom of the sea and relying on their innate ability to capture prey.


'There is a whole pack there with two specimens in the fifth rank.' Noah thought as his mental waves spread through the sea.


His mind could see how more than thirty giant figures rested on the sandy seabed with their mouths open. Most of them were creatures in the third rank, but there were five of them in the fourth rank together with the two rank 5 leaders.


'One in the middle tier, and one in the lower tier. Perfect.' Noah thought as he retracted his consciousness. 'It might be troublesome nearing them though.'


Giant whirlpools formed from the open mouths of the Lazy whales and created dense currents able to trap any being that touched them. The currents would then drag those unfortunate creatures directly in their stomach.


That innate ability was particularly potent at those depths since the whales could make use of the water to increase the density of their currents. Such a skill would inevitably be weaker in an environment without water, but Noah knew that he couldn't find something perfect at his level.


Magical beasts of the darkness element weren't as rare as cultivators with that aptitude, but he needed specimens in the fifth rank.


The Lazy whales were creatures that expressed their full power underwater, but even their weakened version was enough for him. Also, the strength of their massive bodies wasn't affected by the environment, so he could use it with simple strategies.


"Keep the middle tier creature busy while I take care of the other beast in the fifth rank," Noah said before shooting toward the pack of whales that were still unaware of the three powerful existences near them.


The Demons didn't hesitate to follow Noah and unleash some of their abilities toward the pack. Noah attacked too, slashing with his sabers toward the creature in the lower tier of the fifth rank.


The area became messy as soon as the trio challenged the pack.


The whales noticed the attacks only when it was too late to do anything about them. A series of ice shards swept them and gave birth to white flowers that spread their coldness on the environment. The water around them began to vibrate too, and those tremors affected the normal functioning of their bodies.


Noah's slashes landed on the creature in the lower tier, and the destruction carried by his individuality spread from the large cuts that they created on its body.


The weaker specimens died in a few seconds under the might of two spells with the power of the fifth rank, but the two powerful beings endured them.





Noah and the Demons saw the long whirlpools turning toward them as the two rank 5 beasts tilted their heads to redirect the suction force of their abilities on the assailants.


A sudden pressure appeared around them as the currents engulfed their bodies, but they were ready for that eventuality.


A small flower appeared on Flying Demon's palm, and the water around him immediately froze when its coldness spread inside the whirlpool. Dreaming Demon closed her eyes, and the rotation of the currents slowed down under the influence of her mind.


As for Noah, he simply roared and accompanied his cry with a torrent of white flames.


Ice and flames reached for their open mouths, but the whales quickly closed them to stop their abilities and endure the attacks with their bodies. A layer of ice spread on the rostrum of the creature in the middle tier, and white flames burned the skin of the beasts in the lower tier.


The skin above their mouths broke and fell apart, but their muscles were barely affected.


Flighting underwater wasn't a problem for heroic cultivators, and that environment wouldn't weaken even their attacks. However, the Lazy whales were simply too big, and they would need abilities that had a large area of effect to suffer serious injuries.


Their size, coupled with the overall power of contained in their bodies, made their species quite troublesome to hunt, even if it lacked a potent offensive method.


"Let's divide them now." Noah transmitted as he shot toward the beast in the lower tier while slashing with his weapons and laying the saber-shaped runes on the battlefield.


The Demons followed his orders and diverted the attention of the whale in the middle tier on them.


Shockwaves spread next to Noah as the battle between the three powerful existences unfolded at his side. Yet, he knew that the elders would handle the beast, so he focused only on his opponent.


He had killed many rank 5 beasts by then, but the Lazy whales were particularly resilient and hard to take down without wasting most of their bodies. Also, Noah could express a rank 5 battle prowess, but his dantians wouldn't last much if he used his full power.


The abilities that required less Breath were mental attacks that didn't work well on magical beasts, so he had to rely on his spell, flames, and martial art.


After all, Noah wasn't aiming to kill the creature, but to create a Blood companion, which required a bit of care.


Noah slashed and spat flames toward the whale, but the latter only reactivated its innate ability.


The offensive of the Lazy whales was limited, and they weren't in the upper part of the food chain. They mostly hunted weaker beasts with their suction force, and that was enough to satisfy them due to their peaceful lifestyle.


Yet, their size made them difficult to kill, which was why other predators only took pieces of their skins and muscles when they attacked them. Lazy whales in the fifth rank were more than seventy meters long and could easily endure wounds that would typically sever other creatures in two.


However, Noah wasn't there to satisfy his hunger.


His figure darted everywhere around the body of the creature while releasing countless attacks. The water turned red as numerous injuries appeared on the defenseless beast and released blood in the environment, but Noah promptly stored it inside his space-ring and left it to its automaton.


Meanwhile, the saber-shaped runes all around it kept on absorbing the primary energy that Noah was creating with his offensive.


Noah decided to make use of the runes when they reached a power in the fifth rank, and they didn't fail to pierce the thick layer of muscles that covered the internal organs of the beasts.


It took a while, but the whale eventually died under Noah's patient and precise offensive.


His mind felt heavy after manipulating the runes for so long, but he managed to store the giant corpse of the whale without breaking its core nor losing its blood.



						




                    


                
				
                    724. Fusion

					
					

                    
                        'These creatures aren't so suitable as Blood companions.' Noah thought as he stared at the massive corpse laid on a brown terrain. 'But they are natural shields, and I can improve their innate ability with my greed.'


He was inside the separate dimension, making the last preparations for the Body-inscription spell, and he couldn't help but evaluate the prowess of the Lazy whales during the process.


The trio had returned in the tunnel after Noah killed his target, and he had even asked the Demons to let the specimen in the middle tier go. Noah had long since learnt about the drawbacks that accompanied his hybrid status, and he wasn't willing to lower the number of rank 5 magical beasts in the world just to see those nourishments sold.


He was basically preserving the lives of the powerful creatures so that he could hunt them when he was strong enough to face them alone.


Relying on his organization or allies to face enemy groups didn't bother him, but he didn't want to use them even to gather his food. It wasn't only a matter of dragon instincts. Noah simply wanted his breakthroughs to carry an evident mark of his individuality.


'Let's see if this works.' Noah thought before focusing on the insides of his sea of consciousness.


Solid Breath rose from his dantian and entered his mental sphere before he immersed it inside the brown sea. His greed invaded the Breath and gave to the sharp crystal a suction force similar to his saber-shaped rune.


His Breath wasn't something that could change form anymore. It was an energy that was evolving alongside his individuality.


Noah would have to remove his individuality to make it change form like it used to do in the past, but he would never weaken it on purpose just to make it more pliable.


'Now, the rune.' Noah thought as he focused on his ethereal figure.


His half-transparent hands pierced his body and ripped off his stomach, but he didn't smash it to turn it in the dust needed for the creation of a Will-consuming rune. Instead, he decided to forge it with the energy that he had just created.


The ethereal stomach appeared in his palm, and Noah proceeded in imbuing the solid Breath that carried his greed inside it.


The Elemental forging method usually required physical materials, but the meanings in both Breath and ethereal stomach were identical. The stomach was a raw expression of his hunger, which wasn't refined through the Will-consuming runes method, and his Breath contained his greed at its peak intensity.


After all, he used his ambition to bring his meanings to their peak when he prepared the energy to use in the forging. So, their intensity was bound to reach their limits.


The ethereal stomach didn't resist the fusion with the Breath, and there wasn't any kind of destabilization afterward.


'In the end.' Noah thought while splitting the shard in his palm into two pieces. 'The infusion.'





One piece went for the blood of the whale that the spirit automaton of his ring had filtered when he gathered it from the water. The other went for its heart so that even the core of the beast would carry his meanings.


That was Noah's first success in fusing his two inscription methods.


By applying the basics of the Will-consuming runes, Noah obtained a pure meaning that he could use as a material in the Elemental forging method.


Of course, that procedure was far from optimal.


Noah had to forge the raw rune and his imbued Breath before using the finished product with another material, which meant performing two rounds of forging with the same items. That would produce a weaker inscribed item, but Noah wasn't interested in the power of the core and blood during the creation of a Blood companion.


He only needed his meanings to be more intense, and those two rounds of forging gave him that result.


Noah quickly completed the following requirements of the Body-inscription spell. His period spent hunting magical beasts to enlarge his mental sphere had made him extremely fast in creating Blood companions, and even his expertise in the mental battles had increased by a lot.


The ethereal figure of the Lazy whale crumbled and fell on the brown sea after Noah defeated it, but he didn't let his focus waver at that moment.


His mental energy surrounded the minute pieces of the beast's will and attempted to devour them. Still, Noah forcefully held back the capabilities of his mind to complete the Body-inscription spell.


Holding back the properties of his mental waves turned out to be quite easy since he had just severed his hunger to make use of that meaning, but they still struggled to devour the pieces of beast's will. It was as if that was their instinctive behavior.


His mind though had reached the fifth rank, and that breakthrough brought a more profound control on his hybrid features.


An ethereal whale soon appeared near the center of his sea of consciousness and lazily floated above the brown sea.


Noah felt the internal pressure rising, but even the appearance of a rank 5 Blood companion couldn't match the training speed of the Kesier runes.


'I can only store more primary energy inside my mind for the time being.' Noah thought as he evaluated the limits of his mind. 'Anything more effective would have to wait for my expertise to increase.'


Noah stretched his arm, and the whale's tattoo on his chest moved toward his palm. He willed, and the tattoo spread its mouth to use its innate ability.


Noah felt the energy contained in his Liquid dantian depleting at high speed, but a powerful suction force appeared at the center of his palm and stretched for hundreds of meters. The structure of the separate dimension trembled, and cracks appeared on its surface as the pressure affected its stability.


Small pieces of the dimension fell apart and flew toward Noah's palm. His body then turned them into primary energy that was absorbed in a matter of seconds.


'This suction force is stronger compared to the innate ability of the specimen in the lower tier.' Noah though while retracting his arm.


The result of the procedure left him satisfied since the attack of his Blood companion surpassed the original power of the creature, and he had used it in the air!


Lazy whales usually reached that might with their ability because they made use of the water in the environment. Still, obtaining more potent effects while being in the open clearly showed that fusing two inscription methods would lead to amazing results.


However, that outcome only made Noah sigh.


The creation of a Blood companion signaled the end of the methods that could increase his power in the short period. There was nothing else that could boost his battle prowess more before the exploration of the new world.


'I've reached the point where only long periods of meditations and enlightenments can help me.' Noah concluded in his mind as he moved toward the door that would lead him back to the old continent.



						




                    


                
				
                    725. Eagerness

					
					

                    
                        Noah returned in the territory of the Utra nation with the portal and went in seclusion as he waited for the higher-ups to form exploration teams.


His body was still a few dozens of rank 5 magical beasts away from reaching the middle tier, but his other centers of power were improving on their own.


The Black hole cultivation technique kept on absorbing Breath, and the many runes filled with primary energy inside his sea of consciousness pressed on its walls. There was also the Blood companion now, which brought the expansion of his mind to a decent speed.


The absence of the sixth Kesier rune had forced him to train his mental sphere with alternative methods, and they were bound to have drawbacks when compared to the runes. His mind felt the constant pressure radiated by the ethereal whale and spherical runes while also enlarging at a lower speed.


It couldn't be helped. The absence of resources was a curse that afflicted every cultivator once reached higher ranks.


Yet, there was something that Noah gained from that unorthodox training.


The constant pain that afflicted his mind helped in hardening his walls and making them suitable for the intrinsic properties of his mental energy. Noah had to spend only some years in that state before his sea of consciousness allowed him to devour magical beasts' wills again.


In the meantime, he could only meditate, study, and perform tests.


The Divine deduction technique aided all those processes, and Noah's knowledge and expertise quickly rose as he wholeheartedly focused on his researches.


His battle prowess couldn't be improved further unless he widened the creation of his individuality. Yet, he lacked a method that matched the standards of his ambition.


Being with June would probably help him in gaining insights in that field since she was an expression of life in his mind, but the politics of the Mortal Lands didn't allow him to be with her.


So, he could only focus on his researches while he waited for his journey on the other side of the portal to begin.


Thirty-seven had given him the teachings of old and new schools that studied the Kesier runes and tried to replicate their miraculous effects. Of course, Noah had requested for studies in line with his inscription methods.


He was an expert when it came to wills and intense meanings, and that was a feature that he had to exploit if he wanted to obtain some sort of success. However, he also knew that he needed a better inscription method to achieve something so difficult.


His weeks spent in the solitude of his cave saw him meditating on his individuality for most of the time. Still, he forged and tried to find better ways to fuse his inscription methods too.


The rest of his time went on the reports sent by the automaton that he simply studied and analyzed with the help of the Divine deduction technique.


His power was slowly increasing, but such a low rate of improvement was something that Noah had never felt in his life.





He had entered in one of the most tedious parts of the cultivation journey where he could only keep on studying and testing until some understanding appeared in his mind and allowed him to advance.


Many cultivators could lose their path in the endless years spent in the solitude of their training areas, and their will to progress in the cultivation journey might falter after seeing no improvements. The anxiety originated from the fear of the stagnation of their centers of power, coupled with the impossibility to advance without enlightenment, broke many weak mindsets.


Noah had it a bit easier compared to other cultivators since he had created his cultivation technique. His dantian would eventually reach the fifth rank, but its training speed depended on the understanding of his individuality.


'My destruction opens the path for my creation.' Noah thought as he reviewed his life. 'Each of my steps has created a path that Heaven and Earth couldn't see.'


Understanding his destruction had been relatively easy, but his creation was utterly lacking in that aspect.


After all, Noah had lived as a lone cultivator for a large part of his life. He had destroyed everything on his path, and his effects only widened as his power increased.


The destruction of his mansion and his family had completed that aspect of his individuality. Still, that wasn't enough to express the entirety of his life.


'I have forged my path toward this rank. My creations accompany most of my accomplishments.' Noah thought as images appeared in his mind.


His Demonic swords had accompanied him since he learnt the Elemental forging method, and they were a core aspect of his battle prowess. Yet, the creation could be tracked back to Assea, his first Blood companion.


'I've turned dead beasts in puppets that have saved my life countless times.' Noah seemed to understand something when he thought that.


His memories then led him in the Odrea nation, where his expertise in the Elemental forging method spiked and allowed him to spread his creations to other cultivators.


'A crucial mistake that feeds on Heaven and Earth's world, but that needs it to obtain materials. I need to forge my darkness before I can hope to match their creation, and that can only happen if I have better methods.' Noah concluded his meditation at those thoughts.


His reasoning always led him to the same conclusion: He lacked a core material that was only his!


The primary energy was perfect for that task, but his pride only allowed him to contain it. He couldn't bend it to his will, nor use it in his experiments unless he created a better inscription method.


Noah was about to focus on his experiments when his inscribed notebook transmitted a message sent by Elder Julia. She was warning him that the higher-ups had finally concluded the division of the exploration teams.


Noah's eagerness exploded when he heard those words, and he quickly wore one of his good robes before flying out of his cave.


The massive portal appeared in his view as soon as he resurfaced, but his eyes went on Elder Julia's figure waiting for him with other cultivators of the Hive.


Their expressions were stern, but Noah didn't fail to notice the eagerness hidden behind their eyes.


They were about to venture into different Mortal Lands! How could they not be excited about it? Even Noah could barely contain himself at that thought.


A new world doubled the number of powerful beasts that he could hunt, other than giving him access to a completely different environment.


His excitement though turned into coldness when he saw the cultivators gathered by the other three forces.


Noah didn't recognize the heroic assets of the Empire, but he was able to spot Faith's enchanting figure among the elders of the Council. Also, when he turned his gaze toward the forces of the Elbas family, he could see both Thaddeus and June stepping forward.



						




                    


                
				
                    726. Tension

					
					

                    
                        "The portal can't sustain the passage of too many powerful cultivators." Elder Julia explained as the groups gathered at the center of the region. "Each force can only send one rank 5 cultivator and ten cultivators in the fourth rank at the time."


"Is there any restriction on the stage of the cultivators?" Noah asked.


The possibility to form equal teams was intriguing, but the big nations could exploit the variety of their assets and deploy their best warriors. Instead, the Hive would have to restrain itself in that aspect to prioritize the defenses of its domains.


"Six in the gaseous stage, three in the liquid stage, and one in the solid stage." Elder Julia replied. "The rank 5 cultivator must be in the gaseous stage too."


Excited gasps resounded among the elders of the Hive after her words. Noah felt a series of gazes landing on him, but he ignored them even if he had understood the reason behind their excitement.


According to Elder Julia's words, the portal couldn't endure too much power. That led the five powerhouses to calculate the best possible arrangements for the exploration teams.


The portal applied limits to the four nations, but they still wanted to send the most powerful team on the other world.


Their calculations ended up in those numbers, but they had naturally taken into consideration only the dantians of those assets. After all, the Breath was heavier than the mental energy when it came to influencing the material world.


Yet, there was someone who ignored the common sense of the cultivation journey inside the Hive.


'Our faction will be the most potent in the exploration team.' Noah thought as he neared the center of the region.


He was a rank 5 mage, but he could fill one of the spots for the rank 4 cultivators in the troops deployed by his organization. That would give the Hive a significant influence once the team reached the other Mortal Lands since it would have two existences with a rank 5 battle prowess!


"The Patriarch of the Balvan family will join us," Thaddeus said as he neared the gathering area followed by June and other rank 4 cultivators.


He wore a proud smile as he said those words, and Noah recognized that expression. It was the same calm smile that he had worn after the entrance test of the academy when he exposed Noah's true identity.


Noah's aura began to spread toward the group from the Elbas family at his words.


He understood what he meant with that smile. Thaddeus was simply showing that he knew the truth behind the event inside the Balvan mansion.


Every organization would suspect Noah for the events in the mansion, but none of them had the proofs needed to incriminate him.


Secrecy had been a must during the raids, and the forces of the Hive had been cautious in hiding as much as they could. Noah had even used only new abilities too!


Accusing him would just lead to endless discussions, and no force was interested in wasting time in processes that would barely benefit them.





Thaddeus' eyes sharpened when he sensed the dense mental waves reaching for him, but his worry soon vanished when his father intervened.


Noah saw Cecil landing in the air next to his son and using his consciousness to disperse the destructive aura that was surrounding his group.


"Do you want to start a war so soon, Lord Balvan?" Cecil asked, but another rank 5 cultivator landed on the scene and sided with Noah.


"The Prince was just giving pointers to a weakling." Elder Austin said before turning and winking at Noah.


The air suddenly became tense, but the arrival of the other two groups forced the cultivators on both sides to divert their focus.


Noah made sure that June appeared in his vision as he turned his gaze toward the other forces.


The Shandal Empire and the Council had reunited the required troops for the team, and they were staring at the two factions that were about to start a conflict.


That was the whole point of creating mixed groups with troops from all four forces. Even if two of them had past grudges that could endanger the success of the mission, the other two factions could intervene and force them to cooperate!


Noah recognized only Gray Fury on the side of the Empire. He was the rank 5 cultivator that had negotiated the terms for the independence of the archipelago with Chasing Demon.


On the side of the Council, he recognized Faith among the cultivators in the liquid stage, and her Master, Elder Clara, as the solid stage cultivator.


The troops of the Royals had Cecil as rank 5 cultivator, Thaddeus as the asset in the solid stage, June among those in the liquid stage, and other gold-robed cultivators that he didn't recognize.


'I expected June to improve a lot in these years.' Noah thought as he analyzed the cultivators on the scene. 'But that Faith isn't normal. She reached the liquid stage before Daniel.'


The improvements in the heroic ranks without a personal cultivation technique were linked to the understanding of the individuality.


Daniel was still immature when it came to his understanding due to his lofty lifestyle, but his breakthrough was drawing near after the experiences accumulated in the raids. Yet, Faith had surpassed him even when her life should have been similar to his.


'The heroic ranks divide the real talents with those who have obtained their power thanks to their status.' Noah thought before focusing on his side.


Elder Austin would accompany him in the mission, but there were other familiar faces behind him.


Elder Jason stood proudly among the cultivators in the liquid stage, together with Elder Hope. He had managed to advance in the last period, proving that his centers of power still hid some potential.


Other rank 5 cultivators floated above the four groups to witness the departure of the first exploration team, and all the assets on the scene were waiting for further directives.


Then, a voice resounded in the air and filled the environment. "Those chosen for this journey, please land in front of the portal."


The voice belonged to King Elbas, and the eleven cultivators from each faction hovered toward the ground at his words.


They didn't mind following the orders of an enemy powerhouse in that situation, so they all grouped right in front of the portal surrounded by shining lines.


The fissure was still dark, but Breath kept on coming out from its insides.


The air around the group of forty-four cultivators suddenly became tense when the mission became imminent, and they fixed their eyes on the fissure as they waited for orders.


"Go and bring the pride of your Mortal Lands with you." King Elbas's voice echoed again through the sky. "But remember: It was the Elbas family that gave you this chance."


As soon as his phrase ended, the four rank 5 cultivators in the lead moved forward, and the troops behind followed them and entered in the fissure.
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                        The insides of the fissure didn't contain any trace of light. There was only the complete darkness in front of the heroic assets, and even their mental waves couldn't help them in that environment. Their mental waves simply dispersed when they tried to spread them through the darkness.


The group of forty-four cultivators advanced slowly and let the four rank 5 existences take the lead. Their minds were powerful enough to inspect their surroundings without wasting too much mental energy, so it was their task to lead the troops on the other side.


Noah inspected the environment too, but he could only feel disappointed when he sensed that there was nothing at all around him.


They were in what seemed to be a tunnel without solid boundaries. The passage had the same shape of the vertical fissure in the portal, but its edges often mixed with the void outside of them.


'Are we in space?' Noah thought when he lost control of his mental waves and condensed his consciousness inside his mind.


Even rank 5 mages couldn't study the area as they wished. They could only keep track of where they were going.


'No.' Noah answered to himself. 'The tunnel itself is a dimension that connects two lower planes. Amazing.'


Even Noah had to recognize that King Elbas' feat was exceptional as he ventured through the darkness.


There was nothing in the records retrieved in the Mortal Palace about cultivators exploring other lower planes. There was a high chance that King Elbas had been the first to make that kind of journey possible.


The records spoke about experts researching other worlds, but there was nothing that mentioned exploring them!


As for why he had succeeded where many had failed, Noah had a few ideas already.


'A country that pushed the researches in the inscription field to their limits and a material born from the power of five rank 6 cultivators.' Noah thought. 'Yet, only a true expert could make use of them to connect two worlds.'


There weren't enough praises to describe King Elbas' achievement, and they even increased as some features of the tunnel became evident.


Noah felt as if he was being teleported every time he took a step forward. The dimension seemed to condense the space, which allowed the group to cross kilometers with each centimeter that they passed.


Of course, there was a limit to how much Noah could understand with the short investigations that his mind was capable of. Yet, there were a few evident features that the passage revealed.


The door didn't teleport them directly in the new world. Instead, it led them inside an unstable passage that made them able to cross vast distances in a few steps!


'I wonder how many resources did the Elbas family invest in this project.' Noah wondered before suppressing that thought when he noticed that the density of Breath around him had suddenly increased.


A pale red light began to illuminate the passage, and another fissure appeared in front of the heroic assets as their advance continued.





The cultivators in the exploration team couldn't contain their emotions and increased their pace toward the end of the passage, and the rank 5 entities did the same.


They were about to step into a different world. That small action was enough to make their names last for millennia!


Noah felt excited too, but he didn't care about glory. His interest was on the lifeforms that filled that plane, as well as the techniques and spells that it could contain if humans inhabited the lands ahead.


The group quickly reached the red fissure and crossed its edges without any hesitation.


A rocky environment appeared in their vision, and the source of that light turned out to be an underground river of magma that flowed right under them.


The portal had connected them to a narrow underground area.


The cultivators spread their consciousness to inspect the environment and sighed in relief when they sensed that there wasn't any lifeform nearby.


"Quick, stabilize the exit!" Cecil ordered, and the cultivators in his faction took out inscribed items that they activated and deployed around the fissure floating in the area.


The members of the other factions fixed their gazes on the ten nobles and Royals to make sure that they didn't try to scheme anything. A dense pressure fell on the cultivators from the Utra nation when the four rank 5 mages began to inspect their every movement.


The other nations had barely managed to prepare their defenses before deploying their troops to join the mission, but the Elbas family was different.


The silver-haired Royals knew about King Elbas' plan, so they had focused on developing suitable items for the journey during the period before the opening of the portal.


That gave a lot of power to the Royal's faction during the exploration since its cultivators owned specific items that benefitted the entirety of the team.


Yet, only the rank 5 cultivators chosen for the mission knew about that, and even Noah was in the dark.


The cultivators from the Utra nation surrounded the fissure with glowing spheres and strange nails that seemed to stabilize its edges. Then, some of them took out a series of brown runes that surrounded the crack and created another layer of defense.


Noah kept his eyes on June for most of that process, but he didn't fail to inspect the other devices too.


The purpose of those items became apparent after a few inspections, and the heroic cultivators from the other nations were pleasantly surprised to discover that the Royals had come extremely prepared.


There were cloaking devices meant to hide the presence of the fissure, items that stabilized its structure, and even orbs intended for long-distance communications! Also, those inscribed items worked in perfect harmony with the edges of the passage, which showed how they had been built specifically for that task.


Noah and Elder Austin glanced at each other before moving their focus back on the fissure. That short exchange of looks was enough to convey their amazement and helplessness about the distance between their organization and the Elbas family for what concerned the inscription fields.


Cecil waited for each of those items to start working before speaking in a polite tone. "The Elbas family has provided the passage and all the required items for the mission. I'm sure the other nations won't forget this."


He then sent a series of folded sheets flying toward all the rank 4 cultivators of the other factions.


Noah quickly browsed through the words written on the sheets only to see that short descriptions appeared in his mind at that act. The reports concerned the usage and function of each item set around the fissure. They even mentioned some specifics that involved the insides of the portal.


'They are playing fair.' Noah thought as he stored the sheets and moved his gaze toward the ceiling of the underground area.


The other cultivators noticed his action and moved their gazes there too.


"Let's resurface." Gray Fury said, and the team quietly followed his rising figure.
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                        There wasn't a single leader for the whole exploration team. It was impossible to find an agreement between the four nations on that topic. Yet, the four rank 5 cultivators had long since decided to be reasonable during the mission.


They were in an unknown environment that had only one escape route, and that was obviously fragile.


For once, the cultivators of the four forces would have to work for the greater good of their Mortal Lands instead of minding their benefits.


It couldn't be helped. Greed could lead to the failure of the mission, which could trap them in that unknown land until King Elbas managed to open another passage.


Of course, death was a possible outcome too, and that led them to abandon previous grudges to focus on the exploration.


The group of forty-four heroic cultivators silently dug an opening in the rocky ceiling and flew toward the outside world. The four rank 5 cultivators were in the lead, and Noah was right behind them.


No one dared to complain about his position. Status didn't matter in that place, and the vanguard would usually be the first to meet any potential danger.


Everyone knew that Noah was the strongest among the rank 4 cultivators. That was something that no one could deny due to the power of his sea of consciousness!


The group had to dig upward for a few kilometers before the rocky ceiling ended, and the sunlight filled the tunnel just created.


Wary expressions appeared on the heroic assets as they came out in the open and inspected their surroundings.


The scenery that unfolded in front of their eyes didn't seem to belong to a different world. It was a dull wasteland, which saw some vegetation appearing only at a few kilometers in the distance.


'Not the safest environment where to have our only escape route.' Noah thought when he noticed that the wasteland was, in truth, a volcano.


There were cavities on its sides and traces of burned terrain near them, which carried the marks of past eruptions. The other cultivators didn't fail to notice those details too, and the four leaders acted as soon as the environment turned out to be dangerous.


Their priority was to protect the fissure, so they had to make sure that the volcano remained stable for the entire duration of their mission.


The rank 5 existences had a brief discussion through their consciousnesses before they spread in the area and used their methods to prevent any sudden eruption. Elder Austin even glanced at Noah before diving toward the base of the volcano, and the latter simply nodded at that gesture.


It was clear that he wanted him to manage the situation while they were busy, and Noah agreed without uttering any complaint.


The other rank 4 cultivators focused on him when they realized that their leaders had silently left him in charge of the group.


Noah's figure stood proudly in front of them. His mental waves filled the area and swept them as he made sure that there wasn't any threat. The symbol of the Coral archipelago occupied the back of his robe, and his long hair fluttered in the wind as he remained focused.





The famous criminal that had surprised everyone with his achievement was now protecting them.


It was needless to say that such sight gave birth to conflicting emotions inside those cultivators, especially those from the Utra nation. The Elbas family had worked to suppress Noah since he reached the academy, but he was still there, and he was stronger than all of them.


"Don't worry, Lady Ballor," One of the Royals said as he lowered his head to whisper to June. "We won't let him kidnap you again."


Noah feigned to ignore those words, but his attention inevitably went on the cultivator in the liquid stage that was wearing a golden robe next to June.


He was handsome and had the usual features of the Elbas bloodline, with short golden hair and a pair of shining green eyes. Also, he seemed quite young, which showed his talent in the cultivation field.


Of course, Noah was more interested in his relationship with June since he didn't seem to mind nearing her.


June tilted her head to avoid letting the Royal whisper in her ear and said. "Lix, I don't need anyone's protection."


She then glanced at Noah's back before focusing on the vegetation that spread after the volcano.


"Lady Ballor, I would never mock your prowess." Lix continued. "But he is a demon. You shouldn't underestimate him."


Every cultivator heard their conversation, but most of them simply lowered their heads when they saw Lix brazenly speaking about Noah in that way.


Noah felt the worry carried by June's gaze when she glanced at his back and decided to let go of the matter, but his consciousness suddenly sensed something at that point. His aura sharpened as he focused on the threatening presence nearing their position from a distance, and that change caused a reaction in the cultivators behind him.


Lix and the others in his faction wielded their inscribed weapons while the other cultivators around them retreated. They thought that Noah was about to attack due to Lix's words, but his following action left them dumbfounded.


Shockwaves spread from Noah's feet as he shot in the sky, which seemed utterly empty. However, a dark figure soon became visible, and it reached a distance where rank 4 mages could sense its aura.


The figure turned out to be a huge winged reptile when it crossed the barrage of clouds, which radiated the unmistakable aura of a rank 5 magical beast!


Noah quickly appeared in its trajectory and kicked its mouth while carrying the momentum generated by the Shadow sprint martial art.


The reptile was a beast in the lower tier of the fifth rank, so the cultivators hovering above the volcano released surprised gasps when they saw that Noah's kick made it fly back behind the clouds.


'Rank 5 Flying snake!' Noah thought as he shot after the beast. 'This species lost to the dragons in my world!'


Excitement rose inside him when he saw an extinct species making its appearance right at the beginning of their mission.


The snake hissed in pain, but Noah reached its head before it could focus again and delivered a powerful punch. The creature felt a ridiculous pressure landing on its mouth and flinging it downward along with its entire body.


The snake crossed the clouds once again, but its descent saw it landing on the vegetation outside of the volcano's range at that time. Noah knew that his priority was to let the rank 5 cultivators stabilize the area, so he had pushed the beast away with his attacks.


The beast hissed again and spread its feathered wings to stabilize his fall, but Noah was already on it, and he delivered another kick that pushed it even further away.


The creature understood that it was time to change tactics and released a toxic substance from its fangs, which spread in the area and engulfed both its and Noah's figures.
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                        Noah felt a dangerous sensation coming from the dark-green substance spewed by the snake as they fell from the sky. The toxic liquid enveloped their figures, and Noah diverted focus when he saw it reaching for his skin.


'Isn't it a bit too powerful for its level?' Noah thought before using his flames to fight back the dangerous poison.


White fire spread in the sky and burned the liquid, which released a green gas that Noah dispersed with his mental waves. However, a confused expression appeared on his face as he turned toward the beast.


'Winged snakes mostly rely on their strong bodies and on their aerial maneuverability to fight.' Noah reviewed that information in his mind. 'But this poison was almost able to match my flames.'


Noah felt that something was off, and that wasn't a sensation born only from his knowledge in the magical beasts' field. Even his instincts were telling him that the snake under him didn't match the power of its species.


Its poisonous attack wasn't its main ability, but it was so powerful that Noah had to use his flames to defend against it.


'Is it a mutation?' Noah began to question himself as he wielded his pair of black sabers. 'Or did I fail to guess its species?'


There were too many variables when Noah took into consideration the fact that he was in a different world. So, he simply decided to learn more about that creature after killing it!


Of course, he was aware that he couldn't use all his abilities in front of Thaddeus.


His mocking words from before the mission had revealed that the Elbas family had learnt something from the battle inside the Balvan mansion. Noah wasn't sure about how much had been recorded back then, but he wasn't going to risk exposing the identity of the secret assailants of the Utra nation.


Also, he didn't need to use those spells to defeat the Winged snake.


The beast spread its maws and shot toward Noah. Releasing the toxic liquid had stopped its opponent's momentum, which allowed it to attack and stop defending.


The snake though wasn't able to close its mouth since two black slashes landed on its insides and created two deep cuts.


A violent aura spread from those cuts and shattered more of the skin inside the mouth of the beast. The snake hissed to no end and failed to reach Noah, who had already landed on one of its wings.


Since Noah's dantian had reached the solid stage, the Breath contained inside it matched the power of the energy inside the Liquid Dantian. So, the first form of his martial art had become obsolete.


There was no point in using a simple but powerful slash when he could do the same but add the innate destruction of his individuality to the attack.


It was better to leave the energy inside the Liquid Dantian for the Shadow Sprint martial art since it didn't carry his individuality to begin with.


'What are you hiding?' Noah thought as he slashed again, aiming at the spot where the feathers met the scaled skin of the snake.





His attack resulted in a clean cut that severed the left wing of the beast and destroyed part of the scales and feathers due to the aura that it carried.


Noah quickly stored the wing in his space-ring before moving to the right one.


The Flying snake launched another poisonous attack when it lost control of its flight, but Noah spewed white flames whenever that dark-greed liquid tried to reach his body. Also, he didn't stop his martial art, and a pair of slashes landed precisely at the base of the right wing.


The attack completely severed that body-part, and Noah found himself standing on the back of the falling snake after storing it in his ring too.


The group of cultivators in the distance could only see what seemed him riding the forty meters long magical beast as it left a trail of red blood in the air.


Noah appeared utterly calm, and his gaze even wandered in various spots of the creature. It was as if he was more interested in the anatomy of the beast rather than on the actual battle!


It couldn't be helped. Noah had fought so many rank 5 magical beasts by then that such fights didn't pose him any threat. Also, the dragons in his world had defeated that species of snakes in the past, which showed their inferiority.


However, the power behind its poison was off, and he was set on discovering the cause behind that feature.


The snake couldn't control its descent without wings and crashed on the sparse vegetation that filled the territory next to the volcano.


Noah didn't let go of that chance and released another series of attacks. Yet, the beast had nothing else to lose once it landed on the ground.


A messy and violent brawl exploded in that area, with Noah and the snake exchanging blows. Both of them completely abandoned any defensive stand to focus everything on their offensive.


Noah relied on his technique and raw strength to avoid any grave injury, and the beast used its huge body to try to overwhelm its opponent.


Noah gained the advantage rather quickly, and only a few cuts appeared on his skin due to the shockwaves created by the clash with the powerful snake.


He could avoid any kind of injury if he just flew above the maimed beast to benefit from its lack of wings, but there was a lot to gain from that physical fight.


First of all, he would obtain a clear understanding of the actual prowess of the snake, which would lead him to evaluate the differences from the records studied in his world. Then, he could keep most of his abilities a secret, especially in front of such a variegated group of experts.


Also, he simply liked fighting in that way.


Expressing the power of his body was something that he couldn't often do in battles against cultivators or when hunting beasts for specific reasons. That was one of the few times when he could just let go and have fun.


The battle lasted for more than Noah had predicted.


The snake kept on charging at him even when injuries filled its body. It seemed that no matter how much blood it lost, it would just straighten its position and pounce again.


Nevertheless, it still lost its life after Noah kept on answering to its attacks with powerful slashes that carried his individuality.


'Most of its skin is gone, and the same goes for its muscles.' Noah thought when he analyzed the corpse of the snake. 'This endurance is completely off the scale.'


More unusual features had become evident during the battle, and one of them was the insane tenacity despite the countless wounds on its body.


Elder Austin's voice resounded near him at that point. "Having fun already?"


Noah didn't turn but gave a simple answer. "We'll see."


Then, he slashed horizontally at the corpse to begin the dissection.
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                        The Flying snake didn't reveal anything out of the ordinary at the beginning. Its internal organs and bones matched the records studied by Noah in the past, and even its remaining muscles corresponded to them.


Yet, every fiber of its body felt sturdier at his touch, and the amount of Breath that its complete form contained was above the standards of a rank 5 magical beast in the lower tier.


'Are beasts stronger in this world? Is this just a general rule?' Noah thought as he continued with the dissection.


Elder Austin and the other rank 5 cultivators reached his position and oversaw the procedure.


Noah was an expert in that field, so there was no reason to stop the dissection. However, they still wanted to be there in case he missed something or ruined some body parts.


Bones, organs, and strands of muscles disappeared as Noah stored them in his space-ring. The corpse of the snake lost part of its shine as its interiors left it.


Noah noticed how the leaders of the team didn't seem to mind his actions, so he simply kept on storing nourishments that he would eat later on.


The dissection continued with Noah using his instincts and consciousness to find the reason behind the extraordinary power of that species.


'What is this?' Noah thought when he severed a large chunk of muscles to reveal part of the interiors of the creature.


A spherical organ appeared in his view, and Noah was utterly sure that there wasn't supposed to be anything significant in that spot!


He had simply followed the trail left by the energy that the beast had started to release after its death, which led him to find that peculiar structure.


The organ radiated a soft light that flickered as it lost the energy contained in its insides. A tight array of blood vessels linked it to the rest of the corpse, and the tissues around it seemed to be even sturdier than the others.


Noah stopped his actions when he saw the sphere, and the leaders hovering behind him focused on that organ as soon as it entered in their vision.


"This is impossible!" Elder Estelle said when her consciousness enveloped the organ.


She was a middle-aged woman with short brown hair and dark skin, and she was the rank 5 cultivator sent by the Council. She was knowledgeable in the fields that concerned magical beings, and her expertise didn't stop at the magical beasts but covered even the magical plants.


That allowed her to notice the similarities between that spherical organ with the dantians of the cultivators!


Of course, Noah noticed that too, but his understanding of the matter was far more detailed.


'This isn't a dantian.' Noah thought as he neared the organ to let his body gather as much information as it could. 'It resembles a cheap version of my Liquid dantian.'


The spherical organ released primary energy identical to that stored inside his Liquid dantian, but it didn't seem as perfect as his creation. Also, its main function appeared to be the nourishing of the snake's body, as well as the empowering of its innate abilities.





'The presence of a Liquid dantian would explain the power behind its poison and its endurance.' Noah thought as he stored his weapons and reached for the organ with his fingers.


"Wait!" Cecil shouted when he understood Noah's intentions. "Do not taint the corpse further!"


Noah ignored his words and sealed his grasp around the organ before pulling his arm backward. The blood vessels around it broke, but Noah paid attention to preserve the structure of the organ with his gesture. Then, he turned toward the elders and showed the bloody sphere in his palm.


"Magical beasts with a fake dantian," Noah said while moving his gaze toward Cecil. "Has the Elbas family ever heard of this?"


The rank 5 cultivators landed on the ground and inspected the sphere, which released the last bits of primary energy contained inside its structure.


The organ was nothing more than a dark-red ball at that point, but the absence of energy made the cultivators able to ascertain the thickness of its walls.


It was just as Noah had said. It wasn't a real dantian but rather a cheap version that couldn't match the center of power of the humans.


Yet, it even that fake had made the Flying snake surpass the limits of its species!


Countless questions appeared in the leaders and Noah's mind as they kept their eyes on the bloody ball. That feature was something that could make vain the accumulated knowledge of the magical beasts' field.


Also, some issues concerned the actual layout of the Immortal Lands.


'If the Immortal Lands is a huge plane connected to multiple Mortal Lands," Noah asked himself. 'Why didn't we find this feature on any of the creatures inside the new continent?'


The heroic cultivators didn't know much about the Immortal Lands, but Noah had seen the statue inside the Mortal Palace, and his world had explored a piece of them.


He had formulated hypotheses that seemed somewhat on point, but that sudden discovery had already eliminated most of them.


'Is this limited to this lower plane?' Noah thought before rejecting that idea.


Magical beasts with a dantian would be naturally more potent than those without it, which meant that their chances to reach the higher plane would be higher.


It was evident that such an empowered species would need more energy to reach the higher ranks, but that requirement wasn't enough to stop their growth.


'They would be kings among beasts, even if their fertility turns out to be poor.' Noah concluded in his mind.


One of them would be far stronger than its peers, and it would soon take control of any environment with only weaker beasts as its enemies. Its rule would lead to the spreading of its bloodline, meaning that there were bound to be similar creatures in the higher plane.


Yet, none of them had appeared in the piece of Immortal Lands fallen in his world.


Of course, he had considered the possibility that such a feature was limited to the Flying snake species found in this lower plane. There was even the possibility that the fake dantian was something that the beasts of that world had developed only recently due to mutations.


"We know too little," Noah said when he accepted that he couldn't find an answer after analyzing only one specimen.


Not even a day had passed since they had reached the new world, but their notions of the balance enforced by Heaven and Earth were already falling apart.


"I agree." Elder Estelle said. "Let's capture more creatures and study the plants too. We must understand how this plane works."


The other rank 5 cultivators didn't object to her words, and even Cecil simply returned to the group still flying over the volcano. As for Noah, he stored the corpse of the snake before following them back in what was now their base.
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                        The rank 4 cultivators saw the five figures returning to them before receiving a series of orders.


The leaders had stabilized the area, but that place still needed some improvements before they felt confident in abandoning it to proceed with the exploration. Defensive and cloaking formations were a must in those situations, and some cultivators would have to clear the surrounding territories before their factions felt safe in sending more assets in the new world.


However, the rank 4 cultivators didn't immediately begin to work on those improvements. Their gazes were fixed on Noah, who was casually floating in silence with his mind clearly elsewhere.


They had just witnessed a cultivator in their rank winning a brawl against a magical beast in the fifth rank!


The outcome of that battle showed that he was capable of a rank 5 battle prowess and that it wasn't even the full extent of his power.


Noah appeared completely fine, with only a few bruises on his knuckles and exposed chest due to the countless clashes with the snake. His robe had been torn during the battle, which left him in his usual half-naked state.


The power showed before, and his current appearance was a magnet for the assets in the fourth rank that inspected him with stares that carried various emotions.


There was fear, worship, envy, and some of the younger women in the group even felt sexual drive filling their bodies.


Noah didn't fail to notice those emotions. After all, rank 4 mages couldn't hide much from his powerful consciousness. That led him to sense the annoyance carried by June's gaze.


She was trying to suppress that emotion, but seeing her lover's prowess and noticing the blushing expressions of some female cultivators near her made it impossible to hide that feeling completely.


Noah sighed and took out a new robe as well as a couple of Daniel's pills from his space-ring. He couldn't risk exposing his relationship with June, and he also had to pretend that his body-nourishing method had evident drawbacks.


Of course, he didn't go to a secluded place to change his clothes. That gesture would just create more suspicions.


A series of snorts, gasps, and suppressed laughs resounded among the cultivators as they watched Noah's changing himself. Yet, they quickly began to follow the orders of the leaders when they noticed their stern stares.


"I'll investigate the surrounding areas," Noah said before flying away, in the direction where the snake had arrived.


Elder Estelle did the same, but she flew in the opposite direction. As for the other three rank 5 cultivators, they simply remained above the volcano to oversee the work of the troops.


Noah flew above the clouds, and he soon sensed the presence of other living beings. A pack of Flying snakes appeared in his vision, but there weren't any rank 5 specimens among them.


'They should be its underlings.' Noah thought before shooting toward them while wielding his sabers again.





Killing a few rank 4 beasts and a dozen creatures in the third rank didn't take much, and Noah was able to obtain a large number of corpses in just a few minutes.


He dissected them too only to discover that each of those specimens had a fake dantian in the same spot as the rank 5 snake. However, those organs appeared far weaker, and the difference in their level wasn't enough to explain such inferior structures. Also, some of the fake dantians in the rank 3 specimens weren't even fully formed.


Noah felt another series of questions rising inside his mind, but he held himself back from making more hypotheses before inspecting other species.


His next destination was the ground, in the midst of the sparse vegetation that encircled the volcano and spread in the distance.


The search took a while, even with the enhanced senses of his body, but he ultimately found other species of magical beasts in that environment. They were generally small creatures with innate hiding abilities, and that could live underground if the situation required it.


'This should be one of the hunting areas of the pack of snakes.' Noah thought as he killed and stored every beast that he found.


That territory contained only creatures in the human ranks, which was what made Noah deduce that the dead snake in the fifth rank was the overlord of that area. So, his hunt went smoothly, and he was even able to capture some of those beasts alive.


The first detail that he noticed was that he didn't recognize some of those species, but he expected that since he was exploring a new world. However, his interest skyrocketed when he began to dissect and vivisect them.


'The Striped lemurs have the same fake dantians as the Flying snakes.' Noah thought as he kept on studying one specimen after another. 'Yet, these rat-type magical beasts don't have any trace of that organ.'


His investigation ultimately revealed that the species that had a fake dantian were fewer than those that didn't.


That feature didn't seem connected to the kind of those beasts, nor their rank. It appeared completely random, which was something that made Noah unable to create a reliable scheme in his mind.


Also, that feature was even hard to notice since the fake dantians were fused entirely with the bodies of the creatures and didn't radiate any particular energy. The beasts with that organ were merely stronger than normal beings in every aspect.


When Noah felt satisfied with the data gathered in that territory, he decided to rely on his body to try to uncover more details about those unusual beings.


The fake dantian of the rank 5 snake appeared in his palm, and Noah bit a small piece of it to test if it would taste differently or just cause other reactions inside him.


His body destroyed the minute chunk of flesh and turned it into primary energy that it absorbed in less than a second. The energy wasn't any different from that inside his Liquid dantian. Yet, it seemed to have an intrinsic behavior that made it aim to nourish his dantian first.


The energy reached his low-waist, but it went to feed other tissues when it saw that it couldn't improve that center of power any further.


'What is happening in these Mortal Lands?' Noah asked himself as he proceeded on eating other body parts of the snakes.


Then, he began to eat pieces of the magical beasts that had a dantian too, only to switch to those without it when he felt satisfied with what he had learnt.


The results of those tests left him completely speechless!


The primary energy contained in the corpses of the unusual beasts always aimed for his dantian first when it entered his body. Instead, that coming from the normal creatures worked as usual and nourished his entire structure, without any preferences.


'It's similar to a Bloodline Inheritance.' Noah concluded at that point. 'But it works on the dantians. I wonder if it can make them grow out of nowhere though.'
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                        It was clear that the cause of that mutation was something hidden in the bloodline of the beasts with a dantian. Yet, Noah couldn't understand the limits of that substance so soon.


The fact that the raw meat of those creatures carried nourishments that could improve his dantian was already amazing. He was sure that a massive hunt would begin if experts learnt how to extrapolate that property and turn it into a drug for ordinary cultivators.


However, Noah had to find out how valuable that information was before deciding which factions could learn about it.


'Let's see what happens.' Noah thought before shooting toward another crowded area and capturing a rank 3 Golden rat after scanning it with his mind.


Noah growled when he made sure that the beast didn't have a dantian. The rat couldn't do anything against his pressure, and it merely lowered its head as a sign of submission.


Noah threw a chunk of flesh in front of the trembling beast and growled again to force it to eat the rank 3 material.


The rat quickly finished its meal, and Noah kept his consciousness fixed on its body for the whole process. The beasts experienced the same events that he had observed inside his body, with the only difference that part of the nutrients gathered in the lower side of the creature.


'Only half of the nutrients fed its body.' Noah summarized when everything was over. 'The rest is still amassed there.'


One meal wasn't enough to produce lasting changes, but the experiment had already proved that his guess was on point. The primary energy contained inside the mutated beasts could affect normal creatures and initiate the creation of a fake dantian!


Of course, Noah would have to perform more extended tests if he wanted to grasp the rules behind that process. Yet, even that small discovery made him feel happy that he had joined that mission.


He had long since accepted that only laws could force the primary energy to work in a specific way, but he had an example of that right in front of him now.


Nourishments that were supposed to feed all the tissues equally carried intrinsic behaviors instead. That was exactly what Noah was trying to do with his individuality and inscription methods.


'This is worth studying.' Noah thought as he resumed with his tests.


The troops on the volcano were busy creating defenses and formations for various purposes, so he wasn't in a hurry to return. He could focus on that discovery as much as he wanted.


Noah waited for a few hours without allowing the rank 3 Golden rat to move.


The Divine Deduction technique consumed his mental energy as he continued to focus on the primary energy amassed inside the beast. He wanted to discover more about that innate behavior, but he couldn't use the full extent of his consciousness, or the rat would simply die under the weight of his mental waves.


Also, he noticed that its body began to slowly absorb the primary energy without creating anything in its place.





Noah threw another chunk of meat at that point and kept on observing the changes inside the creature.


The absorption proceeded in the same way as before. The energy gathered in the lower side of the rat had simply increased due to the addition of the new nourishments.


Noah waited again and threw more food when its body began to affect the mass of primary energy. He repeated that process multiple times, and the first visible changes appeared only after an entire day spent in that way.


Noah's focused when he saw that part of the primary energy had turned material and had created what seemed to be the beginning of the fake dantian that the other creatures had.


'I knew it!' Noah exclaimed in his mind and decided to stop feeding the rat at that point.


The energy that didn't solidify slowly nourished its body during the following hours until it was depleted. The rat didn't show any evident change after all those procedures, but Noah could see that the piece of fake dantian was still there.


That day spent testing the features carried by the unusual beasts had given him a basic knowledge about the fauna of that world. Noah could already predict how the food chain had evolved and what to expect by those creatures in different areas.


'Mutated beasts are less appealing as a meal since they don't provide as much energy as the others. Not immediately, at least.' Noah thought as he killed the rank 3 Golden rat and began to dissect its body. 'Also, they are generally stronger once they get a dantian.'


A dangerous prey and the delayed arrival of the nourishments made the specimens with a dantian more powerful and without any challenger. It was evident that they would rule most environments with those qualities.


Their only weakness was the increased amount of Breath needed to improve, but that was only a sign of their superior power.


'Let's see if I can learn something else.' Noah thought and was about to resume his exploration when a message reached his mind through his inscribed notebook.


The message came from Elder Austin, and it compelled him to return to the volcano as fast as he could. His exact words were: "You don't want to miss this."


Noah suppressed his eagerness to experiment to return to his group, but he only saw a few gaseous stage cultivators when he reached the volcano.


They were guarding the area while the others were away, and they didn't hesitate to point toward a direction when they saw his figure.


Noah flew past the volcano and sensed a series of familiar auras after an hour of travel. When he reached them, he noticed that all the remaining rank 4 and 5 cultivators hovering in a circle around a human figure that he didn't recognize.


His confusion became amazement when he understood that his group was surrounding what seemed to be a cultivator native of that world!


The human was a tall and brawny man who wore a scared expression as he stared at the powerful existences that had surrounded him. He only radiated the aura of a rank 2 cultivator, so the sole sight of more than thirty heroic entities was more than enough to scare him to death.


However, Noah soon noticed that there was something strange with that human.


His body seemed too strong for his level, and his mind radiated an aura that affected the Breath around him in a way that was hard to define without further analysis. Yet, the amount of danger that it exuded was lower compared to the rank 2 cultivators of Noah's world.


Noah was able to find the reason behind that lower amount of threat with a simple inspection of his mental energy, and what he discovered left him completely stunned.


The man was identical to any other human of his world, but he lacked one of the three centers of power.


He didn't have a dantian.



						




                    


                
				
                    733. Slave

					
					

                    
                        'This world keeps on surprising me.' Noah thought as he studied the peculiar human surrounded by the heroic assets.


The man looked as if he was about to faint under the innate pressure radiated by the group. Still, none of the cultivators on the scene cared about his well-being.


There was something that they had yet to make clear about their mission. The four nations had deployed their assets to explore new Mortal Lands and find valuable resources, but they didn't agree on what methods they would use to achieve that.


They were invaders, but they had yet to decide how far they were willing to go.


"Can you speak?" Gray Fury asked while trying to convey his questioning tone as much as he could.


The rank 2 cultivator shook when he heard those words, but he didn't answer. There was only fear in his eyes, and that feeling was stopping him from doing anything that wasn't trembling.


Silence filled the group at that moment. The man was unresponsive, and they didn't even know if he could understand their words. Questioning him in that state was pointless and would just waste their time.


"I have to ask everyone to leave me alone with this human." Gray Fury said. "I just need one time to make him speak."


The leaders of the other factions obviously rejected that offer and began to express their complaints.


"Any heroic cultivator could make him speak." Elder Austin said while shrugging his shoulders.


"We have a lot of experience in torture in the Papral nation too." Elder Estelle said before revealing a cold smile.


"The Elbas family has come prepared even for similar situations," Cecil concluded and pointed at his golden space-ring.


Each faction had considered the possibility that humans habited those lands and had prepared something that could help them with the interrogations.


The leaders couldn't leave Gray Fury alone with such a valuable source of information. The monopoly over the knowledge concerning the political environment of the new world would give to the Shandal Empire complete control over the mission!


Yet, the Empire was prepared in ways that not even the three rank 5 cultivators could imagine.


"I'll turn him into a slave and let everyone interrogate him." Gray Fury said to answer the complaints. "I just need to be alone to create the inscribed chains."


There was another moment of silence after his words in which the leaders reconsidered his offer.


Any type of torture or coercion would inevitably taint the words of the rank 2 cultivator, and that was something that every faction wanted to avoid.


However, all those issues would be solved if they enslaved the native.


"From what I know, cultivators don't remember much after the Empire's chains take away their freedom," Noah said, and the gazes of everyone on the scene went on him at that point.


Noah had just joined a conversation among rank 5 cultivators, and he did that while criticizing the approach advised by Gray Fury!





Nevertheless, Noah didn't care about manners, especially in that critical mission. Also, he had already proven that his battle prowess reached the fifth rank, which further improved his status in the exploration team.


Noah continued to speak when he saw that Gray Fury failed to answer him, "I've analyzed the mental spheres of your slaves. They are empty, broken, and barely able to formulate simple thoughts."


His comment forced the other leaders to reconsider Gray Fury's offer once again.


The Empire held the monopoly over the inscribed chains, and the other nations could only learn something by purchasing slaves.


Of course, the Council and the Elbas family had done that in the past, but they didn't discover much. Also, the cultivators there weren't specialized in that field, so they even lacked the basic knowledge that concerned those items.


Instead, Noah had needed to question slaves when he was searching for the remains of the demon sects, and that made him aware of their miserable state.


"I will create something slightly different and fitting for the situation." Gray Fury said after the second complaint. "You have my word that he won't lose any of his memories."


Noah could only turn toward Elder Austin at those words and leave the decision to the other leaders. He could point out flaws, but his status was still lower than the other rank 5 cultivators.


The leaders began to speak through their consciousnesses, but they still decided to trust Gray Fury in the end. The possibility of learning without any effort was too appealing, and refusing his offer would just ruin future collaborations during the mission.


Also, his idea was perfect if it worked as intended.


Everyone except for Gray Fury left the area and waited for the two hours to pass. Then, they returned to the territory where they first found the native.


What they saw when they arrived there pleased them.


The rank 2 cultivator had a collar around his neck attached to chains filled by inscriptions, but his expression wasn't dull like that often worn by the slaves. Instead, he appeared quite energetic as he spoke in a foreign language that didn't exist in their world.


"What did you ask him?" Cecil asked as he descended toward Gray Fury, who was attentively listening to the slave while sitting in a cross-legged position in front of him.


"I just ordered him to speak." Gray Fury answered without moving his focus from the slave.


The strongest cultivators simply sat around the chained man at that point and began to focus on his words. They needed to learn his language before they could start to question him, but that wasn't so hard for beings with such powerful minds.


Noah maintained part of his attention on the surrounding areas as he listened to the slave. Still, those territories had emptied after so many heroic existences had gathered there.


An entire day had to pass before the cultivators grasped the basics of that foreign language and began to question the slave to improve in that field. Then, when they reached a decent level of mastery, the leaders started to interrogate him on crucial matters.


The slave didn't hesitate in his answers due to the inscribed chains, and the group quickly discovered more exciting features about that world.


The first questions concerned his lack of a dantian, and, to the leaders' surprise, the native didn't need an explanation to know what that center of power was.


It turned out that not all the humans of that world had only two centers of power. There were specific bloodlines that managed to give birth to humans with a dantian, but the slave only knew that such beings existed.


According to his words, humans with three centers of power were considered akin to nobles and were given prominent positions in their society.


Their world was different from Noah's.


The humans weren't overlords there. They only controlled a third of those Mortal Lands, while the other territories were domains filled by magical beasts.


'It seems that bloodlines are a crucial aspect here.' Noah concluded in his mind.



						




                    


                
				
                    734. Envoy

					
					

                    
                        Dantians appeared to be a privilege linked to certain bloodlines or nutrients in that world. Also, only a smaller percentage of the living beings had access to it.


According to the slave, the humans with a dantian were rarer than the beasts with that feature. Yet, they were generally protected by the rest of the society since only they could lead the endless battle against those powerful creatures.


The questions then moved to another interesting topic, which concerned the unusual features of his centers of power.


Noah had labeled the slave as a rank 2 cultivator, but that evaluation came from the combined power radiated by his mind and body, which were both in the second rank. Also, they were quite strange, especially his mental sphere.


The slave's mental waves seemed to affect the Breath around him, but the effects were too faint for the heroic cultivators to study them. On the other hand, his body appeared extremely strong and was far above the standards seen in Noah's world.


The slave didn't hold anything back and began to explain how his training methods worked and which effects they had on his centers of power.


The leaders had to stop him often during his explanation because there were details that they couldn't understand due to the differences between their worlds. There were even issues linked to his poor knowledge, which was to be expected due to his low level.


Yet, the cultivators on the scene managed to learn a lot anyway.


First of all, his body-nourishing method was similar to those used in Noah's world, but its effects were different since he lacked a dantian.


The slave's body only needed to contain his mind, so it could divert most of its power to his physical prowess. Also, it seemed that the humans in those Mortal Lands had stronger bodies in general, but the chained man couldn't give much information about that.


There was a limit to how much he could know, especially when specific topics concerned the differences between the two worlds.


After all, he had always considered his strength normal since everyone around him was the same. Only the cultivators from another world could notice the difference in power and investigate what kind of evolution process they had experienced.


Another interesting detail was that the humans with three centers of power there didn't suffer from a weaker body, but his knowledge in the field wasn't reliable since he had never met one of them.


His mind was quite different instead.


The cultivators of that world used the Kesier runes too, but they added something similar to an inscription method along with their regular training. The inscription method seemed to follow some of the teachings of the Attunement method, but it also expressed part of their will.


They basically learnt how to become one with the Breath around them to control it through their minds.


It was needless to say that the part that concerned his mind surprised all the heroic assets that listened to his explanation.





Using the Breath in the environment was something that the cultivators in Noah's world didn't know how to do, except for peculiar cases like Dreaming Demon. That ability allowed them to make up for the lack of their dantians, even if the strain on their minds was extremely high.


Also, that skill resembled the innate ability carried by their individualities since it required one's will to control the energy in the environment.


"Let me see." Gray Fury ordered in the foreign language when the slave's explanation reached that point.


The chained man immediately stood up and performed some simple gestures with his body. Those movements resembled the forms of a martial art, and they appeared to be a requirement for the spell that he was casting.


The slave's mental energy followed his gestures and spread in the environment according to the forms executed. The Breath in the area began to follow the orders carried by his mental waves and gathered to form a fiery snake that encircled his body.


'A bit weak for a spell in the second rank.' Noah thought when he sensed the power of that ability, and the cultivators around him had a similar evaluation.


'You can't match the power of a dantian with just the energy around you.' Noah concluded, but he suddenly realized something troublesome.


If a cultivator without a dantian could create spells on that level with only his mind, how powerful would those with three centers of power be?


The leaders and other quick-witted cultivators had similar doubts, and they exchanged silent glances between each other to convey their worry.


The cultivators of that world had stronger bodies and minds that could bend the Breath around them according to their will. They could be considered inferior with two centers of power, but they would be far more potent than an average cultivator with three of them!


'We are more numerous, and they should have less rank 6 cultivators.' Noah thought as he evaluated the worst possible outcome. 'Yet, all our troops are on the other side of the portal, and the powerhouses still can't reach these lands.'


Asking the slave about the heroic assets of his world was pointless since he knew almost nothing about the higher existences. So, Noah and the others were left in the dark about the actual power of that world.


"There shouldn't be many of them," Gray Fury said, "The humans are on the losing side on this world."


He was speaking about the rank 6 cultivators with three centers of power, but his words didn't lift the morale of the other assets.


'The balance of Heaven and Earth.' Noah thought as his mind began to wander.


His world could be considered linear for what concerned the power level of humans and beasts. The cultivators just happened to be more powerful due to their innate qualities. However, those Mortal Lands had extremes that went from powerful magical beasts and humans to weaker cultivators.


The balance remained. Heaven and Earth had simply applied it differently.


"What's our next move?" Elder Estelle asked.


The way she saw it, the recent discoveries would force them to retreat or wait for more assets to reach that world. The situation was simply too dangerous, and even the mutated beasts were enough to make her reconsider their preparations.


"I believe we should send an envoy," Cecil said. "They are on the losing side. I don't see them refusing external help."


The leaders agreed with his proposal, but another problem appeared at that point.


Who would be willing to fly toward the closest big country and speak with those unknown forces?


They were still foreigners, and they didn't know what kind of reaction the rulers of the human society would have at their sight.


Nevertheless, there was someone particularly interested in their techniques, especially in their ability to bend the Breath around them to their will.


"I'll go," Noah said. "But I won't go alone, and I would need some sort of protection."



						




                    


                
				
                    735. Duron Bloodline

					
					

                    
                        Noah didn't volunteer for the mission out of good-will.


The cultivators of that world could control the Breath around them without needing a fitting individuality, and that was a power that he needed.


Human cultivators could imitate the effects of the individualities with that inscription methods. That led Noah to believe that heroic cultivators would be able to imitate laws if they mastered it.


At least, that was one of the possible applications that he could think of.


Noah needed to find a way to control the primary energy created by his destruction, so even that method didn't wholly fit his situation. Yet, he was confident that he could modify it with the Divine Deduction technique and pair it to his two inscription methods.


Also, there was the innate behavior of the primary energy carried by the mutated beasts.


Noah was sure that the cultivators of that world had researched those creatures in-depth since they were their main enemy. He couldn't match centuries and millennia of studies even with his instincts and deduction technique. The fastest way to gather information was to ask directly to the inhabitants of those lands.


As for the dangers linked to the mission, Noah was quite confident that the arrival of potential allies would be appreciated by the natives if handled well.


The humans there were on the losing side of the war against the magical beasts, and Noah's world could help them in their battles.


Of course, that would be decided only later on. The priority was to establish a peaceful relationship to understand their actual power.


Elder Austin shot a worried glance when he heard his words, and the other leaders did the same even if their expressions carried far different emotions.


Noah wasn't known for playing by the rules, and chaos often followed him wherever he went. So, he wasn't the best candidate to be a political envoy, especially when there was a relationship with an entire world at stake.


On the other hand, Noah's growth speed was scary. The three big nations wouldn't admit it, but they were wary of his fast improvements.


He wasn't even a century old, but he had already taken a step into the realm of the existences in the fifth rank. Also, his improvements didn't seem to slow down in the slightest, no matter how his rank increased.


Sending him as an envoy might finally stop his growth for a while and maybe even kill him.


However, the other assets didn't give the leaders enough time to decide if Noah was the best candidate.


"I'll go too," June said as her aura began to radiate a battle intent so dense that the air around her started to release sparks.


'She would be able to fool me too if I wasn't part of her act.' Noah thought while suppressing a smile from appearing on his face. 'Well, these feelings aren't fake either.'


Lix was surprised by her sudden decision, but determination quickly filled his expression as he declared his intention to join the team. "I'll follow Lady Ballor."





The leaders felt the need to stop those hurried decisions. Still, the morale of their troops had been kindled, and it was too late to do anything about it.


"I'm more suitable as an envoy," Faith said as she stepped forward. "They'll need me if we want to prevent a war."


June snorted when she heard her words, but Noah simply feigned ignorance.


Faith's character could be annoying in certain situations, but she wasn't bad or mean. Also, she was speaking the truth. She was perfect as an envoy due to her exceptional beauty and calm aura.


More rank 4 cultivators felt the need to join that mission when they saw so many famous names grouping together, and some of them even had intentions that didn't concern the task.


Many men in the group volunteered just to follow Faith, and some of the women did the same to stay with Noah. There were even some cultivators like Elder Austin who had come forward just to ensure the safety of talents of their factions.


In the end, almost every rank 4 cultivator had expressed their intention to become an envoy.


The leaders could only take control of the situation at that point, and they created a small team that made use of the forces of the four factions equally.


Noah's participation wasn't even discussed. He was the strongest rank 4 cultivator, and a political meeting needed someone able to show the power of their world.


Also, Noah's expertise in the magical beasts' field made him perfect for the role of the leader in that unknown land.


June was selected too because her battle intent was hard to keep in check. Cecil and Thaddeus were worried that denying her that chance could give birth to grudges other than hurt her individuality.


Yet, they still decided to send Lix since he was interested in the talent from the Ballor family.


Faith had to go too, and her Master, Elder Clara, followed her in the task.


Elder Jason wanted to go with Noah, but he had to leave his place to Elder Hope since she was better at investigating the environment. She was even more potent than him, so she could be more useful to Noah on the battlefield.


As for the Shandal Empire, Gray Fury simply ordered two liquid stage cultivators to join the team.


Each faction decided to send two cultivators to form a team with two rank 4 existences in the solid stage and six of them in the liquid stage.


The Empire and the Elbas family had decided to keep their most potent assets in their ranks to have more influence on the headquarters in the new world. Instead, the Council felt forced to send their solid stage asset to protect their talent.


However, the team was now completed. They only needed to retrieve the information concerning the layout of the human forces of that world from the slave. Then, they could begin their journey.


The leaders dismissed most of the team at that point and sent them back on the volcano to complete the defenses. The envoys and some other assets remained there to continue the questioning.


The slave resumed his explanations and drew a simple map based on his knowledge of the surrounding areas.


There seemed to be a city at some distance from there. That city marked the beginning of the human territory and was also the home of that unfortunate slave who had just gone out to retrieve some herbs.


Yet, Noah and the others weren't interested in speaking to the rulers of a small city. They wanted a meeting with the nobles with three centers of power since they were the true leaders of the humans.


"The six bloodlines rule six different regions." The slave said when Gray Fury pressed him to be more specific. "You will enter the territory directly under the control of the Duron Bloodline if you travel in that direction for five months."
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                        The slave had spoken using his speed as a parameter, which meant that a group of heroic cultivators would be able to reach the domain of the Duron Bloodline in less than a month.


As for any details about that region, he knew nothing about them.


Traveling in that world was dangerous since magical beasts occupied most of its territories. The slave had barely left his city during his life, and that was his first time wandering so far away from the human domain.


Noah and the others would be in the dark after crossing the areas around the city.


However, that thought didn't scare them.


The truth was that their group was strong, especially when they considered the peculiar situation of the humans of that world.


Noah didn't believe that the natives would attack them without trying to create an alliance first. The terms of that alliance would depend on how desperate their situation was.


Another series of questions followed those that concerned the layout of those Mortal Lands, but the slave's knowledge had reached its limits. That was expected from a rank 2 cultivator. Still, reaching that point meant that the leaders had to decide on his fate.


They would just kill him in a normal situation, but it would be a problem if the rulers of the natives became biased because of that act. Different worlds had different traditions, and every asset would be valued a lot in that one due to the power of the magical beasts.


Also, Noah and the others couldn't hide the fact that they had captured a cultivator. There wasn't a way to justify their knowledge otherwise.


"The chains," Noah spoke when silence spread in that area, "Can you remove them?"


He knew that slaves couldn't escape the chains alive, but Gray Fury seemed to have used a different kind of restraining items. Moreover, he didn't believe that the leader of the Empire's faction would condemn a cultivator without knowing his background.


The slave had turned out to be a no one, but that world was still in a dire state, so it was better to be cautious about their action.


"Yes." Gray Fury answered before questioning him. "Will you carry him along?"


Noah nodded and left the area before he could ask them to leave. The others followed him and regrouped at some distance from the leader of the Empire's faction to discuss some details.


First of all, they had to be sure of their safety.


Noah only had one rank 5 defensive talisman left since his journey inside the separate dimension, and that wasn't enough for such a critical mission. Except for June, the wealth of the cultivators in his group was even worse than his in that aspect.


Of course, she wouldn't say that since the fact that she had retrieved Eccentric Thunder's inheritance was a secret, and obtaining more defensive items from the Royals could only benefit her.


The matter was quickly settled. The leaders had already deployed their cultivators, so protecting them was the least they could do.





The second part of their discussion concerned the type of behavior that they would have upon reaching natives of particular importance. They could secretly communicate in their language, but that didn't cover how they would approach the new force.


Their primary objective was to understand their power so that the rank 6 existences could decide if a peaceful alliance was the best option, or if a war would bring them more benefits.


That topic caused a lot of discussions, but, in the end, the leaders agreed that it was better to be respectful for the time being. They also allowed the envoys to reveal some of their techniques to make a collaboration appealing.


The last issue concerned the roles of each envoy, but that matter was settled quickly.


Noah would be the leader of the mission, while the others would simply help him with their knowledge in their respective fields.


The rank 5 cultivators though added the condition that the eight of them would have to swear an oath before adventuring through the unknown lands.


Noah knew that the Council and the Elbas family were mostly worried about him due to his history. Yet, he immediately accepted that condition since he had no intention to undermine the success of the mission.


It was in his best interest to obtain those techniques, and June would be with him too! There was a high chance that he could seize some private time with her amid their political mission.


After they made their mind on everything, the group waited for Gray Fury to return with the now free slave before flying back to the volcano.


Formations and defenses began to appear on the surface of the underground area as Noah, and the others waited for their mainland to send the resources requested through the fissure.


Gathering the items wasn't a problem, but the mental messages took a while to traverse the void and reach the other Mortal Lands.


Meanwhile, the envoys improved their language and reviewed their strategy, while also completing the preparations that concerned their personal power.


The native was less talkative after he regained his freedom, but he still forced himself to solve any doubt that Noah and the others could have.


Four rank 4 cultivators in the liquid stage crossed the fissure a week after the leaders sent their message. Each faction had sent one of them to carry the defensive items, and the oath requested.


The envoys didn't waste time anymore at that point.


They left the volcano as soon as they swore that they wouldn't betray their Mortal Lands, nor hurt any of their teammates. The native was with them too. One of the cultivators from the Empire carried him so that their flying speed wouldn't be affected.


Noah and the others flew toward the area pointed by the native while avoiding his hometown since they aimed to speak directly with the rulers of the human society.


The first signs of civilization soon appeared below them. Long defensive walls stretched for kilometers and surrounded small towns. They marked a clear division between the two regions.


There didn't seem to be any being in the heroic ranks in those areas, but Noah felt an awful smell surrounding him and trying to affect his mental sphere. That sensation though wasn't shared by his companions who didn't even seem aware of that scent.


'It's something that targets only magical beasts.' Noah quickly concluded in his mind and released part of his mental waves to destroy every trace of that smell from around him.


Those defenses weren't weak, but Noah wasn't only a magical beast. Countering them with the power of his mind was quite easy.


The envoys flew for days, and the towns under them became bigger as they reached for the center of that region.


Yet, Noah signaled to the group to stop when he sensed three rank 4 cultivators flying toward them.


The atmosphere became tense when the three natives stopped right in front of the envoys. However, confusion soon appeared on their expression when they saw the three cultivators kneeling toward them.



						




                    


                
				
                    737. Trus

					
					

                    
                        The first interaction with the heroic cultivators of that world surprised the envoys, who simply analyzed the trio that had reached them in the sky.


They quickly discovered that the three men didn't have a dantian, but they still radiated an aura that only heroic cultivators could have.


'How do they even fly?' Noah thought before moving his attention to their feet.


The natives stood on platforms made of condensed Breath, but that energy didn't come from inside their bodies. They used their mental waves to force it to gather under them in that form.


'It doesn't seem to stress their minds so much.' Noah evaluated. 'Maybe the weight on their mental spheres is connected to their expertise in the inscription method.'


Noah had started to gather data about their techniques even in that peculiar situation.


The three cultivators soon straightened themselves, but Faith steeped forward before they could say anything and gave voice to a request. "We wish to see a representative of the Duron Bloodline."


Her sudden action saw the approval of the others in her group. It was clear that the cultivators with two centers of power held them in high regard, so it was wise to use that chance to hasten the meeting.


Faith's beauty had forced her to become experienced in handling political matters to avoid issues that could put her in dangerous situations or enrage famous characters inside and outside the Council.


She had been able to understand how valuable her group was in the eyes of the natives and find the approach that exploited that before her companions.


The natives were taken aback by her sudden request, and they revealed signs of struggle through their expressions as the pondered about the matter.


"What is it?" Faith asked when she saw that the natives limited themselves to speak through their consciousnesses, and she even showed a bit of annoyance.


The three of them stopped their mental discussion when they saw her expression, and one of them stepped forward to answer. "I don't want to be disrespectful, but…"


The native turned glanced at his companion, who simply nodded at him to give him some confidence, and the former finished his sentence with a question. "Who are you?"


"We are explorers arrived from far away." Faith didn't hesitate in her answer, but she didn't reveal any detail.


The matter of the different world was something that could be discussed only with cultivators of a specific knowledge. There was a high chance that the natives in front of them would just react poorly when they revealed the amazing feat that their world had been capable of.


However, that answer wasn't enough to satisfy the trio.


It was clear that they were trying to be as respectful as they could, but there was an evident struggle inside them that forced them not to trust the envoys.


"All the humans outside of our walls are either dead or exiled." The man said. "Does this mean that you are descendants of criminals?"





The atmosphere became tense as soon as the native gave voice to that question.


Noah and the others expected that lack of trust, but linking them to potential criminals so soon wasn't something that they could have predicted. After all, humans with three centers of power were held in high regard in that world. So, no one considered the possibility that some of them had been exiled in the past.


Even Faith felt that the situation had become too troublesome to handle with simple words, and she limited herself to stare at the trio that didn't show any fear.


The natives were against eight heroic cultivators with a dantian, but they didn't hold back their questions and didn't seem intentioned in letting them advance.


'The determination of warriors willing to die for their country.' Noah thought as he heaved a loud sigh and stepped forward.


He had seen those expressions in the past. Warriors determined to follow the customs, but also ready to fight and die if they sensed that something was off.


He knew far too well that words couldn't overcome such determination.


Noah wielded one of his sabers, and the three men took a few steps back to prepare themselves for the imminent battle. However, they didn't attack since his actions seemed to hide a deeper meaning.


Noah's action had been too slow for a being on his level, which meant that he wanted them to see it. Yet, they still had to prepare themselves in case they misjudged him.


Noah raised his weapon upward and slashed toward the sky.


His attack created a black line above their heads, which shattered the air with its sharpness and spread the innate destruction carried by his individuality.


Noah pointed at the sky as he stored his weapon and said: "This is a martial art."


The three natives and the envoys behind him stared at his figure with a mixture of confusion and disbelief.


His companions didn't understand why he would suddenly reveal his techniques in a situation that could quickly become a battlefield if he wasn't careful.


Instead, the natives were amazed to see that Noah didn't use his mental energy, but he still managed to surpass the power of their most potent attack.


Then, Noah raised his hand, and a few strands of a corrosive black smoke came out from his palm only to disperse shortly after.


The smoke though exuded an aura so threatening that the three natives felt the need to take a few steps back.


The power of a rank 5 spell fueled by solid Breath and mental waves in the fifth rank was incredible. Also, the Demonic Form spell had become even more destructive after both his Breath and mental waves began to carry his individuality.


"This is a spell," Noah said when the last strand of smoke dispersed in the air.


The envoys behind him could only remain silent after seeing the might that he was capable of if he used his sea of consciousness. They understood that. No matter their expertise was, Noah would always have the last word on every topic.


The issue still remained though. The natives had seen that Noah was mighty, but they failed to understand the exact purpose of his actions.


The same went for his companions, who simply waited for his next action.


"In my world," Noah said. "Humans have conquered most of the habitable lands thanks to these attacks."


The eyes of everyone on the scene widened at his words. Noah had casually revealed that he came from another world, but the envoys weren't sure if the natives had truly understood him.


Words could confuse, especially when they concerned the existence of multiple Mortal Lands.


However, they had seen how his attacks were different from those that they were used to see.


"Trust is important, so I've decided to take the first step," Noah said as he turned his head toward a seemingly empty spot behind the three natives. "Is this enough to make you take yours?" 
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                        Both the envoys and the natives turned toward the spot pointed by Noah's eyes. There didn't seem to be anything there, but they believed that there had to be a reason behind Noah's actions.


The truth was that even Noah didn't plan for his demonstration to end in that way.


He had intended to give a demonstration to the natives to gain their trust or arouse their interest, but something strange had happened after he showed his martial art.


The awful smell that filled the habited territory had suddenly increased as if something had arrived next to them. However, Noah didn't sense any aura, and even his instincts failed to detect any living being.


Nevertheless, he trusted his body, and the fact that the smell came from a spot behind the natives made him almost sure that a powerful existence was observing them.


It wasn't hard to imagine that the humans of that world would have inscribed items that mostly targeted the magical beasts, so his guess wasn't completely groundless either.


A female voice suddenly resounded from that seemingly empty spot. "I'm surprised that someone on your level can sense me."


Cracks appeared in the air behind the three natives after the voice filled the area, and the aura of a rank 5 cultivator enveloped the group of envoys as small pieces of the sky fell apart.


It was as if a curtain made of glass had covered the actual scenery for the whole time!


A middle-aged woman became visible as the azure shards fell toward the ground, and the envoys were immediately able to sense the difference in power between her and the other natives.


At once, they knew that she had three centers of power!


"Greetings, Lady Danielle!"


The three men kneeled at her sight, and Noah didn't hesitate to perform a polite bow that was imitated by the others in his group.


Danielle had fair skin and long brown hair that created a wonderful contrast with her blue eyes. She was tall, but her stature didn't prevent her figure from appearing graceful.


She wore a tight robe that underlined her forms, but there were sturdy materials under the upper layer that revealed that her clothes were similar to an armor.


Danielle didn't even look at the three men kneeling in front of her. Her gaze went for the young-looking man who had been able to notice her under her cloaking spell.


"What do you mean by in my world?" She asked, and Noah couldn't help but reveal a cold smile.


His words had caught her attention. Now it was just a matter of making her ignore the difference in their power to start a fair meeting.


"We ventured through space to reach unknown lands. Our journey led us here, and your techniques caught our attention." Noah answered.


He was being vague on purpose for what concerned their origin, but he didn't hide the reason behind their mission.


There was a rank 5 cultivator in front of them, and she was bound to be stronger than the average existences of their world. So, he decided to be honest when it came to what he wanted to obtain from their cooperation.





Danielle didn't show any emotion, and not even her aura flickered when she heard those words. However, she remained silent and kept her eyes on Noah.


She couldn't believe him so quickly, but those eight cultivators were an unusual sight for her world.


They all had three centers of power, even if they weren't connected to the same bloodline. Their accent was strange, and the techniques shown by Noah didn't follow the common teachings of any region.


She broke the silence to ask, "How did you come here?" But Noah limited himself to shake his head.


There was no need for further explanations. It was clear that he had no intention to reveal that information.


"I can't believe you if I don't see any proof," Danielle said at that point.


"We are the proof." Noah immediately answered, and he pointed at the fainted rank 2 cultivators in his companion's grasp before adding, "You can ask him when he wakes up."


Danielle had noticed the human cultivator when she arrived, but she didn't think much about him. Yet, Noah's words made her able to link his presence to the knowledge of the foreigners in front of her.


"Have you already hurt my people?" Danielle asked, and her aura began to radiate a suffocating pressure that affected the Breath in the area which closed around the envoys.


It was as if that spot of the sky had become an extension of her mind in that instant, and Noah and the others were in the middle of her personal world.


Noah's interest in the techniques of that world could only increase at that sight, but he didn't forget that the rank 5 native was attacking them.


His companions were already struggling to keep their eyes open under what could be considered as a mental spell since it used both the Breath in the environment and Danielle's mental energy.


After all, they were only rank 4 mages. They couldn't possibly endure a rank 5 spell even if it was only a weak one.


Elder Clara was about to use one of her defensive items to protect Faith and the rest of the group when she heard a loud roar.


The temperature rose as a column of white flames shot upward and severed the control that Danielle had on that area.


It soon became clear to everyone that Noah had intervened!


"Listen," Noah began to speak, but his tone was far colder than before. "We come in peace, and my men even protected your underling. Just give us a chance and-"


He couldn't finish his phrase since Danielle shot at him while trying to deliver a punch aimed for his face.


'This woman!' Noah cursed in his mind as his right hand shot to grab her wrist, and a black saber appeared on his left one. Also, black smoke began to come out from his body as he activated the Demonic Form spell.


Danielle was a complete rank 5 cultivator. He couldn't hold back anything if he wanted to hope to match her.


Surprise filled his mind when he blocked her punch.


Her physical strength was entirely above that of ordinary cultivators, and it neared the realm of the magical beasts!


Of course, that strength could only surprise Noah, but it couldn't overcome him since their bodies were in the same tier.


The corrosive smoke started to create a scaled armor around his body, and Noah even began to slash with his blade to fend off the powerful opponent.


However, he stopped his offensive when he saw the pure amazement that had appeared on Danelle's expression.


"What is it?" Noah asked without releasing his grasp on her wrist.


Even a powerful rank 5 cultivator would be doomed in a melee combat with him, and Noah wasn't willing to let go of that advantage until he understood her intentions.


A single tear fell from Danielle's eyes as she muttered soft words, "I thought that Heaven and Earth had destroyed your kind."
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                        Noah was a fantastic liar, and he was great at hiding his emotions. His acting skills were incredible, even if he didn't rely on them so often anymore. His path led him to express his individuality, and he couldn't risk tainting it.


Yet, he still needed to pretend when it came to June and some of his powers. He couldn't just reveal all his secrets to his enemies.


However, all that experience in feigning his emotions didn't help him when he heard Danielle's words.


It wasn't hard to understand what she meant, and Noah even believed that her punch had only been a test. She needed to assess his physical strength to be sure of her guess.


'Did this world use to have hybrids?' Noah questioned himself, but there was a more pressing matter in front of him.


Danielle's words had been soft, but the cultivators behind him were rank 4 mages. Their consciousnesses couldn't have missed hearing her, especially when she was attacking their leader!


The fact that he was a hybrid was one of his biggest secrets, and he wasn't ready to reveal it to the world.


The Hive and the other factions could have picked up some clues about his body-nourishing method, but they were useless without actual confirmations. Also, the thought that he had fused himself with a magical beast was quite unbelievable, and that further hindered their ability to understand.


"Humans haven't been able to wield the beas-," Danielle began to speak, but Noah quickly interrupted her by raising his voice.


"This conversation should be private!" Noah shouted, and both sides felt surprised when they heard him, especially his companions.


Noah was always cold and calculative with his behavior. They had never seen him losing his cool.


Their interest obviously spiked at that point, but Danielle didn't fail to understand the meaning behind his sudden action and decided to protect his secret.


"Follow me," Danielle said while moving her gaze toward her wrist still locked in Noah's grasp.


Noah nodded at her when he noticed that gesture, and he slowly released her while storing his saber and dispersing his spell. His eyes though didn't leave the tall woman even when she turned to fly toward the center of the region.


If someone were to look at Noah's expression, they would believe that Noah had been captivated by Danielle's beauty and was unable to stop looking at her. However, the truth was that his interest in the matter was so high that he could barely contain himself from asking the questions that were popping in his mind.


Noah followed Danielle, and the other envoys did the same. The three natives limited themselves to escort the group while keeping some distance from it. No one talked. The envoys were still surprised by the sudden change of attitude of the rank 5 cultivator, while Noah was simply waiting to be alone with her.


Of course, the envoys didn't fail to link Noah's body with that change. It was the only logical conclusion, but they didn't really understand what they had discovered.





Noah's body was still a mystery in their minds, but it was a mystery that seemed extremely important in that world. Only June had a clearer picture of the situation since she knew that Noah shared many similarities with the magical beasts.


Danielle led the group in one empty area that lacked any sign of civilization. However, when she waved her hand, a crack spread in the sky and revealed a tall castle hidden behind that cloaking spell.


The envoys went through the fissure and found themselves in what appeared to be a transparent dome.


The castle wasn't the only building inside those glassy walls. There were many mansions laid around the perimeter of that huge structure, and a series of training grounds spread behind it.


Also, Noah didn't fail to notice that the awful smell had increased in intensity when he entered the dome.


'This should be one of the most protected places in the entire region.' Noah thought.


He had already begun to link the intensity of that scent with the defenses of an item or area. Its purpose was quite evident for someone who could recognize it. As for the three natives, they simply remained on the other side of the crack and watched as it quickly closed.


Danielle led the group inside the castle, and a series of human cultivators with two centers of power welcomed their arrival with a military salute.


She didn't look at them and continued to speed through the large corridor unfolding in front of the envoys. Noah and the others didn't even have time to inspect the environment for fear that she would disappear if they lost their focus.


Danielle slowed down only when they reached a large hall, where other human cultivators welcomed her again and waited for further orders.


It appeared that those weak soldiers guarded the entirety of the castle, and their status seemed to be higher compared to that of the rank 2 cultivator still carried by the Empire's envoy.


'They should be some kind of Royal Guards, but they are just humans.' Noah thought before losing interest in them.


Danielle completely stopped when she reached the end of the hall and turned to look at Noah at that point.


"The rest of you must remain here." She said. "The guards will bring you everything you ask."


Then, she crossed the door at the end of the hall without waiting for their reaction.


Noah quickly followed her even if he felt that the envoys were about to shout a series of complaints. However, they didn't say anything when they saw that Noah had already left them.


Also, they didn't dare to break Danielle's orders for fear of undermining the opportunity of a peaceful relationship with that world.


Danielle brought Noah in the deepest parts of the castle, where a series of paintings depicted images of cultivators slaying giant beasts with their bare hands. Some of them even used abilities belonging to the magical beasts' world!


Yet, when he saw a painting depicting a human eating the raw meat of a giant snake, he felt the need to stop to admire it.


"We weren't always so weak," Danielle said when she noticed his behavior. "We used to treat those beasts as nothing more than food when the bloodline of our ancestor still existed in this world."


Noah remained silent when he heard her. He knew that he was about to learn what made that world so strange.


"Limitations often accompany power due to Heaven and Earth's fairness, but we managed to keep that bloodline alive even with its poor fertility." Danielle continued while pointing at a painting that featured a series of naked men around a woman lain on a large bed.


"Yet, they crossed a limit when they tried to give a dantian to every cultivator, and lightning storms filled the sky until all of them were reduced to dust."



						




                    


                
				
                    740. Harem

					
					

                    
                        "What about the six bloodlines ruling the human society," Noah said. "What is the difference between them and their ancestors?"


Danielle didn't mention anything concerning the actual power of the lost bloodline, nor in which way it was connected to his hybrid status.


"The six families are the result of mixed blood. We have inherited part of their power, but we don't carry any of the abilities of the magical beasts like they did." Danielle said, and Noah couldn't help but ask more about that peculiar bloodline.


It turned out that the balance of that world had initially been different from what he had imagined. The six families didn't exist, and the only humans that had a dantian were a small group of people that were now called ancestors.


According to Danielle's words, the ancestors were very similar to hybrids.


Their bodies could match the physical might of the magical beasts, and they could learn some of their abilities when they ate them. They were basically perfect beings, especially in a world where they didn't lack nourishing creatures.


Also, the fact that they had poor fertility wasn't an issue since it was considered an honor to become their lover.


Danielle told Noah how they used to have large harems with the only intention of enlarging their bloodline and improving the power of the humans as a whole.


"Through the years, we discovered that women have a higher chance to pass down the three centers of power," Danielle said. "This feature is present even in the six bloodlines, so women are generally valued more here."


Noah's eyebrows arched when a thought popped in his mind, and Danielle revealed a smirk when she saw his expression.


"In case you are wondering, I have a harem too. Every human with three centers of power has one, and we seclude ourselves in long mating sessions." Danielle revealed. "I have given birth to seven complete cultivators and dozens of incomplete ones."


Noah couldn't help but be surprised about her situation, and some respect appeared inside him when he understood how determined they were in keeping their bloodline alive.


The data was disheartening, and the ancestors had it even worse. Their chances to give birth to a hybrid were even less, but they managed to create the six bloodlines in the process.


"What happened?" Noah asked.


Danielle wore a helpless expression before speaking. "We became too powerful. The balance was maintained at the beginning, but too many cultivators with three centers of power began to fill our ranks. It wasn't fair to have the ancestors with that number of assets, so Heaven and Earth started to target them until all of them died."


Noah finally understood at that point.


That world had stronger magical beasts and weaker humans, but it also used to have a small number of extremely powerful cultivators that compensated those disadvantages.


That was the balance decided by Heaven and Earth, but the humans had broken it with their commitment to making that powerful bloodline flourish. The humans would keep the weaker progeny, but they would lose their strongest assets, forever limiting their maximum power to the six bloodlines.





Those were events that had happened millennia ago, and Danielle had learnt about them because the six bloodlines had kept records of the experiments and achievements of their past leaders.


However, when he understood that, he realized what Danielle's intentions were.


The last painting on the large corridor depicted a Heaven Tribulation piercing a series of human figures, and a set of rooms appeared after that. There was a large bed in each of those rooms, and there were people in the middle of sexual intercourses in some of them.


Noah was able to notice that there was at least one cultivator with three centers of power in the rooms that were occupied, and the intercourses weren't limited to two people most of the time.


They had orgies without even bothering to close the doors of their rooms!


Noah had already begun to think of ways to politely decline Danielle without endangering his relationship with that world when a strange scent reached his nose and triggered his arousal.


That sensation was so sudden that he didn't even have time to understand where that scent had come from. Yet, it seemed that Danielle had planned that since she turned and revealed a strange smile.


"I wasn't sure if it would work. The records concerning our ancestors aren't always clear." Danielle said as she placed a hand on Noah's chest.


Noah felt his instincts exploding at that soft touch, but his mind was strong enough to make him hold back from falling prey to his arousal.


"With you," Danielle continued to speak as she slid her hand to reach for his lower body, "We might be able to restore the bloodline of the ancestors."


Noah felt the hand sliding past his waist and reaching for his groin, but he took a step back when she was about to open his robe.


"I have a woman," Noah said. "And my bloodline is the result of an experiment. It isn't as pure as that of your ancestors."


Noah had decided to reveal the truth to avoid the possibility of Danielle's forcing him to lie with her.


After all, she was a rank 5 cultivator who was even more potent than the cultivators of his world. Noah would have to go all out just to buy himself a few minutes before his inevitable loss.


He could only tell her part of the secrets behind his body to remain faithful to June.


Also, he had fused himself with a Cursed Dragon, a species that had already been punished for its power. His fertility was bound to be incredibly low, which would force him to try for years if he wanted to procreate.


Danielle didn't seem disappointed that Noah had rejected her. She actually appeared quite interested in the fact that he had created something able to match her ancestors by himself.


"This experiment," Danielle said, "Can you reproduce it on other subjects?"


Noah shook his head and said, "I would advise against it. The mortality rate is too high, and it causes Heaven and Earth's anger. I'm afraid their reaction would be far worse if I were to perform it in this world."


Danielle could only give up on that idea when she heard his words. The retribution of Heaven and Earth was something that she wanted to avoid at all costs.


"I need to browse through the records and see if I can find something useful. In the meantime, you can all remain here. I'm still unclear about this matter concerning another world, but we can set the basics for cooperation." Danielle said and was about to leave when Noah had an idea.


Maybe it was just his arousal clouding his judgment, but that was the perfect chance to obtain something that he had desired for a long time.


"Danielle," Noah said, "Can you do me a favor? I need your help to have some intimacy with a woman in my group."
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                        Noah returned in the hall by himself, and the envoys couldn't help but assault him with countless questions. The oath made them confident that he didn't betray them, but they still wanted to know the reason behind that private meeting.


Noah couldn't hide much at that point. He began to explain how his body-nourishing method made him resemble the lost bloodline of the ancestors of that world.


He even explained Danielle's story and how they kept the six bloodlines alive.


It was needless to say that the thought of having a harem interested some of the envoys. After all, all the humans in Noah's world had three centers of power, meaning that each of them was a valuable resource there.


Of course, Noah lied to them when it came to the features of his body. He said that Danielle had rejected him when she discovered that his abilities were the result of a technique and carried drawbacks.


The envoys could only let the issue go even if Noah didn't reveal any secret about his body. It was clear that he wasn't willing to expose himself, and they simply accepted the positive result that the misunderstanding brought to their world.


Only June knew that something was off.


According to his explanation, Noah did resemble the ancestors, which meant that Danielle didn't refuse him. However, she couldn't give voice to her worries in that place. She could only try to pick up clues from Noah's expression whenever their eyes met.


She realized that Noah was distracted and that his usual sharpness didn't appear in his aura.


Seeing him in that state frustrated her, especially since she couldn't reach for him and ask what was wrong. Yet, she could only lower her head and try to stop those emotions from appearing in her aura.


One of the guards in the hall announced that they could spend a few days there while Danielle prepared herself for an official meeting, and the envoys didn't hesitate to accept that offer. The guards even allowed a few of them to exit the dome to contact their headquarters!


The news that they had been accepted by one of the ruling forces shook the rank 5 cultivators on the volcano.


Everything was going smoothly, and establishing an alliance was a priority since they were still unaware of the actual power of the bloodlines. They would need to know their exact number of powerful assets before choosing a more violent approach, but they could settle for a simple exchange of resources until then.


The fact that Noah's peculiar body had influenced Danielle's behavior surprised them too, but the report of the envoys made them believe that they had just been lucky.


After all, Noah had been alone with Danielle for less than an hour. With the oath and that short amount of time, they felt inclined to believe him.


The guards assigned luxurious rooms to each envoy and made sure to leave a device that they could use in case they needed something.





Noah didn't even glance at his companions before entering his room and closing the door behind him. The others simply followed his example and decided to spend that time either cultivating or enjoying the delicacies that the guards could bring.


They couldn't possibly know that Danielle had granted Noah a favor and was waiting for everyone to close their doors before appearing inside his room through a secret passage.


"I thought you would have chosen the brown-haired woman," Danielle said as a passage appeared inside Noah's room and revealed her figure, "Your status should grant you the best of the best."


She was obviously speaking about Faith. Her beauty was something that had managed to surprise even a powerful rank 5 cultivator.


"Beauty has nothing to do with my choice," Noah said as he began to follow Danielle through that secret passage.


The walls of that area carried strange features that Noah could only describe as an unknown type of inscription. They blocked any sound or aura from leaking outside, and they even reinforced their structure as a whole.


That world still hid a lot of surprises, and Noah had just started to learn about it. However, his mind couldn't focus on those details at that moment.


The peculiar scent that had triggered his arousal was still affecting his body. His mind had struggled to suppress those sensations since he had returned from the depths of the castle. That was the reason behind his lack of focus when he discussed with the envoys. His intense instincts made him unable to concentrate.


Also, the fact that Danielle had agreed on helping him obtaining some intimacy with June didn't help his distracted state.


The duo walked for a few minutes through the dark passage until Danielle stopped and used her fingers to trace a few signs on the wall nearby.


The wall became ethereal, and Noah could see a room identical to his on the other side. The female figure meditating on the bed though claimed the entirety of his attention.


"I'll pick you up before the meeting," Danielle said as she began to leave the area, "Remember that you owe me one."


The wall started to return material when she left, and Noah didn't even answer her to cross it in time.


June suddenly sensed a foreign aura arriving in her room and threw her golden spear toward that unknown presence. Yet, her eyes widened when she saw her lover holding her weapon in his grasp and showing a warm smile.


"How?" June asked as she slowly left the bed to take short steps toward Noah.


She couldn't believe what she was seeing. It was as if Noah had materialized directly in her room!


"I've asked Danielle a favor. For your information, she was already willing to give me a harem." Noah said as his smile became an arrogant smirk.


Nevertheless, June didn't even mind his words and jumped toward him when she understood that he was really there.


Noah suddenly found himself embracing June. One of his hands instinctively went for her messy hair, and he closed his eyes as he lost himself in the sensations that their reunion caused.


He felt the warmth of her body filling him, and he sensed her the softness of her cheeks on his neck. Noah felt her lips on his shoulder, and her hands immersed in his hair. Even the smell of the Heaven Tribulation reached him, but the sensations that filled him at that moment completely overwhelmed that hateful scent.


His arousal reached its peak at that point, and Noah felt that he would lose control of his actions if he remained in that position. The scent from before and the sensations caused by June were too intense when they attacked his mind together.


"June," Noah said, "They used something, and my instincts are all over the place now. I might jump on you if I don't calm down first."


June turned her head and laid her lips on Noah's ear. Then, she whispered words that made him stop holding back. "What are you waiting for?"
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                        The effects of the drug used when Noah was with Danielle, and the natural arousal caused by June's presence made him unable to stop any time soon. Luckily for him, the walls of those rooms were thick and prevented any kind of noise from leaking outside.


The members of the bloodlines were used to have long mating sessions, so every room in the castle was perfect for that kind of activity.


The long years spent away from each other vanished as they enjoyed themselves in that alien world. Their bodies instinctively remembered what it was like to be together and what their lover liked.


"Now I can be sure that you didn't let that woman tempt you," June said when Noah finally managed to calm himself and give her a break.


His hand caressed her hair as she rested on his chest, just like she used to do back in his quarters.


Looking at her gave birth to a calm and warm feeling that he had almost forgotten in the years spent training and fighting alone. Even his usually violent aura became more peaceful when June was in his arms.


"She managed to tempt me," Noah said while revealing a warm smile, "I just didn't want to lose you because of that."


June was already preparing a punch when she heard the first part of his phase, but she ended up giving him a long kiss when he finished it.


Noah had broken other records after their separation, but he was still the man that she loved, even if he was on a completely different level now.


"These years without you were hard. That Lix is set in taking me as his bride. Luckily, he respects my achievements and lets me cultivate in peace." June said as she snuggled even closer to him.


Noah felt a mixture of anger and arousal due to her words and gesture, but he decided not to address that issue. Their time was limited, and he didn't want to spend it thinking about problems that he couldn't fix.


"We are getting stronger," Noah said, "We will reach a point where the organizations behind us won't be able to affect our relationship."


His words sounded like a promise in June's mind, and she rejoiced a little when she heard them. Yet, she couldn't help but feel a bit helpless when she remembered how strong Noah had become.


Also, she was aware of the events that had created chaos in the Utra nation in the last years.


She wouldn't dare to ask Noah if the Hive was behind the attack on the nobles for fear that her knowledge could hurt him. Still, she was almost sure that he was behind the destruction of the Balvan family.


Noah was achieving his goals at an unbelievable speed, while she was still stuck between the marriage proposals of the Elbas family. Also, her family was gaining a lot from her cooperation with the Royals, but she wasn't completely free inside it.


She felt caged most of the time, with only her desire to become stronger and see Noah keeping her company.


"Hey," June asked with a bit of hesitation, "How do you feel about the events in the Utra nation?"





Her question hid a more profound meaning, and Noah didn't fail to understand that she was simply worried about his mental state.


Noah sighed at that question. He had already thought a lot about the battle against his grandfather and the price paid for his revenge.


"Back then, I would think of the noble families as unbeatable monsters that I had to avoid enraging at all costs," Noah said as his mind remembered the feelings that he had when he was just a new cultivator.


"Now, they are just weaklings who are limited by the same status that made them powerful in my eyes." He concluded.


The nobles were just underlings of the Elbas family, and the appearance of the new continent further worsened their position. Also, their lofty lifestyle often hindered their progress in the heroic ranks.


Their nobility gave them an initial boost, but that was one of the causes behind their lack of powerful assets.


"The only constant in my life is power and, well, my feelings for you," Noah concluded.


He and June looked deep on each other eyes after his words. Every second felt too short since they knew that they would have to resume their act once the meeting began.


"I won't leave you alone. No matter where your ambition would lead you, I'll be sure to be right behind you, until the day when I finally surpass you." June repeated her vow as she pressed her palm at the center of Noah's chest.


It was a natural act. June simply wanted to feel the slight change in his heartbeat whenever she touched him.


"I'll always leave that spot open for you," Noah repeated his vow too and reached for her hand without moving his gaze away from her eyes.


His arousal would increase every time he reaffirmed his feelings for June. It was something deeply linked to his emotions. Something that he couldn't control when he was with her.


June recognized that gaze and the feelings that it carried. She couldn't help but feel some eagerness when she understood Noah's intentions. Then, they abandoned themselves to their desires, aiming to make the most out of their short time together once again.


Days peacefully passed inside the castle, and Noah didn't dare to leave June's room for that period. They spent most of their time in bed, but they also cultivated and discussed their individualities.


June's individuality was slowly evolving into a spreading battle intent that affected the entirety of her centers of power and allowed her to surpass her limits as she kept on fighting.


Of course, her understanding was still immature, and she had yet to gain insights on the innate defiance of her cultivation technique. She just knew that her existence was a perpetual cycle that would lead her toward more battles and stronger enemies.


As for Noah, he explained his issue with the impossibility of modifying the primary energy without laws.


June could immediately see how the techniques of the natives of that world seemed incredibly fitting for his problem. She even understood that Noah would have quickly gained their methods if he had just given up on his relationship with her.


That realization made her feel so happy that she basically jumped on him and didn't let him go for almost half a day. She knew that Noah needed her for his individuality, but she felt happy that her lover didn't sacrifice her for the quickest path to power.


Lix even tried to visit June in those days, but she always managed to send him away with the excuse of her training.


Then, after eleven days spent in that way, the wall of her room became ethereal and revealed Danielle, who announced the beginning of the meeting.
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                        Danielle accompanied Noah back to his room before using the guards inside the castle to announce the beginning of the meeting.


She had found something in her ancestors' records that could make use of Noah's peculiar body, but she wanted to wait for the meeting to end before negotiating with him in private.


The guards led the envoys in another hall in a deeper part of the castle, and cultivators in the heroic ranks began to appear as they reached for those areas.


The envoys quickly understood that Danielle was simply showing the power of her region, but they weren't so impressed since all those cultivators had only two centers of power.


Yet, they still saw more than forty of them, which made Noah and the others reevaluate the actual power of the humans of that world.


There was one feature that they didn't consider at the beginning, but that they felt forced to acknowledge when they saw all those heroic assets. Humans with only two centers of power would be weaker than ordinary cultivators, but they would also have an easier path toward the higher ranks.


The absence of their dantian made their training far quicker since they could focus only on their bodies and minds.


'I wonder how strong they actually are.' Noah thought as he inspected those powerful guards.


The number of heroic assets of the Duron Bloodline could almost match the Hive, even if they were bound to be weaker. Yet, Noah and the others knew that they saw only what Danielle was willing to show them.


They had yet to see other cultivators with three centers of power, and they didn't believe for even a second that Danielle was the only one in the castle.


Also, they could imagine how those carrying her same bloodline would receive the best treatment that the world had to offer. After all, they were the real power of the human society, as well as the only ones who could pass down the three centers of power.


'Six bloodlines fight the endless tide of magical beasts together. Our world should be stronger, but only when considering the entirety of its heroic assets.' Noah thought as he sat around the large table placed at the center of that vast hall.


Even if each bloodline were as strong as the Hive, they would still be inferior to his world in terms of heroic assets. However, the fact that they were united as a force made them threatening.


Also, Noah didn't know if they had rank 6 cultivators, and they were the assets that would determine the power of that world.


The envoys sat on his sides, and Danielle took the seat on the opposite edge. Guards in the heroic ranks began to bring wine and other delicacies, but the envoys were too amazed to focus on them for now.


They had never seen heroic cultivators being treated as servants. They were all humans without a dantian, but they were still powerful assets.


However, their rank didn't matter in that world, and the guards didn't mind being used in that way. They simply worshiped the members of the bloodlines too much to complain or have grudges.





A man entered the hall from a door behind Danielle and spoke, "So, they are the reason behind the recent mess."


The man was tall, and his facial features resembled Danielle's so much that the envoys immediately thought that they were twins.


He had a pair of blue eyes and her same brown hair. He wore a loose green robe that exposed most of his chest, and his expression revealed some arrogance as he inspected the guests.


What surprised Noah and the others the most though was the fact that he was a rank 5 cultivator with three centers of power too!


Yet, the surprises weren't over since a female figure followed the arrival of the man.


The woman resembled a younger version of Danielle and carried the same traits of the Duron Bloodline. Also, she was a rank 4 cultivator with three centers of power.


"Please welcome Florent, my brother, and Lorie, my daughter," Danielle said as the two cultivators sat on her sides. "They had to interrupt their mating sessions to join this meeting. I hope it will be worth it."


Noah could smell the scent of other men and women on the newly arrived heroic cultivators, which made him confident that Danielle was telling the truth.


'Even her daughter…' Noah thought before suppressing his wonder.


He didn't care about what they did to keep their bloodline alive. He only wanted to obtain their training methods and the knowledge concerning the magical beasts of that world.


"Why are your bodies so weak?" Florent asked, but his eyes soon fixed on Noah.


His mind tried to inspect the secrets hidden under his sturdy skin, but Noah's destructive aura prevented him from discovering anything. Yet, he had the vague feeling that Noah's body was even more potent than his!


That didn't make any sense since his center of power was in the middle tier, and he had trained in one of the best body-nourishing methods available in his family.


His arrogance soon became curiosity, and he found himself glancing at his sister, who didn't hesitate to solve his doubts.


"They say that they come from another world," Danielle said, and both Florent and Lorie revealed amazed expressions.


Florent couldn't contain his curiosity anymore at that point and began to question them. "How many bloodlines are there in your world? They must be more than eight! Yet, why is he the only one that meets our standards?"


He was obviously speaking about Noah since he could sense that he appeared extremely dangerous for a rank 4 cultivator.


Noah didn't want to answer too soon, but Danielle noticed his hesitation spoke. "You know about our history. Tell us yours before moving to other topics."


There wasn't much that Noah could do after she said that, so he simply explained some of the differences between their words.


The three natives remained silent for the entirety of his speech, and they didn't even stop him when they learnt about details that seemed incredible in their view.


After all, Noah's world resembled a paradise in their eyes.


The humans controlled most of the landmasses, and each of them had three centers of power. Also, the magical beasts didn't have a dantian, which made them inferior to cultivators on the same rank.


Noah even spoke about the differences with their training methods, but he focused on the part that concerned the seas of consciousness.


He was trying to bring the discussion on that topic to learn more about their methods, but Danielle interrupted him before he could ask anything.


"We would like to perform a few tests," Danielle said, and the two heroic cultivators next to her nodded in approval.


Noah and the others didn't understand what she meant with her request, but Lorie quickly explained the meaning behind her mother's words. "We would like to try mixing your bloodlines with ours."
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                        Not even ten minutes had passed since the beginning of the meeting, but the representatives of the Duron Bloodline had already requested to add the cultivators from Noah's world to their mating sessions.


"We would only test the procedures with the highest chance of producing complete cultivators." Danielle continued to explain. "So, ten men from your world should be enough. Also, it would be better if they were all heroic cultivators."


Noah and the others felt simply lost at their request.


They had come there intending to exchange resources, and maybe even a few secrets concerning their training methods. However, they suddenly realized that the natives were more interested in sexual partners.


'They underestimate us.' Noah thought.


It wasn't hard to understand what had gone through the natives' minds after he explained how his world worked.


The cultivators of that world had stronger bodies and peculiar training methods that enhanced the capabilities of their minds. Those features in the six bloodlines created cultivators that were generally stronger than those in Noah's world.


Danielle and the other members of her family believed that their only weakness was their lack of complete cultivators since they felt superior to their guests in any other aspect.


Still, learning that all the humans in Noah's world had three centers of power gave them hope in improving their chances of giving birth to complete cultivators.


Their reasoning was simple. Using better materials could increase the quality of the final product. In the same way, the union between better cultivators could improve the quality of their offspring.


In the worst case, they would still obtain complete cultivators, even if inferior to those carrying the features of their bloodline.


Noah didn't mind their offer as long as he could obtain the training methods in exchange. The only issue was that he didn't have the authority to accept that request.


"What would you offer in exchange?" Noah asked.


It was pointless to contact the rank 5 cultivators in the volcano when they didn't know if the Duron Bloodline was willing to give away something valuable. It was better to obtain a complete view of their world and their resources before leaving the decision to the leaders.


"What do you want?" Danielle asked, and Noah didn't hesitate to list everything that he had in mind.


"Training methods for each center of power, inscription methods, the complete history of your world, and a list of the precious materials with their respective uses," Noah said. "Oh, I wish to see even all the researches of your ancestors. It doesn't matter if they concern the humans or the magical beasts."


Danielle and the other natives couldn't possibly imagine that, when it came to negotiations, Noah didn't hold back in the slightest. He had basically asked for anything that those Mortal Lands had to offer!





Of course, complaints followed Noah's request, but there was something that the envoys learnt among those loud discussions: The members of the Duron Bloodline didn't know what the inscriptions were.


They didn't understand the topic even when Noah provided a few examples and mentioned their ability to control the Breath in the environment.


According to their explanations, they simply added specific functions to suitable materials through their minds.


That was the only form of inscription that they were capable of doing. It was a basic type of formation that used raw materials instead of lines.


Danielle held back many details when she described their method, but the envoys soon lost interest in it.


It was just a rudimentary form of inscription in their view, and it seemed to be heavily dependent on the precious materials used in the process. Their world had similar methods, but it also had others that completely surpassed the limits dictated by the materials.


Noah was able to understand how limited the natives were better than others since his inscription methods covered both aspects of that field.


The Elemental Forging method was somewhat similar to the inscriptions performed in that world, even if the latter didn't use Breath imbued with meanings and didn't fuse different materials.


On the other hand, the Will-consuming runes didn't need any items, but they still created terrific effects.


The need for precious materials wasn't connected to the power of the inscription method, which, instead, was a requirement there.


'I wonder how they create techniques then.' Noah thought when he learnt that.


"How do you call your ability to control the Breath around you?" Lix asked as he gathered notes that he would deliver to Cecil later.


As a member of the force in the lead when it came to inscription methods, he was the first to understand that their initial hypothesis was wrong.


"Hmph, we already revealed too much," Florent said. "You know our price. We will give anything you want afterward."


The meeting ended with a stalemate where both factions were waiting for the opponents to take the first step.


Noah simply nodded at his companions when he understood that it was pointless to continue their discussions. His gesture just signaled that it was time to contact the leaders and explain the situation.


Elder Hope, Lix, Elder Clara, and one of the Empire's envoys exited the dome to contact the rank 5 cultivators of their faction while the others returned to their rooms.


Noah revealed a cold expression when the wall of his room became ethereal and showed the three natives with whom he had spoken just a few minutes before.


The fact that two rank 5 cultivators had just appeared in his room didn't scare him. He was expecting them to make a move.


"We did find a way in which you can help us," Danielle said as the three of them crossed the wall and filled the room with their auras.


The atmosphere became tense, but Noah didn't show the slight trace of anxiety in his expression. His mind was focused on their actions and mental waves, ready to act in case they tried something strange.


"For your information," Florent began to speak, "We will collaborate peacefully as long as you don't cheat us with some unknown method."


The corners of Noah's mouth curved into a smile when he heard those words, but that expression didn't radiate any positive feeling. There was only a sharp aura that prevented those powerful existences from understanding what he was thinking about.


Lorie inevitably trembled at his aura, and even the rank 5 cultivators could only stop to underestimate him at that point. Noah seemed ready to go all out at any moment, and they couldn't risk losing the only being similar to their ancestors because of their arrogance.


"For your information," Noah said once he made sure that they weren't underestimating him. "I will collaborate peacefully only if I'm satisfied with what you are offering."


"Remember that you owe me one!" Danielle quickly said.


Yet, Noah was even quicker with his reply. "Then, the first trade is free, but it will cover any future visit in my lover's room."


Danielle nodded, and Noah relaxed a bit before asking what they needed from him.


"Your blood," Danielle answered.
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                        Danielle's request was surprisingly simple, but Noah didn't dare to accept her terms without knowing how it would be used.


"The Elite beasts can force a mutation in the normal ones and cause the creation of a dantian," Florent said. "Our ancestors have tried to imitate that process to find an alternative to the forced breeding."


He didn't reveal if that experiment had succeeded, and he held back from speaking about any detail concerning those records. Yet, those few words were enough to give Noah an idea of how they would use his blood.


Noah felt a bit hesitant. His blood carried some secrets of his hybrid status, and it could be used as a material in the creation of specific inscribed items that targeted him.


However, the Duron Bloodline didn't know how to perform inscriptions, and the items used on the ancestors were effective on him too. The natives of that world were probably the less dangerous force when it came to using his blood to hurt him.


His hesitation slowly became determination as he understood that he was out of options. He could only accept their offer or wait to obtain their training techniques and knowledge through the forces of his world.


"My blood isn't cheap," Noah said to test their reactions.


He had already decided to sell his blood, but, at the same time, he wanted to start studying the researches of that world.


"What more do you want?" Danielle asked. "We won't give you resources in the first trade. I believe I have made myself clear."


Noah shook his head and made another offer. "I'll give you enough blood for two trades, but I want your studies and knowledge. You can cut away anything containing techniques and methods."


Danielle's unwillingness forced him to aim for the knowledge of that world rather than for its techniques for their first trade, at least.


The trio didn't want to agree to his request, but giving him some historical records wasn't an issue. Also, his blood could contain the secrets behind the power of their ancestors, so they felt inclined to please him.


"Deal," Danielle said, and the tension in the room suddenly vanished after that.


They had finally set the terms for their secret cooperation. Now it was just a matter of exchanging the resources mentioned in their deal.


"I'll put a guard in the secret passage. He will lead you to your woman's room whenever you want." Danielle said as she pointed at a spot on the wall.


According to her explanation, he just needed to knock, and a guard would open the passage. As for the knowledge, he had to wait for them to return in their inventory and decide what they could give him.


Then, Lorie traced a few lines on the wall to turn it ethereal, and a guard appeared on the other side. The guard held a large syringe in his grasp, and Noah couldn't help but shake his head at that sight.


'They have come prepared.' Noah thought.





His interest increased though since he wasn't sure that they could pierce his skin with that item. After all, the natives lacked real inscribed weapons, so the power of their tools couldn't be too high.


Yet, when he stretched his arm, and the guard placed the metallic tip of the syringe over his veins, he saw that the needle pierced his skin without any problem. It was as if his body had allowed the passage of that foreign material.


Florent noticed his amazement and didn't waste that chance to brag. "This is one of the few relics of our ancestors. Powerful beings have filled the needle with their curiosity for many years until they created something capable of piercing almost everything!"


Danielle and Lorie shot an admonishing glance in his direction, which forced him to stop talking.


Noah didn't fail to memorize his words, and he had even activated the Divine Deduction technique to analyze them.


'He said filled, so they still use meanings when they perform their simple inscriptions.' Noah thought as he watched his blood flowing into the syringe. 'Yet, taking years to make something like this is a bit too much.'


Noah wasn't underestimating the value of the syringe. An item able to pierce any material because the curiosity that it carried lowered their natural defenses was something incredible. However, his world had produced a portal that connected two Mortal Lands.


Their expertise in that field was simply on another league.


The guard didn't stop until an entire liter of Noah's blood flowed in the syringe. Then, he pulled the item back and handed it to Danielle while performing a polite gesture.


The trio stared at the dark-red liquid with intense gazes, but Noah didn't have time to waste.


"I'll be in June's room," Noah said while nodding at the guard, "Bring the knowledge directly there."


The guard glanced at Danielle, who could only nod too. Noah had respected his side of the deal, so he could act as he pleased.


The five of them left the room through the secret passage and separated when they reached June's place.


Noah crossed the ethereal wall, and June welcomed him with her usual affectionate gesture when she saw her lover reappearing. Yet, she couldn't help but shoot a cold gaze at the four figures that were disappearing as the wall returned material.


"Don't worry." Noah said while caressing her hair, "We have a deal. They just wanted my blood."


"Are you ok with that?" June asked as she took his hand and led him to her bed.


Noah sighed, "Nothing I can do about that. Luckily for me, their knowledge in the inscription field is laughable. It would take them decades to turn my blood against me."


Florent's last words further confirmed that idea. Noah felt that they were mainly interested in what benefits his blood could bring, and there didn't seem to be any scheme behind their actions.


Noah began to eat some of Daniel's pills when he reached the bed, and June sat next to him to resume her training. He felt incredibly hungry after the blood loss, but his body was already producing more of it thanks to its incredible healing properties.


'If only my bones healed so fast.' Noah sighed as he thought that and crossed his legs to train too.


His training in that period mainly consisted of activating the Divine Deduction technique to meditate about his individuality and stress his mind. His centers of power advanced on their own, and there wasn't much that he could do to improve his situation without the sixth Kesier rune.


Meditating right next to June though deepened his understanding of his creation. Noah felt that his mind managed to produce more ideas for what concerned the fusion of his inscription methods, and he even started to imagine new spells.


Meanwhile, the leaders at the volcano sorted the information obtained in the reports and held a lengthy discussion focused on their cooperation with the natives.


It was needless to say that they ultimately accepted the conditions of the Duron Bloodline.
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                        The decision of the leaders wasn't something that they had reached on their own. They had contacted the other world and explained the situation to the powerhouses before accepting the conditions of the Duron Bloodline.


They quickly conveyed their decision to the envoys in the castle too, who didn't hesitate to contact one of the guards and update them.


It wasn't hard to find ten heroic cultivators willing to spend a few years as sexual partners of the members of the Duran Bloodline. Still, the four factions assigned those ten spots to rank 4 cultivators that had been stuck in the gaseous stage for a while.


Of course, Danielle and her family had to wait for a while before the promised partners reached their castle.


The new assets had to cross the portal and wait for some of the envoys to pick them up and guide them through the region. It was mandatory to keep the location of the fissure a secret from the natives. So, they couldn't use the guards inside the castle for that job.


June felt compelled to be one of the escorts to avoid creating suspicions inside her faction.


She was spending all her time secluded in her room, and some interested envoys had noticed her absence. It wasn't only Lix. Even Faith tried to visit her with the excuse of exchanging pointers that concerned the higher ranks.


Noah had to leave her room at times when the requests became too many, and he had to resume living in his place when June left to return to the volcano. However, he found himself quite busy even without his lover around.


Danielle had respected her side of the deal and had provided him with historical books and researches of her world.


Noah had begun to study those scripts with June when they first arrived, but he continued alone after the arrangements of the leaders.


'Most of their records have been lost during their retreat in these regions.' Noah thought as he browsed through the tall pile of sheets, books, and scrolls that filled his room.


A large part of those pages spoke about the short political issues that had afflicted the six bloodlines through the years. It was impossible to avoid internal strives in a united force that featured six isolated families. Still, those struggles had never seen the death of a member of the bloodlines.


Noah would normally skip those parts to focus on actual researches, but he wanted to see if those pieces of history revealed some of the power of the bloodlines involved.


It was needless to say that he didn't find anything relevant. Danielle had probably removed those parts.


The researches though covered exciting topics, and the names of the ancestors often appeared on those scripts.


It wasn't clear when or why the first ancestor appeared, but the human society of that world developed with them at its center. After all, they were the only beings capable of fending off the endless waves of mutated beasts.





As for those powerful creatures, the natives called them "Elite beasts", and the ancestors had studied them for a long time during their rule.


The ability to force the growth of a dantian, even if only a fake one, was incredible, and the incomplete cultivators desperately needed a form of power that didn't depend on the environment. There was a need for an alternative to the forced breeding.


Yet, even those mighty beings didn't succeed in replicating the feature carried by the Elite beasts.


The records became vague every time they concluded certain events or studies, and Noah could only curse when he didn't find anything useful to his centers of power.


The scripts weren't completely useless though. Noah learnt that the bloodlines were specialized in building structures and items that carried peculiar features. That approach was possible only in an environment that contained many precious materials, which meant that the world was full of them.


Another critical piece of information revealed the targets of their creations.


The lack of severe internal strives limited their items to products that were effective against the magical beasts. That made the bloodlines extremely vulnerable to a human attack but made them quite safe inside the long defensive walls that surrounded the six regions.


Danielle contacted Noah again while June was still away.


She tried her best to mask her excitement, but Noah could immediately see that his blood had met her expectations since she asked for more of it. Also, she didn't refuse any of his requests at that time.


Noah happily gave away another liter of his blood and received in exchange the long-awaited training method for the mental spheres, along with other resources that he had requested.


'They are kind of crazy.' Noah thought when he read the description of the training method.


Due to their nigh-perfect existence, the ancestors could understand the nature of the Breath better than most cultivators. They were just like Noah, who could analyze it from the point of view of both humans and beasts.


In their long rule and through the countless analysis, the ancestors had created a technique that allowed every cultivator to isolate the Heaven and Earth's will in the environment. Then, the cultivators would have to store that will inside their minds to reproduce it with their mental energy!


The copies would be imperfect, but the Breath in the environment would still follow their orders if they reached a certain level of similarity.


The procedure though wasn't over at that point. The cultivators would have to use the copied will to imbue the walls of their spheres so that their mental energy would gain those features as soon as it left the center of power.


It was a slow and dangerous procedure, but the results were quite surprising.


Of course, Danielle had given Noah their best method, while she would provide an incomplete one to the other envoys. There would be no point in Noah giving away his blood otherwise. He would just wait for the factions to handle the trades.


The envoys that had gone to the volcano eventually returned to the castle, followed by ten male rank 4 cultivators in the gaseous stage.


Danielle and Lorie didn't hesitate to begin their mating sessions at their arrival, and Florent became the new representative of the Duron Bloodline in that period.


Meanwhile, the envoys, the assets on the volcano, and the forces on the other side of the portal received the first wave of resources, techniques, and knowledge. They didn't match what was available to Noah, but the many experts in his world were able to uncover and theorize things that he hadn't been able to imagine.


Also, Elder Estelle soon discovered the miraculous properties carried by the Elite beasts, and a series of alchemists reached the new world at that news.


Little by little, more and stronger assets arrived in the new world, and they kept themselves busy as they waited for the first child belonging to both worlds to appear.
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                        Both sides felt a mixture of hesitation and anxiety as the mating session continued. Yet, Noah's world didn't waste those precious months with so many new resources and techniques at hand.


A series of experiments and researches began as more and more experts crossed the portal to reach the new world. The same door and the headquarters on the volcano saw many improvements in their structure too.


After all, the cooperation with the Duron Bloodline had set the foundation for a peaceful colonization, and the forces in Noah's world couldn't let go of that chance.


Those developments though didn't involve only the explorers' side.


The Duron Bloodline had been mostly silent about the arrival of an alien force, but their political system made it impossible to hide that shocking event.


The other bloodlines soon noticed the activities of Danielle's family and began to show their interest in the matter. The possibility of improving their chances to give birth to complete cultivators was too appealing to ignore it.


The Duron Bloodline quickly updated the other rulers on the recent events, and their castle suddenly became the main interest of all the human forces of that world.


Florent informed Noah and the others that the other rulers had learnt about their arrival. Still, that event didn't affect them since they continued to live peacefully inside the castle without anyone bothering them.


It was evident that the bloodlines had handled the matter peacefully, but the envoys felt that they had to pass the news to their leaders anyway. It was paramount to prepare for any problem since they had yet to understand the actual power of those natives.


Luckily for them, no issues appeared even as more months passed. It seemed that the forces of both worlds were simply waiting for the outcome of the mating session to decide on their next move.


"They have updated the list once again," June said when she saw that Noah had interrupted his meditation.


They had resumed their cohabitation when she returned from the volcano, and they had lived together since then.  They spent most of their time training in the new methods provided by the Duron Bloodline, but they didn't forget to enjoy themselves and share intimate moments.


Of course, Noah had shared the resources obtained by selling his blood with June. He didn't want her to train and study flawed or weaker versions just because she wasn't a hybrid.


"Let's take a look then," Noah said as he neared June and inspected the item in her grasp with his mental energy.


The assets on the volcano had begun to list every discovery in a special inscribed notebook that they had provided to some crucial members of each team. Even the forces in the other world could add information whenever they discovered something.


It was a bit clunky to update the item inside the castle since the dome blocked the mental messages, but the envoys simply took turns to periodically exit it and convey the new list to their companions.





A large number of names appeared in Noah's sea of consciousness as his mind touched the special notebook. The names belonged to various materials, and detailed descriptions accompanied them. There were even signs next to the names recently updated to quicken the study of the list.


'They have already started to isolate the mutagen carried by the Elite beasts.' Noah thought. 'It wouldn't take long before they start testing new drugs.'


He was regularly checking the discoveries linked to the strange fauna of that world since his expertise covered that field too.


The forces of his world were making incredible progress in those researches, and he couldn't wait for them to obtain useful results.


There was a limit to how much his knowledge could help in the creation of drugs. Also, he was busy managing his centers of power.


His power would always have the priority in his mind.


"You know that you have your notebook, right?" June smirked when she felt Noah's arm wrapping around her waist.


Noah kept on inspecting the list and ignored her words as he sat behind her and took her in his embrace.


Those gestures had become natural by then as their cohabitation continued. The eagerness to make the most out of their time together had turned into a peaceful warmth that didn't force either of them to interrupt their usual routine.


June shook her head when she saw that Noah was still engrossed in the list and simply laid her back on his chest to find a comfortable position.


"They created a nomenclature for the humans too," Noah said, and June nodded before closing her eyes to rest in her lover's embrace.


The appearance of different kinds of humans had forced their leaders to assign names that better defined them.


The cultivators without a dantian became "Flawed humans", those in Noah's world "humans", and the members of the bloodline earned the name of "Elite humans".


As for the ancestors, the leaders could only assign them the title of "Perfect humans" due to the breathtaking information recorded in the history of that world.


"How is the analysis going?" June asked without opening her eyes.


Her question was meant for his advancements in the training method that aimed to copy Heaven and Earth's will.


She knew that Noah didn't wholly trust the Duron Bloodline, especially when it came to such a dangerous technique. Also, both of them were existences that had clashed with Heaven and Earth due to their training methods.


The consequences of condensing and absorbing that will inside their minds could be ugly, so they both decided that it was better to analyze the method first.


Noah was a rank 5 mage, so he was the most suitable for that task.


"The method isn't dangerous by itself," Noah answered. "The issue is the material involved. Our minds would surely need to fight it."


There was one significant problem with practicing the method after reaching the heroic ranks. Any cultivator at that level would have stepped on their path by then, which inevitably clashed with Heaven and Earth.


Noah and June were in an even worse situation due to their techniques, which made them hesitate to approach the method without gathering data.


Generally speaking, the natives of that world would start copying Heaven and Earth's will since they became rank 1 mages. That allowed them to slowly modify the walls of their mental spheres without incurring in any kind of punishment from the world.


By the time they reached the heroic ranks and began to pursue their individualities, they wouldn't need to store the will inside their minds anymore.


"So?" June asked again, and Noah couldn't help but immerse his head in her wild hair before answering.


"So, I'm going to test it," Noah said, and June opened her eyes to shoot a worried glance at him.


However, she saw the determination radiated by her lover's gaze and knew that she couldn't stop him.


She could only wish him good luck in the most affectionate way that she knew.
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                        Noah condensed part of his mental energy in the form of thick layers that would act as a filter to isolate the will of Heaven and Earth from the Breath. Then, he activated the first part of the training method.


His mental energy spread in the environment and attached itself to the Breath that it touched, only to be pulled back toward his mind when he retracted it.


Human cultivators would have to use most of their mental energy just to drag a small amount of that Breath. Instead, Noah could gather all the energy contained in the room since his consciousness was powerful enough.


The layers of mental energy exited his mental sphere and surrounded its walls to create a filter for the incoming Breath.


Of course, he had built those layers in the specific way described in the method, and only after his analysis had led to the conclusion that those structures were harmless.


The Breath struggled to cross the layers, but Noah's consciousness continued to pull while making sure that the filters remained intact.


It took a while, but, in the end, small particles reached the other side of the layers and used his half-transparent figure to cross the walls of his mental sphere.


The insides of Noah's sea of consciousness were quite crowded. There were the five Kesier runes, the Lazy whale's figure, his saber-shaped rune, the wills for his spells, and a large number of spherical runes that contained primary energy.


Noah needed them to keep enlarging his mental sphere, and he could consider himself satisfied with the result that he had reached.


He was expecting the arrival of the Heaven and Earth's will to increase the internal pressure in his mind further. Yet, when those particles entered his mind, he only felt a stream of confused information filling his thoughts.


Noah felt momentarily lost as those foreign thoughts tried to take over his mind. It was as if the will were giving confused orders to the energy inside his mind!


Yet, he was still a rank 5 mage who had stressed his mind beyond the conventional limits.


His brown mental energy surged and isolated the wills that struggled to escape that encirclement. Nevertheless, they didn't have any real power once they lost their grip on Noah's energy.


The situation inside his sphere stabilized in a matter of instants, and Noah could finally observe the true nature of the will once he reassembled those small particles together.


It wasn't exactly material, but it wasn't ethereal either. The will was utterly invisible, and it seemed to lack any kind of fabric as it floated in the barrage of mental energy that isolated it.


It was as if Noah's mind couldn't turn that substance into something that he could see with any of his senses. He could only perceive its peculiar aura.


Noah felt a strange sensation whenever the aura tried to affect the functioning of his mental energy.





His instincts told him that there was something profound hidden inside that aura, but he didn't delude himself into thinking that he could uncover its secrets. After all, the will was nothing more than a series of messy and broken laws that he had forcefully taken away from the Breath around him.


Of course, he had used the version of the method fitting for the level of his mind. He had created the filters with his mental energy, so the purity of the will was quite high.


Something on that level would have taken control of any human mage's mind.


'I still can't grasp laws.' Noah thought as he looked at the empty space where the will was.


He had yet to express the entirety of his individuality with his centers of power, so the fact that he couldn't see anything didn't surprise him. Nevertheless, having the answers to his problems right in front of him made him feel restless.


'How do I reproduce something so pure though…' Noah thought before activating the Divine Deduction technique.


The only available approach was to perform countless tests just like he did when he translated the diagrams of his spells.


The focus of the procedure though was in imitating the aura and not the actual laws isolated during the absorption. It was simply impossible for him to copy existing laws at his level, and succeeding in doing it could even hurt his individuality.


His dantian had to absorb them as his understanding of his individuality naturally increased until he reached a point where he could wield them.


Noah had just begun to analyze the aura when the will started to shake and consume its invisible fabric to corrupt the encirclement of mental energy.


A battle for the control of the brown sea happened inside Noah's mind, but he quickly regained complete control. Yet, when he focused again, he discovered that every trace of the will had vanished, consumed in its last attack.


"How did it go?" June asked when she saw that Noah had regained his awareness of the outside world.


"The will self-destructed before I could begin to study," Noah answered. "It's not too dangerous, but it's quite troublesome to contain."


After those words, June and Noah started to actively train in the method and exchanging pointers as they kept on living together.


Months inevitably passed, and the news that the forces of both worlds were waiting for ultimately arrived: the mating session had given birth to an offspring!


The eyes of the members of the other five bloodlines landed on the castle as they waited for an official announcement.


The natives of that world based their survival on the number of Elite humans in their ranks. Their society had focused the mating sessions for so many years that they had created specific techniques to improve the procedure.


They could forcibly increase the fertility of certain existences for a short period, and they could even shorten the time required for a pregnancy. Also, they had learnt how to increase the chances of passing down their bloodline, even if that wasn't always effective.


Yet, when the official announcement came, even the cultivators of Noah's world could understand how amazing that outcome was.


Danielle, Lorie, and other female members of the Duron Bloodline had given birth to a total of thirty children, and one of them was an Elite Human!


Nevertheless, that wasn't the most surprising part.


The six bloodlines were speechless to discover that the other twenty-nine children weren't Flawed humans but were instead humans like the natives of Noah's world!


Of course, they had their methods to test that, and they had even been perfected through the years. Yet, they still performed them multiple times to be sure of that result.


It seemed that the humans from Noah's world could suppress the appearance of Flawed humans and that immediately became a priority of the six bloodlines.


Natives reached the castle and requested the envoys to seal pacts and agreements, and even Noah wasn't left alone after that discovery.


The four factions on the volcano though had understood that the situation was escaping their control and decided to send their leaders forward.
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                        The tables had instantly turned. The humans had become the most valuable resource for the six bloodlines!


The fact that humans could stop the appearance of Flawed humans was a game-changer for the assets of both worlds. Yet, the consequences of that discovery were still unclear.


The rank 5 leaders of Noah's side made their way toward the castle of the Duron Bloodline as soon as the news reached them. It was clear that the situation could become dangerous with one slight misstep. So, they wanted to be there to defuse any kind of problem.


Even their arrival though wasn't enough to calm the eagerness of the bloodlines who saw in the humans the hope to reconquer their world. However, they still maintained some form of courtesy in their manners out of respect for the power of a society able to open a passage toward other Mortal Lands.


Noah and the others saw the representatives of the bloodlines contacting them and inviting them to long meetings. The Elite humans even organized multiple parties in their honor before the leaders arrived.


It was evident that they wanted to tempt some of the envoys in the castle to join their mating sessions, and some of their attempts succeeded.


Eight out of the ten cultivators in the gaseous stage had failed to resist the offers of the bloodlines and had secluded themselves to join a series of mating sessions. It was hard to refuse the chance to become kings, especially for cultivators who didn't have many opportunities to reach the higher ranks.


As for the other envoys, they managed to resist until the leaders arrived and took control of the negotiations.


The threat of four rank 5 cultivators was too great even with many members of the six bloodlines gathered there. It basically showed that Noah's world could deploy powerful assets whenever it wanted.


Noah could finally relax when he saw the leaders interrupting the sixth party organized in their honor.


He had it worse than his companions since the Elite humans were making use of their knowledge regarding the hybrids to tempt.


Every party and meeting were filled with the peculiar scents that clouded his mind and awakened his instincts. Some of them even targeted humans, but most of the bloodlines' focus was on him.


He was more valuable than his companions since there was a small chance that he could further improve the outcomes of the mating sessions, even if he wasn't a real ancestor.


Yet, Danielle and the others didn't want to end up on his wrong side and didn't take back his privileges inside the castle. He still lived with June, and she felt compelled to take care of the unnatural state in which Noah was.


Delicacies and strong wine filled the days before the leaders' arrival, and Noah often regained complete control of his mental faculties only to find an exhausted June next to him.


It was needless to say that having such a weakness annoyed him to no end, and the fact that June had to pay for it further aggravated his irritation.





Hatred was slowly forming inside him, and he couldn't allow for that to happen in his foggy state. He couldn't snap in front of everyone, or the bloodlines would have an excuse to detain him.


The arrival of the leaders finally gave him a break, but the secret meetings started at that point.


Danielle, followed by representatives of the other bloodlines, would often appear in June's room to offer resources and other benefits. They wanted Noah to join the mating sessions at all costs. However, he kept on refusing, and the Elite humans felt forced to take a step back with their requests.


They began to ask for his semen, but June almost attacked them when she heard that request. That reaction surprised even Noah, who did his best to calm her down.


Truth to be told, he didn't care about his semen, but he felt forced to turn the offer down to honor his lover's wish.


The Elite humans had to take another step back at that point and began to ask for his blood again. Yet, Noah wasn't interested in what they had to offer.


He had already obtained the training method. Also, the assets on the volcano would match the researches of that world in a matter of years. They even discovered the mutagen carried by the Elite beasts, so he had nothing to gain from that secret cooperation.


He just wanted to train in peace and deepen his relationship with June since it seemed that he had still a lot to discover about her.


The six bloodlines felt forced to stop their offers at that point to find a solution to that issue. They lacked something that could interest Noah, but they were confident that there was something in their inventories that could do the job.


"Why did you snap like that?" Noah asked June after the representative went away.


She punched him on his torso, but she quickly dug her head in his robe after that. Noah felt confused, and that feeling turned into worry when he felt a wet sensation on his skin.


June, the battle maniac ready to challenge him whenever she felt like it, was crying.


"What is it?" Noah asked while enveloping her in his embrace.


June quickly calmed down and lifted her head after drying her tears on his robe. She seemed utterly vulnerable in that state.


"We both had bad luck with our families." June began to speak when her eyes met Noah's. "I want ours to be different. I want us to be decent parents in the future, and I definitely don't want those vixens to get their hands on your bloodline. That is my property."


Noah felt speechless when he heard her. He had never considered the possibility of having a child since his mind could barely think about something different from his cultivation journey.


However, June had been bothered continuously by marriage proposals, and mixing her blood with the Elbas family was something that even her family hoped to see.


The idea of creating a family had bothered her for a while, but she would consider doing that only with Noah. Yet, seeing him caring so little about it had triggered all the accumulated grudges that she had managed to suppress until then.


"It is your property," Noah said while touching her forehead with his. "Forgive me."


Simple words couldn't explain the warmth that he felt at that moment. Noah felt as if a new desire was forming inside him as he and June remained silent in that embrace. It was a desire to create something with her and for her.


June shook her head and revealed a slight smile as she reached for his lips, but an earthquake suddenly filled the castle and created cracks on its walls.


Then, a shout resounded from the cracks and spread in the many rooms habited by the envoys. "Don't you dare to touch me again!"



						




                    


                
				
                    750. Scheme

					
					

                    
                        The shout came from one of the rooms next to June's and belonged to Lix Elbas!


Another tremor followed the shout and small cracks spread on the floor of June's room too.


It was evident that a battle was happening nearby, but that wasn't Noah's biggest worry. In his mind, he could only think about the fact that he was still in June's room!


Noah quickly went for the wall next to him and knocked, hoping that the guard was still in the secret passage. However, there was no response from the other side.


Noah cursed in his mind and spread his consciousness at that point.


The walls usually blocked the mental energy, but the cracks allowed him to reach the corridor with his mind. Then, black flames surrounded his figure and made him reappear outside of June's room but at some distance from it.


A pair of eyes landed on his figure when he came out of the Warp spell, and Noah turned only to see a confused Faith looking at him.


She had become used to his messy appearance by then, but she didn't understand why he had used a spell to reach the corridor.


June came out of her room too, and Faith's gaze turned on her. She saw how even June's robe was quite untidy, but that wasn't strange since the shout had been too sudden.


However, when she added Noah's peculiar usage of his spell and her messy aspect, she couldn't help but think that they were connected in some way. Also, she was aware that the two of them had a past and had spent a long time together during the crisis.


Heroic cultivators weren't stupid, and both June and Noah knew that Faith had noticed that something was off. Yet, the situation was too chaotic, and Faith didn't find the chance to question them since more cultivators came out of their rooms and focused their attention on Lix's place.


Another tremor swept the area, and Lix came out of his room in a hurry only to discover that the other envoys were looking at him.


He was almost naked, and there was blood on his hands. Also, his mind seemed a mess since his mental energy spread randomly in every direction.


It was as if he wasn't in control of himself.


"I-I didn't mean to," Lix said in a broken tone, and his expression became even uglier when he noticed his bloodied hands.


His reaction made the others confused. It was evident that something strange had happened in his room.


"My bloodline gives you a home, and you repay it by killing a guard!" Lorie said as she came out of Lix's room.


She was completely naked, but the bloodied corpse of a Flawed human covered her front as she carried it in the corridor. The guard wasn't a heroic cultivator, but that act was still troublesome to handle for the forces of Noah's world.


"It's clear that something strange has happened." Cecil's voice resounded in the corridor, and the four leaders soon appeared behind the envoys.


"Indeed," Danielle's voice spread in the corridor too, "And the Duron Bloodline will uncover the truth."





The representatives of the six bloodlines arrived from the other side and stopped when they reached Lorie. There were three rank 5 cultivators in their group and eight more in the fourth rank.


The tension began to build as both sides waited in silence for someone to make a move.


'They can only benefit from this chaos.' Noah thought as he moved his gaze between Lix and the Elite humans.


He didn't like the Royal, but killing a guard while being inside the castle was too stupid even for the most spoiled noble. The six bloodlines had clearly planned that situation to gain some leverage on Noah's forces.


Sacrificing a Flawed human that wasn't even in the heroic ranks was just a small price to pay to gain a political advantage over the foreign assets. After all, the possibility of stopping the appearance of Flawed humans was too appealing for them.


They couldn't just leave that decision in the hands of cultivators capable of opening portals toward another world. They would never have the upper hand against that kind of force.


However, understanding the truth was pointless if there was no way to prove it. Just like Noah, with the attack at the Balvan family, the leaders were now in a situation where the only evident fact was that Lix had killed a guard.


"We'll interrogate him privately," Danielle said.


"No, you won't," Cecil replied.


"We agree to collaborate, but we can't let you handle this situation on your own." Elder Austin added.


The eight cultivators in the gaseous stage who had chosen to join the mating sessions didn't appear. So, the leaders were reasonably sure that they would lose Lix too if they let the bloodlines take him.


That wasn't a matter that could be handled if they focused on the differences between their factions. It was a situation that needed their full cooperation if they wanted to prevent giving the Elite humans the chance to restore their former power.


"Enough with words," Florent said as he neared Lix to seize him.


"Don't you dare!" Cecil sprinted and appeared right in front of the Royal and stopped Florent's arm from reaching him.


"This is our home!" Lorie said as her aura spread in the environment, and Breath began to converge in her position.


The others prepared themselves for the imminent battle too, and Noah didn't hesitate to wield his sabers.


He had noticed how the Elite humans glanced at him from time to time during their heated discussion, and that wasn't a natural occurrence. There were four rank 5 cultivators in front of them, but they still moved their focus on him for brief moments.


His instincts were telling him that he was in danger.


The situation was too tense, and even the slightest misinterpretation of a gesture could set it off.


Lorie let go of the guard's corpse, and Cecil used his mental energy to disperse the Breath that had accumulated around her. Danielle didn't like that and unfolded her consciousness in an attempt to suppress everyone in the corridor. Florent acted too, and he pulled to free his arm from Cecil's grasp.


Those small actions forced all the other cultivators on the scene to act.


The Elite humans used their mental energy to take control of the Breath in the environment and create spells that targeted the foreigners. The leaders promptly used their methods to disperse those weak attacks.


The shockwaves released from the actions of the rank 5 cultivators affected the beings in the fourth rank on the scene that deployed more spells to defend against those natural repercussions.


The walls and floor of the corridor began to fall apart, even if both forces were trying their best to hold back. They both hoped to collaborate, and killing any of their crucial assets would forever hinder that outcome.


Yet, dozens of Flawed humans in the fourth rank arrived in the corridor at that point.
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                        The arrival of the Flawed humans put the forces of Noah's world in a complicated situation.


It wasn't a matter of sheer power. Noah's side counted four rank 5 cultivators and a hybrid with a rank 5 sea of consciousness. Instead, the Elite human's team had only three rank 5 cultivators.


There was a significant difference in the number of assets in the fourth rank. Still, that didn't matter too much when there were beings on a higher level involved.


Yet, that difference in the number of assets was what was preventing the leaders from unleashing their full might.


Power couldn't be the answer in their situation. An offensive fueled by the whole might of their cultivation level would inevitably result in countless casualties, especially in that closed area.


It would be different if the portal could already withstand existences in the sixth rank, but, unfortunately for them, it was hard to improve such a miraculous inscribed item.


It soon became clear that the assets from Noah's world had only two options in front of them: Fight and endanger their relationship with the natives or surrender and rely on the wits of the six bloodlines.


Noah observed the changes in his leaders' aura as his cold, reptilian eyes swept the corridor to analyze the situation. He saw how the cultivators meant to guide the weaker assets began to retract their consciousness and disperse their focus.


Helplessness started to mount inside him, but that feeling soon vanished when he sensed that the representatives of the bloodlines shot another series of glances in his direction.


His hybrid status was the most appealing resource in the Elite human's eyes. He knew that the negotiations for his eventual release would succeed only when the bloodlines had obtained everything they wanted from his body.


"We wish for peaceful cooperation." Cecil was the first to give voice to that apparent trend.


The leaders were taking a step back, and Noah began to muster his focus as one of his biggest fears took form.


"We will seize the rank 4 cultivators for the moment," Florent said. "We will treat them fairly as we set the foundation for a new deal."


Hesitation and struggle appeared on the leaders' expressions, but they kept their gazes fixed on the Elite humans even when their underlings shot questioning gazes at them.


A tinge of shame appeared inside the rank 5 cultivators when they silently accepted that they couldn't preserve peace without momentarily giving up their pride. They were sacrificing their envoys to make up for their weakness.


In their minds, allowing the bloodlines to keep some of their rank 4 cultivators for a few months was a reasonable price to pay to avoid a war. After all, they would be forced to join mating sessions in the worst-case scenario, which wasn't even close to being a form of torture.


Also, the situation would change once the portal became able to endure the might of rank 6 beings.





The table would turn once again at that point, and they would force the Elite humans to see them as their equals, or even more. Yet, such plans didn't always work in the way they wanted, especially when they were unaware of certain secret transactions.


Noah didn't care about cooperating with that world.


He was interested in many of its features, but he wasn't willing to put his existence at risk because of his greed. He had already obtained the key to command the primary energy without the need for laws, so he considered his mission completed.


His priority now was to avoid ending in the bloodlines' grasp, and he didn't mind jeopardizing the peaceful intentions of his leaders to reach that result.


"I can't end up in chains," Noah said to Elder Austin through his consciousness.


The leader of his faction was initially confused by his sudden mental message, but the situation was impossible to stop now.


Cecil nodded, and Danielle gestured to the Flawed humans to step forward and seize the envoys in the fourth rank.


Noah's companions could only sigh and let those foreign forces surround them and lead them toward deeper parts of the castle. They didn't even resist since their leaders had willingly accepted that outcome.


However, when five rank 4 Flawed humans were about to reach for Noah, a tremor spread in the entirety of the castle, and the sound of falling boulders filled the corridor.


Everything had happened so quickly that even the rank 5 cultivators on the scene felt surprised to see that a large and dark body had appeared in the area.


Its form was unclear, but it was so huge that the walls of the corridor had crumbled during its sudden appearance. Also, the surprise of the cultivators on both sides could only increase when they understood that the shape belonged to a massive magical beast.


Their surprise then became disbelief when they recognized that it was a creature in the fifth rank!


The cultivators of both worlds immediately attacked the beast, and the castle couldn't help but crumble under the shockwaves released by the rank 5 cultivators.


Of course, the weaker assets had retreated as soon as they noticed the power of the creature. They were still forced to focus on their seas of consciousness to endure the battle on the higher ranks, but the fight didn't endanger their lives.


Yet, the beast disappeared before all the attacks managed to land on its body, and revealed another astonishing detail: Its sudden appearance didn't kill any of the Flawed humans nearby!


The creature had simply pushed them back in a way that could even be described as gentle. Also, they had strong bodies, so they only suffered some minor injuries.


Nevertheless, the disappearance of the massive creature revealed something that everyone on the scene had been to busy to notice: Noah had disappeared, and there was no trace of him anywhere.


The Elite humans began to panic and shouted orders to their underlings. Still, Elder Austin arrived in front of them and deployed his consciousness, suppressing all the Flawed humans floating in the crumbled corridor.


"What is the meaning of your actions?" Danielle asked as her eyes darted between the many cracks in the walls next to them.


She was searching for Noah with both her sight and mental energy, but Elder Austin was obstructing her.


"The Prince didn't want to be in chains." Elder Austin answered, and the Elite humans couldn't believe that he was risking their cooperation for that simple reason.


Noah was a prodigy, but he was only a rank 4 cultivator. The representatives of the bloodlines couldn't understand why Elder Austin was willing to go so far just to prevent his arrest.


Nevertheless, Florent shouted something that forced Elder Austin to contain a laugh. "The two women have disappeared too!"
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                        By the time the cultivators realized what had happened during the appearance of the massive beast, Noah had already exited the dome.


Escaping the castle had been incredibly easy. Most of the forces in the heroic ranks had gathered in the corridor, and the materials that made its walls blocked the mental energy.


Also, the corrosive smoke of his partial Demonic Form had allowed him to create a path through the walls and the dome with a few simple slashes.


The weakness of that society was that it built everything to fend off magical beasts, but the offensive of a cultivator could pierce its defensive measures quite easily. Noah was even a peculiar being that could rely on all his centers of power to express his might.


Of course, the awful smell that targeted the magical beasts still annoyed him, but he could destroy it quickly with his individuality.


His feelings fueled his destruction, and the continuous exposure to the bloodlines' scents had made him exceptionally mindful of their power. Yet, his survival instinct when it came to those smells had also improved in those months.


He could now sense their arrival before they could even get near his body.


Noah flew high in the sky as he exited the dome and activated the Dark Cover spell as he sped in the direction of the defensive walls of the region.


He had no intention of returning to the volcano, not for the time being, at least.


He had made sure that his Blood Companion didn't kill anyone, but he didn't know how the situation was evolving inside the castle. Nevertheless, it was better to ask for forgiveness in a safe place rather than being innocent but in chains.


If he returned to the volcano, there was a chance that the leaders would force him to become a prisoner to make up for his sudden escape. However, he could altogether avoid any form of punishment if he just waited for his world to deploy more assets in those Mortal Lands.


Meanwhile, he could just train in the wilderness outside the defensive walls, which he was sure wouldn't have any trace of the six bloodlines.


'They can handle their political matters,' Noah thought as he flew undisturbed in the sky, 'I'll just focus on learning their training method and gathering powerful magical beasts.'


It wasn't his first time alone, and he probably was the only existence in both worlds that could feel confident in surviving in wilderness ruled by Elite beasts.


Most of the powerful assets of that world were either inside the castle or in the other regions, so he was reasonably sure that no one would be able to follow him. Yet, he felt incredibly surprised when he sensed that two presences had appeared behind him and were catching up with his position.


Noah's first instinct was to escape. Those existences were faster than him, which meant that their cultivation level had to be higher than his.


However, his endurance was terrific, and he had countless methods that could help him reaching the lands outside of the human domain before they managed to catch him.





His eyes widened though when he saw the figures that were reaching him.


It wasn't hard to recognize them. They belonged to two women that he knew far too well.


One of them was his lover, while the other was the most beautiful woman that he had ever seen.


June and Faith stopped right before him and continued to fly in a straight line while following his trajectory.


Noah noticed how both of them held a cracked crystal in their grasp. Those were the rank 5 talismans that the leaders had given them before their mission, and their broken state explained how they had managed to catch up with Noah.


Of course, Noah didn't stop to chat in that situation, but his flying speed was higher than his followers. He was leaving them behind, which created an issue that he couldn't ignore: They were leaving a trail that led straight to him!


Also, they weren't using any cloaking spell or device, which was telling every existence in the heroic ranks where he was.


Then, June was right behind him, and he didn't even want to think about what she would experience if she were captured after her escape.


'To think that Faith might work as an alibi.' Noah thought before slowing down to let the two women catch up.


Both of them opened their mouths to speak. They probably wanted to explain their action or give him some ideas on how to handle the situation. However, Noah had already decided, and he didn't need to hear anything until he reached a safe place.


Noah grabbed both women from their robes and covered them with his consciousness before kicking the air under his feet. He couldn't hide June and Faith's presence, but he could fly so fast that no one would be able to catch up with them due to his advantage.


Shockwaves spread in the sky as the Shadow Sprint martial art pushed the three of them at a speed that shouldn't be achievable by rank 4 cultivators.


Faith and June couldn't even muster the strength to complain under the pressure generated by Noah's speed, and only his mental energy was preventing their bodies from being injured.


Noah pierced the clouds as he flew in a straight line toward the defensive walls.


The journey would typically take one month if he used his average speed, but he managed to exit the human domain in only two weeks thanks to the continuous activation of his martial art.


Of course, he had to alternate between his dantian and Liquid Dantian to travel for so long without exhausting himself, and he even had to stop using the martial art from time to time. Yet, he managed to halve the time required to exit that region with that method.


As for the two women that he carried along with him, he barely noticed their weight.


Noah didn't stop after he crossed the defensive walls and continued to use that method to travel deep into the beasts' territory, trying to avoid any powerful creature that he sensed along the way.


Faith began to struggle when she saw that Noah wasn't going back to the volcano, but she quickly quieted down when she sensed the aura protecting her suddenly turning hostile.


Then, after they flew in that way for another month, Noah decided that they had put enough distance with the bloodlines and landed in a forest filled by peculiar trees with large, blue leaves.


Noah threw both women on the ground and wielded his sabers without hesitation. He had already considered the possibility of killing Faith along the way, but he felt forced to suppress that thought because June was with her too.


Faith could act as a witness and report the fact that there wasn't any secret relationship going on. After all, she had already defended Noah once. Nevertheless, he still had a façade to maintain, even if he was glad that June hadn't remained in the Elite human's grasp.
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                        June wore a cold expression when Noah neared her and Faith while wielding his sabers. She had to act as if she was anxious about the impending danger.


However, Faith simply smiled before surprising both Noah and June with her words. "You are together, right?"


Silence fell in the area at her words.


Noah had already planned what he had to ask and how to handle their life in the wilderness. Still, all of that vanished at her question. Instead, he reacted by showing an even colder aura that enveloped her and threatened to shatter her mental sphere.


Faith expected that kind of reaction and continued to smile while revealing a crystal and a notebook held tightly in her grasp.


Both Noah and June recognized those items. The crystal was one of the rank 5 talismans given to their group before the mission in the castle, and the other was the object that listed the discoveries made by their factions.


Her simple gesture hid the threat to reveal what she had just said to almost all the cultivators in the new world.


Noah stopped his tracks when he understood her intentions. His mind worked at full speed to see if there was a way out of that situation, but he couldn't find anything even when he activated the Divine Deduction technique.


The talisman would defend her against his first attack, and the notebook was unique too. It was impossible to stop the information from reaching the other items of the same kind at his current level.


"What exactly are you trying to achieve?" Noah asked without withdrawing his aura.


He could understand that Faith had picked up some clues about his relationship with June, but her actions didn't make any sense. There wasn't much that she could obtain, even if he was to admit the truth.


A stern expression replaced Faith's smile, but she didn't move her gaze away from Noah as she explained, "My peace is worthless without experience."


"Just go and gather experience then," Noah replied, "Don't threaten others over hunches."


Noah didn't reveal anything even in that situation, but he had to admit that Faith had cornered him. No matter what he said, she had the upper hand.


"My doubts first appeared in the new continent, when I discovered that June wasn't exactly a docile woman." Faith began to explain.


"The reports about her character didn't match her actions when you took her hostage," Faith said, "And the same applies to the recent escape."


"She understands the difference in our power," Noah replied, "I can't say the same for you."


Faith's smile reappeared when she heard that threat, but it seemed that she had more to say on the matter.


"I thought that she was like me at the beginning." She said, "Continuously bothered by men that didn't even try to understand her. I thought that she just wanted to cultivate in peace, but I've noticed something strange since we reached the castle."





Noah's expression didn't reveal anything during her speech. Her words didn't even create the slightest tremor in his aura.


"She seemed happier." Faith concluded.


Silence fell once again in the area as the stalemate continued.


"So?" Noah said at some point.


He had to admit that Faith's clues were on point, but he still didn't understand what her goal was.


"I had initially thought that she was just happy to speak with me, but everything became obvious when I saw you two in the corridor," Faith's smile became wider before her final question, "Why did you use a spell to come out of your room?"


It was evident that she had made her mind about a matter that she had started to doubt since the crisis with the Winged beasts.


Yet, Noah didn't care about her hypotheses. He was only interested in what she was hoping to gain by revealing all of that.


Noah dispersed his aura and stored his sabers at that point. Continuing to threaten her would just confirm her ideas.


"Do what you want," Noah said, "Gossips can't hurt my reputation, and the Royals already hate me."


"Ok then." Faith said as she began to insert her mental energy in the inscribed notebook.


Of course, Noah couldn't just let her spread that information.


He shot directly toward Faith with the fingers of his left hand arched to form something similar to a claw. Yet, he had to stop his tracks again when he saw that she had lifted the defensive talisman right in the trajectory of his attack.


The oath that prevented internal battles had vanished since the mission inside the castle was over, but she had long since predicted his attack.


"Understand this," Noah began to speak with a voice that resembled a growl, "It doesn't matter what you hope to gain from this situation or how you plan to handle the consequences to your actions. It won't end well for you."


That was a pure and honest threat, and Noah didn't mind exposing the truth with that gesture since Faith wasn't giving him any other choice. In the worst case, he would just kill her and live in the wilderness with June until his power reached a satisfying level.


However, Faith managed to surprise him once again with her words, "I just want to learn your story. In my mind, I still owe you since the events with the Winged beasts."


Her aura conveyed her honesty, and Noah couldn't help but retract his hand while taking a few steps back when he heard that.


Faith had literally threatened the strongest cultivator of her generation to deepen her individuality, and she had done that without showing the slightest trace of fear.


She was still far away from the determination showed by Noah and June through their lives, but both of them started to feel some respect for a cultivator willing to go so far to improve.


Then, Noah felt June standing up and reaching for him.


Her left hand went for his long hair, and she used the right one to move his head in the trajectory of her lips.


The two of them exchanged a long kiss right in front of Faith, and the latter couldn't help but reveal an excited smile at that sight.


"She is quite nice, "June murmured when their lips separated, "And we can always kill her if she betrays us."


Noah could only give up at that point, "Ok, but you'll tell the story."


June sat next to Faith and started to tell her how their relationship had begun. She even took a few jugs of wine from her space-ring to make that situation more enjoyable.


Noah saw how June seemed happy to share an essential part of her life with Faith. Removing the secrecy from her relationship made her feel good. It was as if it had just become more real.


Meanwhile, Noah limited himself to inspect the area. Those blue leaves were quite strange and seemed to have some kind of tranquilizing effect when he neared them.


By the time June had finished her story, the three of them had received a message from the leaders of their factions.
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                        The trio was surprised to discover that the leaders didn't condemn their escape. Actually, they even praised the three of them for their bold move.


The rank 5 cultivators weren't happy to submit to a power that they considered inferior. So, seeing that three rank 4 cultivators had successfully defied the orders of the six bloodlines created a sense of satisfaction inside them.


Of course, they had to wait for the situation inside the castle to stabilize before contacting the trio. The Elite humans were particularly mad, and the leaders had to deal with those angry cultivators for two entire weeks before concluding the negotiations.


It wasn't that they couldn't contact Noah and the others before. They simply didn't want to do that to protect the trio.


June had been in the target of the Royals for decades, and Faith was commonly known as one of the most beautiful women of their world other than a talent. Their factions didn't want to leave their safety in the hands of the Elite humans.


They weren't too worried about the mating sessions. They had learnt by then that the six bloodlines were mainly interested in the alien men since their women had a higher chance of passing down their improved features.


Yet, the risk still existed, especially since both women didn't lack beauty.


Also, the leaders knew that something had gone wrong with Lix, and they would rather not see their cultivators being controlled through foreign drugs or similar.


The rank 5 cultivators from Noah's world managed to appease the anger of the Elite humans by offering other rank 4 cultivators for their mating sessions.


With six bloodlines involved, the number of assets deployed in the new world would increase drastically. Still, the forces on the other side of the portal had already begun to take precautions against the foreign drugs.


Also, the bloodlines felt forced to continue trading resources for those assets since they were now competing against each other to obtain the highest number of humans.


Nevertheless, even that newfound agreement didn't set free the rank 4 cultivators imprisoned after Lix's action. It would take the arrival of a more potent asset to force the Elite human's hands in that matter.


Only Noah and June could understand how angry the bloodlines really were. Losing their hope to recreate their worshiped ancestor was a significant blow on their pride, and they weren't hesitating to vent that feeling on their factions.


In the end, they agreed to remain in the wilderness for now. In that way, the bloodlines wouldn't have any leverage over them, and the leaders could keep some of their pride.


"I never thought that the bane of the Elbas family could be so sweet with his lover." Faith said when they finished their conversation with the leaders.


She was giggling, and her cheeks were slightly red. It was evident that she liked what June had told her.





On the other hand, June simply shrugged her shoulders. She didn't reveal too much, and she didn't even describe their most intimate moments.


Yet, she had told Faith some of the anecdotes that made her laugh too when she compared the cold youth that she had met in the academy to how Noah was in their own time.


'I guess she has a friend now,' Noah thought as he heaved a helpless sigh, 'She can be considered normal at least.'


Noah compared Faith to the people that he viewed as friends. The cold expressions of Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon appeared in his mind, but he quickly suppressed those images when he tried to match them to Faith's happy face.


They simply belonged to two different worlds.


"Let me be clear," Noah said while crouching in front of Faith, "I still think that it would be safer to kill you."


Faith stopped giggling and replied, "Even if that meant removing the only friend that can keep your lover company while you are gone?"


June stabbed her spear on the trunk behind Faith and spoke, "Do you think that I won't be able to endure it?"


Faith didn't expect June's sudden reaction, but a tinge of anger appeared in her expression before she gave voice to her feelings, "I'm saying that you shouldn't!"


Faith's words left both Noah and June speechless.


The two of them had lived among people that wanted to exploit them or had hidden intentions for so long that they failed to recognize when someone had good intentions.


Of course, Faith had something to gain from too. She had always lacked normal relationships, and she needed them to build a stable foundation for her individuality.


She needed to experience life outside the protection of the Council to understand if her path toward her peace and calmness was right.


Yet, the same applied to June, even if her situation was worse than Faith.


She was different from Noah, who had managed to find an organization where he could be himself. She still lived among the nobles and the Royals, where she had to pretend every day to be someone else.


The years spent in solitude that she could escape only when Noah managed to find a path toward her weighed on her mind.


That didn't mean that June's determination was fading or that she was about to give up on the offers of the Elbas family. Still, it was a situation that was far from ideal.


Noah understood how Faith could reach her out in the open due to their favorable position. They might be able to set up meetings and sparring sessions where June wouldn't have to pretend.


He did not doubt that June would be able to endure on her own. However, just as Faith said, that didn't mean that she should do it.


Leaving Faith alive increased the risk of exposing his relationship with June slightly, but he was willing to take it if it benefitted his lover.


Noah felt like heaving another tired sigh, but he suppressed it to ask a question. "So, did you gain something from our story?"


"Your love is quite poetic," Faith said, "You both know that your journey won't allow you to stay together until you reach the peak. Yet, you are unwilling to let go of your feelings, and you snatch these few periods together just to find small moments of peace."


June's story didn't involve their individualities nor their vows, but Faith could understand how the political situation in the other world would force their relationship to evolve.


"You have my complete support!" Faith exclaimed as she took both Noah's and June's hands in her grasp, "Just, be sure to give me some nice detail from time to time."


Faith winked toward June when she said that, and Noah could just pretend not to see that gesture.


Once they made their situation clear, the three of them began to explore the forest with Noah relying on his enhanced awareness to look for any danger.


Nevertheless, it seemed that the calming properties of the leaves scared away many powerful magical beasts, which made the area quite safe and perfect to resume their training.
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                        Noah, June, and Faith resumed their training in the method acquired from the Duron Bloodline.


Faith improved faster than the couple since her existence didn't commit any major crime against Heaven and Earth. However, even she met some issues along the way.


She had overcome the three Tribulations, which was already an act of defiance even if they were rules of the world.


She was on the path to becoming an entity outside of the Heaven and Earth's domain, just like every heroic cultivator. So, the will absorbed with the training method self-destructed in her mental sphere too. It only lasted longer in that foreign environment.


Yet, the three of them weren't in a hurry, and they didn't want to risk an injury because of their eagerness to wield that new power.


The two worlds were momentarily at peace, and the trio was outside of the bloodlines' domain. There wasn't anything left to do other than wait for more troops to cross the portal.


Deploying more troops though was a complicated matter, and the capacity of the portal wasn't the only problem in that topic.


King Elbas was doing his best to improve the passage as fast as he could, but there were political situations in the other world that the four forces couldn't just ignore.


Sending more cultivators in the new Mortal Lands would leave their borders undefended. That slowed down the creation of agreements concerning the number of assets to deploy.


After all, the Hive had almost reached its limit after it sent more rank 4 assets in the mating sessions. Its forces consisted only of about seventy rank 4 cultivators and seven entities in the fifth rank.


The width of its territory was almost half that of the three big nations, but those factions had far more available troops even with larger domains.


The Hive was surely growing at an unbelievable speed. Still, it would take time to make it reach a point where it could feel confident in sending more heroic assets through the portal.


The other nations didn't want to see their defenses becoming weaker either, which ended up slowing down the arrivals of new troops further.


Of course, Noah didn't care about the political matters between the four factions, and June seemed to feel the same way.


They were finally together in a place where they could train and love each other in the open. An unknown world was in front of them too, and they could explore it without restrictions.


To put it simply, they weren't so eager to go back to their factions.


Faith seemed to share that feeling since she adapted to the new environment rather quickly. She would spend a large part of her time training, but she would ask June for a spar from time to time.


Noah would watch their battles from time to time, but he found himself quite busy in that period. He often explored the areas around the forest to find powerful magical beasts to hunt, and he consumed a lot of time absorbing Heaven and Earth's will since it kept on self-destructing when it entered his mind.





The Divine Deduction technique helped him gathering information, but his improvements were still slow since he never managed to contain the will for long periods.


He often spent intimate moments with June too. The two of them would just leave for deeper parts of the forest at random moments, and Faith would giggle every time she saw that happening.


All in all, Noah and June had never experienced a happier period in their lives.


The list containing the discoveries made by the assets on the volcano enlarged as the researches continued and the bloodlines provided more reports. Noah even added a few lines in that list as he kept on hunting and exploring.


His discoveries were obviously linked to the fauna and layout of that world, and Noah didn't feel like keeping them for himself since the mutagen inside the Elite beasts had already been found.


It was better to give as many accurate reports as he could before the experts of the other factions reached the same conclusions. That would improve his value as an expert and allow the Hive to obtain discounts on eventual drugs and items that made use of his discoveries.


His efforts helped in enlarging the map of the new world and in classifying the mutated species there.


His experiments with the mutagen allowed him to find a peculiar radiation in the behavior of the primary energy that carried it. His continuous interaction with the random laws contained inside Heaven and Earth's will had made him quite sensitive to their presence.


That discovery allowed the experts in the volcano to replicate that radiation and create items able to detect Elite beasts. The cultivators wouldn't have to test the strength of the creatures anymore to understand if they had a fake dantian.


Also, Noah noticed an intense aggression in how the mutagen targeted his dantian and forced the growth of a similar organ in the ordinary beasts.


Everything seemed to point toward the conclusion that the mutagen could solve the inborn issue of the Flawed humans. Still, the experiments of the ancestors had failed according to the records obtained from the Duron Bloodline.


The experts from Noah's world knew that, but they were far more advanced when it came to most aspects of the cultivation world.


The natives were aware of the properties of many materials in their world, and they had spent centuries learning how to make them express their full potential. Yet, Noah's world had various inscription methods that could be applied even in fields like alchemy, which didn't strictly require them.


The experts took note of the mutagen's aggression too, but that behavior came from the laws inside it. There was a need for heroic cultivators on a far higher level to study it.


Months passed like that, with the three of them contributing to the development of their world while still focusing on their power.


The new mating sessions eventually gave birth to more children. No Elite humans appeared at that time, but there weren't even Flawed humans in the more than forty newborns.


The numbers though didn't dishearten the bloodlines since they knew how small the chances actually were to produce humans like them.


Nevertheless, it was now clear that they could completely overcome the biggest weakness of their society. They just needed time for the new generations to replace all the Flawed humans, which would eventually disappear as that trend continued.


Even years passed eventually, and the trio began to venture deeper into the beasts' territory since it was still dangerous to return to the volcano.


Their goal was to find the remains of the past civilizations when the ancestors were still ruling those Mortal Lands. They hoped to gain more from the dead since the living didn't want to disclose their secrets.
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                        The bloodlines had never disclosed the actual timeline of their society. They limited themselves to reveal the existence of the ancestors and that they had been forced to retreat when the Heaven Tribulation killed them.


Noah and the others knew that those events had probably happened millennia in the past, but the structures of the natives were amazing in fending off magical beasts.


There was a chance that they hid secrets that the Elite cultivators didn't want to reveal and that they didn't bother to retrieve during their escape.


Of course, the trio didn't have high hopes for that mission, but they felt like exploring the world after spending almost three years in the area with the blue forest. There wasn't much left to discover and catalog in that territory, so they decided that it was time to move.


Each of them had their reasons to explore too.


Noah wanted to find more rank 5 magical beasts to hunt since his breakthrough to the middle tier was drawing near, and Faith wanted to experience the life of a lone cultivator without the protection of the Council.


As for June, her centers of power were improving at high speed since she began to live in the wilderness.


She could spend all the time that she wanted with her lover, and spar with Faith to fuel her battle intent. Also, she could reveal her real character in her daily life, which was something that she had never been able to do inside her family and with the Royals around her.


Faith had benefitted from that environment too. Having a friend that she could treat as her equal made her experience feelings that she didn't think existed.


Even Noah's presence had contributed to her improvements since he was the only man that didn't seem affected by her beauty. He had eyes only for June, and his aura changed too when he was with her.


The sharp coldness that usually surrounded him became a violent gale that didn't radiate any dangerous sensation. Instead, it expressed a perpetual mutation.


The truth behind Noah's aura was linked to his individuality, but he didn't completely understand the changes happening inside him either.


He knew that he was happy. His family was dead, he was improving steadily, and he could spend his daily life with the woman that he loved.


Yet, his current happiness was different from that felt whenever he had a breakthrough or managed to improve his power drastically.


'Destruction and creation, coldness and warmth,' Noah thought as he walked in front of the two women in his group, 'My feelings take different shapes according to which part of my individuality fuels them.'


There was a duality inside him that his recent period spent with June had helped in enhancing. The quiet and peaceful happiness that he felt in those years was different from the avid and violent one felt when he was a lone cultivator.


'I'm a complex existence due to my hybrid status and my transmigration,' Noah's mind continued to wander, 'But I'm still one. These parts of me shouldn't be separated so clearly.'





He was different from other heroic cultivators since he could study his individuality retroactively. However, that made him advance so quickly that he had disregarded the natural harmony that his existence should have.


That was a common issue when it came to Noah, but it was a problem that he was slowly fixing as his understanding improved.


"We should manage to snatch more years since our factions find an agreement only every six months," June said as she wrapped her arm around Noah's waist and laid her head over his shoulder.


"To think that we would have to thank the same political issues that keep us separated," Noah said as he embraced her too.


Faith had become used to those scenes by then, but she giggled anyway when she saw the couple walking embraced in those unknown territories.


"Unluckily, we have a third wheel," June said when she heard Faith's laugh.


"You have yet to pierce this third wheel's defenses." Faith replied.


"Hmph," June snorted, "We never go all out, and you barely attack. I wonder who would really win in that scenario."


Her aura started to radiate battle intent as her mind imagined a deadly battle against her friend, but Faith quickly reached for her and pulled the sleeve of her free arm.


"You are doing it again!" Faith exclaimed, "Are you sure that you want to spend your life with this maniac?"


Her question was for Noah, who caressed June hair before answering in a dull tone. "She has stabbed my shoulder in one of our first meetings. Her nature has never been a secret to me or anyone."


"I can't imagine you being on her same level," Faith said as curiosity rose inside her.


"I wasn't," June said, "He was simply holding back to hide his spells."


The memories of their battle in the air-ship made Noah and June feel warm when they saw how their relationship had evolved through the years. Yet, Noah suddenly noticed something and felt forced to escape June's embrace to investigate the areas in front of them.


Noah flew in the air and followed the dangerous sensation that his body had noticed. His consciousness expanded and focused in the territory ahead, where he discovered that a pack of White lions had created their lair next to a series of debris.


Noah didn't need any item to understand that the lions were Elite beasts, and he couldn't help but smile when he sensed that their leader had a power in the lower tier of the fifth rank.


Also, the debris hinted to something built by humans, even if there wasn't much left in that area. The smell that fended off magical beasts had mostly vanished too, which was why the White lions could live so close to them.


Noah warned Faith and June before launching himself against the rank 5 beast.


The White lions weren't weak. Their mane had abilities similar to Noah's lungs since it absorbed the sunlight and used it to fuel powerful white beams.


However, even those Elite beasts of the light element couldn't do anything against Noah's prowess, especially since his body had begun to near the limits of the lower tier.


Noah stored everything in his space-ring when the battle was over, and he even gathered the debris to give them to the Hive when he returned to the volcano.


As he expected, he didn't find anything valuable among those old remains. Still, when the area was clear, he noticed a series of lines on the terrain that radiated a feeling that didn't match the environment.


Noah soon understood that the lines were, in fact, a drawing, and he shot in the sky to obtain a complete view.


The images were a bit confused since a lot of lines had disappeared due to the passage of time. Nevertheless, he recognized a Flying snake with a human face among them.
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                        The drawing wasn't exactly precise, but Noah couldn't be mistaken about what he was seeing.


The vegetation that had grown there through the years and the influence of the magical beasts had modified that environment, altering the original shape of those lines. Yet, some of them had survived the passage of time and the natural influences, leaving a few distinct images that anyone could see.


Noah wasn't satisfied with just that drawing. He dived back on the ground and began to uproot any plant in the area that featured those basic inscriptions.


More lines appeared as he scanned the terrain. They carried a faint sense of durability, which had mostly faded since the ancestors had probably inscribed them a while back.


Noah could see how they appeared to be part of a large drawing meant to remain hidden under the structure that had occupied that territory.


'Pieces of history covered by the natives with their buildings.' Noah thought as the entirety of that ruined drawing unfolded in his vision.


Of course, that was purely hypothetical. Noah couldn't be sure about the origin of those lines, nor why the ruins of what appeared to be a castle covered them. Yet, they depicted mysterious images that had to mean something when coupled with the strangeness of that world.


Noah managed to find more almost complete figures when he uncovered the entirety of the remaining lines. He found more drawings depicting strange hybrids that had physical features belonging to both the human and that beasts' world.


He saw a human shape with a fish's head, a strange octopus that had arms instead of tentacles, and a creepy wolf that had three human skulls.


'This doesn't make any sense.' Noah exclaimed in his mind as he kept on floating above the drawing.


He knew that the ancestors were hybrid-like beings, but those images hinted to something completely different.


'Such lifeforms can't appear naturally,' Noah thought, 'Or can they?'


Noah didn't know what to believe anymore.


The new Mortal Lands opened him to the possibilities that there were other types of humans and beasts and that species that resembled hybrids had appeared naturally. So, he didn't have the confidence in assuming that such imperfect creatures couldn't appear on their own.


June and Faith arrived after they understood that something was wrong, and they felt his same amazement when they saw the drawings.


"What do you think?" June asked as she turned to look at Noah.


She could immediately find a connection between those images and Noah's peculiar body since she knew about its features. Also, she had seen how the bloodlines desired him.


There had to be a connection between their past, the hybrids, and Noah's body-nourishing method. Still, her knowledge in the matter was too limited to make suppositions. Only Noah could know more about it since he was an expert in the magical beasts' field, other than a peculiar existence similar to the ancestors.





However, Noah could only shake his head at that question.


He didn't know what to think, but he knew that he had to discover more about the topic and that his efforts alone wouldn't be enough to obtain answers quickly.


Noah picked his special notebook and began to add his discoveries to the list. He even conveyed the entirety of the drawings on the ground.


The cultivators of his world already knew about the ancestors' features. He wasn't risking anything by revealing that. Instead, informing the other experts might help him find answers.


After all, that wasn't a small matter. It was the proof that the six bloodlines were holding back part of their history.


It was needless to say that Noah, June, and Faith received countless mental messages in the following minutes. The leaders and the various experts wanted to know everything about that discovery to better work with it.


Noah gave a detailed explanation, and he even conveyed some of his considerations.


He believed that those creatures were the result of the experiments with the mutagen carried by the Elite beasts. Yet, tests on Flawed humans wouldn't become drawings hidden under large structures.


The natives worshipped the ancestors and the Elite humans, which meant that every piece of art had to feature them. It was highly improbable that they would depict failed experiments through their inscriptions.


'Unless they aren't failures.' Noah thought as he stored his notebook.


He had done everything in his power to inform the other assets of his world. Now, it would be up to them to discover something more.


"What now?" Faith asked when even she finished reporting the situation to the higher-ups of her faction.


June finished her report too and turned toward her lover to see what he would choose.


Noah felt his curiosity reaching his limits as he faced the two women. "Let's look for more ruins."


Meanwhile, the truth uncovered by Noah had massive repercussions on the relationship between the two worlds.


The four forces from Noah's world had been honest, but the bloodlines had lied about their past. That made the four factions rethink whether to trust the resources that reached them.


Also, Noah's discovery made them agree that it was time to show their hand.


Four rank 5 cultivators crossed the portal and arrived in the new world in the following months.


They weren't existences in the gaseous stage. They were either in the liquid or solid stage in the fifth rank!


The four factions felt challenged when they discovered that the Elite humans had lied to them and decided to put aside their divergences to focus on showing their power.


The arrival of those new assets forced the bloodlines to release the cultivators that they had held captive in that period, but some of them were still in the middle of the mating sessions.


Nevertheless, the forces from Noah's world felt that the Elite humans had broken their agreements, so they decided to show how serious they were.


About three years after the arrival of the rank 5 reinforcements, the fissure under the volcano enlarged and destroyed part of the items that hid its presence.


The ground shook, and the magma boiled during that event, but the cultivators guarding the passage didn't act to stop those tremors. Instead, they wore stern expressions as they waited for the arrival of one of the most potent assets that their world had to offer.


A woman with brown hair, shining green eyes, and a youthful appearance crossed the fissure and took a deep breath when she reached the other world.


She spread her consciousness to analyze the area, and a series of scared cries resounded in the nearby territories as the beasts living there felt the immense danger carried by those mental waves.


The cultivators waiting for her arrival bowed and shouted greetings toward the rank 6 existence that had joined their quest. "We welcome God's Left Hand to the new world!"
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                        The arrival of a rank 6 existence in the new world turned the negotiations in favor of the four factions.


The six bloodlines couldn't ignore the other world at that point. There were eight rank 5 cultivators and an entity in the sixth rank right next to their borders now. That power couldn't defeat the entirety of the natives, but it could inflict heavy losses that they weren't willing to suffer.


God's Left Hand forced the Elite humans to disband the mating sessions and return the assets that had remained in the castle during those years.


Those rank 4 cultivators in the gaseous stage appeared extremely confused when they returned to the castle, and all of them seemed to have lost weight.


The forces from Noah's world didn't ask for compensation since the bloodlines had continued to stick to the previous agreements and send resources when the mating sessions were still in place. Yet, they increased the price in terms of resources and knowledge when the negotiations resumed.


Also, they made it clear that other lies would just force them to become hostile.


The Elite humans could only agree to the new terms, but they took any research and piece of history away from their deals. They openly stated that they wouldn't reveal anything about their past and their discoveries.


They would rather give away more resources than stop lying.


It was needless to say that the four factions didn't like their answer. Still, the value of those materials and techniques was high, so they didn't create problems for the behavior of the natives.


After all, they were bound to reach even better conclusions by researching through their methods. Also, Noah's group was taking care of the part concerning the history of the world.


Noah, June, and Faith had continued exploring in those years, and they had looked for more structures that hid drawings. They had ventured deeper into the beasts' territory, and they had even received the approval of their leaders since their mission was crucial in uncovering the essential secrets.


Of course, their advance was quite slow since Noah didn't want to neglect his training. Yet, they still managed to find other drawings even if they didn't move as fast as the leaders wanted.


There seemed to be the same kind of inscribed lines under every remain of a building in the wilderness. Another peculiar detail was that powerful creatures always occupied those areas.


Noah's group had to decide to avoid certain ruins because there were too many rank 5 beasts living in those areas. There were times where all they could do was flying above those destroyed structures and launch spells until the ground was empty enough to reveal the drawings.


That approach though wasn't always feasible since that world didn't lack flying magical beasts. Nevertheless, they still managed to find many remains and drawings, and all of them depicted those half-human half-beast creatures.





It was evident that those images were an important part of the natives' past, but both Noah and the forces on the volcano couldn't link them to the current status of the Elite humans.


There was too much that they didn't know, but they were doing their best to make up for that temporary ignorance.


Almost seven years had passed since the four factions stepped on the new world, and their understanding and knowledge had already improved far beyond what they imagined.


Just the training method for the mental spheres was worth the trip, but the cultivators from Noah's world had obtained far more than that.


They obtained countless spells created with different kinds of diagrams that suited the inscription method of that world. They amassed a huge pile of precious materials that they could redirect to all the cultivation fields. They learnt a more straightforward way to create cultivation techniques, even if the final product would ultimately be weaker if they used the methods of the Elite humans.


Their somewhat peaceful relationship with the natives had made them obtain all of that in only seven years and without losing anything. The four forces just had to send their weakest troops in the heroic ranks in the mating sessions.


Still, they had yet to discover a lot, especially for what concerned the bloodlines and the mutagen inside the Elite beasts.


"I need to go in seclusion," Noah said as he turned toward June, "I don't know how long it will take."


The three of them were in a swamp filled with an intense aroma that seemed to increase the natural aggression of the magical beasts.


They had found other ruins just a few days before, but that territory turned out to be a rank 5 danger zone that featured more than three creatures in the fifth rank. The group had to avoid that area since the beasts living there could fly, and there wasn't a safe way to explore it without enraging those creatures.


That led them to the swamp that they were currently exploring to look for other remains of the past civilizations.


"Why is that?" June asked, but she couldn't hide the tinge of happiness that she felt.


Cultivators would usually seclude themselves when they were nearing a breakthrough, and seeing her lover becoming stronger made her feel relieved. Also, her battle intent fed on the strength of her rivals. Noah's growth would incite her centers of power to improve faster.


"It's my body," Noah said, and June held back her curiosity at those words.


She understood that he couldn't reveal too many details about his body. The risk was too high, especially now that the four factions were trying to find the connection between the drawings and the power held by the Elite humans.


Noah had never stopped hunting and nourishing his body during the exploration, and he had even reached the peak of the lower tier a while ago. Yet, he needed to fill his center of power with enough energy to trigger the breakthrough, and that had happened right in that swamp.


"We should find a safer area though." Faith said, and both her companions nodded at her idea.


The swamp wasn't ideal, especially for Noah since he was affected by the scent in the air.


Noah quickly led the group to a plain that only had rank 4 magical beasts on its surface. Then, he dug a cave in the terrain and secluded himself after exchanging a quick kiss with June.


There was no chrysalis at that time. Noah simply abandoned himself at the drowsiness that had filled him since his body became ready to take a step forward.


Strange images appeared in his mind as he slept. He saw some of the memories of the Cursed dragon species again, but there was something else mixed with them.


He saw humans filling vials with their blood while a series of other humans kneeled in front of them. He saw half-human half-beast creatures roaring and screaming as chain prevented it from attacking the cheering crowd around them.


In the end, right before waking up, he heard an aged voice murmuring something. "Perfection is unknown to humans. Only beasts can be whole."
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                        Noah woke up, invaded by hunger so intense that he could barely think straight. However, the memories from his dreams still filled his mind and created amazement.


'I've missed something!' He exclaimed in his mind as he took a bunch of Daniel's pills and random magical beasts' body parts and quickly stuffed them in his mouth.


To his surprise though, those nutrients only appeased him for a few instants before his hunger filled him again.


Noah roared in anger as he started to unload his stash of magical beasts' corpses and devour them as they piled on the ground of his cave.


There wasn't any corpse in the fifth rank in his space-ring since he had used all of them to reach the middle tier. Yet, that large amount of nutrients in the fourth rank ultimately managed to satisfy him. His hunger was still there, but he could bear it in that intensity.


'There is something hidden in the mutagen!' Noah thought as he activated the Divine Deduction technique to review everything that he had learnt since he came to that world.


The images that he had seen in his dream didn't come from the Cursed dragon species, nor a Bloodline Inheritance. Those were actual human memories!


Yet, he hadn't eaten a human's dantian in a while, and he didn't even rely on the properties of his mental energy after he became a rank 5 mage. The only meal that didn't belong to his usual regimen was the Elite beasts.


Nevertheless, those were magical beasts. It didn't make any sense for them to carry human memories unless they weren't just beasts.


'How much did they hide? Where do their lies stop?' Noah cursed as he asked those questions in his mind.


Why were there human memories hidden inside the mutagen carried by the Elite beasts? Were they once humans? Were they descendants of humans transformed into beasts? Or did they just eat someone that had seen those scenes?


'Did the Elite beasts even appear naturally?' Noah thought as he began to suppress those doubts.


He wasn't even sure if the Elite humans had the answers to his questions. Most of their history might have been lost during their retreat.


'We can only advance further and explore more ruins.' Noah concluded, but he realized that there was another issue connected to his discovery.


He didn't have a way to justify what he had found. He couldn't assure the assets back on the volcano of the validity of his dreams without exposing his hybrid status.


They would never believe him unless he revealed the features of his body-nourishing method, which was something that he obviously wouldn't do. However, he had to give them some hints at least.


Having other experts researching the Elite beasts while he explored the world would improve their chances to discover something, and Noah didn't want to remain in the dark.


"There might be something wrong with the Elite beasts, like some kind of toxin," Noah said through his special notebook, "This feature might be hidden in the laws that rule it."





That message was all that Noah was willing to reveal. It wasn't much, but he believed that creating doubts would force the experts to investigate the matter thoroughly, especially since he was quite respected in that field.


Noah suddenly sensed a presence reaching for his cave, and he couldn't help but smile when he recognized it.


"You are awake!" June exclaimed as she broke the entrance and flew straight in his embrace.


Noah felt his arousal filling him as soon as she reached him, but he suppressed that feeling when he saw that she had improved and her body had even reached the fifth rank.


The memories during his breakthrough were so shocking that he didn't have the time to check his centers of power before June arrived.


The first thing he felt when he focused on his body was an immense quantity of raw power. He had reached the middle tier, which made that center of power far more potent than his spells. The physical strength hidden behind his almost impenetrable skin was so incredible that Noah feared that he could hurt June if he weren't careful.


His mind and dantian had improved too during his sleep, and he could guess by their enlargement of those centers of power that he had spent less than two years asleep.


'Harmony seems impossible for me.' Noah sighed as he thought that.


His body was advancing in the fifth rank when his dantian was still in the solid stage of the fourth rank!


That difference in power though wasn't really his fault. His mind and body were simply off the charts when it came to growing speed. His dantian grew at an incredible pace too, but it couldn't compare to the other centers of power.


One of them had a head start, while the other could rely on the superior prowess of the cultivators to obtain nutrients that would be impossible to get otherwise. Instead, his dantian only surpassed the realm of the geniuses, but it didn't enter in the otherworldly one where his body and mind were when it came to growing speed.


Also, it had only been a bit more than ten years since he reached the solid stage. Having a personal cultivation technique made him surpass any genius, but it couldn't create miracles.


Noah and June caught up, and she updated him on the situation in the human domain.


No major event had happened while he was asleep, but it seemed that there was tension building up between the Elite humans and the cultivators of the four forces.


The bloodlines had become more demanding in the last period, but God's Left Hand always refused to negotiate again. She couldn't care less if the Elite humans didn't have enough assets in their mating sessions since her experts were already doing an excellent job.


She didn't need to send more troops in the clutches of those mysterious natives.


"You do realize that I could hear your moans while I was fighting?" Faith said as she appeared in the cave too and joined their conversation.


She had improved too, but she didn't experience any breakthrough since she had advanced during their exploration already. Instead, she seemed to have achieved some success with the training method obtained in that world since her mental waves were somewhat strange.


"What is the reason behind your message?" Faith asked at some point.


"Call it a hunch," Noah said. "I feel that the mutagen inside the Elite beasts and the drawings under the ruins are connected."


Faith accepted his explanation and didn't mind that he was keeping something for himself. She couldn't possibly know that the phrase that Noah had heard before waking up made him worry.


His instincts had begun to convey a sort of bad feeling once Noah stabilized his new state, and he couldn't pinpoint the actual origin of that sensation.


'What did they mean with perfection?' Noah questioned himself once again when their discussion ended, and they resumed their training. 'If only beasts can be whole, where does that put me?'
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                        Noah, June, and Faith resumed their exploration of the beasts' territory after he woke up. Yet, the group took even longer breaks in that period to focus on other things.


Some cultivators didn't take Noah's warning seriously, but most of them believed in his capabilities when it came to the magical beasts' field.


Most of the insights on the properties of the mutagen had come from him, and he had even been the first to discover the drawings of the half-human half-beast creatures.


When the assets ignored his cold behavior and his inclination to create chaos, they were left with a particularly fantastic expert and an even more incredible cultivator.


Of course, the members of the three enemy factions could see him in that positive light only because there was a natural truce among their forces in that world.


Those cultivators who trusted Noah's judgment began to look for the hidden properties of the mutagen actively. Still, it was evident to all of them that such capabilities were carried by the laws that ruled it.


The laws were a topic that most heroic cultivators failed even to see until they reached the peak of the last stages of the heroic ranks. They first had to understand their individuality, then learn to express it, and, in the end, link it to laws that they could wield.


Even experts in the fifth rank could barely begin to see the tools of the gods, and there were only eight of them in the new world. Also, the magical beasts and the primary energy that they carried wasn't the field of expertise of most of them.


Yet, the new world had given them something that could tune them with something linked to the laws.


The natives' training method for the mental sphere allowed the thoughts of the cultivators to copy Heaven and Earth's will, making them more in line with the laws contained in the environment. That could enable them to understand laws slightly or feel what they were trying to express, at least.


It was a stretch, but all the heroic assets felt that it was the only way to discover something that it would be impossible to learn at their level otherwise.


A large part of the cultivators on the volcano began to focus on the training method wholeheartedly, and Noah's group wasn't an exception.


Noah's supposition and the possible connection with the bloodlines' past made them shift their focus on something that they had decided to take it slowly for the time being.


As for Noah, he had to face another problem together with his training.


His body was now in the middle tier, which meant that it required a higher number of powerful nutrients to improve and appease his hunger. His hunts became more frequent, and he even began to refill his stash of corpses that he had almost emptied after his awakening.


The training with the method proceeded slowly, but the first signs of success started to appear after so many years spent trying to reproduce Heaven and Earth's will.





The Divine Deduction technique partially allowed him to make up for the self-destructions of the wills, and he managed to memorize the aura radiated by those messy laws a few years after the breakthrough.


It must be said that Faith had been faster than him in that field, but there wasn't much that he could do about it. She was weaker than him, and her existence hadn't openly clashed with Heaven and Earth yet. So, she had more time to understand the kind of aura that she had to copy.


After that, they would have to create a copy of the will and then use it to modify the walls of their minds following the natives' inscription method.


June needed a few more years to memorize the aura of the will, but even she joined her companions in the following steps of the training method after that.


In that period of training and hunting, the group kept on discovering more traces of the old reign of the Elite cultivators.


Noah's new state allowed them to explore areas that weren't accessible before due to the power of beasts habiting them. They found more drawings and even more hints as they ventured deeper into the wilderness.


Cleared images began to appear. They depicted scenes similar to what Noah had seen in his dreams, and they even added some details.


Noah and the others saw humans handing vials to kneeled humans, and the hybrid-like creatures following those drawings. There were even some images that depicted humans and beasts holding their hands in a friendly manner!


It was only when they were about to reach the farther regions from the human domain though that they started to see shocking things.


The ruins became more and more frequent as they reached for the other side of the continent. It was as if entire cities had fallen there. However, there were always the drawings that Noah's group had become familiar to see at the center of those ruins.


It wasn't hard to guess that the habitations of the previous rulers stood there back then. Yet, Noah and the others would have never expected for some of them not to be destroyed entirely.


"This is the most intact one that we found." Faith said as she gazed toward a castle in the distance that had mostly fallen apart.


Even if they were quite far away, they could sense part of the aura contained in the materials that made that structure.


"Yes. It must have been the home for some powerful entity." June said.


"Indeed," Noah added. "The materials are just on another level. They even manage to keep the magical beasts away after so many years. I guess that the Heaven Tribulation really happened then."


The group advanced toward the broken castle after that quick exchange of lines.


Noah was obviously in the lead, and he was even the only one that could sense the awful scent that the materials of the structure still radiated. Nevertheless, he had become so used to smell it by then that he didn't even hesitate to enter the castle when he reached it.


The entirety of the structure had black cracks on its outside that spread even on its insides.


"There definitely was a Heaven Tribulation here," June said when she inspected those cracks.


Noah instincts didn't react to them, but June could be sure of that with just a few looks. She had used the Tribulation as part of her cultivation method, while Noah was merely sensitive to its energy. It wasn't strange that she was the only one able to notice it.


When the group reached the dungeon of the castle though, the cracks became far less appealing.


A series of cells appeared in their view, and all of them had strange bones inside them. There were traces of dried blood even, but Noah's eyes had already widened when he saw the shape of those skeletons.


He could see that each cell used to contain beings that had both humans and beasts' features.
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                        Noah had seen those creatures vividly in his dreams, but Faith and June had only images that depicted them. Yet, when they faced the actual remains of those beings, they began to feel the same dread that had filled Noah since his breakthrough.


There were clear signs of transformations in the remains of those creatures, and even cultivators that weren't experts in that field could notice them. The bones had strange deformities and branches that didn't follow any logic. It was as if something had gone out of control in the middle of the process.


However, there were both human and beasts' features. Noah could spot a human femur in the middle of bones that belonged to a flying creature. He saw an almost intact human skeleton that had a series of spikes growing from its elbows, knees, and temples.


"What are these aberrations?" Faith asked, even if she knew the answer to that question.


She simply felt like saying something to dispel the moody atmosphere that was filling the area.


No one answered, but Noah took the initiative to open the cells to analyze the remains. He quickly destroyed the metal bars blocking his path since the passage of time had affected their structure greatly.


June and Faith remained outside as Noah analyzed the bones. He swept them with his mental energy, smelled them, and even licked them to understand their features.


Nevertheless, he didn't dare to eat them for fear that they could cause a reaction in his body once ingested. He was simply playing it safe in case the substance that had produced the transformation still lingered inside those remains.


Noah was immediately able to spot the presence of the mutagen inside the bones. Such a feature couldn't escape his senses, especially after he had spent the last decade fighting Elite beasts.


However, there seemed to be something else inside them. It was a sort of silent energy that gave him the feeling of matching the mutagen in some ways.


'In theory, these beings should carry the substance that forces the transformation,' Noah thought, 'Which means that some of them had escaped in the wilderness and mixed with the fauna.'


His mind created simulations of possible environments and food chains as Noah added the data discovered in that place.


'We would have noticed these kinds of hybrids though,' His reasoning continued, 'Which means that they are either extinct or have achieved a complete transformation.'


He still remembered the words heard in his dreams. The voice didn't speak about hybrids but mentioned only humans and beasts. It was as if the humans wanted to pick a side instead of creating something in the middle of those worlds.


The complete transformation would explain why he couldn't notice the foreign memories when he ate the Elite beasts, while he could sense that different energy in the bones. It would mean that those creatures had mixed themselves in the fauna and procreated, covering the true nature of the mutagen in the process.





Noah crushed a small part of the bones under him with his individuality to continue his analysis. White dust fell on the dirty cell as his mental waves broke the skeleton, but there was a release of primary energy too.


Noah didn't absorb that energy, but he simply limited himself to feel it with both his instincts and consciousness. He could sense the presence of two kinds of energies, and one of them was the mutagen of the Elite beasts.


As for the other energy, Noah could only sense that it was ancient, almost primordial. He wouldn't consider it powerful, but it was something that his body labeled as dangerous.


'The ancestors' bloodline.' Noah concluded in his mind.


That was the only possible conclusion that he could reach according to what he knew of that world. The Elite humans didn't cause that reaction in his body, and the energy radiated a sort of perfection that couldn't possibly belong to the Flawed humans.


There was only one kind left, and that was the bloodline of the ancestors.


The primary energy soon dispersed in the air, but its two kinds didn't manage to fuse until the end. Yet, they were actively trying to become one even as they vanished.


'At least two ingredients.' Noah thought, 'The mutagen of the Elite beasts and something coming from the ancestors.'


After reaching that conclusion, Noah didn't hesitate to send all his discoveries to the list featuring the researches of the four forces of his world.


Of course, he conveyed only what he was able to justify and labeled as "possible" what he had learnt through his body. Also, he sent mental images of the peculiar skeleton so that every expert could see that such creatures had existed.


It was needless to say that a storm of mental messages reached his inscribed notebook when he sent the picture, but Noah limited himself to repeat his analysis in the other cells. Then, when he had confirmed that all the skeletons carried the same energies and he had added their images to the list, he simply stored everything in his space-ring.


"We will bring the bones when we finish the exploration of the continent." Faith said as she held her inscribed notebook, "We have almost mapped the entirety of the continent. It's pointless to come back now."


The leaders had contacted her and June when they saw that Noah wasn't answering, but her reply was in line with the intentions of the group. They had just reached the part of the continent that contained actual rests of the previous civilization. They couldn't go back now after spending more than a decade for that.


Noah started to break the floor of the castle when he was done with his analysis. The terrain under the structure soon appeared in his view, and it had the same lines that he had seen many times in those years.


June and Faith saw what he was doing and followed his example, breaking the floor to reveal the drawing hidden by the castle.


The inscribed lines under that structure were far neater compared to the drawings that they had seen in the past. It seemed that the materials of the castle helped to fend off the effects of the passage of time.


The images uncovered in the process didn't differ too much from the others, but they were clearer and had far more details. The trio could see how there were even colors together with some lines, which gave to the drawings a completely new vibe.


Some of the drawings though focused on the vials, and crowds worshipped them according to those images.


Noah and the others listed the new series of drawings in the specific section inside the special notebook and stored the most intact materials of the castle for future study.


Then, they made sure that there was nothing valuable inside that ruined building before exiting and resuming their exploration.
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                        Noah, June, and Faith set their minds in completing the exploration of the continent before returning to the volcano. They had invested too much time in that mission to retreat now.


Also, it seemed that they had reached the area that the natives inhabited in the past since ruins kept on filling those lands now ruled by magical beasts.


The leaders felt forced to agree to their decision since they didn't have power over them at that distance. Their initial orders had even been amid their eagerness to see the skeletons, so it wasn't a problem to let go of the matter.


The group spent the next period doing what they had become used to do in the new world, venturing through the wilderness and exploring every structure that they found.


The feat obviously took time since the trio kept on training and taking many breaks along the journey and the fact that the number of ruins had increased further slowed down their advance.


There were far more almost intact buildings as they neared the end of the continent since most of those structures had been built by materials that repelled magical beasts. The Tribulations had destroyed and broken many of them, but the creatures still couldn't near them.


The peculiarity of the inscriptions of that world was that the materials themselves obtained the properties desired by the cultivators. That led to a situation where they kept on functioning even in a broken state.


Yet, even in the absence of magical beasts, Noah and the others had to check if they hid drawings under them. The situation reached the point where the three of them destroyed entire cities just to see if the ground had traces of the lost history of that world.


It had to be said though that they were safe in those areas, at least. It was as if they had training areas as large as cities just for themselves.


Their cultivation level and expertise in the training method inevitably improved as they spent their daily life wandering among the remains of such a mysterious lost civilization. In a few years, they had all reached the point where they could begin to create small copies of Heaven and Earth's will.


Of course, they didn't copy the actual laws contained in the environment. They had just created small wills that radiated the same type of aura.


No matter how small the wills were though, they still carried the authority to rule upon the Breath in the environment.


'Bones as always,' Noah thought as he stored the skeleton inside a cell inside his space-ring, 'This task would be more rewarding if I could actually eat them.'


His mood had kept on worsening as he and his group found castles that contained remains of those hybrid-like creatures and swept them clean.


They had found more than twenty castles by then, but not all of them had those strange skeletons. The cages in some of them had been broken. The creatures inside them had escaped in the wilderness and spread their bloodlines in the fauna.





However, Noah and the others didn't find a single half-human half-beast being in the wilderness, which probably meant that they had all died.


Noah believed that they were considered failed experiments since the mutagen and the ancestors' energy weren't able to fuse. That lack of fixed state would weaken their actual prowess, making them easy food for the Elite beasts and explaining their absence in the current food chain.


The castles that had remains though contained even the skeletons of beings at the peak of the fifth rank. The sole thought of having something so nourishing in his space-ring but too dangerous to eat made Noah nervous, especially since his stash of high-rank bones was quite large.


He couldn't wait to solve the mystery behind that world just to devour all his stash. Yet, he knew that the four forces had to take a share of it, and he also knew that such materials would be wasted as simple food.


Nevertheless, being forced to hold back helped Noah to improve his control over his constant hunger. That was something that he had never really mastered since his prowess had always allowed him to hunt powerful creatures.


Luckily for him, June also helped in keeping his instincts at ease during that period. She didn't do anything special. She was simply there, which was enough to improve his mental state.


"We have reached the end of the continent," June said, "But there is an island not far from the coastline. I say that we can go back after exploring it."


Noah and Faith agreed with her without raising any complaints. There were only a few cities left to explore on the coastline, but the continent would be completely mapped after them.


Of course, Noah's group had avoided some danger zones along the way, and he had even sensed the presence of a rank 6 beast during the journey, which made them skip a region altogether. Yet, they had done a thorough job in the various areas once inhabited by humans, and that was more than enough.


After all, they had uncovered most of the secrets of an entire continent filled with beasts in less than twenty years and without neglecting their training.


June kissed Noah before she and Faith stood up.


"We are going for a spar," June said while revealing an alluring smile, "Do you want to watch?"


Noah felt tempted, but he shook his head before speaking. "I have something to test today. I'll find you when I'm done. Try not to kill each other."


Both June and Faith had changed in those long years in the wilderness. Their social restraint had fallen apart long ago since they didn't have to answer to anyone, and their personalities had even developed traits that couldn't bloom while living in their organizations.


June had become more easygoing, and she didn't hesitate to express her desire for Noah even when she was in front of Faith lately. On the other hand, Faith had simply matured, and her childish curiosity didn't appear too often anymore.


The two women left after cracking a few jokes between themselves, but Noah had already moved his focus on the insides of his mental sphere by then.


There was a small brown sphere that radiated a profound aura near the walls of his sea of consciousness. It had floated there for a month already, but Noah couldn't find even the slightest change in the properties of his walls.


That was the copy of Heaven and Earth's will, which was trying to modify his walls using the natives' inscription method. The only problem was that it was too slow.


Noah had left it there for a month just to test the actual power of that inscription method, but the result was utterly disappointing. There was no point even comparing it to the methods of his world.


'It's time to modify my second rune.' Noah sighed as he thought that and prepared himself to improve the training method.
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                        There were a lot of flaws in the inscription methods of the natives. It was quite weak when compared to the schools taught in Noah's world, and it was incredibly slow to apply.


Cultivators had to imprint their wills in materials that suited specific requirements, but the complete product would just become a stronger version of the original item. That result wasn't worth the time invested in the inscription at all.


However, there was one good aspect of that weak method: It was delicate.


It was almost impossible to lose the material during the inscription since the imprinting of the will was subtle and waited for the item to transform by itself rather than forcibly modifying it. Also, the cultivators would choose their materials with great care and use only those that matched their requirements.


'It won't be as delicate,' Noah thought as he removed all the spherical runes from his sea of consciousness, 'But that has never been my approach.'


His mind felt incredibly light once the spherical runes exited its walls and floated around his figure. It had been years since he felt such a neglectable internal pressure.


Nevertheless, that wasn't going to last for long.


Noah moved his focus on his half-transparent figure and made it sever its stomach and lungs before shattering them into brown dust. Then, as he proceeded with the creations of the Will-consuming rune, he added the copy of Heaven and Earth's will to the dust.


Part of the dust eventually transformed into a black sphere that radiated pride, greed, and a profound aura that didn't seem to carry any specific feature. Yet, when Noah saw it, he couldn't help but feel satisfied with the result.


'It keeps the properties of the will. I can improve the training method.' Noah thought as he took out the rune to fill it with primary energy.


He already had his previous runes at his disposal, so he didn't need to waste time in creating primary energy. He simply shattered one of the spherical runes floating around him and let his new creation take the energy that it once contained.


Of course, his mind had improved in those years, so his new rune was slightly more potent than its previous version. Also, it now radiated the same aura of Heaven and Earth's will, which had further increased its power.


His second rune was a proper rank 5 container for primary energy, and he intended to use it to inscribe the walls of his mind quickly.


Noah had to create a bit more primary energy to fill the new rune, but he quickly stored it back inside his mind when it was completed. Then, he placed it in a random spot next to the walls.


The aura radiated by the rune touched the walls and remained in contact with them. Noah had basically automatized the inscription method of the natives with the Will-consuming runes!


Yet, he didn't want to automatize it. He wanted to improve it!


Noah molded the remaining brown dust into multiple spherical runes and repeated the process of filling them with primary energy. Once he was done, he reinserted them in his sea of consciousness and placed them next to its walls.





There were a dozen of spherical runes inscribing the walls of his mind when he had completed the improvements. The number of spheres was inferior compared to before, but that was the limit of his will. He needed to wait until his greed and pride came back before replacing all the old runes.


He wasn't in a hurry though, especially now that he knew that his idea worked. He believed that such an approach would shorten the time required to master the training method by a lot, while also keeping it safe for his mind.


'I should look for June.' Noah thought as he forced himself to stand up to look for his lover.


The after-effects of creating the Will-consuming runes were always harsh and made Noah quite moody, but he had learnt to handle them as his expertise increased. He would usually just lie down and rest, but he had discovered that June was able to ignite his greed, allowing him to recover faster.


Also, he had told her that he would look for her.


Noah found June lying among a series of ruins while wearing a satisfied expression. Her robe was a mess, but she wasn't wounded in the slightest.


"Did you win?" Noah asked as he lay next to her.


"No, none of us ever wins," June answered as she turned and sat over Noah's waist, "But it was fun."


Then, she lowered her face to kiss Noah while her hands went under his robe to touch his naked chest.


Noah felt his greed returning as June moved over him. His ambition was endless, but even that feeling couldn't ignite his desire as quickly as his lover.


The following weeks went on like that. Noah finished replacing all his spherical runes with those carrying his copy of Heaven and Earth's will, and the rest of the group didn't fail to keep itself busy.


June and Faith would simply train and fight. It was as if the three of them weren't even in a mission to uncover the secrets of those Mortal Lands.


They resumed their exploration when everyone was ready and set off toward the remaining destroyed cities. The journey was quite uneventful, and they only managed to find three more castles that contained those strange skeletons. The others were empty and didn't hold anything valuable.


All of them though had drawings under them, which depicted the same images that they had seen in the last part of the continent. The vials often appeared, as well as pictures that hinted at the fusion between the two species.


"There is only the island left," Faith said when they came out of the last castle, "I think that we have explored most of the lands that this world has to offer. As for the sea, we are too few to explore it."


Noah and June nodded at her words. The sea usually had a more potent fauna, but that was true in their world since the humans ruled the surface.


There was a chance that the sea wouldn't be more dangerous there, but the three of them didn't want to take any unnecessary risks. They had obtained what they wanted.


The forces back in the human domain had a lot of clues about the secret history of the natives. They could almost reconstruct the entirety of their past. Their only doubts were whether the ancestors had really succeeded in turning themselves into beasts and if that was the reason behind the Heaven Tribulation.


Noah, June, and Faith flew toward the island with reasonably relaxed moods. They had explored that world for years. They had done it for too long to feel anxious during the last part of their mission.


However, they could immediately tell that something was wrong once they reached the island. There were the usual ruins on its surface, but, in the middle of them, there was a completely intact castle.
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                        The castle on the island wasn't old, but there wasn't even the slightest crack on its surface. There wasn't also any black mark on it. It was as if the Heaven Tribulation didn't attack that place at all.


Yet, Noah and the others were sure that the lightning storm had fallen there due to the marks on the ruins. It seemed that the bolts of lightning had just avoided the castle on purpose.


It was needless to say that the discovery surprised the three of them, but it also kindled their curiosity. That was the first time in almost fifteen years of exploration that they found an intact structure in the magical beasts' domain.


"I don't sense any danger," Noah said as his consciousness spread in the environment.


The island was small, so the aura radiated by the castle managed to cover its entire surface. There wasn't even one magical beast there. The place was empty except for the ruins and the castle.


"Let's search for the other habitations first." Faith said, and her two companions agreed to her suggestion.


They didn't wholly trust the intact structure even if their senses weren't able to pick any kind of danger. However, something that had been able to survive a Heaven Tribulation that had presumably destroyed all the ancestors couldn't be simple.


The ruins didn't hide any surprise, and they had no drawings under their floors. They seemed to be the same kind of destroyed habitations seen in the various cities that they had explored.


Only the castle remained at that point, and their mission would be over.


"They are pressing us to enter," June said as she stored her inscribed notebook.


The three of them had contacted their leaders when they discovered that unusual structure, and they felt curious too when they learnt about it. That place could contain remains not limited to bones and broken cells since it was still in one piece.


Also, if it turned out to be that the castle could protect from the Heaven Tribulation, the leaders would just seize the entirety of the building and bring it to their world.


"To think that they wanted us to come back just a few years ago." Faith said as she followed her words with a snort.


The freedom that she had learnt to appreciate during that journey had made her see her higher-ups in a new light, and she didn't entirely like their approach.


There was so much that she had lost just because they didn't want her to end up in dangerous situations, and she had begun to resent them for their actions. Her understanding of her individuality had improved by a lot in those years of exploration. Her peace had even started to change as she piled up experiences.


She had understood that she was on the wrong path, but she had already set foot on a road that suited her more. Also, as the three of them started to master the training method, they could see the effects that their individualities had on the environment more clearly.





Of course, that didn't affect Noah too much since he could already study his individuality retroactively thanks to his cultivation technique.


"Let's go," Noah said after he had used his full focus to analyze the castle again.


Both his mental energy and instincts were telling him that the structure was harmless, and he didn't want to leave the chance to obtain something valuable to someone else.


The metal door screeched when Noah opened it, and the smell of dust reached his nose when the air came from its insides. The place seemed abandoned, but the trio still waited before stepping inside.


Noah expanded his consciousness, but he didn't sense anything dangerous even when his mental waves spread inside the castle. That last confirmation was enough to make him cross the door and begin the exploration of the only intact structure in the magical beasts' domain.


Its layout was similar to the other castles that they had explored. There was a large hall that led to a series of staircases connected to the upper floors, and a few doors that led to the prisons.


The trio directly went for the cells, but they returned empty-handed since all of them turned out to be vacant of skeletons. However, it didn't seem as if someone had escaped from them since their metal bars were intact.


When the three of them went on the upper floors though, they discovered that a large stash of books and scrolls had survived through the years inside bookcases made by a transparent material.


They didn't hesitate to inspect those tomes, and their amazement surged when they saw that they contained researches and records concerning the history of that world!


"You could greet the master of the castle since you have interrupted his sleep." An aged, male voice suddenly spread through the floors, and a powerful aura accompanied those words.


Noah instincts began to scream at that point. It was as if an immense danger had appeared out of nowhere in an area that wasn't supposed to have anything. Also, he couldn't fail to identify the power of the entity releasing that aura.


It belonged to a rank 6 existence!


Noah's survival instincts kicked in, and he reviewed all his possible options in that situation. However, he soon accepted that there wasn't anything that he could do against someone in the sixth rank.


His mental energy was enough to kill him on the spot. Tricks, talismans, and distractions would only enrage him.


Nevertheless, there was no threat in that voice. Actually, it seemed that the mighty being was happy about their presence there.


Noah placed the tome in his hands back in the bookcase and moved toward the source of the aura. He would just do as the existence said since it was pointless to try anything else.


June and Faith followed his example and walked right behind him. They wore expressionless faces, but it was clear that they were anxious about the imminent meeting.


'Did he cover his presence before we entered the castle?' Noah questioned himself.


It was the first time that his instincts didn't manage to notice such a powerful presence. The only explanation was that the existence on the last floor of the castle had hidden on purpose.


Reaching the last floor took only a few minutes, but Noah and the others felt as if hours had passed as they walked to meet the being waiting for them.


A large, reinforced door appeared when they reached the top of the castle, and Noah didn't hesitate to open it and take a look at its insides. His consciousness couldn't help him there. The aura of the rank 6 being was so strong that his mental waves couldn't give him any kind of information.


What he saw though, confirmed every clue that they had found during their long exploration.


A colossal snake appeared in his vision, and he could barely contain his excitement when he heard it speak with a human voice. "Don't worry. It would be pointless to eat you all at my level."
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                        June and Faith felt amazed when they entered the large hall and saw the enormous magical beasts speaking with a human voice. The three of them had known for years that the ancestors were trying to turn themselves into beasts. Yet, gathering clues and facing a talking creature were two very different things!


Furthermore, the creature was in the sixth rank!


'It's a Flying snake, but I sense mental waves.' Noah thought as he inspected the colossal beast. 'They have really succeeded.'


It was hard to suppress his amazement, and Noah felt eager to study that peculiar being just to understand how it worked. Its aura was too strong and blocked most of Noah's inspections. He couldn't even know if it had a dantian since its scent didn't belong to anything that he had smelled before.


Noah understood in those short instants that the snake was a unique existence that didn't follow any of the fundamental rules that he had learnt through the years.


The snake lifted its reptilian head and straightened its body, revealing a series of sturdy chains that kept it locked on the walls and floor of the hall. The chains radiated the same smell that fended off the magical beasts, but it was far more intense compared to that found in the other castles.


They seemed able to bind the mighty creature in the room, but they also carried its same aura. It was as if they were part of the snake's body.


"It's surprising to find something so similar to us and yet so different at the same time." The snake said as it fixed its reptilian eyes on Noah's figure.


Its head slowly neared him, but the chains didn't allow it to cross even half of the hall. However, that seemed to be enough for the powerful beast which took a deep breath and waved its forked tongue.


"You absorbed the body of a beast into your own and replaced the laws to escape Heaven and Earth's control. Smart!" The snake said after it completed its inspection. "I believe it was a dragon. Ambitious."


Noah's reptilian pupils constricted when he heard the snake's words. It had understood the theory behind his fusion in a matter of seconds!


"Don't be so surprised." The snake said while releasing what seemed a small laugh. "My people have researched how to mix various species since the birth of our kind. You should feel proud that you've obtained a satisfying result in a world without our diversity."


The amazement of the three cultivators skyrocketed at those words. The creature had revealed that it was aware of the fact that they came from a different world!


"How?" Noah asked, but his question wasn't limited to its last revelation.


Countless questions filled his mind. He wanted to know everything about the creature, its past, and the reason behind his current form. There was something that had bugged him since the dreams: He didn't understand why a natural hybrid would transform itself into a complete beast.





He had been quite forced to keep his human form in his case. Recreating the procedure for the fusion while using the corpse of the beast as the core material was challenging.


He would need to find a way to transfer his dantian and his sea of consciousness into a species that didn't have space for those centers of power. Instead, the opposite procedure didn't have those hindrances.


"I think it's time we have a private conversation. Your two friends can browse my collection while we speak." The snake said, and a wave of thick mental waves pushed both June and Faith outside of the hall while also closing the large door.


Noah's eyes became cold when he saw that surge of power, but he forced himself to suppress his survival instincts. He was in the lair of a rank 6 existence. He was similar to a puppet in a god's grasp right now.


"The castles are all connected." The snake said. "I can speak to my descendants on the continent and see what they had been up to. You must understand my excitement to learn that other Mortal Lands had managed to create a dimensional portal and produce a hybrid so similar to our previous form."


Noah neared the closest wall and tried to inspect it, but he didn't notice anything out of the ordinary. Even the experts in the volcano had failed to see that property of the castles, so he wasn't surprised that he couldn't find anything.


"You keep speaking of us. What are you? Are there others like you in the world?" Noah asked without holding back his doubts.


The Flying snake seemed inclined to answer all his questions, and Noah felt curious beyond any limit. Also, the beast was restricted by chains that probably targeted its very existence, which seemed something really similar to the collars of the Empire.


Noah was even starting to doubt that it could hurt him in that state, but he wasn't willing to test it just yet.


"I'm one of the ancestors, the last of my kind. For now, at least." The snake answered, but its explanation became vague when it reached the last part.


"So, you were a perfect human before," Noah concluded before continuing to ask questions. "Why did you do it? According to the records, you were already a perfect species in your previous form."


That was Noah's most pressing doubt. He didn't care how they transformed, but he wanted to understand the reason behind their decision to abandon the human form.


The snake sighed, and Noah was able to avoid showing his surprise at that gesture only because it began to speak. "Our kind was almost perfect, but it didn't lack its flaws. We could absorb the abilities of the magical beasts, but we would inherit some of their behavior in the process. That was the limit placed by Heaven and Earth over us."


Noah nodded at those words. It made sense for such a perfect species to have limitations. After all, Heaven and Earth couldn't allow for beings with limitless potential to exist. They would just break their fairness.


The snake continued. "In time, we understood that those limits were harsher on humans. The magical beasts had some sort of natural protection against the rules of the world. We concluded that they were necessary for balancing Heaven and Earth's power."


Noah remained silent as he listened to the explanation that was entirely in line with the ideas that had filled him since he became a hybrid.


"We thrived for a period. The transformation would trigger a Tribulation, but the lightning bolts targeted only the specimen undergoing the process. It wasn't hard to protect it and increase our population of superior beings." The snake said, and its gaze lost some focus as its mind wandered through its memories.


Then, it moved back to Noah as it concluded its story. "Yet, when we tried to apply the procedure to our weaker descendants, the world decided that we had gone too far and unleashed a Worldwide Heaven Tribulation."
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                        "What are you doing here alone then? Why the shackles? And what are the six bloodlines doing on the other side of the continent?" Noah kept on asking questions.


He could understand that the humans of that world had found their hope to fix their flaws in the Elite beasts. Yet, there were missing critical points in the snake's explanation.


It didn't tell him the purpose of making the bloodlines breed to increase the population, nor why they were hiding their history. He felt as if there was a more profound secret still hidden under that polite behavior.


"I've designed this castle. Unlike my brothers and sisters, I was the only one that predicted the rage of Heaven and Earth." The snake said. "If you are wondering how it's because I've been the last ancestor to transform. My form is the most perfect state achievable in the Mortal Lands."


"And that lets you predict the arrival of the Tribulations?" Noah asked at that point.


"I'm truly whole. There is a certain understanding of the world that you can obtain only from where I stand." The snake answered.


Noah didn't like that vague reply. It was hard to trust a huge, talking snake in the sixth rank when it wasn't giving him real answers about the advantages of its species.


After all, Noah's hybrid status didn't forsake any positive feature of the magical beasts' world. His strength was above any creature, and both his other centers of power had benefitted from the fusion.


He wanted answers on the actual benefits behind turning himself into a beast, and the simply improved understanding wasn't enough to convince him about that path.


"These shackles are also my creation." The snake continued since Noah had fallen silent. "After eating everyone inside the castle, I was afraid that I would fly outside to look for more food. Doing that would trigger the remains of the Worldwide Heaven Tribulation, and I can't let it focus me alone."


Noah began to have a bad feeling when he heard that, but the snake didn't give him time to think since it continued with its explanation. "You must understand that the Tribulation hit just when we successfully transformed the first human that wasn't an ancestor through my perfect procedure. There were just too few of us to survive."


"What are the bloodlines doing then?" Noah asked again, but his instincts were telling him that the situation was becoming dangerous.


However, he couldn't really escape, so he simply decided to see where that conversation would lead him.


"Well, the compound for the perfect transformation requires the mutagen of the Elite beasts and the ancestor's blood in my body." The snake said. "Yet, I could only transform one human at the time in that way. As the bearer of my heritage, I had to find a way that could transform everyone at the same time to defeat the Tribulation together and reclaim the land."


The rank 6 creature began to laugh at that point. Nevertheless, there was no happiness behind its voice. Noah could only sense deep and intense exhaustion accompanying those sounds.





The snake continued. "So, I've invented a method to keep the transformation dormant until a worthy existence triggered it. I've let the bloodlines spread the compound, and they even sacrificed their weaker assets to infect the fauna of this world. Then, I hibernated, waiting for a worthy existence to appear."


Noah's vertical pupils constricted at those words. He had finally understood why his instincts didn't manage to sense such a powerful existence.


"Can't you be the trigger?" Noah asked, but the snake slowly shook its head.


"The only way to create a chain reaction is through the roar of a transforming beast carrying the ancestor's bloodline." The snake said. "I was ready to wait until a spontaneous mutation appeared and gave birth to one of my kind, but the arrival of your forces made me reconsider that."


Noah felt the need to retreat, but the snake's consciousness suddenly enveloped him and forced him to remain still. Its aura carried a series of confused meanings that he wasn't able to understand, but he felt some of them seeping through his skin.


A warm sensation enveloped him. It was as if something had taken life inside him and was spreading its effect in his tissues.


"I've seen your curiosity as you explored our past domains. I was sure that you would have reached this place on your own." The snake said with a deep voice. "Don't worry. You will soon understand how perfect this form is, and so will your brothers and sisters."


Noah felt the cells of his body escaping his control and transforming. He was aware of what was happening to him, but he didn't have any power over that procedure.


He knew that he had been infected. Any of the Elite beasts that he had eaten in the last years could have carried the compound, and he had no way to notice it.


For once, Noah didn't blame his weakness for ending up in that situation. He had been careful in the exploration and thorough in his investigations. There was nothing that he could have done to avoid that outcome.


After all, even God's Left Hand didn't notice anything inside the mutagen. Those plots had always been outside of Noah's power.


That acceptance didn't mean that he wasn't angry that the snake was transforming him without his consent. Yet, he couldn't help but being curious about that perfect state now that he couldn't avoid the transformation.


Noah felt an intense surge of energy filling his body and forcing him to transform. Then, a splitting pain enveloped him as cracks appeared on his skin, muscles, and bones.


The energy inside his dantian became unstable as the compound began to affect his other centers of power, and even his mental energy started to tremble under its influence.


His skin became darker and clear lines appeared to divide it in the form of scales. His muscles and bones enlarged as his size grew. It reached a point where Noah felt more comfortable standing on four legs rather than on two.


Noah's focus was on his mental sphere during the procedure. The transformation was applying immense pressure on its wall, and its insides were a mess. He wasn't in a situation where he could keep track of the changes in his body.


His mouth enlarged, and scales began to appear even on his face. Then, Noah felt an urge impossible to contain.


Noah lifted his morphing head and released a cry toward the ceiling of the hall, which lit up and began to vibrate in tune with his roar.


The castles on the rest of the continent lit up too and trembled in the same way, creating a copy of Noah's roar in the process.


The Flawed humans didn't understand what was happening, but the echoes of Noah's cry awakened the compound inside them. Only the Elite humans knew about that plan and accepted the transformation willingly.


As more roars filled the continent though, dark clouds formed in the sky.
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                        Noah's roar triggered the dormant compound that had infected most of the magical beasts and humans of that world. Yet, its effects didn't stop there.


A few cultivators from Noah's world had used the mutagen in the Elite beasts to create drugs aimed to improve the walls of the dantians. Some of them had tested their creations on themselves and were inevitably infected by the compound.


Then, as the castles echoed Noah's cry and spread it through the world, even their bodies began to mutate.


The world fell into chaos as the compound activated. Most humans began to transform into magical beasts, improving their natural state as living beings.


The physical strength of the Elite humans improved as their existence strived to reach the beasts' level, and dantians began to grow inside the Flawed humans as the transformation continued. The changes didn't stop there since the compound affected even the fauna.


Most creatures saw their fake dantians reaching a complete form under the influence of the compound, and some of them even developed real seas of consciousness as they strived for a perfect state.


An entire world was evolving right under the ominous clouds that were filling the sky.


June and Faith had gone to explore the inventory in the castle before the snake triggered the compound inside Noah. Still, they didn't miss his roar and the shaking of the walls. However, when they reached the last floor and tried to force the door to the hall open, they realized that a thick layer of mental energy was preventing their intrusion.


The two women could only give up when they saw that even their spells didn't manage to pierce that barrier. The power of a being in the sixth rank was something that they couldn't hope to match.


Meanwhile, Noah continued to roar as the transformation continued. That act was instinctive. It was as if his body wanted to announce the evolution that it was undergoing.


He used the entirety of his concentration to fend off the pressure generated by the transformation, and it took him a while before he managed to become aware of his situation again.


His mind hadn't stabilized yet, but he could sense the changes happening inside his body. He felt his size growing and his form morphing to assume the shape of a Cursed Dragon.


'This is disappointing.' Noah thought as he studied those changes and kept his mind stable.


The transformation wasn't bringing him any benefit. The new features obtained by his body were something that he already had in its human form. Yet, he felt forced to rethink his initial statement when the transformation began to affect his other centers of power.


His dantian was the first to be affected by the surge of energy originated by the compound. Its walls stiffened and contracted, destroying the black ring inside them and absorbing its shards as they closed the wound that had been there for years.





Noah lost his cultivation technique, but his mental sphere began to radiate a peculiar tremor that carried his copy of aura of the Heaven and Earth's will. His existence was craving for harmony as it strived for a perfect state, and it couldn't allow such a difference between his centers of power.


The Breath in the matter around him started to converge in his almost-draconic low-waist and turn into primary energy as it entered his dantian. The walls of the organ soon became unable to contain all that energy and began to enlarge, pushing Noah's cultivation level toward the fifth rank.


Noah was aware of the events happening in his dantian, but his mind was elsewhere. As soon as his mental sphere released that tremor, his focus wavered since a stream of information invaded him.


The walls of his mind had been under the influence of the improved spherical runes for a while by then. Still, Noah didn't intend to use that ability until the inscription was completed. However, his sea of consciousness had acted on its own during the transformation. It ordered the Breath in the matter around him to fill his dantian.


In doing so though, Noah entered a peculiar mental state where he felt connected with the world.


'This should be the understanding that the snake has talked about.' Noah thought as his mind wandered in that state. 'Amazing.'


What he was sensing couldn't be described by simple words. It was as if his existence had suddenly become aware of its place in the world and could understand the rules set by Heaven and Earth. He had taken a peek in the world of the laws without needing for his level to be high enough.


Pieces of information appeared in his mind, but they didn't cause any internal pressure. Instead, Noah felt as if his sea of consciousness was being emptied while he remained in that state.


He soon understood that the pieces of information weren't flowing inside him. It was his mental energy that was reaching for the outside world and learning its rules.


'I see. Beasts aren't just an enemy.' Noah thought. 'They are the enemy chosen by Heaven and Earth to balance their power. They are an unstoppable force that can take the easiest path toward the higher ranks as long as there is a form of energy around them.'


Noah felt sure about that realization even if he couldn't explain why. After all, he didn't understand laws. His mind was only able to turn a few of them into thoughts that he could review.


'Becoming a hybrid and walking on the path of the magical beasts would make you the strongest enemy of the world according to its rules.' Noah continued to ponder as his mind wandered in that peculiar state. 'Yet, that's still part of Heaven and Earth's system.'


Confusion and hesitation began to fill Noah once he thought that. The secrets of the world were right in front of him, and he didn't like what he was seeing.


Turning into a beast would force him to keep that state permanently, allowing him to become the lifeform that better countered the restrictions of the world. Yet, such perfect form didn't need some of the core aspects of the usual cultivation methods.


Noah felt his dantian enlarging at high speed as more and more primary energy seeped through its walls. The sharp crystal that was his solid Breath began to fade when surrounded by that foreign energy.


It was as if the new state didn't need an individuality to progress, so it was simply turning it into primary energy.


'A path where the answers of the world are right in front of you, but you are stuck in a state that allows you only to devour everything.' Noah summarized in his mind what he had managed to understand in that peculiar state.


Noah continued to think. 'It's the easiest path to power, and losing my individuality won't affect my actual prowess. Yet, I would become part of Heaven and Earth's plan. The snake has underestimated my ambition.'


His now-scaled eyelids opened at that point, and he violently bit his front leg.
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                        The rank 6 Flying snake had diverted its attention after Noah's roar started the chain reaction through the Mortal Lands, but it turned when it saw Noah biting himself. The creature couldn't help but reveal a smirk at that scene.


"You can't stop the transformation," The snake said, "Your whole existence is changing right now. Just accept your new state and fight the world with your brothers and sisters."


After that, it diverted its attention again to focus his consciousness on the crackling sounds echoing outside.


Meanwhile, Noah had activated the Divine Deduction technique as he bit his leg. The effort increased the pressure on his mind by a lot, but that wasn't the moment to be careful. His future would be set if he didn't act.


Noah had almost completely turned into a huge Cursed dragon in the fifth rank, but he needed time to figure out a way to stop the transformation. So, he decided to slow it down for the time being.


His sharp teeth pierced his scales and severed a large chunk of meat along with them. His idea was to hurt his body so that the compound would take more to make him reach the complete form.


Luckily for him, his body was still unstable, and some of its protective properties had weakened during the transformation.


Blood flowed from his wound and draconic mouth as he spat the pulp of meat and scales on the ground and turned to take a bite on his other leg. The pain had never managed to stop him, and he could only think about his prospects right now.


'If it's a matter of existence,' Noah thought, 'Then I just have to change it again.'


His mind was in the peculiar state where it could understand how the world worked, and the Divine Deduction technique allowed him to process those pieces of information at high speed. That was the perfect situation to obtain some kind of enlightenment.


'The fastest way to change my existence is to complete my individuality,' Noah concluded, 'But I should be able to take my time as I plan how to do it.'


Noah didn't want to waste the improvements that the transformation was applying on his dantian. Also, he didn't want to risk ruining his individuality because he tried to save it in a hurry.


He had to let his mind understand the best approach to escape from that situation while salvaging his gains and current power at the same time.


Noah kept on biting pieces of his body off, and he used his growing claws to break scales that he couldn't reach with his fangs. Blood and body-parts accumulated on the floor as he kept on mutilating himself to slow down the transformation.


Enlightenment dawned upon him quite quickly. After all, the snake wasn't addressing his form as perfect for no reason. The understanding that the transformation had given him access to wasn't something that he could obtain through usual methods.


However, peeking into that world was just a sort of enhanced survival instincts for those creatures. They needed it to counter their greatest enemy, but they didn't have other uses to it since they didn't need an individuality.





Noah managed to understand even how those so-called perfect creatures worked during that process. Their dantians would obtain the ability of the magical beasts to absorb primary energy, but they would lose the capability to express personal laws.


They were simply the perfect predators of Heaven and Earth's world, and their state would allow them to feed on laws in the higher ranks.


Nevertheless, Noah couldn't be part of that system. He was an entity that lived outside of those rules. He didn't want to be defined by his enemies.


He was a mistake that shouldn't exist. Giving up on that to find a place in the world would be akin to surrender himself to Heaven and Earth's shackles.


'I know what I have to do,' Noah thought, 'I can stall the transformation for a few more minutes.'


Noah kept on maiming himself as he kept his focus on his dantian. The primary energy converging in his center of power was pushing it toward the limits of the fourth rank. Yet, it was also eroding his sharp shard of Breath, and his individuality with it.


'Almost there!' Noah shouted in his mind as the walls of his dantian started to compress.


The process squeezed the primary energy and Breath, forcing them to reach a higher state as impurities left the gas and crystal and fused with the organ.


The transformation had pushed his dantian to the fifth rank to restore harmony among his centers of power!


His body began to stabilize at that point. The injuries started to heal as his existence was about to step forever in the realm of those perfect hybrids.


His mental sphere sent orders to the primary energy inside his dantian. The gas began to turn into a form of rank 5 gaseous Breath that differed slightly from that generated by the crystal that carried his individuality.


His new form was instinctively creating Breath of the darkness element from primary energy!


Noah memorized that process and decided to act when he saw that even the rank 5 gaseous Breath carrying his individuality was about to become primary energy to undergo that transformation.


His aura surged as he took complete control of his mental sphere. The blood and body-parts that had accumulated on the floor gathered in front of him, and Noah didn't hesitate to add more materials to that bloody pulp.


He opened his maws and spat his Liquid Dantian before focusing on the insides of his space-ring to take out a series of items. The ring had enlarged to fit his new size, but it didn't create any problem when his mental waves controlled it.


His Demonic Swords appeared in the open and landed on the bloody pulp, together with Instabilities that he had stored there as he trained his inscription methods.


Then, he focused on the insides of his mind, and all his Will-consuming runes came out and landed on the pile of materials accumulating in front of him.


In the end, he moved different energies inside his dantian and made them pass through his sea of consciousness before throwing them too in the pulp to start forging.


Black smoke and a seemingly infinite ambition mixed with the pile of materials as Noah used the Elemental Forging method to fuse all the items that carried part of his individuality.


Noah had never attempted to do such a difficult fusion, but his peculiar mental state was giving him some confidence that he would succeed.


'I'm not a destroyer, nor a creator,' Noah thought as he took a deep breath, 'But a sword able to do both!'


A wave of white flames came out of his maws, and the primary energy that fueled it helped to finalize the fusion, forcing all the materials into a straightforward form.


A black sword appeared when the flames dispersed, and a draconic cry came out of it as it took life.
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                        Noah felt a heartbeat in his mind as strength began to leave his body. He was utterly drained, and his dantian was empty too.


Another heartbeat echoed inside him, and his body started to revert to its human form at that sound. Forging the sword had completed his individuality and interrupted the transformation since his existence had stopped striving for that perfect state.


The compound didn't add something to his body. The shape of the Cursed Dragon had always been there, but Noah had purposely compressed it in a human form. The primary energy that had gathered inside him under the orders of his mental sphere had only focused his dantian since there was nothing else to improve.


Yet, when his existence changed, his body naturally returned to its previous form, even if a few features remained. His skin had become rough, and he could notice a few sparse scales on him even if they weren't black like those of the Cursed Dragon.


His nails had become black and metallic. They would resemble claws if they were more prominent and pointy, but they had returned to their previous shape, fortunately. His size had changed too. He was at least ten centimeters taller than before.


His soft hair had become more robust. It was still long and a bit wild, but it had assumed metallic properties that made it reflect part of the light that landed on it.


Even though he had reverted to his human form, he wasn't entirely the same since his body had pushed him toward the shape that better suited his newfound existence.


"You threw away my gift to keep your precious individuality," The snake said as it looked at Noah, "I don't know if I should feel disappointed or amazed. There are few beings that can stop the influence of my compound on their own."


The snake turned its head away from the tired figure on the floor. It had lost interest in Noah now that he had chosen his side. After all, he had already triggered the chain reaction with his roar, so he wasn't that valuable anymore.


On the other hand, Noah completely ignored its words. The heartbeat inside his mind carried pure but intense desires that forced him to focus on its source.


The source of those foreign sounds was his connection with his latest creation, the black sword that had released a cry at his birth.


Noah had realized during his peculiar state that he had to create something able to carry the entirety of his individuality to express it in its fullest. That understanding had led him to forge a living being made by all his creations and iconic assets.


The Will-consuming runes were an expression of his strongest emotions and carried enough primary energy to create spells in the fifth rank. His old sabers were the blueprints and the proof of his expertise in the Elemental Forging method, together with the Instabilities. His corrosive black smoke was the deadliest material in his possession, and the energies in his dantian were a pure expression of both his individuality and properties as a hybrid. The Liquid Dantian was a center of power and also a good source of energy.





His flames then had to force everything together and stabilize his greatest creation so far: A lifeform!


Noah had understood that only creating life could complete his individuality. The destructive aspect of his individuality had managed to sever the fate chosen by Heaven and Earth, so his creation had to give birth to something outside of their plans, another mistake, just like him.


The sword was part of him, but it was also something separated from his existence. It was a pure materialization of his journey.


The sword roared again since Noah wasn't paying attention to it. It acted just like a child that cried to express its most basic needs.


'It's probably a mess outside, and I'm in no condition to fight.' Noah thought as he understood the needs of the sword.


The snake didn't like hearing that second cry. It didn't want anyone to disturb its investigation of the Tribulation, especially in such a crucial situation.


It turned to look at the sharp form laid on the floor in annoyance and began to focus its mental energy to crush it. However, the sword escaped before the pressure could hit it and flew toward Noah, who was still in the process of recovering from the transformation.


"Interesting," The snake said, "What is it? The inscription methods of your world are indeed superior to ours."


The rank 6 existence was interested in Noah's creation, but he had never been talkative when he decided to fight. In his mind, words were useless when a situation reached a point where only one side could survive.


Noah mustered his strength and grabbed the flying sword that released a happy cry when it came in contact with his skin. It was the innate happiness that any lifeform would feel at their first contact with their parents.


Noah felt those intense emotions through his connection with the sword. They were the same being, but, at the same time, they were two different existences.


He couldn't focus on those emotions though since he wouldn't have other chances to catch a being in the sixth rank by surprise if he didn't act quickly.


Noah swung the sword without putting too much energy in that gesture, but it understood his intentions and used its power to produce an attack.


A black, draconic claw came out of its sharp edge and shot toward the ceiling of the large hall. The power behind the slash matched that of a spell in the fifth rank, and it even carried the corrosive properties of the partial Demonic Form.


The snake felt amused when it saw that attack. It was evident that Noah was in a poor state, but it didn't believe that his aim could be so off. Worry though appeared in its eyes when it understood that the claw had never aimed for its body. Instead, Noah had purposely targeted the part of the ceiling on the opposite side from its position.


"No!" The snake shouted as its vertical pupils constricted, and its mental energy covered the entirety of the hall before focusing on that smoky claw.


The attack lost part of its power under the pressure of those mental waves. Yet, there was a limit to how much that ethereal force could hinder the path of his corrosive offensive.


The claw shrunk as part of the black smoke vanished to pierce the layer of mental energy, but an intense sharpness spread from its shape at that moment.


The features carried by Noah's attack were perfect to counter mental waves, but he was still against a being in the sixth rank. The entirety of the claw had disappeared before touching the ceiling, except for a tiny gaseous shard that crashed on the gray marble and created a small hole in it.


The snake could only stare in fear as the Breath from the outside world seeped through the castle and raged at its presence.
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                        The castles of the natives were exceptional when it came to fending off magical beasts, but their defenses were quite weak against cultivators. The materials used to build them had a few enhancements and some peculiar properties, but they were still just sturdy items.


Even a small shard of Noah's attack was enough to pierce its structure and create a hole where the Breath from the outside world could pass. It was needless to say that the will inside it wasn't happy to see that it had missed one of the targets of its rage.


"What have you done!?" The snake shouted, and Noah puked blood under the shockwave created by its voice.


The simple gesture of a rank 6 entity was enough to wipe out his existence, but Noah had always known that. That was the reason why he had decided to create a worthy opponent before trying to escape.


The snake was about to unleash its anger on Noah when a thick lightning bolt passed through the crack on the ceiling and landed on its huge, reptilian head. The clash pushed the rank 6 entity backward and released other shockwaves that further injured Noah. However, among all that pain, he had obtained a short moment of safety.


Noah mustered all his remaining strength and punched the floor, cracking the hard marble and creating a hole that made him fall on a smaller room right under the hall. His priority was to escape the battlefield that saw a chained rank 6 existence resisting a Heaven Tribulation that he couldn't even evaluate in terms of power.


The snake was forced to divert its focus on the raging lightning storm that was making its way inside the castle. The barriers of mental energy around the hall vanished as it gathered its consciousness to face the mighty calamity, allowing June and Faith to become aware of the events unfolding on the other side of the large door.


June shot toward the staircase when she noticed that Noah was on the lower floor and in a dire state. Faith followed her without hesitation since she didn't want to stick around a battle involving that powerful existence.


Noah was lying naked on the floor when June found him. The black sword shot in the air when it sensed her arrival, but Noah weakly patted its hilt to reassure it.


The sword was incredibly protective toward Noah since it viewed him as his sole parent. Still, it lowered its sharp edge when its connection with Noah allowed it to feel the emotions caused by her arrival.


"What happened?" June asked as she hurriedly put his arm over her shoulders to carry him outside of that room.


Noah was utterly exhausted. The transformation and the forging had emptied his reserves of energy, and even his sea of consciousness was in a critical state. He was also injured. The only reason why he had managed to keep his life in the hall could be found in the peculiar chains that restricted the snake and didn't allow it to express its full power.


"Ground floor," Noah whispered, "As far as possible from the hall."





June trusted Noah's judgment too much not to follow his orders. She carried him back to the ground floor and placed him in a corner near the entrance of the castle. Faith had limited herself to follow them in silence.


The sword had flown in front of the group as they returned near the entrance. It inspected the rooms and staircases in front of Noah to make sure that the path was clear. Then, when they reached the ground floor, and it felt Noah's relaxing, it floated around June to inspect her.


June was too worried about Noah's state to mind the sword at that moment. She crouched in front of him and inspected with a confused gaze the changes in the body that she knew far too well.


The first details that caught her eyes were the scales spread randomly through his skin. They were mostly isolated and could be easily mistaken as scars, but a few of them were unusually explicit.


Her hand caressed his cheek, and she noticed how even his hair was different. It was still somewhat soft, but it resembled metal strings now.


His nails had obtained similar metallic properties too, other than becoming black. Yet, the feature that surprised June the most was the fact that his dantian radiated the feeble aura of a rank 5 cultivator.


Rather than being happy for him though, June felt sour. She knew Noah better than anyone else, and she was aware of the level of his centers of power.


Noah's dantian was supposed to be a decade away from that rank, but it had experienced the breakthrough in a matter of minutes. Such an incredible increase in power couldn't come without a cost. Her heart clenched when she tried to imagine what her lover had to endure during his meeting with the rank 6 existence.


Her attention then went on his injuries. Blood flowed from his mouth, eyes, and ears, but there didn't seem to be anything too damaged, especially for him. He was just exhausted and in need of a long period of rest.


Noah had been half-conscious while June inspected him, but some awareness returned as she kept on looking for injuries. A helpless but warm smile appeared on his face as he took her hand and pulled her closer.


June didn't resist and sat carefully on his lap. Her knees though were pointed firmly on the floor to put the least amount of weight on him.


Of course, Noah would be barely affected by her weight, even in that weakened state. Yet, he understood from June's stern expression that he couldn't make her change idea on the matter.


"What happened?" June asked again as her forehead touched his.


"The snake is turning everyone into beasts," Noah said, "I had to become a different existence to change the path of the transformation. As you can see, it wasn't completely human."


June shook her head after his explanation and tilted her head to make their lips touch. Faith was mostly diverting her gaze since Noah was still naked, but the sword found the couple's interaction quite interesting.


It neared the sitting couple and hovered right in front of their faces as if it was entirely captivated by their kiss.


"What is that?" June asked when she couldn't ignore the sharp edge near her cheek anymore.


"Something similar to the materialization of my individuality," Noah answered, "But it's alive and a newborn."


June didn't even try to understand what he was saying. She nodded and turned her head to inspect the threatening flying sword that was most-likely stronger than her.


The blade released an annoyed growl, and June didn't hide her surprise, but Noah hastily took the corpse of a peak rank 4 beast without mutagen and laid it next to him.


The sword happily roared and stabbed the corpse that started to dry up right in front of the trio.
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                        Tremors and loud sounds spread through the entirety of the castle as the group rested in the corner of the ground floor. The battle between the rank 6 snake and the Tribulation was unfolding above them, but there was nothing that they could do to affect its outcome.


Noah's state wasn't ideal. He would often fall asleep only to wake up every time his survival instincts reacted to one of the shockwaves released above him.


His body was still stabilizing, and he did his best to quicken the healing process by eating the corpses of the standard magical beasts in his stash. However, the emptiness of his dantian affected his recovery.


The transformation had destroyed his cultivation technique and had forced his dantian to reach the fifth rank. Yet, he had used all the energy stored inside it to forge the black sword, leaving it empty.


Also, Noah lacked a rank 5 cultivation technique, which left him powerless about the current state of his center of power.


He couldn't refill his dantian without a suitable cultivation technique. The recent events had forced him in a situation quite dire and usually avoided by cultivators.


Nevertheless, he was a hybrid, so he wasn't too worried about his battle prowess. The only real issue was that the three of them were stuck in the castle as long as the Tribulation kept raging.


There was the possibility that the lightning bolts would ignore them, but none of them was willing to test their luck. They would rather wait for the calamity to be over before deciding on their next move.


As for their companions back on the volcano, they couldn't contact them since a mental message couldn't reach the other side of the continent through the lightning storm.


Noah woke up when another shockwave made the entire castle treble. He felt a lot better. His body had finally gained new stability after his past meals.


He still felt somewhat weak due to the lack of Breath in his dantian. Yet, his injuries had mostly healed, and he wasn't experiencing the after-effects of the transformation anymore.


"It's been a week," June said, "But the Heaven Tribulation doesn't show any sign of stopping."


Noah realized that he had been sleeping on June's shoulder when she spoke. She was sitting right next to him, and an orange robe covered both of them as if it was a blanket.


Faith was at a few meters from them, sitting with her eyes closed as she spread her consciousness to check the situation in the outside world. Instead, the black sword laid on Noah's shoulder, with its tip pointing toward the staircase in front of them.


"I think it likes me, "June said as her eyes went on the sword, "I can't say the same for Faith though."


"Of course, it likes you." Noah said while revealing a smile and straightening his position, "It's connected with my mind. It feels part of my emotions."


June couldn't help but show her affection at those words, but the sword soon began to stare at them again, ruining the intimate mood that had taken over the couple.





"Is this what it feels to have kids?" June asked, "I'm starting to reconsider my idea of family."


Noah smirked at her joke and pulled her near his chest. One hand went on her hair while the other grabbed the sword and held it still in front of him.


The blade cheered when Noah wielded it, but he intended to use his newfound clarity to inspect its actual structure. It had only one sharp edge, and it was almost double the size of his usual sabers. Its hilt was thin but not severe, and it didn't have any guard between it and the blade. Also, it was straight, entirely black, and no one would understand that it was alive from just its aspect.


Truth to be told, Noah didn't really know what the sword was capable of. The peculiar state that he had reached while he was striving to become a perfect being had enlightened him, but it didn't tell him what he was creating.


The blade surely was the materialization of his individuality, but he didn't know its abilities. Some evident features were coming from the materials used during the forging, but that was still a lifeform. There had to be more to it.


The sword didn't hide anything from Noah's inspection. He just needed to will it, and the functioning of that peculiar lifeform became evident in his mind.


'I see,' Noah thought, and the structure of the blade began to change.


It became almost liquid, only to solidify when it divided itself into two parts and assumed the form of his usual Demonic Swords.


'This ability comes from the Liquid Dantian,' Noah thought as he tested the pliability of the sword before making it regain its original shape.


'It is alive, but it doesn't need air. It feeds only on primary energy. A sword-type magical beast, the first of its kind.' Noah evaluated as he learned about its functioning.


The entirety of the sword acted as a dantian and stored primary energy inside its fabric. Part of it was necessary to produce attacks, but its structure required some of it to improve.


Body and dantian had basically fused in the sword, without losing the abilities of those centers of power. As for the sea of consciousness, the blade didn't exactly have it.


It didn't have a mental sphere, but it could think and radiate intense mental waves that carried Noah's pride, greed, and ambition. It was as if all its cells were an extension of Noah's consciousness that didn't weigh on his actual mind.


Noah could understand though that the sword would be forever linked to his individuality, which meant that he needed to nourish it if he wanted to remain faithful to the path that he had chosen.


'I've more mouths to feed then.' Noah thought, 'Well, my battle prowess would increase by a lot when I fight with it.'


Noah was now a rank 5 cultivator able to summon a rank 5 Blood Companion and wield a living weapon in the fifth rank. History wasn't his field of expertise, but he was quite sure that no existence in his rank could claim to have his same foundation.


Another shockwave spread from the top floor. The three of them, together with the sword, moved their attention to the source of those tremors. Even after a week, the snake was still fighting against the Tribulation.


Yet, the intervals between each shockwave were becoming shorter. It was as if Heaven and Earth were slowly gaining the upper hand in the battle.


"I wonder how it's going outside," June said without leaving Noah's chest.


Faith shook her head at her words. She kept her consciousness outside of the castle, but the lightning storm didn't allow her to understand much.


The Tribulation had isolated them, and all they could do was to wait for everything to be over.
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                        Noah did his best to recover the assets lost during the transformation and to understand the prowess of the sword as he waited for the Tribulation to end. His empty dantian limited his possibilities, but the were a few things that didn't immediately require his Breath.


Noah recreated the Will-consuming runes used during the forging. The peculiar state reached during the transformation had allowed him to control the Breath in the environment, but he had yet to inscribe the walls of his mind entirely.


Then, his focus went on his sword. The name Demonic Sword was too fitting for that new species, and even the blade seemed to like it. So, he simply called it like that before moving to its abilities.


As a lifeform that resembled the magical beasts, the sword had a series of innate skills that made use of the properties of the precious materials mixed in its structure.


It could release the corrosive smoke of the Demonic Form and use it to create dragon-like shapes during its offensive. Such attacks would radiate Noah's sharpness and use the energy contained inside the blade. Yet, Noah could increase the might of those attacks by using his energy, martial arts, and spells.


There wasn't any form or rejection between him and the sword, and even their instincts matched. It was as if they were the same entity, just divided into two different bodies.


Of course, Noah couldn't perform many tests in that situation. He didn't have Breath, and he would rather avoid claiming the attention of Heaven and Earth during the Tribulation.


After his injuries had healed and the tests were over, he felt the need to go through the thoughts experienced during transformation.


His mind had gained access to a higher form of understanding since the perfect hybrids were supposed to be the most dangerous enemies of Heaven and Earth.


He remembered the feeling of having the laws of the world displayed right in front of his eyes. They were deep and unfathomable, powers far more intricate than the individualities. Also, they were everywhere, even if in a messy and chaotic state most of the time.


It was thanks to that understanding that he had managed to create the new Demonic Sword, but that hadn't been the only exciting event. His body had begun to transform primary energy into Breath of the darkness element after the breakthrough of the dantian!


The secrets behind that process had been the center of Noah's mediations for years. After all, his initial idea on how to complete his individuality concerned the creation of a different kind of Breath.


Noah had memorized the process, and he didn't hesitate to analyze it with the Divine Deduction technique once he had dealt with the other pressing matters.


Many flaws and issues immediately appeared when he tried to reverse-engineer that procedure. The Breath instinctively created by his body was an imitation of the energy belonging to Heaven and Earth. It was slightly weaker than the original, and it was able to express its full power only when a hybrid of that kind used it.





That couldn't work for Noah. There was no point in creating a different version of the Breath of the darkness element if there was something stronger in the environment. Also, he needed to modify the procedure to make something perfect for his peculiar existence.


'With a slash, I destroy worlds.' Noah thought, waving the Demonic Sword without putting any strength in that gesture.


The sharp edge of the weapon cut the air and left a trail of primary energy at its passage. Noah's destruction made the trail spread and create more primary energy.


'With another slash, I create worlds.' Noah thought, cutting the air again.


The primary energy accumulating in front of him entered in the sword that used it to create abstract forms made of corrosive black smoke.


Noah felt that his control over the smoke was superior when he used the blade to cast it. It was as if his power overall was whole only when he worked together with the Demonic Sword.


That discovery didn't surprise him since the weapon was actually him but in the form of pure expression of his individuality. However, seeing that his connection with the blade gave him so many benefits, he began to modify his plans for his techniques.


He had ideas that saw the Demonic Sword as the core part of his cultivation technique and some spells. Still, he would need to return to a safe environment and acquire other materials before testing all of that.


Faith and June kept themselves busy as the Tribulation raged and shook the castle, together with the entire Mortal Lands.


Faith spent most of her time cultivating and trying to understand what was happening on the other side of the gray marble that made the walls of the structure. Nevertheless, she was never able to gain a clear picture since the power of the lightning storm destroyed most of her mental waves.


June cultivated too, but she had it better than Faith since Noah was with her. The two of them could spend their free time together and prepare in the eventuality that the rank 6 snake survived the Tribulation and unleashed its rage on them.


Of course, their preparations weren't battle-related. They simply used that time to have some intimate moments in case their lives were about to end.


It was needless to say that the situation was quite strange since both Faith and the Demonic Sword didn't exactly agree with that behavior. Yet, Faith understood their needs and did her best to close her senses whenever the couple reached a point that was too intimate for her to see.


On the other hand, the sword was difficult to convince, and June would often end up arguing with it.


Noah simply laughed when he saw his lover trying to explain the meaning of privacy to a flying blade that could only answer with roars. However, the two of them reached a sort of understanding at some point, even if the sword didn't like it.


The Tribulation lasted for an entire month, and an eerie silence fell on the world when the lightning storm vanished.


The castle had stopped shaking a few days before, but Noah and the others didn't dare to climb to the top floor until everything was over. Then, an entire day after the last lightning bolt, the three cultivators and sword stood up and moved toward the top of the structure.


Noah felt relieved when his consciousness seeped through the hall and noticed a huge and motionless corpse, but he still crossed the entrance with the utmost attention.


Luckily for him, the rank 6 snake wasn't playing any tricks at that time. Its charred corpse lay on the floor without radiating the slightest trace of life.


Noah noticed how countless holes filled its skin and that one of its wings was completely missing.


He couldn't feel excited though since the Tribulation had been thorough in that destruction. When Noah neared it and touched its skin, a large chunk of its meat fell apart and turned into dust.
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                        Noah had hoped for a better outcome. The flesh of a rank 6 being was an incomparable treasure, even more to him. Every piece of its body could become part of rank 6 inscribed items, objects with a power that only cultivators at the peak of the heroic ranks could wield adequately.


Yet, when the other parts of the snake's charred corpse fell apart and turned into dust, he accepted the fact that he had already been lucky enough to survive that encounter. When he considered the fact that he had even gained a lot from that meeting, the fact that he couldn't obtain the rank 6 body seemed reasonable.


A large bucket appeared in his hands, and his mental energy spread in the room to gather all the dust accumulated on the floor. There wasn't even an ounce of Breath in that material, but it still came from a rank 6 existence. It had to have some value in the hands of a suitable expert.


The dust floated inside the bucket, and Noah sealed it before storing it inside his space-ring. He didn't need to seal it since the formations inside his device were enough to prevent any form of spoiling. Yet, he was used to that practice due to the Body-inscription spell, so he simply executed it by instinct.


Noah focused on the chains afterward. They seemed to have lost their power after the death of the rank 6 existence, but he picked and stored them anyway. He couldn't leave them there.


When he turned to leave though, he found June and Faith staring at him with a tinge of awe in their eyes.


Noah's confused look was enough to force an answer out of June. "You do realize that you've killed a being in the sixth rank?"


Noah understood what she meant. The snake had managed to keep its shape even after the Tribulation erased every trace of energy from its body. The thought that Noah had caused the death of something so powerful had made both women realize how resourceful he was.


"The Tribulation killed it." Noah said, dismissing the respect that they were giving him, "The retribution of Heaven and Earth is what caused its death."


He meant those words. The three of them wouldn't be alive now if it weren't for the self-imposed chains restricting the snake.


The truth was that relying on Heaven and Earth had left a bitter taste in his mouth. He wasn't underestimating himself. He knew that few cultivators would have been able to revert the transformation in his situation.


Gazing at the laws made him able to complete his individuality only because his accumulation in his inscribed method was high. He was worthy of his new rank.


Yet, he couldn't help but see the event from the opposite point of view too. The fact that his individuality was ready to step on a higher level had been a fluke.


He had been smart in exploiting it, but he would be a dragon now if he didn't have a different path to complete during the transformation. His plan would have failed otherwise.





"Look at me in that way when I can kill existences on that level with my own hands," Noah said as he walked past the women and reached for the staircase.


He had always known that he was just a puppet when higher entities were involved. After all, he couldn't even see his lover freely since the forces behind them didn't get along.


Yet, completing his individuality had cleared most of his doubts when it came to the cultivation journey. There were crises that he couldn't predict, and beings that he couldn't control, but that wasn't a good reason to feel annoyed or angry.


Only his ambition to move forward mattered, together with the few things that his current power allowed him to care about. Everything else was outside of his grasp, and he wouldn't let it affect him since he had no control over it.


If he found a hindrance in his path to power, he would destroy it. If he lacked a road, he would create it. If his efforts ultimately led to death, he would accept it, knowing that he had lived just as he wanted.


June and Faith knew that Noah had changed after his meeting with the snake. Still, his personality was just starting to show that. Of course, June had noticed some slight differences in his behavior during their intimate moments, but most changes had yet to show up.


The three of them took all the scrolls and tomes contained in the castle and exited it through its main door. Heaven and Earth didn't react when they were in the hall, so they were confident that the calamity was over and wouldn't target them.


A wasted world appeared in their sight. Countless trails of smoke filled the sky in the distance, and most of the flora on the coastline of the continent had become nothing more than dust.


The island and the ruins on it were relatively intact since the Tribulation had focused its rage on the top floor of the castle, but a few black craters still filled its surface.


The three of them tried to contact the assets of their respective forces, but they didn't obtain an answer. Also, no mental messages had arrived after the lightning storm went away, which meant that every note left by their leaders had vanished together with the black clouds.


They were alone and on the opposite side of the continent. They didn't even know how the situation had evolved after the month spent inside the castle.


"We can only reach the volcano," Noah said, and his companions nodded at his words.


If those were their Mortal Lands, they could just wait for some of the higher-ups of their organizations to pick them up and escort them back to their headquarters.


However, they didn't know if the portal had survived the Tribulation nor if any of their companions were still alive. They didn't even know if the other heroic assets had just abandoned them when the lightning bolts started to fall.


So, they could only fly to the volcano and evaluate the situation by themselves. Only then would they be able to decide on their next move.


Noah closed his eyes and spread dense mental waves that carried an intense pride. His mental energy obtained a peculiar aura when it crossed the walls of his mind, and the environment instinctively reacted to his thoughts.


The Breath around Noah gathered under his feet and lifted him in the air. Performing such simple tasks even if the inscription of his walls wasn't complete was easy, but he needed to become used to them.


It felt strange for the Breath to follow his orders, but it felt natural at the same time. It was as if his mind was meant to impose laws on the energy around him. He just didn't know it before that moment.


The Demonic Sword, June, and Faith quickly reached him, and they didn't hesitate to move in the direction of the volcano.
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                        Noah flew through the sky, followed closely by his companions and sword. His hair didn't flutter in the wind like it used to but remained quite still as if it was some kind of heavy mane.


His focus was on the cracked and shattered ground under him, even if he had to use part of his attention controlling the Breath that was allowing him to fly.


Using the Breath in the environment felt different. He was moving something that didn't belong to him through his will. The sensation resembled that felt when he controlled magical beasts, but it came from something more profound than the pure fear of a more potent being.


As for the environment under him, it was nothing like the island that they had just left. There were dark craters everywhere, with sparse burning trees appearing now and then.


It was evident that the Tribulation had hit harder on the landmass, and it didn't seem to have minded the casualties when it tried to wipe out any being carrying the compound.


The continent appeared completely deserted even if only a few months had passed since the group saw it filled with magical beasts.


That scene confirmed that the Tribulation had targeted even the creatures carrying the compound, but Noah was still unclear about the actual effect that it had on them. After all, they were already magical beasts.


The answer to his doubts though came rather quickly, after only a few weeks flying straight toward the volcano.


The absence of magical beasts on their path and their lack of need to explore the continent further allowed the group to cross many regions quickly. That brought the group deeper into the mainland, where they met the first trace of life since the beginning of their return.


A pack of spider-like creatures appeared in their view. A wounded rank 5 Hairy Spider stood in front of a series of rank 3 and 4 specimens and waved its front legs as if it was trying to explain something.


It was needless to say that such a scene was unusual even when it came to creatures that had given birth to a Bloodline Inheritance. The leader of the pack was performing gestures that weren't battle-related. It was trying to communicate through something more intricate than its cries.


Noah didn't even wait for his companions to notice the unusual scene. He dived directly in the middle of the pack and fixed his reptilian eyes on the five meters tall leader.


To his surprise, the spider didn't immediately attack. Instead, it screeched a series of confused orders to its underlings, and Noah understood that it was telling them to stay still.


The rank 5 spider was in the lower tier other than injured. Noah's oppressing presence was enough to make it tremble in fear. However, Noah noticed that its eight eyes hid traces of intelligence as they stared at him.


There was an innocent curiosity in the creature's gaze, something that Noah had never seen in a magical beast when it didn't concern a meal at least.





The weaker specimens in its pack seemed to have similar intelligent gazes. They trembled in fear as they studied the human figure that had suddenly landed among them.


'I have to admit that the snake was a genius.' Noah thought as he realized that those creatures had developed a perfect mental sphere.


His consciousness enveloped the various beings around him, and he inspected the mental waves that they innately radiated. He sensed simple thoughts as if they were children that had suddenly woken up inside powerful spider bodies.


The instincts that had ruled their lives felt somewhat obsolete now that they could formulate complex ideas, and everything about them appeared new.


However, even their newfound intelligence couldn't take over their instincts completely. Their aggression was something rooted deeply into their beings, and the snake's action of chaining itself was a clear example of that.


The rank 5 Hairy Spider released a battle cry that forced its underlings to pounce at Noah with everything they had. Meanwhile, it tried to dig a hole in the ground to escape from the inevitable anger of that powerful human.


Noah felt amused when he saw that scene. The leader didn't even test his strength before deciding to escape.


In some ways, he could consider it smart.


Noah sprinted through the barrage of legs and hairy bodies, destroying everything in its path. The sheer force released as he shot toward the leader was enough to shatter the blockade of those weaker beings.


The rank 5 spider had almost disappeared underground when Noah reached it and pulled one of its legs to drag it outside of that hole. A series of sticky and poisonous webs shot in his direction, but a black flash consumed them before they could reach him.


The Demonic Sword released a roar as it hung above the spider's head. The blade had never left Noah's side. It had merely laid on his back because it saw that he was interested in the improved abilities of those creatures.


Yet, when actual attacks reached for him, it appeared in the open and revealed its might.


"Easy," Noah said, "I need its head."


The sword released an annoyed growl, but it didn't dare to disobey Noah's orders. It knew through its connection with him that studying the spider's minds was necessary, so it simply hovered there.


The rank 5 spider sent all its legs toward Noah, but cracking sounds echoed on the scene when they met Noah's fist. Even after awakening its intelligence, a rank 5 creature in the lower tier couldn't hope to match the prowess of a hybrid in the middle tier.


Noah tore the spider apart limb by limb and studied his body in the process. There weren't substantial differences in terms of physical strength, but his movements seemed smoother and fiercer.


The spider inevitably died as Noah kept on creating cracks in its sturdy exoskeleton, and he tore open its head after its last cry.


'As expected,' Noah thought when he saw that he didn't find any trace of a Bloodline Inheritance.


The mental sphere was ethereal in its structure, and the absence of a dark-red crystal confirmed that the compound made the infected beasts develop a sea of consciousness.


Noah then inspected the corpse and cracked open its lower body. A shining organ full of primary energy appeared in his view, and he felt slightly surprised by its perfect state.


The organ was a fake dantian, but it was remarkably similar to a real dantian in power.


Noah stored the corpse and repeated the same inspection for the weaker specimens, without minding the few unharmed spiders that had already escaped far in the distance. Each one of them didn't have a Bloodline Inheritance and featured a fully-formed fake dantians in their lower bodies.


June and Faith waited for him to complete his analysis. After all, Noah was their greatest hope in reaching the volcano alive, and he needed that to understand what they were going to face once they reached the human domain.



						




                    


                
				
                    775. Reinforcements

					
					

                    
                        A few hours before the arrival of the Tribulation, the assets from the four forces were going on with their daily occupations as usual.


Most cultivators were studying and listing the immense amount of new materials that the new Mortal Lands had to offer. There were far too many applications to those new substances when they met the various inscription methods that the experts had to offer.


The formation field saw discoveries happening every year since the inscription method of the natives shared its focus on the natural properties of the materials.


The improvements discoveries didn't stop there. The appearance of new substances widened the inscription field as a whole, especially when it came to schools that could make use of the Elite beasts.


A new brand of inscribed weapons appeared in those years, and the alchemists created new brands of drugs that helped the dantians of cultivators in many ways.


It was needless to say that testing the effects of those creations was a crucial aspect of the procedures. Yet, the majority of the cultivators there valued Noah's warnings and suppressed their eagerness to see if their discoveries could work on humans.


Of course, some of them grew restless since Noah's group didn't find anything specific, and even the fear coming from those strange-looking skeletons began to vanish as the years passed.


After all, they were dimensional explorers. They had to take some risks when foreign Mortal Lands were involved.


That belief ultimately led them to their doom.


It all began with a soft echo. Everyone living in the headquarters built around the volcano knew that Noah's group had gone inside the last trace of civilization available on the other side of the continent.


Their mission was quite crucial, and their discoveries had helped the four forces in many ways. All the cultivators living in the headquarters were partially grateful that the three of them were dealing with such a tedious and repetitive task.


Nevertheless, that echo spread through the sky less than an hour after they reported that they were entering the last castle.


The experts on the volcano didn't mind it at first. They were outside of the human domain, and it wasn't unusual for packs of powerful magical beasts to cross their position.


Even creatures in the sixth rank would find it hard to break through the defenses of the underground encampment that surrounded the fissure. The cultivators there had deployed an insane number of protections there, and they even had the help of God's Left Hand in that matter.


In their minds, that world couldn't threaten them once they were inside those protections. They would have never imagined that the danger would have appeared from the inside.


As the echo became stronger, every cultivator that had joined the mating sessions or that had been tainted by the mutagen started to transform.





Panic spread in the encampment. Almost twenty rank 4 cultivators had suddenly become magical beasts and were finding it hard to control their newfound instincts.


Some of them said a few words before their roars suppressed the last bits of sanity that they had managed to muster before their hunger took control of their bodies.


The assets of the four forces didn't deploy their offensive at that scene. Their first idea was to contain their transformed companions and study the event before deciding on their fate.


After all, even as perfect hybrids, they were still creatures in the fourth rank, and the encampment had eight rank 5 cultivators and a rank 6 existence. Those beasts weren't a real threat.


However, the Heaven Tribulation followed their transformation, and the insane defenses of the encampment struggled to keep up with the intensity of the lightning storm.


The four factions were confident in exhausting the power of the Tribulation since God's Left Hand was on the field. Yet, as days passed and the lightning bolts didn't slow down their offensive for even a second, they began to rethink their initial approach.


Was it worth to damage the integrity of defenses lain down over fifteen years for a bunch of heroic cultivators that had lost their sanity?


The only real loss would be in the experts and individual cases, like Lix Elbas, who had the blood of a rank 6 existence even in his beast form.


Lightning bolts of various power fell on the thick barrier that protected the volcano. Some of them would barely meet the standards of the heroic ranks, but a few sparse ones were able to make even God's Left Hand Tremble.


The situation was becoming too dangerous, and that wasn't something limited to their area. God's Left Hand's resolution surged when she sensed that the lightning storm wasn't limited to their territory and that more transformation had happened in the rest of the continent.


Her choice became evident when she understood that the natives could directly attack them if they wasted their defenses to fend off the Tribulation.


The communications with their world were slow due to the nature of the portal, and no amount of improvements could solve that issue. They simply couldn't shorten the distance between the two worlds more than that.


God's Left Hand decided to kill the hybrid before the forces on the other side of the fissure were able to answer. The Tribulation stopped falling on the volcano when those creatures died, but she made the troops retreat nevertheless.


They had to regroup in their world. The delay in the communications could be fatal in such a crisis.


As for Noah's group, they couldn't contact them due to the lightning storm, and the thought of crossing the continent to pick them up was merely delusional. Also, the portal was still open, so they weren't exactly leaving them behind. There was no way to help them anyway.


The same went for the cultivators still in the natives' domain. There was nothing that they could do for them.


The assets returned to the homeworld with a single trip through the passage. The portal could withstand rank 6 existences now. Adding a few rank 4 and 5 cultivators could hardly be counted as a problem.


There, the rank 6 existences held a meeting that assessed the unbelievable events of the other world.


None of them cared about the loss of their rank 4 assets when they could lose an entire world filled with resources. Yet, they had to set specific terms before they proceeded with their next move.


God's Left Hand was the first to cross the portal again, and she brought a series of heroic assets along with her. Her role was to keep track of the Tribulation, and she didn't hesitate to report it when the dark clouds vanished.


She tried to send mental messages to the assets that they had left behind too, but she didn't receive any response. It seemed that the Breath in the air was still too chaotic, which hindered the correct functioning of their inscribed notebooks.


Then, about three weeks after she reported the end of the Tribulation, King Elbas and God's Right Hand crossed the fissure and stepped on that alien world.



						




                    


                
				
                    776. Battles

					
					

                    
                        Noah's group didn't encounter many living beings as their journey continued. There were rare specimens that had luckily survived the lightning storm or that had smartly used the environment to protect themselves, but the continent appeared desolate nonetheless.


However, they could begin to sense traces of life as they neared the human domain.


The landmass of that world was somewhat circular, while those in their Mortal Lands were almost rectangular. That had slowed down their exploration, but it made their path back to the volcano quite short.


Yet, they weren't even halfway through it when a sudden shockwave spread far in the distance, from the territories under the control of the natives.


Huge figures could be barely made out in the sky far from them, but they knew that only rank 6 existences were able to create such powerful after-effects in their battle.


The communications were still down, but Noah could only think about two explanations for the event happening on the other end of the continent. The first one saw the rank 6 existences of the natives losing control of their transformation and fighting themselves, while the other one alluded to a battle between the powerhouses of the two worlds.


Either way, the human domain had suddenly become a danger zone that they had to avoid if they wanted to keep their lives.


Noah led June and Faith on a more peripheral path. They would lose days of travel through that path, but that outcome was better than risking exposing themselves to a battle at the peak of the heroic ranks.


Their target was the fissure under the volcano. Noah's group had already decided that those Mortal Lands were too dangerous for them right now.


Ripples and cracks appeared in the sky as the battle unfolded. It seemed to go on forever, day and night, and the earth never stopped shaking in that period.


"They aren't giving this world a break," Faith said, annoyed by the constant tremors, "It's crisis after crisis."


June and Noah could share her annoyance, especially since they didn't know if there was still a way back to their world. There was a chance that those Mortal Lands would be their new home for a while, but the three of them didn't want to make plans for that eventuality just yet. Rather, the idea would be just to escape and find a safe spot where to wait for reinforcements.


The battle in the human domain eventually ended, and the three cultivators didn't even manage to take a look at the beings involved since they were still too far away. However, they were nearing the volcano with each passing day, and it would take them less than a few months to reach their destination.


When they were almost there though, the tremors returned, but Noah was able to recognize the existences involved at that time.


A vast and fiery snake flew above the natives' domain and filled the sky with a torrent of flames able to cover entire regions. A massive tornado followed the snake, and dark clouds gathered above them, releasing what seemed to be purple rain.





"Our forces are attacking the natives!" Noah said without stopping his flight.


Faith didn't know much about the powerhouses of their world, but June could recognize the fire of the Elbas family when she saw it. As for Noah, Chasing Demon had been detailed in his report after the crisis of the winged beasts, so he could even name the rank 6 existences involved.


The three of them picked up speed. The three powerhouses had decided to fight above the enemy territory, which meant that the portal was still in function and needed to be protected!


Two gigantic figures rose in the sky when the powerhouses threatened to destroy everything in their path. One of them was a massive turtle with a shell filled with spikes and buildings, while the other was a tall ape surrounded by white sparks.


Of course, both beasts were in the sixth rank, and their presence gave off a feeling similar to that radiated by the rank 6 snake.


The five existences didn't start to attack each other. They simply stood there, staring at each other without dispersing their spells or auras.


Noah and the others knew that they were speaking. They probably hoped to find a way out of that situation that didn't involve a battle on their level. Nevertheless, the meeting went sideways rather quickly, and the roars of the two massive beasts shook the sky as the cultivators' spells engulfed them.


The world seemed about to end for the third time, but the five existences soon dragged the battle above the clouds, at a height where the natives' domain wouldn't be affected by the shockwaves.


Loud sounds and roars accompanied the trio's return to the volcano. The earth had stopped shaking since the powerhouses went to the sky, but the air kept on shattering, and the shockwaves were still somewhat suffocating.


Yet, they managed to reach the volcano in one piece, and few incredulous figures shot out of the protective barrier to greet them.


Elder Austin, Thaddeus, Cecil, and Elder Clara appeared right in front of the trio that landed on the ground at their sight. After more than fifteen years in the wilderness, the three of them had returned, putting a definitive end to their mission.


Noah let the two women reunite with their factions first. There was no time to say goodbye to June due to the battles between the rank 6 existences. So, he wanted to at least gaze at her figure one last time since he didn't know how long it would be before their reunion.


Nevertheless, Faith suddenly turned and hugged him.


"I'll take care of her," Faith said, "Thank you for taking care of me out there."


Then, she broke the embrace and ran after Elder Clara that was staring at her with an incredulous expression.


June snorted when she saw that scene, but she limited herself to bow toward Cecil and Thaddeus. The two Royals informed her about Lix's death, but they didn't show any surprise when they saw no change in her expression. Instead, they released a helpless sigh and began to lead her inside the volcano.


Noah watched her leave and turned toward Elder Austin, who was doing his best to suppress a grin from appearing on his expression. Noah didn't even bother to try to explain his misunderstanding, but, as he took a step forward, a whiff of his aura reached the four cultivators that had greeted them.


Elder Austin's grin froze when he sensed it. Elder Clara moved her gaze away from her disciple to stare at Noah with a black expression. Cecil and Thaddeus suddenly turned to show disbelief and traces of fear.


Noah didn't pretend nor try to hide under the inspection of those cultivators. He kept on walking toward the volcano, with his hair reflecting the sunlight, and his sleeveless robe revealing few sparse scales on his arms.


The Demonic Sword appeared too. He couldn't hide it when his pride was overflowing. After all, he was the youngest rank 5 cultivator in history.



						




                    


                
				
                    777. Unfair

					
					

                    
                        It was impossible, or, at least, it should have been.


Noah walked toward the volcano with an unwavering gaze. He didn't have to explain anything, and there was no point in gloating in the surprise that his rank had caused.


The others could see his whole existence. Primary energy would form naturally around him, and his body absorbed it every time he breathed. He didn't hide it. He couldn't just suppress himself at that level.


The many emotions that ran through their expressions were all justified. Noah had barely crossed the eighty years' mark, but he had already stepped on a level that countless cultivators failed to reach.


Elder Austin didn't know how to react. It was as if his brain had frozen in shock when he sensed Noah's aura.


The Elder had been considered a genius back when he was a rank 4 cultivator. Reaching the fifth rank in one hundred years wasn't something that many existences could do. After all, some cultivators could spend centuries in the fourth rank as they immersed themselves in their individualities.


Yet, Noah had done that in a bit more than forty years. Heck, he had gone all the way from being a commoner to a feared existence in the time that it took the Elder to go from the fourth to the fifth rank.


Noah had already been called a monster, but there weren't words to describe his latest achievement.


The four cultivators that had greeted him didn't fail to notice his scales and the peculiar features of his hair. It was clear that something had happened to him, and that seemed connected with the sudden transformations.


However, here he was, still in his human form, with a rank 5 dantian and a flying sword that radiated a power similar to a rank 5 magical beast.


"He's one of them!" Thaddeus shouted in the midst of his disbelief.


Elder Austin shot an angry gaze at the Royal, but Cecil intervened before him. He placed a hand over his son's shoulder and shook his head. The meaning behind his gesture was clear: Thaddeus had to let it go. Whatever plan or scheme they had for the most famous criminal of the Utra nation, it was too late now.


The truth was that Noah's sight was disheartening for those cultivators. They didn't lack resources, and they had trained for most of their lives too. They were even improving their power steadily.


However, Noah's growth was unreal. One day he was just a rank 2 cultivator that had managed to escape the control of powerful organizations; the other his power was enough to affect the political affairs of countries that had lasted for millennia.


Noah didn't mind that Elder Austin didn't follow him as he went past the barrier around the volcano. Certain events were hard to digest and could break a cultivator's will. He needed to stay alone for some time, and Noah wouldn't complain about that.


A crowd of cultivators appeared in his view when he dived toward the underground of the volcano. Red rivers shone on his face, and a series of inscribed tents filled the few areas without magma. Cultivators were flying above them, behind a few ethereal screens that depicted the natives' cities.





They immediately noticed Noah's arrival, and the same disbelief that had struck the existences outside filled them too.


Noah couldn't possibly know it, but bets were going on among some of them. The stakes concerned his growth, which was a topic that those heroic entities were interested in discussing in their social circles.


Many of them believed that Noah would reach the fifth rank after the one hundred years' mark, and some of them even thought that he would hurt himself and remain stuck at the fourth rank since his growth was too insane.


Nevertheless, all of them lost their bets.


There was an apparent unwillingness in their expressions. Noah appeared simply unfair to them. However, pride soon appeared among some of them.


Only then did Noah notice that most cultivators in the encampment came from the Hive and the Papral nation. There were even ten rank 5 cultivators belonging to those factions.


Noah recognized Elder Justin and Elder Julia, but two more rank 5 cultivators were wearing the robes of the Hive next to them. They were the elders in charge of the Coral archipelago and the Lutren nation, and Noah only knew their names, but he couldn't assign them to a face.


'This must have been a way to balance the presence of the powerhouses from the other nations.' Noah thought.


Sending so many rank 5 cultivators was something that the Hive would never do under normal circumstances. After all, the four of them and Elder Austin made all the rank 5 assets of the Hive. That was what the other forces believed at least.


However, the Elbas family and the Shandal Empire had deployed their rank 6 existences. Even all those powerful troops could barely make up for their commitment.


Noah neared the elders since they appeared to be too amazed to move and performed a quick bow to greet them. That gesture made them return to reality, and the two strangers didn't hesitate to announce themselves.


"I'm Colleen, and I run the Archipelago. It's an honor to meet the Demon Prince." A woman with dark skin, long and crispy black hair, and unusual white eyes said.


"Ingrid. I handle the Lutren nation." Another woman with fair skin, short brown hair, and a pair of shining red eyes said.


Except for the two Demons, the rank 5 assets of the Hive were all there.


As they finished their presentation, Elder Austin entered the underground area and joined them. Noah could see how even Cecil and the others had returned, and his eyes crossed June's for a brief second before focusing again on the Elders.


Once Elder Austin managed to let go of his sour feelings, he was all smiles every time he looked at Noah. After all, the Hive had now eight rank 5 cultivators, which was something that he was incredibly proud of.


The others shared his happiness. It didn't happen so often that someone reached their ranks, but they couldn't find anyone more fitting than Noah. Also, he already had his dome in the new continent. The Hive had basically expected his breakthrough.


"What's the plan?" Noah asked at some point, "Do we just wait and see how the battle between the powerhouses unfolds?"


He didn't like that idea. As long as the natives remained free to act, there was a chance that the compound inside him could be triggered again, and he was quite sure that he couldn't pull another miracle off.


The forces of his world had to take control of the situation until they managed to reverse engineer the transformation and find ways to stop it.


"You would be surprised, Prince," Elder Julia said as she revealed a confident smile.


Elder Ingrid then finished her phrase. "We are going to war."



						




                    


                
				
                    778. Rumors

					
					

                    
                        It turned out that the four factions shared Noah's worries too. The fact that their cultivators could suddenly transform in magical beasts wasn't a threat that they were willing to leave alone.


The elders gave Noah reports that described the improvements enforced in the encampment and the events during and after the Tribulation.


Apparently, the first battle had been between the turtle and the ape. It seemed that the transformation carried a few unavoidable mental instabilities that took them some time to suppress. After all, they had to deal with the drives of a magical beast now, and Noah knew far too well how hard they could be.


The casualties among the natives during that fight had been massive, but the two rank 6 hybrids eventually calmed themselves and retreated in their domain to manage the damage. However, the forces of Noah's world didn't fail to use that chance to analyze the prowess of those beings.


It was evident that they had more rank 6 existences on their side, but beasts in the sixth rank were tough to kill, let alone intelligent creatures that could use spells. The powerhouses couldn't just match their numbers. They had to overwhelm and destroy them thoroughly.


That's why the four factions had ultimately decided to send three powerhouses, with two of them being among the strongest existences that their world had to offer.


Many vital assets of the other organizations had to cross the passage to balance the temporary weakness of their local enemies. Still, the Empire and the Elbas family had both deployed troops around the portal anyway. They couldn't leave it in the hands of the other forces. After all, losing many rank 5 cultivators would be a harsh blow, but banishing three powerhouses was appealing too.


Of course, those were all precautions. The truth was that an entire world was at stake, and the competition over a few pieces of land of the four forces appeared almost petty compared to what they could gain through the portal.


Tremors would reach the underground encampment at times, but they were only faint echoes of the battle happening above the clouds. Both sides didn't want to destroy the assets of the bloodlines, even if their reasons were completely different.


The natives wanted to contain the damage to their population, especially after losing control the first time. Instead, the alien powerhouses wanted to annex their civilization and studies. That world far behind them in many aspects of the cultivation field, but it had achieved remarkable results when it came to alchemy, techniques, and buildings.


To ensure that the invading forces managed to put their hands on those resources though, they had to fight on the ground too.


Battling right under the fight between rank 6 existences wasn't ideal, but they had to take risks if they wanted to seize enough rewards. Also, they had to keep the population of transformed cultivators in check, and that needed a personal touch that the aloof powerhouses couldn't have.





"Just to be clear," Elder Ingrid said, "You aren't going to transform in the middle of the battlefield, right?"


That question was directed at Noah since it was impossible to hide the magical beasts' aspects of his body.


Noah gazed at the middle-aged woman that was inspecting him with a bit of concern and noticed that even the other elders had similar doubts. It couldn't be helped. He could do a lot of damage if he lost control near them.


Elder Ingrid wasn't polite in her manners. She was direct and didn't care about Noah's social status when she needed pieces of crucial information.


Generally speaking, cultivators would avoid probing their peer's powers and individualities. It was a custom respected by most people, especially those in the heroic ranks. Yet, Elder Ingrid uncaringly asked the question that her fellow elders were suppressing due to Noah's status.


"I will be fine. Also," Noah said as he picked the bucket containing the ashes of the snake from his space-ring, "These belong to a rank 6 creature. They don't have any energy left, but Thirty-seven might have some use for them."


The faces of the elders turned from worried to incredulous in less than an instant. The dust inside the bucket didn't radiate any special aura, but they didn't believe that Noah would lie about such a matter.


"You should keep them," Elder Julia said while shooting an angry glance at Elder Ingrid.


She didn't like her attitude toward the Demon Prince, even if she understood her worries.


As for Noah, he kind of liked Ingrid since her direct character reminded him of June. Also, they were on the same side, and they had to settle all their doubts before flying into a battle.


"The plan is simple," Elder Justin said, "We kill everything that moves and start taking captives only when the situation calms down."


Noah didn't have any complaints about that strategy. His world would prefer to commit a genocide rather than risking other transformations inside its ranks, and he agreed with that view.


The troops inside the encampment waited a few days for reinforcements to arrive. They were about to leave the volcano and the portal, so there had to be cultivators defending the area while they attacked the bloodlines, or what was left of them.


Meanwhile, rumors spread among the troops.


Even if a large part of the cultivators there came from the Hive, Noah's sparse scales worried most of the heroic assets. That and the fact that Faith would often visit him even when he was alone in his tent didn't turn the crowd in his favor.


As for Faith, the years spent in the wilderness had made her lose any care for the rules of the Council. She could just justify her actions telling that she needed him for her individuality, and there would be little that her leaders could do at that point.


Her position inside the Council was different from June's. Faith was already part of that organization, and she was even a promising asset. Instead, June was a cultivator that the Royals had yet to fully acquire, and her relationship with Noah had been unclear since their days in the academy.


Of course, Faith would visit June often too, even if that didn't create the same number of rumors.


The day of the battle eventually arrived, and most assets left the encampment to fly toward the natives' domain. The reinforcement had delivered a series of disposable inscribed items useful to resist the shockwaves created by the rank 6 existences. Still, they would be useless if those powerhouses happened to be too close.


It was just another form of precaution, and the assets there accepted it without complaining before setting off.


There were more than sixty heroic cultivators in the raiding team, and twelve of them were in the fifth rank. A force like that would scare most organizations, but it was necessary when their plan saw them taking over a world.


As they crossed the defensive wall though, they saw entire platoons of various magical beasts waiting for them in a defensive formation.
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                        Everything became messy rather quickly.


The natives were waiting for the alien forces to attack, and they had done their best to assemble an army to repel the invaders. However, even their mental state wasn't in perfect condition, and the battle happening above them worsened their situation.


It was impossible for humans that had always relied on their minds to become used to the intense instincts of the magical beasts in a matter of months. Actually, that aggression and hunger that they had developed would work against them until they fused both parts of their existence into one.


Noah had to spend years in the wilderness, learning about his beast part, and it was only after his body reached the fifth rank that his centers of power obtained the benefits of his hybrid status.


The natives couldn't experience the same things due to the lack of time and the crises that they had to survive after their transformation. There was a limit to how much they could prepare in the months that had seen a Tribulation and two battles between rank 6 existences.


The foreign forces shot toward the platoons as soon as they understood their power. There were ten rank 5 creatures in the army and numerous beasts in the fourth rank followed by a swarm of beings in the human ranks.


An army with so many powerful assets would typically force the cultivators to reevaluate their plans. Still, they quickly noticed that the dantians of some of the hybrids in the fifth rank didn't match the level of their other centers of power.


Noah saw a huge rank 5 Three-headed Wolf in the middle tier radiating Breath belonging to the human ranks. He noticed a spider-type magical beast in the fifth rank exuding the unmistakable aura of a rank 4 cultivator.


The same strange feature could be seen among the majority of those creatures. Most of them would have their bodies and minds at a level far higher than their dantians.


'There wasn't enough primary energy to reach harmony!' Noah thought as he shot forward with the other heroic assets.


The transformation had forced the growth of a dantian inside the Flawed humans. Yet, there were simply too many of them in those small regions. Even the miraculous compound couldn't create rank 1 dantians and push them forward until they reached the level of the other centers of power, not with a limited amount of energy at least.


So, the natives didn't match the invaders in terms of raw power, even if their number of rank 4 assets was quite incredible.


As Noah's group crossed the defensive walls, countless spells of various power reached for them. A loud explosion resounded in the sky, and a gray cloud filled the area, but, to the natives' surprise, the more than sixty cultivators came out of it unharmed and counterattacked.


The natives weren't experienced in wars since the bloodlines rarely started battles. On the other hand, the assets of Noah's world had gone through many conflicts.





That was a crucial difference between their political systems. Noah himself had gone through a few wars, without counting the crisis of the winged beasts.


Such experienced assets knew that the most dangerous point in a battle between heroic entities was the initial clash when countless attacks would pile up and become threatening even for powerful beings. So, they had a series of defensive talismans ready before they sighted the army of hybrids.


The natives began to roar when they saw the human figures launching spells on their own and focusing the rank 5 specimens with them. Hundreds of weaker hybrids in the human ranks jumped forward at their orders and became meat shields that fell apart when the attacks landed on their bodies. Yet, their sacrifice allowed the creatures in the fourth rank to block the remaining power of the attacks.


The first clash appeared to have ended with the invaders' victory. However, the natives didn't lose too much power in that exchange.


However, a figure suddenly shot through the maimed corpses to land in the middle of the rank 4 hybrids. Panic spread in the rank of the beasts when they felt the innate fear caused by that foreign presence in their army.


Generally speaking, no cultivator could fly close to the barrage of spells and cross them after they exploded. The shockwaves released at that moment weren't something that a human body could endure. Yet, there weren't only humans on the invaders' side.


Noah released a roar as he swung two short swords held tightly in his grasp. The Demonic Sword echoed his cry even in its divided form and created two huge dragon claws that pierced the scared hybrids around them.


The fact that Noah could use his hybrids' abilities better than the natives was an immense advantage in that battle. After all, every creature below the fifth rank would just be suppressed by his pride.


Reaching a perfect form might have significantly improved the power of those Flawed humans, but they were nothing more than children who knew nothing about their strength in front of Noah.


Fifteen rank 4 hybrids died in less than an instant. Noah had successfully created a breach in the enemies' defenses, and his companions didn't fail to exploit it.


Another series of spells shot above him and landed on the core assets of the natives. The rank 5 hybrids roared, trying to force the weaker creatures to protect them, but Noah released a cry of his own and stopped their efforts.


There were ten rank 5 beings giving orders from the other side, but none of them could be as convincing as Noah.


The spells crashed on the leaders of the army, leaving many specimens injured but without killing anyone. Their bodies were too strong, and even the joint attacks of Noah's group couldn't kill any of them in one round.


Nevertheless, Noah's opening allowed them to inflict the first series of wounds on creatures that were quite hard to kill. The matter was even more troublesome when they took into consideration the hybrids born from the members of the bloodlines since their centers of power were in harmony.


The rank 5 hybrids shot angry gazes at Noah. It seemed that part of their innate aggression was taking control over their mental faculties.


Noah simply smiled at that scene. In his mind, he felt as if he was proving to the natives that their transformation wasn't so unique and that he had been able to create something better on his own. His aura naturally reacted at those thoughts, and the hybrids could sense how he was taunting them.


The hybrids lost their last trace of reason at that point and pounced toward Noah, without even remembering that they were able to use spells.


Noah didn't even move since eleven figures appeared above him and launched another series of spells on the reckless beasts and dispersed them. The elders from the Hive and Council were keeping their distance, but Noah waited for a brawl.



						




                    


                
				
                    780. Brawl

					
					

                    
                        Noah couldn't fix the issue concerning his empty dantian any time soon. It had taken him eight years of experiments to create a cultivation technique that made use of his greed, but the path in front of him was bound to be far more complex.


He couldn't just reproduce his previous technique and add a stronger suction power. He needed something that reflected his individuality as a whole, and, to do that, he had to use his Demonic Sword.


The process though could take years and an insane amount of precious resources. It wasn't a problem to obtain both, especially for Noah, but he had to take care of the threat of the natives.


Noah was sure that he wouldn't be able to stop a second transformation. So, he had to join the war, even in his inconvenient state. There were aspects of his life that he had to protect personally, and there was nothing more personal than his individuality.


However, his weakness remained and limited his power. He could express a battle prowess fitting of a rank 5 cultivator, but he would be among the weaker entities in that rank.


Of course, he wouldn't be at its bottom either. After all, he was already nearing that level when he was a rank 4 cultivator.


Most of his spells were off the table because they required too much Breath. That was an inevitable weakness of the darkness element. Their higher requirements in terms of energy made their more potent effects fair.


There was his saber-shaped rune available, but Noah didn't want to use it because there were too many eyes on him on the battlefield. He didn't want to expose his involvement in the attack at the Balvan mansion.


He could use a weaker version of his martial art by controlling the Breath in the environment though. His Demonic Sword would even improve its power and add its effects.


Yet, he also had his body.


Noah let go of his sword and shot toward the Three-headed Wolf. The Demonic Sword returned to its original form and followed Noah in its charge.


The Elders above him had already chosen their targets, smartly using their higher numbers to take care of the strongest hybrids. However, Noah knew that he would be more effective if he took care of the weakest ones among them.


The Three-headed Wolf was a rank 5 hybrid in the middle tier with a rank 5 mental sphere. However, its dantian was only in the human ranks, which meant that it was nothing more than a Flawed human with an improved body.


Noah slammed on it, throwing a punch to its central head before following it with a sharp movement of his other hand. His fingers arched as if they were claws and dug five deep wounds on its upper body.


Nevertheless, Noah was surprised to discover that the Wolf managed to endure those attacks without being flung back.


It had never happened to him that a creature on his same level could match his physical strength. After all, he had fused with a dragon, the most potent species among the magical beasts. Yet, the transformation had produced similar results, bringing the natives to a level of physical might that surpassed the realm of the simple beasts.





In that fraction of an instant in which Noah realized that the Wolf could endure his hits, he felt happy.


It was strange. Noah and the Wolf were both hybrids, but they had chosen opposite paths.


The Wolf had taken the path of the beasts, giving up its individuality to become the perfect enemy of Heaven and Earth, a being in tune with the laws and capable of building Breath from primary energy instinctively.


Instead, Noah had taken the path of the humans, choosing to make his individuality flourish to escape Heaven and Earth's system.


They had countless features in common, but there were also a few crucial differences that made them completely different, and Noah wanted to prove that he was better.


The Wolf seemed to regain some clarity after his blows, and the Breath around it started to gather to create a large eagle. Yet, Breath moved in Noah's direction too and collected on his palm where the tattoo of a whale had suddenly appeared.


A vortex formed at the center of his palm and affected the fiery eagle that began to lose its flames. They became primary energy when they came in contact with Noah's aura, and his body absorbed it as if it was coordinating with the Blood Companion's ability.


The Wolf felt restrained too under that suction force and wanted to shoot into the air to escape that attack, but a sharp pain suddenly spread from its left head. The Demonic Sword didn't stay still during that exchange and exploited that distraction to attack.


Of course, the sword couldn't pierce the head too deeply, but it managed to inflict an injury, which left Noah satisfied with its sharpness.


The Wolf roared in anger before speaking human words in the natives' language. "This is the body given by the ancestors!"


Noah didn't have time to mind its fanatism and spread his mouth to release a wave of white flames that engulfed the entirety of the Wolf and continued behind it.


The Three-headed Wolf was strong, and it could endure Noah's physical attacks, but it cried in pain when his flames burned its hair and burned its skin.


Noah pressed on, expressing his full mastery as a hunter. It didn't matter that the Wolf had a sea of consciousness. Its body had the shape of a magical beast, so its same weak spots.


Noah kicked its huge ankles, punched the bottom of its necks, ordered the sword to deepen the cut on its left head, and launched white flames whenever it tried to retreat.


The Wolf felt cornered even in that vast battlefield and summoned all its concentration to fly away. Yet, Noah used the ability of the Lazy Whale to hinder his movements until he managed to kick it back on the ground.


The difference in their battle prowess was immense, but most of that came from the native's inexperience with its new body. If it gave up on its instincts, it would not use spells. If it tried to fight as a cultivator, it would lose part of its coordination.


It would have been a worthy opponent if it could mix both worlds into a single battle style, but Noah soon lost interest in an enemy that he could predict so easily. Its endurance though wasn't something that it had to control, so the battle continued for a while.


The Demonic Sword eventually managed to pierce the hard skull of its left head, and Noah used that moment of pain to stab his finger through the right eye socket of the central head. As he dug through its brain, he released a wave of flames on the remaining head.


It took some more beating, but, in the end, the Wolf collapsed on the ground, without any trace of life left inside it.
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                        Noah stored the corpse of the Three-headed Wolf and turned to analyze the battlefield. The other Elders were still fighting, doing their best to keep some distance between them and the other rank 5 hybrids.


That was the best approach against that kind of enemy. Humans would just be shred apart if those mighty beings were to touch them.


However, that led to prolonged battles that would ultimately favor the hybrids since their stamina was incredible. The higher number of cultivators though balanced that factor.


Noah shot toward the rank 5 spider-type magical beast in the middle tier that had a rank 4 dantian. He didn't recognize its species, but it seemed some kind of poisonous creature that relied heavily on ranged attacks.


Its opponent was Elder Colleen, who assaulted it with a barrage of lightning bolts. Yet, her spells weren't able to pierce the thick layer of mud that covered its exoskeleton.


The spider endured the lightning bolts while spitting a series of fuming green spikes that the Elder kept on dodging. Elder Colleen appeared to have the upper hand in the battle since the hybrid had yet to hit her, but she was bound to exhaust herself before the creature if that trend continued. Having the advantage wasn't enough in that situation.


Noah landed directly over its lower body, stomping it on the ground where it created a crater. The spider was momentarily taken aback, but Noah didn't hesitate. He arched his fingers and stabbed his hands in the layer of mud, ripping it off as he pulled his arms back to wield the Demonic Sword that had followed him loyally.


Breath gathered around him as he divided the sword and slashed on the now exposed exoskeleton. Two black claws landed on the sturdy body of the spider and created cracks that spread even in the parts still covered by the layer of mud.


The spider released a human cry of pain and turned to stare angrily at the human on its back. However, Elder Colleen didn't waste the chance created by Noah and focused her lightning bolts into a thick orange arrow that chopped off one of the hybrid's legs. The arrow then crashed on the ground and created an explosion that flung both the spider and Noah away.


The blast didn't harm them, and they landed at some distance from the empty area that had naturally formed once the two rank 5 existences had begun to fight.


Noah found himself among rank 3 and 4 hybrids fighting against cultivators in the fourth rank, but his attention quickly went on Elder Colleen. He signaled her that she could take care of the other rank 5 creatures. He was enough to defeat the spider, especially after those last wounds.


Elder Colleen didn't hesitate to change the target. The spider was annoying to fight, but Noah's brute strength ignored its defenses, so he was a better opponent for it. Also, she could help the other Elders if he managed to defeat the beast on his own.


Noah moved his gaze back on the spider that had begun to attack him during the short exchange of gestures between him and the Elder. Fuming spikes reached for his position, but he promptly released a wave of flames that burned a few weaker hybrids on its trajectory.





The flames burned the spikes too, but they didn't have enough power left when they reached the spider. However, Noah had already charged and was nearing his opponent at high speed.


The spider had lost one leg, and its lower body was cracked. It was evident that it couldn't escape Noah even if he weren't using the Shadow Sprint martial art. So, it decided to go all out with its offensive.


An even thicker layer of mud covered its body, and Noah recognized that ability as a spell. It seemed that the spider's sanity wasn't completely gone, and it was able to rely on its capabilities as a cultivator. Then, it spat dozens of fuming spikes linked together by a series of sticky webs.


Noah's eyes sharpened at that sight. He was too far away, and using his flames would just put him in the same position as Elder Colleen.


The lack of Breath in his dantian prevented him from using powerful ranged attacks, but he couldn't just limit himself to block the creature's offensive. So, he charged ahead, waving his swords to pierce the web in a frontal clash.


Claws made of corrosive smoke and spreading a destructive force crashed on the spikes and web, but Noah didn't wait to see the result of that clash and kept on charging ahead.


His attacks destroyed a large part of the spider's offensive, but something inevitably landed on his body and pierced his natural defenses. A spike stabbed his shoulder, and another cut him on the right side of his waist. A sticky substance landed on him and hindered his movements when it accumulated on his joints.


Nevertheless, Noah disregarded the pain and leaped toward the spider that was preparing another attack, breaking the restrictions created by the remains of the web.


The spider was about to spit more spikes when Noah's knee slammed on its head. The layer of mud managed to protect it, but Noah followed his first attack with a series of punches. Meanwhile, his sword fused back together in the air and focused its injured lower body.


Noah tore apart the defensive spell little by little. There was nothing that his nails couldn't pierce, and his small frame made it hard for the hybrid to keep up with his relentless offensive.


Once the thick layer of mud fell apart, it was the exoskeleton's turn to endure Noah's beating.


The spider screeched in pain, sometimes using a beast's voice, and sometimes using a human one. His sanity seemed even about to come back at some point since the terrain around them started to take the shape of tall golems that wanted to target Noah.


However, it was too late by that time. Noah had already filled the exoskeleton with cracks and chopped off two more legs. His Demonic Sword had even finished piercing its lower body and was creating a mess of its internal organs.


Only the incredible resilience inherited from the magical beasts' world was keeping the hybrid alive, but Noah was finally ready to inflict the final blow.


Once the cracks became large enough to cover more than half of its body, Noah launched his flames that seeped inside the spider and turned its already wounded organs into ashes.


The battle was over, and Noah stored the broken remains of the beast before taking out the poisonous spike still stabbed in his left shoulder.


The spike had released its toxic substance inside his body, but that single attack wasn't enough to cause any real damage. Noah felt slightly sore on that point, but his healing properties had already limited the poison and were working to fix the affected tissues.
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                        In the time that had taken Noah to take care of the two rank 5 hybrids, the other battles on the same level were mostly over. The cultivators had relied on their higher numbers to overwhelm the creatures with barrages of spells. The innate defenses of the beasts had to give up at some point.


The cultivators in the fourth rank were still fighting against the swarm of weaker hybrids. They had it worse since the bloodlines didn't lack Flawed humans in the fourth rank, but the battle between the leaders of the armies usually decided the outcome of a war.


Yet, until the leaders stepped on, those weaker assets would keep on fighting and do their part in the battle between two worlds.


Elder Ingrid and a rank 5 cultivator of the Council that Noah didn't recognize eventually joined the rest of the battlefield and put an end to the last struggles of the hybrids in a matter of minutes. The ruins of the city became silent at that point, with only sparse cries of pain breaking it from time to time.


Craters and trails of smoke filled ground. The ruins of the city that had endured the Heaven Tribulation became small gray boulders after they saw the clash between so many heroic assets. Corpses of beasts of various species lay on the terrain among a few lifeless human bodies.


There had been casualties on both sides, even if the natives had suffered a crushing defeat.


Noah walked toward the other rank 5 Elders only to find them gathered around a tall rank 5 Silver Mantis that was still breathing. Injuries covered the creature, but its dantian radiated the unmistakable aura of a rank 5 cultivator.


'Harmony.' Noah thought as he neared the group.


The Mantis was panting, and its large eyes moved among the human figures that controlled it with stern expressions. It didn't release any cry of pain. It only breathed, as if it was waiting for the attack that would put an end to its life.


Noah caught a whiff of its scent, and his eyes became cold. He recognized that smell. It belonged to the first member of a bloodline that he had met in that world.


"Danielle," Noah said as he stood side by side with the other rank 5 Elders.


The Elders shot surprised glances toward him, but their eyes quickly returned to the beast. Their questions for Noah had to wait. The priority was to interrogate the creature, and it seemed that Noah was confident in making it speak.


The Mantis' eyes stopped moving and fixed on Noah. It felt a similar aura coming from that human figure, but its memories were foggy, and its mind struggled to create complex thoughts.


"Danielle Duron," Noah repeated as he crouched in front of the creature. "You lost the battle, and you will lose this world."


Noah saw the anger rising inside the Mantis, but he didn't move. Magical beasts usually vented their emotions, but it was too injured even to move. That feeling could only remain inside its sea of consciousness and force it to find other ways to come out.





A bit of clarity returned in its eyes, and a woman's voice came out of its insect mouth. "Noah Balvan, we will never forgive you for the death of our ancestor."


More questioning gazes landed on him when the Elders heard those words, but Noah didn't falter. He was too invested in that crisis to care about the opinion of his companions.


"How many assets do the bloodlines still have? Is there another army?" Noah hesitated a bit before giving voice to his last question. "Is it possible to trigger the transformation again?"


Danielle snorted and lowered her mantis head. She seemed about to exhale her last breath, but the vitality of the magical beasts was keeping her alive and trying to mend her injuries.


The Elders of the Papral nation were about to complain, but the rank 5 cultivators of the Hive promptly shot angry glances at them. The Demon Prince of the Hive was speaking. They had to let him finish out of respect for his status.


"There are other natives still alive, and I'm certain that other hybrids didn't hear your call when you gathered this army." Noah continued. "You simply have to choose between extinction and submission."


Soft growls echoed through his throat as he said those words, and the Demonic Sword floating above him imitated those sounds.


Danielle was stronger than Noah when it came to her centers of power, but she was too weak at that moment to reject the pressure that his pride was applying to her. After a visible struggle, her mouth opened again to speak slow human words.


"Our ancestor taught us how to survive the Tribulation," Danielle said, "But our leaders couldn't stand each other's smell and unleashed destruction across the six regions. I'm afraid this was our strongest force."


She lowered her gaze, and Noah could see some disappointment even if she didn't have human features anymore.


Truth to be told, he could understand her. Their inexperience had ruined the years spent preparing for that event in handling the instincts of the magical beasts. After all, their forces would be far more numerous and threatening if they had learnt to control themselves.


The assets from Noah's world would have been forced to retreat if their opponents had the same level of mastery as Noah.


"The transformation." Noah reminded her of his last question.


Danielle gave voice to a helpless laugh before answering. "Only an ancestor in the perfect form can trigger another transformation. Our leaders might be able to learn that skill in time, but we can't create a chain reaction without you."


"What does this mean!?" An Elder of the Council exclaimed when she heard that Noah was somewhat involved in that crisis.


He recognized her. She was Anthea, the rank 5 cultivator that had intervened during the independence of the Coral Archipelago.


"He is similar to our ancestors," Danielle said, trying to make a smirk with her mantis face, "His bloodline is fake, but it works as a global trigger when he transforms."


The cultivators that managed to reach the heroic ranks were generally smart. It didn't take much before they linked the crisis to Noah's different physical features.


"You," Anthea said as she pointed Noah, "This mess is your fault."


Noah didn't feel angry when she accused him so publicly. Instead, he revealed an uncaring smile and shrugged his shoulders before taking out the ashes of the rank 6 snake.


"If you want to blame me for the actions of a being at the peak of the heroic ranks, go ahead," Noah said. "But I killed it. I think a few rank 4 cultivators are a good price to pay for a rank 6 hybrid."


Danielle saw the bucket and began to shout. Her words became screeches as Noah handled the remains of the last ancestor as if they were a trophy.


It was needless to say that no Elder dared to complain anymore after seeing that scene.
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                        Noah couldn't bother to keep his powers a secret anymore. He was a rank 5 cultivator now, even causing the death of a few assets in the fourth rank couldn't affect his status too much.


His status didn't depend on the Hive or the title given by Chasing Demon anymore. He had become an elite among elites.


Also, there was the matter concerning the death of the rank 6 snake. He had killed an enemy that only powerhouses could face, and an ancestor on top of that!


The Elders let go of the matter for now. They had already decided that they would spread that information, but that wasn't the time to focus on something that wasn't the war.


Elder Anthea took out a series of inscribed chains. Those items didn't belong to the Shandal Empire. Instead, they were an imitation created by the Elbas family to restrain eventual captives.


The troops of the Royals didn't join the battle, but they still delivered useful tools for the assets of the other factions. The chains were just one of them, but there were even the disposable items meant to defend against the shockwaves released above the clouds.


Tremors would reach the ground from time to time since Noah and the others were fighting under a battlefield that saw five rank 6 existences going all out. Their most basic attacks were enough to shatter the air and create shockwaves able to kill even beings in the fifth rank.


Yet, the Elbas family had created a special ointment that would absorb those shockwaves once they reached for a cultivator's skin. The tremors would slowly consume the lotion, but the Royals had provided enough of it to last for a few months.


The Elders started to chain the hybrids and led them back to the volcano. The best way to contain them was to send them to the other world, where the real power of four factions was.


Nevertheless, even a single rank 4 cultivator was enough for the task since the chains acted as a sort of oath, which prevented the hybrids from trying to escape.


Noah and the others started to explore the ruins once the surviving hybrids left for the volcano together with a rank 4 Elder of the Papral nation. They soon discovered that the Tribulation didn't target the castle of the Duron Bloodline, even if it was still in ruin due to the outburst of their leaders.


The Elders stored the remains of the castle. They couldn't let go of items able to make them invisible in the eyes of Heaven and Earth. Then, they rested for a while before pressing forward.


There were still wild hybrids to take care of, and they didn't wholly trust Danielle's words, even if they were quite inclined to believe her. After all, her mental state was too frail to make up lies, and there wasn't any reason to do so.


Noah would gaze at the sky from time to time. He would apply the ointment whenever he felt that the shockwaves were about to affect him, and hunting down the remaining hybrids only quickened its consumption.





There wasn't much that he could do. The ointment wasn't meant for battles. The Royals had initially created it for the human cultivators that wanted to explore the exposed areas of the new continent.


Yet, it became useful in that situation, even if the Elbas family had to create a far denser version than the original product.


Wild hybrids appeared as the group pressed forward. Most of them would be confused, but there were a few specimens that had been able to regain a part of their mental faculties in that period.


Of course, only creatures in the heroic ranks showed some awareness. The hybrids in the human ranks needed far more time to become used to their new status.


The Elders killed the hybrids in the human ranks and chained those in heroic ones. It must be said that they didn't meet a single being in the fifth rank along the way, which made Noah wonder whether most of them had died during the outbursts.


The group eventually moved toward the other regions. Danielle didn't lie. Noah and the others didn't find any big army waiting for them. The most threatening force in their way was a small pack led by the first wild rank 5 hybrid that they met outside of the army.


Noah's group became smaller as more and more assets left its ranks to bring back chained hybrids, but the Elders in the fifth rank were still there, so that wasn't too much of a problem.


Weeks went by, and the remaining regions slowly uncovered themselves in front of the thorough inspections of the invaders. There were bound to be hybrids that had ventured in the wilderness, but the Elders didn't care enough to create another exploration team.


They looted the castles along the way too, obtaining the secret history of the natives that the Elders still ignored. The years of researches piled up in secret chambers became prizes for the winning side of that battle.


The troops eventually reached the coastline, where they found another small army with eight rank 5 hybrids trying to give orders to their restless underlings. It was needless to say that another major battle happened, but Noah's side won again, suffering even fewer casualties than the previous time.


At that point, the war against the natives was over, with the only variable being the fight still raging above the clouds.


The five rank 6 beings had been battling for almost two months by then, but the assets on the ground couldn't understand which side had the upper hand.


Noah's forces were confident in their powerhouses. After all, other than being more numerous, the rank 6 cultivators there were exceptional figures.


King Elbas had single-handedly created the opportunity to travel to another world, and no one could imagine how many incredible items his expertise had allowed him to make.


God's Right Hand was the "closest man to God", which wasn't a title given just because it caused awe in those hearing it. Many believed that he would be the next existence to reach the divine ranks and ascend to the Immortal lands. That alone spoke for his prowess.


As for God's Left Hand, she was still a follower of the only divine entity in Noah's world, but her greatness was mostly obscured by her superior.


The Elders began to bring the remaining hybrids back to the volcano, but they had to stop halfway through their return since thick drops of blood began to fall from the sky.


Noah and the hybrids were the first to understand what those drops meant. They could sense the insane amount of primary energy contained in each of them.


'The battle is over.' Noah thought as he closed his eyes.


The drops hurt when they touched his skin. Even in that form, his body was too weak to eat something in the sixth rank.



						




                    


                
				
                    784. Ac

					
					

                    
                        It rained blood for a while, and some reckless hybrid tried to open its mouth to drink that potent liquid. Their bodies started to convulse as they tried to absorb the insane amount of primary energy contained inside it.


The blood of a beast in the sixth rank was able to change an environment forever. Containing it inside a rank 4 or 5 body was merely impossible.


The hybrids either puked or fell on the ground, shaking as if they had ingested the most potent toxin in the world. Blood started to come out of their bodies, and their size began to increase in strange ways as their muscles tried to contain that energy.


Then, their tissues started to explode in an innate action of self-preservation to release the energy coming from the leaders of the natives back in the environment.


Noah shook his head at that sight, and the Elders around him began to look for cover to avoid being hit by the rain.


Noah had to join the Elders quite soon. The drops had started to hurt rather quickly to the point where some of them were about to pierce his sturdy skin. Yet, he still held on as much as he could.


It didn't happen to experience the might of a being in the last stage of the heroic ranks often, and Noah didn't want to miss that chance since his body could handle it.


The rain eventually stopped only to be replaced by the sight of a tall figure piercing the clouds and free-falling toward the ground at a few kilometers from their position.


Noah recognized the ape, but he didn't move to seize its corpse even if his hunger was screaming inside his mind. That wasn't his loot, nor something that he could handle without the help of a powerhouse.


The few remaining assets in the fourth rank cheered at that sight. One of the leaders of the natives was dead. Their victory was set in stone.


When another huge figure fell from the sky though, even some of the Elders in the fifth rank cheered.


Noah traced the fall of the turtle with his eyes. Seeing such mighty beings crashing lifelessly on the ground gave birth to an intense eagerness to join that realm. However, he tried to suppress his emotions when he saw three human figures slowly descending in the positions where the hybrids had fallen.


Even if the assets in Noah's group came from different organizations, they still decided to offer their respects to the powerhouses that had fought for the conquest of that world.


The three rank 6 cultivators seemed aware that the heroic assets were coming in their direction. They waited for them as they studied the corpses of the hybrids.


It was clear that the battle had been challenging. The three powerhouses were all sweating and had their robes partially torn apart. The two existences from the Shandal Empire were even injured, but the wounds were limited to small fractures and a few cuts.


Only King Elbas stood unscathed in the air. His robe was even the most intact of the three.





Noah couldn't help but reveal a cold gaze at that scene. He knew that King Elbas' individuality was connected to the pride in his bloodline. The intact robe, the lack of injuries, and his calm expression were all an act to create awe from Noah's point of view.


However, he had to admit that only an exceptional cultivator could pull that off when against two rank 6 hybrids. Even if he didn't want to, he began to respect him.


King Elbas' achievements were incredible. The dimensional portal was already something unheard of, but his display of power in the crucial battle added even more favor to his image. Also, the Elbas family had provided useful items to the other factions without complaining too much nor charging them.


"The Elbas bloodline is worthy of my respect." God's Right Hand said to break the silence.


King Elbas performed a slight bow toward the powerhouse, but his expression became serious as he replied. "Your title suits you. The previous one, not the submissive name that you are carrying."


Both God's Right Hand and God's Left Hand suppressed their anger when they heard his mocking words. King Elbas wasn't showing any respect for the God of the Empire. He wasn't even restraining his voice in front of the weaker assets.


He was openly announcing his disregard for the divine being in charge of the Empire.


Noah couldn't help but think about the book that described the past of the Shandal Empire retrieved from the Mortal Palace. He could sense the same defiance of the author in King Elbas' words.


'I wouldn't be surprised if he has even better historical records in his library.' Noah thought as he stared at the reactions of the powerhouses with interest.


King Elbas ruled the most advanced organization when it came to the arts connected to the cultivation field. That wasn't something achievable only through talented experts. There was a need for a broad foundation that encompassed many schools of the past.


Noah was sure that King Elbas knew about the strange habit of the God. The disappearance of a divine being wasn't something that could be kept hidden from the investigations of entities on that level. Yet, Noah wondered about the reason behind that behavior, and he couldn't help but think that King Elbas knew it.


"And yet," God's Left Hand said, "We are mere mortals in the Almighty's eyes."


King Elbas snorted, and he suddenly turned to leave after storing the ape in his space-ring. The two powerhouses of the Empire took the turtle and left too at that point, leaving the confused Elders on their own.


Elder Austin shrugged his shoulders when Noah glanced at him. The behavior of the existences at the peak of the heroic ranks was somewhat unpredictable since no one could restrain them. They answered to no one.


The group eventually left and reached the volcano after three uneventful weeks. The assets of the Empire and Royals were waiting for them there and raised cups full of intense wine in their honor.


Noah though wasn't in the mood to celebrate. The four factions were allies on that side of the portal. On the other, they were enemies ready to seize any chance as long as it gave them an advantage over the other organizations.


Now that they lacked a common enemy, the past grudges and complex political relationships would return. It was just a matter of time before they clashed again to divide the resources of the new world.


"Demon Prince, the Shandal Empire expresses its interest in your body-nourishing method." A rank 5 cultivator said as he neared Noah.


"Nothing you have interests me," Noah said and left to pick a cup of wine from a long table placed next to a river of magma.


However, he soon discovered that the envoy of the Empire was just the first of a long line of heroic assets eyeing him with eager expressions.
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                        Noah decided to ignore the celebrations when he understood that remaining in the encampment would only force him to refuse a countless number of complaints.


He didn't blame the other factions for being interested in his body-nourishing method, nor the Council for spreading the information about his peculiarity so soon.


If there were a chance, every cultivator would choose to obtain the features of the magical beasts. After all, most techniques and methods tried to imitate those creatures because they had a more natural path toward the higher ranks. Also, their physical might was too insane to ignore it.


Now that there was a chance right in front of their eyes, they couldn't just let it go.


Noah glanced at the other Elders of the Hive, but all of them were in the same situation. The assets of the other factions were engaged in polite discussions with them, but it was evident that their respect was only an act to cover their real intentions.


The Hive was still the weakest of the four forces, but everyone was treating its assets with the utmost courtesy.


Noah hastily took a cup from the table and left for one of the tents in the Hive's side. He saw no point in remaining there. It was better to use his time meditating until the powerhouses decided how to handle the new world.


There were six luxurious tents in that part of the encampment, and Noah saw that one of them had a large banner with the words "Demon Prince" written on it. Even if he had been in the wilderness during those years, the other Elders had prepared quarters suitable for his status.


The tent was covered in inscriptions that isolated its insides from the outside world, and it seemed to have even a few defensive features. They weren't too exceptional though. They only provided a necessary amount of protection and some privacy.


Noah ignored a few cultivators that were calling his name and crossed the entrance of his quarters, sitting on the first mat that he found and taking out a few hybrid's corpses from his space-ring.


The leaders of the natives had died, meaning that there was no one able to trigger the transformation anymore. He could finally put to use all the corpses accumulated during the exploration of the continent.


Of course, the thought that he could learn how to trigger the transformation had crossed his mind. Even as a fake, he was an ancestor in terms of bloodlines.


Yet, he had far more pressing matters to handle, and he couldn't find ways to exploit that skill to his benefits. So, he simply suppressed his curiosity and focused on his current problems.


The Demonic Sword had remained by his side for the whole time, and it didn't hesitate to stab one of the corpses. Noah began to eat too, but his gaze remained on his weapon as he studied its growth.


The blade was a living being in the fifth rank, but its power didn't increase so much in the last period, even if Noah had kept on feeding it.





'It should be a specimen in the lower tier, but it is capable of far more when I wield it.' Noah thought. 'Maybe, its growth is linked to my dantian since it is an expression of my individuality.'


Noah knew that he had yet to discover the full potential of his creation. After all, he had forged the Demonic Sword during the peculiar mindset reached in the transformation. There was even the fact that the blade could theoretically learn new abilities since it was alive and connected with his sea of consciousness.


Nevertheless, the blade was a newborn, and it was unaware of all its features. Even if Noah wanted to probe it, he would only obtain confused answers.


However, he could focus on the evident issues, and one of them was that its growth didn't reflect the amount of primary energy absorbed from the corpses. Noah had initially thought that its requirements in terms of nutrients were simply high, but he started to suspect that the reason behind its small improvements was his empty dantian.


'It would make sense.' Noah thought before activating the Divine Deduction technique to review the moments when his body assembled primary energy to create an imitation of the Breath.


There was a limit to how much he could learn about that process without performing any test, but he lacked materials right now so he could just settle for that.


The main issue with that procedure was that the Breath produced would be weaker than that found in the environment. Also, it wouldn't reflect Noah's individuality, which was something that he felt forced to express now that he was a rank 5 cultivator.


Understanding the individuality, expressing it, wielding the laws, and becoming law were the stages that the cultivators in the heroic ranks had to go through in the path toward the divinity. Noah's situation was peculiar since his cultivation techniques had given his features to his Breath, but he needed to step on the next phase now.


Countless ideas surged in his mind as he studied the issue, but a few figures soon gathered in front of his tent and waited for his permission to enter.


Noah recognized the cultivators and used his consciousness to lower the defenses of the tent. Then, Elder Austin and Elder Julia crossed the entrance and performed a bow before sitting in front of him.


"Prince," Elder Austin said, "They are quite restless."


Noah didn't need to question the Elder to understand who he was referring to.


"They will be disappointed," Noah said, "It's not something that can be taught. Also, I don't really want to see cultivators like me in the enemy ranks."


Having a monopoly over a resource was priceless. Noah was the only one who knew how to imitate the magical beasts and improve the bloodlines of the cultivators so that they could resemble the mighty ancestors of the natives.


"Is there anything that you can give away?" Elder Julia said, "The Hive could gain a lot from these transactions."


Noah thought for a while before coming up with the idea that could allow him to keep the specifics behind the fusion a secret while also accepting to discuss them. "I might point out mistakes in their procedures. I believe most of them are planning to resume the experimentations in that field."


The Elders' eyes lit up for a short second, but they quickly shook their heads.


"Prince, we don't want them to succeed too soon!" Elder Julia exclaimed.


"Precisely. Let them fail for a while, at least." Elder Austin said, "The Elbas family has already started an in-depth analysis of the compound. It won't take much before they learn how to force the improvements without the need for the transformation."


Noah could understand their point, but he knew far more on the matter than them. Even if the Royals managed to create a drug from the compound able to enhance the bodies of the cultivators, they would only create imitations.


"They won't succeed because it's impossible," Noah concluded.
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                        The Elders wanted to discuss the matter further, but Noah had already made his mind. Of course, their doubts didn't concern Noah. Instead, they were worried that pointing out inevitable mistakes could put him in danger.


However, Noah knew far too well how troublesome it was to obtain the advantages of a magical beast. Imitating wasn't enough. Only a complete fusion could create a being similar to the ancestors of the natives.


That was merely impossible for entities that had already started to discover their individuality. The personalities of the cultivators would become something more than unique at that point, making it impossible to find a suitable match for a fusion.


Also, there was the issue of the instincts, which couldn't be ignored. After all, that problem had been the reason why they had managed to defeat the natives rather easily.


There wasn't a solution to those problems. For example, Noah had been able to find a match with the Cursed Dragon because he could use his personality as a standard. Yet, he couldn't find any species that suited his individuality.


As for the instincts, only a powerful mind could control and wield them. There wasn't a way around them.


There were also problems concerning the inscription method to use and the various calculations to make before proceeding with the fusion. Noah had managed to complete the testing phase rather quickly due to the Divine Deduction technique. Instead, the other forces would have to sacrifice a lot of assets just to obtain acceptable results.


The way Noah saw it, fusing with a magical beast once walking the path of the individuality was just impossible, which meant that no heroic asset would be able to obtain that power.


The only method that he could think of was to trigger the transformation and then return to a human form. There would be other issues connected with that procedure, and the outcome would be a bit weaker than him, but there didn't seem to be any other solution.


The Elders left the tent after deciding with Noah how the trades would work. The three factions could only send one envoy at the time and have private discussions with him at a price that had to be agreed beforehand.


Of course, the powerhouses weren't allowed in the meetings. Only cultivators with a similar or lower level to Noah could be envoys.


Noah resumed his meditation as he waited for the first envoy to arrive.


It took a while for the organizations to prepare questions and set a price with the Elders. Many even expressed complaints about how the Hive wanted to handle the situation. Nevertheless, that was the power of a monopoly, and a few resources were a small investment if they helped to avoid issues in the upcoming experiments.


A few days later, the Shandal Empire decided to send its envoy.


Noah lowered the defenses of his tent only to find a tall man at the peak of the fourth rank crossing the entrance while failing to keep a proud expression. Even the citizens of the Empire felt lacking when in front of a monster like Noah.





The idea of the Empire was quite crude. Its experts wanted to purify the compound and turn it into a core material for a body-nourishing method.


Noah listed a series of issues after he thought about that approach for a while. The biggest problem was that the cultivators training in that method would remain human beings, which meant giving up to the devouring properties of the beasts.


"You can't hope to obtain huge results with a non-invasive approach. Also, the quantity of compound necessary in the fifth rank would be immense." Noah explained, trying not to reveal more than he should.


The envoy left after his answer. It seemed that the Empire had paid a small price just to test if it was going in the right direction. Its experts would gather again now and request a meeting after they thought about something different.


A week later, Noah found himself lowering the defenses of his tent for Faith.


"I know. Even my superiors think that something is going on between us." Faith said as she sat on his same mat and revealed a playful smirk.


Noah put that matter in the back of his mind and focused on Faith's explanation.


The Council wanted to use the hybrids as a material to create formations on the bodies of its cultivators. Such formations would grow alongside them and feed on magical beasts as if they were some sort of parasites giving strength to its hosts in exchange for food.


Noah had to admit that the idea was interesting, even if it seemed impossible to accomplish due to various issues. However, he wasn't an expert when it came to formations, so he simply listed the problems that the Council could encounter if it used that approach.


First of all, a formation able to grow was akin to a living being, even if only in a form reliant on its host. Something like that was bound to have a will, and it could act against the cultivator in a desperate attempt for freedom.


Also, it appeared unstable as a method. The Council would need to develop a second formation to contain the parasite and force it to work according to the host's will. When considering the fact that the cultivators would still need a different body-nourishing method to improve, that approach seemed feasible only by a small number of elites.


Faith left after his answers, and Noah had to wait a month before another envoy knocked at his tent. The Empire had sent someone again, but it had a more precise idea at that time. Its experts wanted to create organic inscribed items from the hybrids and transplant them in their cultivators.


Noah felt shocked to hear that. He didn't even know that such inscription methods existed. Yet, there was a problem with the rejection of foreign tissues. Also, the hybrids weren't an infinite resource, which made that approach elitist.


After that meeting, the Elbas family finally decided to send someone, and Noah stood up when he saw June crossing the entrance of his tent.


"They said that you would just trick anyone belonging to the Royal family," June said.


Noah sealed the tent, and June pushed him on one of the couches available there when she sensed that they were finally divided from the outside world.


The two of them didn't have the chance to say goodbye when they returned from their mission due to the battle between the rank 6 existences. Yet, they made sure to fix that in that fortuitous moment of intimacy.


"Noah," June said as she turned to face her lover laying under her, "They want to use the Elemental Forging method. You knew that they would have made that connection."


Noah nodded and couldn't help but caress her cheek when he saw her worried expression.


Then, he abided to the terms of the meeting by pointing out the flaw of that method. "It's impossible to find suitable creatures for heroic cultivators."
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                        The Elbas family knew about the Elemental Forging method, but it ignored its specifics. With Ivor dead, Noah was the only one in the entire world able to pass down those teachings.


However, the Royals didn't ask for the inscription method, which showed their confidence in being able to imitate it even if they lacked crucial pieces of information.


Noah didn't care if the Elbas family managed to reproduce the Elemental Forging method. The Royals could try and fail for as long as they wished since there wasn't a way around the issue created by the individualities.


Even if they succeeded in imitating Noah's fusion, they wouldn't be able to apply it to their current heroic assets.


June continued to ask questions as the two of them laid on one of the couches inside the tent.


The Royals didn't come up with only one idea in that period. As the most advanced organization in the fields that concerned the cultivation journey, the Elbas family had many methods at its disposal and could explore various approaches.


June asked Noah about processes that involved alchemy, runes, formations, inscriptions of various kinds, and even techniques that required specific spells. The number of experts among the Royals and their variety left Noah speechless, mainly since they covered even the ideas already discussed with the envoys of the other nations.


Noah couldn't give complete answers most of the time because he didn't understand even the basics of the inscription methods or procedures involved. However, there were unavoidable issues that he could point out.


If a method were too non-invasive, then it would create weaker versions of the hybrids. If the procedures led to the modification of the cultivator's species, then the mental instabilities would appear. As for all the methods between those extremes, they shared the problems with both approaches.


"You solved all of that by yourself," June said when her list of questions was over.


She traced the scales on Noah's chest with her fingers, but her gaze seemed to be elsewhere. She had always known that Noah was incredible, but she hadn't been able to understand the value of his achievements until then.


June imagined Noah alone in caves, performing countless tests on himself and magical beasts just to tune the procedure that would allow him to become stronger than his peers. She could even guess the kind of expression that he had when he decided that his human status wasn't worth much if abandoning it would bring him more power.


She still remembered his previous eyes when he still had human pupils. She remembered how his cold and detached gaze observed the world as if waiting for potential threats to appear from every corner.


"There are times when I still can't believe that you can look at me in this way," June said as she tilted her face to align her eyes with Noah's.


Noah was barely able to move his gaze away from her when they were in those intimate moments. Even his aura radiated the desire that he felt toward the lover lain on top of him.





He understood June's mood. Once that meeting ended, they would be forced to live apart for who knew how many years. It was time to say goodbye, but both of them found it hard to do after living together for such a long period.


For certain aspects, the sudden separation after the mission had been ideal. Yet, it was hard to let go of each other now that no one was pressing them.


"Hey." Noah broke the silence that had fallen inside the tent. "Do you have a secluded training area? Somewhere that only you have access to?"


"Yes, but I will probably get a new one after we go back to our world." June said, "Why do you ask?"


"I might be able to meet you if I know its exact location." Noah said, "It's a bit risky though, so you need to make sure that no one is spying on you."


June's eyes lit up at his words. She had long guessed that the Hive had a method to sneak up troops in an enemy country, and the thought that Noah could use it to meet her had crossed her mind.


However, the mission in the new world and the secret meetings planned with Danielle's help had given them too much to worry about. They didn't schedule their life after their return and focused only on enjoying those years together.


Yet, as their separation drew near, she understood that there was a chance to avoid spending decades alone and that Noah wasn't afraid to take it.


June kissed Noah as her excitement rose, and she couldn't help but mock him a bit to see his reaction. "Is this an official proposal? Do you need to see my parents and ask for my hand?"


"Hmph." Noah snorted as he sat while keeping June on his lap, "And here I thought that your hand had been mine for quite a while."


June lowered her voice at that point and wrapped her arms around his neck. "Of course, just like yours is mine since you kidnapped me."


Then, they simply remained in that position, stealing a few intense kisses even though they knew that they had to end the meeting before the other forces started to suspect something.


June left a few minutes after she and Noah settled the matter concerning her habitation. They decided that they would rely on Faith to exchange messages since she had proven herself to be trustworthy in the past years.


That meeting had still lasted far longer than the others, but June didn't even need to justify herself to the Royals when they saw that she had managed to obtain all the answers that she could.


Of course, Noah had only pointed out apparent flaws in the methods that he recognized, but his judgment had a lot of value since he was the only real expert in that field.


The Elders of the Hive then entered his tent and listed the resources obtained with Noah's performance.


The Council had mostly paid in territories, promising a large part of its share of the new world and even offering its help in protecting it. It added a few inscription methods created in the last years too since the Hive seemed interested in them.


The Empire didn't promise territories but offered a large number of techniques and spells without withholding those of the darkness element.


As for the Royals, they had given the Elders a choice. The Hive had to decide between resources that could benefit the Hive as a whole and a research that seemed to suit the cultivators of the darkness element.


"The Hive has already chosen to prioritize itself once. Now it's time to nourish its greatest talent." Elder Julia said as she handed Noah a few books.


'Creation of higher forms of energy.' Noah read the title of the first book, and his interest skyrocketed.
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                        'Once reached certain heights, every cultivator would see their Breath change shape and power according to their individualities.' Noah read through the contents of the books. 'These changes are a natural consequence of the separation of the cultivators from Heaven and Earth. Their existence would become something outside of their plan until they eventually become laws.'


The Elders had left Noah alone after they listed all the gains. He had a few spells to inspect, but the research given by the Elbas family was too appealing to focus on anything else at the moment.


'However, the Breath is both a miraculous energy and a shackle that keeps the cultivators bound to Heaven and Earth. A real individuality would ultimately affect even the internal composition of that energy and change it into something entirely personal, but there are ways to quicken that process.' Noah's kept on reading, and his interest could only increase at those words.


The introduction of that research went through what was considered common knowledge among the existences in the higher ranks. The changes of the Breath and the separation from Heaven and Earth's domain were events that anyone expressing their individuality could see.


Yet, the tomes continued exploring various possibilities, especially the creation of a higher form of energy.


'The Breath can be used as a material to build incredible items. So, it is theoretically possible to use it to create even stronger energy capable of improving the prowess of any cultivator drastically.' Noah read as he wondered who was the author of those tomes.


There were detailed descriptions of the experiments and arrays tested by the expert that was pursuing those ideas. The writer had even noted down the peculiarities of the inscription method used and his mental state when he performed them.


The first book turned out to list a series of failures, only to conclude with a revelation. 'The behavior of the Breath depends too much on its element. It's impossible to create a unified method.'


Noah hastily took the second book and resumed his read. 'I've found basic requirements for the higher energy of each element. In my case, I need to create a material able to give birth to stronger flames during the combustion. I'm still unclear on what I will use, but it's a start.'


The author then listed another series of experiments, but they mostly targeted the nature of the Breath of the fire element, which didn't interest Noah.


'I've found something that could work. I'm the best expert in the entirety of the Utra nation, and even the suppression of the Royal family can't put a stop to my improvements. I know now that there is no better fuel than myself.' Noah's eyes widened when he read those lines.


The image of a man wearing a crown had appeared in his mind for a brief second. He was starting to suspect that the nameless author was, in fact, King Elbas!





Notes filled the rest of the tome. They didn't describe experiments, but they reported random thoughts and brief moments of inspiration that the author had decided to put down as he kept researching.


The third and last book described the approach that a cultivator should have in the creation of higher energy according to each element.


According to the author, there was a specific behavior to each element that the cultivators had to exploit. Fire needed materials to burn, water needed density, wind needed perpetual motion, earth needed a foundation, and lightning required friction.


However, when it came to the light and darkness elements, the author couldn't identify a specific behavior, which forced him to give up on creating a method for those elements.


'Theoretically speaking, cultivators with light and darkness aptitude should be able to create higher energy that fits their individualities in ways that the other elements can't. The rarest elements don't have a fixed state and can contain any kind of behavior. I wouldn't be surprised if they could recreate the same matter of the world.' Noah closed the last book at those lines.


The research didn't tell him how to create higher energy with his element, but it gave him an idea and the certainty that it was possible. Most of the time, those two factors were all the things that an expert needed to achieve what he wanted.


'Is this the reason behind King Elbas' power?' Noah questioned himself. 'What a monster.'


He couldn't help but respect the powerhouse of the Royal family even more after that discovery. After all, he was a cultivator that had managed to create an entirely new branch of the cultivation journey!


Of course, Noah couldn't be sure that the author was King Elbas, but there were too many coincidences for him not to link the two of them.


'I've focused on the primary energy so much that I lingered on creating a stronger version of the Breath rather than outclassing it.' Noah thought as he read the books once again.


There were many aspects of the cultivation world that most humans ignored due to their species. One of them was the existence of the primary energy since it was something limited to the magical beasts' world.


Noah found himself in the same spot, even if in the opposite position. He had never considered the possibility that there were forms of energy more powerful than the Breath and that the cultivators could build them.


'The primary energy is like sand, while the particles of Breath are bricks.' Noah thought as the Divine Deduction technique gave him a broader perspective. 'The higher energy would be a building in comparison. How much power would it generate?'


Noah itched to test that procedure himself, but he knew that his situation wasn't ideal. He didn't have a way to accumulate Breath, let alone using it to build more complex and powerful energy.


Yet, it was a path that reflected his individuality perfectly, and that would allow him to express his creation in ways that he had never thought before.


Meanwhile, the other assets started to take down the encampment to move it on the surface. There was no need to hide anymore. It was time to expand in the new world that still hid a series of threats.


The rank 4 cultivators could take care of the expansion though, and there was no need for that high number of stronger existences to remain there. Also, the Council and the Hive had left their borders exposed to make up for the presence of the powerhouses. Their assets wanted to return to their world.


Noah felt the need to return to the new continent too since he needed an environment where he could obtain all the resources that he needed. The only advantage of the new world was the presence of stronger creatures, but he didn't lack nutrients at the moment.


Just like that, the majority of the powerful cultivators took turns to enter the fissure to return to their world. The invasion was officially over.
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                        After more than fifteen years spent in the other world, Noah finally crossed the dimensional passage to return to his homeland.


The Utra nation had changed drastically in that period. Its vegetation had wilted, and various cracks had appeared on the now barren terrain around the big portal.


The shining lines that surrounded the majestic inscribed item able to connect two Mortal Lands had drained that nation even if the four forces had never failed to provide energy to keep it in function. The portal required too much power to work, and the territories around it had to bear its incredible consumption.


It wouldn't be surprising if the entirety of the Utra nation became a wasteland in the decades to come. After all, it was clear that providing external energy to the portal wasn't enough to make up for its adverse effects, and none of the four forces was inclined to shut it down.


Sacrificing a nation for an entire world was a trade that anyone would make.


'Where are the noble families?' Noah thought as he inspected the nearby areas with his consciousness.


The only trace of life that he could sense came from the small encampments built by the four organizations all around that region. There didn't seem to be anyone else on the southern side of the nation.


Noah could immediately understand that the political situation had changed in those years, but he suppressed his curiosity for the moment. The Hive would surely update him once he returned to the new continent, and he had to prioritize his dantian before involving himself with the political struggles.


More cultivators came out of the portal, but a sort of wariness replaced the excitement for their return. In that world, they weren't a joint force anymore. On that side, they were enemies that belonged to organizations doing their best to gain an advantage on the others.


Even Noah felt that change, especially when he saw June coming out of the dimensional passage. The shackles created by the political situation there were able to affect him even now that he was a complete rank 5 cultivator. However, he was nearing the point where he could start to ignore those restrictions.


Faith came out of the portal too and neared him to convey a few words. "I'll come to visit you, but I think I'll see June first."


Faith winked and turned toward the Elders of the Council, who had already started to gather in their encampment.


Noah saw a few of them explicitly nodding in his direction when they saw him talking with Faith. It seemed that their suspected relationship had already received the approval of her higher-ups.


The Elders of the Hive limited themselves to reveal polite smiles at the departing assets of the Council and Faith. They knew about Noah and June, but they didn't know what had happened in the wilderness. So, they just played along and left everything in Noah's hands.


Also, the Council was Ravaging Demon's home, which made that situation far more complex. It wasn't something that the Elders could influence. It was a matter that only Noah and the three Demons could discuss.





The Elders, Noah, and the rank 4 cultivators of the Hive eventually flew toward their encampment to reorganize before setting off for the Coral Archipelago.


Other troops would use the portal to start a thorough colonization, but Noah already knew that he would return to the other world only when he needed to refill his stash of magical beasts' corpses.


'I should be fine till the sixth rank with the new world and both seas.' Noah thought as he saw a few rank 4 cultivators expressing their intention to join the colonization. 'That issue is partially solved at least.'


It must be said that Noah didn't want to dive into the sea to look for suitable prey. The dark depths of that environment hid dangers that cultivators had always tried to avoid since there weren't many benefits available. It was pointless to colonize areas that they couldn't inhabit.


The group quickly reached for the Archipelago and separated there since Elder Colleen and Elder Ingrid had to resume their roles. The other Elders, Noah, and most of the assets in the fourth rank took the teleportation matrix to return to the forest of White Woods.


Chasing Demon welcomed them, and he led the Elders in his private quarters to celebrate their victory against the hybrids and Noah's incredible advancements.


Dreaming Demon and Flying Demon joined that celebration too, and Noah didn't hesitate to question them about the separate dimension.


"On that topic," Flying Demon said as he drank the cup in his grasp in a single sip, "We had to take down the branches under the Utra nation. That portal was starting to affect the functioning of the dimension, and we feared that it could even reveal it."


"What a waste," Noah said, "Well, there wasn't much more to do there anyway."


After the raids and accomplishing his vengeance, only the Capital and the Royal Academy remained as suitable targets. However, the Royals were controlling them, and their security had increased when King Elbas activated the portal.


There was no point in resuming the raids, especially with a new world available.


"What about the noble families? The Utra nation is slowly becoming unsuitable for cultivators." Noah asked, but the two Demons didn't answer and hinted that he would soon learn about that.


Noah eventually left while the other Elders were still busy celebrating. It wasn't that he hadn't enjoyed himself. Rather, the issue with his dantian was too pressing to spend time doing anything else.


As he flew toward his dome, he prepared a list of materials that the Hive would later send to his underground quarters. When he reached his dome though, he noticed a mansion with a familiar banner standing out among the plain-looking buildings of the city.


'This is unexpected.' Noah thought as he descended toward the mansion and spread his consciousness to speak with the rank 5 cultivator cultivating inside it.


"What are you doing here?" Noah transmitted, and the mansion seemed to take life when the other rank 5 existence noticed his presence.


After a short minute, a series of heroic cultivators came out of the building and bowed toward Noah as a form of respect, exclaiming something that left him even more surprised. "The Udye family greets the Demon Prince!"


Noah was speechless as he moved his gaze between those familiar figures. He saw Daniel, Amos, and the other nobles in the heroic ranks, but he still couldn't understand the reason behind their presence there.


"An explanation would be appreciated," Noah said.


Amos didn't hesitate to straighten his position before making a summary of the past events. "The portal has wasted the Utra nation. The Elbas family has suppressed the general anger of the noble families by promising ways to improve the level of the heroic cultivators and by force. With our homeland turning into a wasteland right in front of our eyes, the majority of the nobles surrendered. The Cause is no more."
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                        A few lines were enough to make Noah understand that there had been some drastic changes during the years that he had spent in the other world. However, he had so much to do that he didn't feel like conversing for the time being.


He simply noted in his mind that Daniel had reached June and Faith's level in that period before giving a few orders. "I want a detailed description of everything that has happened in the past years. Just send it to Jason or Bruce. They should be around somewhere."


Then, he left for his underground quarters, and the nobles heaved a sigh of relief when they saw his figure disappearing. Yet, they soon realized that something had been off about that encounter. Noah's dantian seemed to be in the fifth rank!


Noah didn't waste time. As soon as he returned to his habitation, he sent the list with the materials to Elder Julia and began to review the new spells of the darkness element just obtained.


The Shandal Empire had used spells to pay for his advice on the hybrids' matter, and, to his surprise, he found a few diagrams suitable for his aptitude. Also, raiding the castles had given the invaders access to the natives' resources, which had some spells among them.


However, only a few of them suited his individuality, and there were even less able to match the rank of his sea of consciousness.


'I guess these three are worth translating once I get my Breath back. I'll keep the others for inspiration purposes.' Noah thought as he laid a tome and two scrolls on the ground before storing the other spells that he had discarded.


Two of those spells came from the Empire, while the Hive found the other in the other world. Among them, two could express a power up to the fifth rank while the other didn't have limitations in terms of cultivation level.


'To think that the Empire would give me something like this.' Noah thought when he gave a quick look to the spells without limitation.


The name of the ability was Shadow Copy, and it allowed a cultivator to create something similar to a puppet that could imitate part of the caster's attacks. It didn't have limitations in ranks since the power of the copy derived from the amount of energy used during its creation. The only issue was that the copy would be quite weak, but Noah was confident in improving it with a few modifications.


The spell coming from the other world was called Merging, and it was a movement-type ability. It wasn't limited to the darkness element. The cultivators would need to partially fuse with the Breath of their aptitude to move faster for a short period.


As for the last one, its name was Shadow Chains, and its primary purpose was to suppress and restrict living beings. The useful aspect of that spell was that the cultivator or beast wouldn't be able to use their centers of power once the chains were in place.


Noah started to memorize them since he had to wait for Elder Julia to deliver the resources needed for his experiments anyway. Yet, Elder Jason passed down a report from the Udye family at some point, along with some pieces of information gathered by the Elders that didn't join the invasion.





It turned out that a few crises had hit the Utra nation as soon as the exploration team ventured through the portal. The density of the Breath in the environment there had started to diminish, leading many magical beasts to migrate.


The noble families found themselves assailed by waves of starving beasts. There were even rank 5 creatures among those packs, and one of them was the Albino Snake that Noah had met so many years ago.


The nobles managed to protect themselves, but that was mostly because the beasts had no intention of remaining in the Utra nation. Their instincts were telling them that those regions wouldn't be a suitable home anymore.


The Elbas family then spread the rumor that it had a method to force breakthroughs in the heroic cultivators. Many nobles were skeptical about that matter. Still, there were too many heroic assets in their ranks with centers of power that had stagnated for centuries. Also, more nobles started to accept the Royals' terms when they saw that the cultivators joining them were improving.


Little by little, the noble families joined the Royals in the new continent, even if their status was completely subservient there. The constant suppression and the impossibility to seize fortuitous chances forced many nobles to give up, especially after their home was about to turn into a wasteland.


At times, rebels had to accept the fact that they couldn't win. The Elbas family had kept on growing stronger, and its Patriarch was a monster able to open passages leading to other Mortal Lands. No one would bet on its decline.


A few noble families though refused to side with the Royals anyway and decided to switch organization. Yet, the Elbas family labeled most of them as traitors and hunted them down, turning them into prisoners or directly killing them.


Only the families smart enough to deal with the Royals on a political field managed to change faction without deadly consequences. The Udye family was one of them, and it had to give up on most of its resources and wealth to become free to leave.


Its connection with the Hive ultimately brought it on the southwestern coast, where Chasing Demon decided to add it to the Hive's ranks, even if only in probation for now. After all, no one would trust someone who had already switched sides once.


Truth to be told, the Hive desperately needed heroic assets to match the three big nations, but it wasn't so helpless to blindly trust cultivators that had plotted a revolution for who knew how many years. Even with a few oaths, Chasing Demon still didn't give Amos and his family a seat among the other Elders.


Elder Jason's report updated Noah on the general situation of the Hive. The years spent in peace had allowed it to make full use of its positive trend, which saw the overall number of powerful cultivators increasing.


The Hive had more than seventy rank 4 cultivators now, and a few of them were even inscription masters in some of the schools taught by Thirty-seven!


Chasing Demon had ordered the construction of academies too, one for each dome. They would start to operate once enough cultivators became inscription masters and could instruct the human assets on those fields.


The resources requested by Noah eventually arrived, and he found his underground quarters filled by so many Breath blessings that he found it hard to find a place where to sit.


Of course, that was the last of his problems, especially now that he was finally starting to create his rank 5 cultivation technique.
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                        Noah already had an idea on how to proceed for the creation of his new cultivation technique. He had memorized how his body had transformed the primary energy in Breath of the darkness element during the transformation. So, the general structure of the Breath had been in his mind for a while by then.


However, he had to modify that structure since the resulting energy was weaker than the Breath in the environment and didn't express his individuality, which was the main requirement at his level.


His meditations after the transformation though had focused on that issue, so he could claim that he wasn't approaching the testing phase blindly.


The essential feature of a cultivation technique was its ability to gather energy from the environment. Noah had already managed to create that with the Black Hole technique, but he felt that merely improving his old ring wouldn't be enough to express the entirety of his individuality.


He needed something personal that encompassed all the various shades of his complicated existence, and nothing could fill that position better than his Demonic Sword.


As a living weapon created due to the peculiar mental state reached during the transformation, the Demonic Sword carried many features that the perfect hybrids had. Its entire structure worked as a dantian and absorbed Breath from the environment, turning it into primary energy that became part of it.


That was an ability belonging to the magical beasts' world and, to be more precise, to the Elite beasts' world since it involved an organ that acted as a dantian.


However, the Demonic Sword was also an expression of Noah's individuality, which carried all its features. Its aura would leave a trail of primary energy due to its destructive properties. Also, the fact that it was a living being represented the peak of Noah's creation.


Once chosen the Demonic Sword as the core for his new cultivation technique, Noah had to improve its ability to absorb the energy in the environment. The natural suction force of the blade wouldn't be able to satisfy his dantian.


That was the easy part. Noah had become more than experienced in creating a vortex that could gather Breath and primary energy, and he had already learnt how to modify the Breath blessings to focus only on the darkness element.


Yet, he didn't need to use that mineral to gather only one type of Breath now since it wouldn't make any difference once the blade turned it into primary energy. Instead, he needed to tune the blue crystals with the Demonic Sword's suction force.


Noah didn't waste too much time on that part. He had an innate understanding of the Demonic Sword, and its suction force was one of the few things that he could study thoroughly.


The only issue concerned the amount of Breath blessings to use. After all, he aimed to forge a rank 5 inscribed item, which meant that each failure would cost him and the Hive quite a bit even with the prices lowered.





There weren't ways to avoid that problem though. Noah would eventually be forced to test the procedure conceived with the help of the Divine Deduction technique.


There was even a problem connected to his empty dantian, which Noah solved it by spending a long time gathering small bits of Breath of the darkness element inside his mind through the ability gained from the natives' inscription method. That was a slow and tedious process since the Breath needed to be at least at the peak of the fourth rank, or he couldn't even hope for the forging to produce something in the fifth rank.


Weeks passed in the silence of the underground quarters in which Noah did nothing but gather enough Breath to perform six rounds of forging.


Undergoing a breakthrough between ranks without having a suitable cultivation technique was a mistake that he had been forced to commit, and now he was paying the price just to accumulate that energy at the peak of the fourth rank.


The actual creation though went far better than he expected.


In his idea, he would have to forge the Breath blessings into a ring to place on his Demonic Swords when he needed to increase its suction force. To do that, he imbued the Breath accumulated in his mind with his greed and the powder from his ethereal stomach. Then, he set his consciousness to radiate the same aura of the blade and used the modified walls of his mental sphere to disguise his thoughts as laws.


Of course, Noah had yet to complete inscribing the walls of his mind, but the effect obtained surpassed his expectations nonetheless.


The energy obtained after all those modifications seemed to be a perfect imitation of the Demonic Sword. It was as if it had always been part of the blade.


When using that modified Breath in the forging, the Breath blessings would start to radiate an aura so similar to his weapon that the Demonic Sword often inspected the huge crystals condensing under Noah's control.


It took him four attempts to succeed in his task. He ultimately failed the first two forgings, and the third one only produced an item at the peak of the fourth rank.


Nevertheless, at his fourth try and after the Hive had been forced to refill his stash of materials twice, he managed to create a complete rank 5 item.


Noah didn't hesitate to test it. The item appeared as an opaque crystal ring with dark shades that radiated a violent aura without really affecting its surroundings.


Yet, when Noah inserted it in the hilt of the Demonic Sword, the innate suction force of the blade skyrocketed, and the Breath in the underground area gathered on it in an instant.


The blade released a happy roar, but Noah saw how most of that energy lingered around it and didn't manage to become part of its structure. It seemed that it wasn't able to absorb it due to some external limitations.


'It won't grow while my dantian remains in this state.' Noah concluded at that sight and moved toward the next phase of his experimentation.


Connecting the blade to his dantian wasn't a problem. The two of them were almost the same existence. Noah believed that he wouldn't even need to stab his low-waist at that point.


However, the moment had come for him to face the steepest hindrance in the creation of his cultivation technique. He had to assemble the primary energy in a Breath that reflected his individuality.


Noah dispersed the remaining Breath that he had painstakingly accumulated in his mind and created a few more spherical runes to accelerate the inscription of his walls. Then, he created another spherical rune that didn't contain any trace of his copy of Heaven and Earth's aura and started to focus his entire consciousness on it.


Only laws could control the behavior of the primary energy, but Noah could just make his thoughts resemble them. Yet, that had to be enough since he needed to find the right method to assemble that primary energy to create a darkness that was only his.
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                        Creating a new ring took less than a year, but now Noah had reached the difficult part of the testing phase. He needed to develop Breath from primary energy.


Noah had memorized the process, but that didn't mean that he could replicate it. His body had naturally reassembled the primary energy during the transformation, but he needed to use his mental energy to reproduce it now.


Of course, Noah didn't want to end up with that same kind of Breath, but imitating the procedure that he had memorized would be a useful training and would improve his expertise in the natives' inscription method.


Noah spent endless months moving the primary energy contained in his spherical rune just to reach a level of precision that could allow him to approach the memorized procedure. His ability also increased as the walls of his mental sphere kept on changing under the aura radiated by the spherical runes near them.


No one bothered him. The Elders were aware of his peculiar situation and didn't dare to disturb him due to the difficulty of the task. Creating a rank 5 cultivation technique without having Breath in the dantian sounded almost as a joke. After all, most inscription methods relied on the Breath to work.


However, if there was someone able to succeed in that task, it was Noah.


The microscopic particles of primal energy were tough to control, but Noah's expertise kept on growing, and he eventually managed to reproduce the Breath created during the transformation.


It had taken him two years of constant efforts to reach that initial success.


Noah inspected the rank 5 gaseous Breath of the darkness element hovering over his palm. Countless pieces of information accumulated in his mind as the Divine Deduction technique analyzed that energy and the procedure that had created it.


He knew that the primary energy had perceived the orders conveyed by his consciousness as laws, which meant that he could somewhat avoid the issue that he wasn't able to wield them yet.


However, now that he had succeeded in recreating that Breath, he had to invent a procedure that led to his darkness. The fact that he understood the general structure of the Breath though didn't mean that he knew how to proceed.


Modifying the procedure would require him to change the laws that he was imitating with his mental energy, which meant testing various structures blindly since he didn't know the laws involved.


He did have a direction though. His mental energy had to express the entirety of his individuality, and he could slowly take out the thoughts that would lead to a weaker or unstable Breath.


So, his relentless testing began.


Noah had reached a level of expertise where he didn't need the spherical rune anymore to gather primary energy. Yet, he used it nonetheless since it was his fastest method to accumulate energy in a quantity that could become Breath in the fifth rank.





He spent his days eating, testing, and feeding his sword, without even bothering to stand up. He had entered the part of his cultivation journey where years could go by without him even noticing.


Even with an empty dantian, he was a cultivator in the fifth rank. Chasing Demon had needed one thousand years to go from the peak of the fourth rank to the sixth. So, even if Noah had the fastest growth ever recorded in history, he would still require centuries to reach that level.


Noah took a few minutes of break only on one occasion. Faith had come to visit him, justifying herself in front of the Council by saying that she wanted to set a series of trades with the Hive.


The world had moved on since Noah secluded himself. The main focus of the four organizations had become the exchange of the materials retrieved in the new world, which also involved hybrids of magical beasts that had developed a sea of consciousness.


Those beings were useful for multiple reasons. They could become guinea pigs in specific experiments or real assets that could increase the power of each faction. It was pointless to say how valuable a hybrid in the fifth rank was if it decided to help an organization willingly.


Faith had mostly come to convey a message from June, but she also wanted to see how her friend was.


When Elder Julia brought her to his underground quarters though, she almost didn't recognize him.


Noah's appearance hadn't changed. His robe was a bit messy, and there were traces of blood on the corners of his mouth, but he seemed the same cultivator from back then.


Yet, his aura had changed entirely. An unfathomable severity surrounded him, and his consciousness became impossible to sense from time to time. It was as if his thoughts were wandering in realms that Faith couldn't detect, and even Elder Julia revealed a stern expression whenever that happened.


The Elder knew that Noah's mind would reach for the laws on random moments of enlightenment, but he was still too weak to remain in that state for long.


Faith was about to leave when she saw him in that state, but Noah suddenly spoke and stood up to near her. "I don't know if it's been a long time."


The two of them only exchanged a couple of lines before Faith delivered a sealed letter that carried June's aura. Noah couldn't help but feel warm when he took the message.


On the other hand, Faith had understood that Noah was extremely busy and left his quarters, opting to spend the rest of her trip there with the other heroic assets in the city above.


Noah read the letter and sent a mental message to the two Demons. He didn't know what they were up to, but he knew that he could rely on them, especially when it came to matters that involved his lover. Then, he returned in his previous position and sat cross-legged on the ground to resume his testing.


Time passed, and Noah didn't even bother to keep track of it. The only things that existed in his mind were his hunger and the energy that morphed on his palm.


His mind would sometimes touch on the part of the understanding that he had reached during the transformation. Still, he would quickly lose access to it, keeping only some of the emotions that he had felt in those moments.


Yet, at some point, his aura began to disperse the seriousness that it had radiated since Noah immersed himself in the experimentation.


Noah held his breath for fear that the structure of the gas in his palm could be affected by that simple gesture.


The gas seemed to move in an orderly way, but it kept on changing shape in perpetual motion. Each of its particles resembled the drops of water of a tide, with the only difference that they had the form of hiltless sabers.


Looking at that Breath, Noah knew that he had finally succeeded.
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                        'A darkness made of destructive swords able to take any form.' Noah thought as he stared at the tiny cloud in his palm. 'Its power is on par with the Breath found in the environment, but it will be stronger when I use it to fuel my abilities.'


In the end, Noah's Breath didn't manage to surpass the power of Heaven and Earth's, but matching it was already an incredible result. After all, his energy was perfect for his individuality and would give birth to more potent effects when paired with abilities with the same properties.


As for surpassing Heaven and Earth's standard, he had been forced to give up on that. There was simply too much that he didn't understand when the laws were involved, and the continuous trial and error could only bring him so far.


Yet, Noah didn't feel disappointed with the result. He had finally created an energy that didn't exist in the world. The tiny cloud was Breath made by him and for him. It was his darkness, something that he had meant to create since he started to uncover the depths of his individuality.


Also, there was still King Elbas' research, which Noah knew would allow him to surpass the world's standards.


'No signs of Tribulation.' Noah thought as his consciousness reached for the sky above the dome. 'I can begin the final phase immediately.'


Heaven and Earth appeared to be whimsical when it came to Tribulations that didn't concern the breakthroughs in specific ranks. Noah had triggered it when he created hybrids, and something similar had happened with the ancestors of the other world.


That would lead most cultivators to believe that mixing races was the cause behind those punishments, but Noah had the memories of the Cursed Dragon species too. He remembered the immense Tribulation that those creatures had to face.


'Maybe, they weren't punished only because of their flames. It might be that the punishment came after the leader failed a Heaven Tribulation to advance to the divine ranks.' Noah's mind wandered a bit, but he quickly suppressed that thought.


He didn't have the power to understand how the world worked, so it was pointless to overthink specific issues. Heaven and Earth didn't try to punish him for creating his darkness element, so he didn't need to hesitate to finalize his cultivation technique.


Noah now had managed to improve the suction force of the Demonic Sword and had found the right procedure to turn primary energy into Breath. He lacked only a way to connect those two processes.


Of course, Noah knew what he had to do.


The hard part was behind him. Now he had just to apply what he had learnt and made in the past years to create his rank 5 cultivation technique. To do so, he needed a third Will-consuming rune.


Noah absorbed the dark cloud in his sea of consciousness before immersing himself in a long session of meditation with the Divine Deduction technique. He required something slightly invasive to put an end to his long seclusion.





A method soon took form inside his mind, and he didn't hesitate to request other materials before starting to prepare everything he needed.


The rank 5 Breath inside his mind went inside the brown sea and came out with the shape of the Demonic Sword. Noah had focused on his connection with his living weapon at that time. That would act as the bridge between his center of power and the blade.


Then, he used his ethereal stomach and his mental energy to create dense dust able to imitate the procedure that he had just perfected. That would set the guidelines for the primary energy entering the rune.


In the end, he imbued the Breath with the ethereal dust to create a program with enough power to force the primary energy to turn into his darkness.


It was needless to say that Noah had to repeat those procedures a few times before he managed to obtain a satisfying result. Still, the years spent reassembling primary energy made those failures barely noticeable.


Once he set the rules and the energy, he only needed a solid material for the Elemental Forging method.


Since he had already tested its efficiency during the creation of the Liquid Dantian, his blood was the best material when it came to implanting something in his body.


Noah slowly coughed blood that he accumulated on one of the special buckets that he used when he needed to create a Blood Companion. Then, he fused it with the modified Breath inside his mind to create a dark ink that radiated the power of the fifth rank.


The forging succeeded at the first try. Noah's expertise with those materials was simply too high for him to fail at that point.


Elder Jason had delivered the material that he had requested while he was busy with those preparations. It was a dense liquid retrieved from the other world that exuded an awful smell.


That was one of the weapons that the natives used to fend off the magical beasts, and it had the peculiar properties to weaken the bodies of those creatures temporarily.


Noah undressed the upper part of his robe and smeared the liquid on his low-waist. He didn't do that only once. The potion wasn't completely effective since he wasn't only a beast, so he had to spread it on his skin multiple times to weaken that spot.


When his skin and muscles had weakened enough, he wielded the Demonic Sword and imbued its tip inside the inscribed ink.


Noah had performed that procedure so many times that he didn't even need to think about what he had to draw. The blade pierced his skin easily and cut his muscles after some struggles. Noah kept it pointed toward his dantian and began to draw a perfect representation of the base of the hilt of his sword.


After drawing the rectangular outline though, he immersed the blade in the ink again and started to cut the insides of that shape with swift thrusts.


The Demonic Sword didn't like hurting Noah, but it remained silent and let him cut his own body because it knew that the procedure was crucial to him.


In the end, Noah let his weapon go and waited for the skin and muscles of his low-waist to heal. The effects of the liquid worn off eventually and the healing properties of his body fixed the deep cuts, revealing a black, rectangular rune that had an intricate pattern drawn in its insides.


Noah didn't exactly understand what that pattern meant, but he knew that it was a physical representation of the procedure through which the primary energy became his Breath.


'All the pieces are in place.' Noah thought as he heaved a tired sigh.


He wielded his blade again and inserted the opaque ring that he had stored inside his space-ring in its hilt. The suction force of the Demonic Sword skyrocketed, and Noah promptly laid the base of the weapon over the rune drawn on his low-waist.


When the two of them touched, Noah felt his dantian enlarging again.
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                        The opaque ring enhanced the innate suction force of the Demonic Sword, which was now able to absorb the Breath in the environment since it had gained an outlet. The Breath became primary energy as it entered the blade and gathered at its base, where the hilt touched with the rectangular rune.


The primary energy entered the rune and transformed according to its rules, becoming a peculiar kind of Breath of the darkness element that shot toward Noah's dantian, enlarging its walls as it filled it.


Noah felt his body cheering as Breath filled his dantian in short instants and stated to apply pressure on its walls. A sensation of power spread through his cells as his centers of power began to work together after so much time.


He was finally advancing in the fifth rank. He was finally able to express the full power of a complete rank 5 cultivator!


His dantian didn't oppose any resistance. It seemed to enlarge willingly as if it had waited for that moment to happen. Noah was temporarily lost in the wonderful sensation of seeing his power increase again, but he didn't miss that peculiarity.


'I've accumulated a lot of understanding as I created my darkness.' Noah thought before losing himself again in his cultivation.


Creating his Breath was a clear expression of his individuality. The Demonic Sword was a fluke, but his darkness was something that he had built on his own.


He was an inscription master able to create items in the fifth rank, and the same energy that flowed through his body was a clear statement of that.


His mind was his world and contained the mental energy of a hybrid. His body was his creation, and it was able to match the might of the ancestors of the other world. His dantian contained Breath of the darkness element that he had built specifically for his individuality.


There wasn't the slightest trace of Heaven and Earth inside of him anymore. Noah had cut away even the last bits of their influence by replacing the innate structure of their Breath with one of his own.


He was entirely outside of their system now. The mistake had thrived and reached a form that didn't need to abide by the rules of the world anymore.


A sense of freedom enveloped him. Noah felt different as his Breath nourished him and worked together with his other centers of power. It was a sensation similar to when he was about to become a perfect hybrid, but it wasn't the same either.


Noah spent days cultivating and stopped only when the enlargement of his dantian slowed down and reached what he thought to be its average growth speed. The understanding that he had accumulated during his experiments had become part of his power. If he wanted to improve his training speed further, he needed to express his individuality more or dive deeper into the laws.


When Noah opened his eyes after that long session of training, the world felt different. Nothing had changed, and he wasn't seeing nor understanding more than usual.





Yet, he sensed some kind of distance from everything. It was as if he had become a stranger in the world where he had lived for many years.


Noah dressed up and left his underground quarters at that point. He needed to experience the outside world after so much time spent in seclusion, and he wanted to contact Elder Julia for the sixth Kesier rune.


During the mission to the other world and his seclusion, Noah didn't make use of the rune. Taking it in that wild environment was simply too dangerous, and he didn't have time to train in anything else while he was busy creating his cultivation technique.


However, his alternative method and the continuous experimentation had kept the enlargement of his mind going. Also, now that he was free and in a safe environment, he could claim his turns with the rune and keep it for a few years.


When he resurfaced though, he sensed two familiar presences at the top floor of one of the most luxurious buildings in the city under his dome.


"Hasn't the Hive built underground quarters for both of you?" Noah asked as he entered the floor and stared at the two Demons lazily reading books on a couch.


"The reappearance of the Demon Prince!" Flying Demon said while making absurd gestures. "I was beginning to like this city."


"I see that you solved your problem." Dreaming Demon said, eyeing Noah's low-waist with a glance. "Here. You can keep it for four years."


Dreaming Demon handed Noah a folded sheet, and he was surprised to see the sixth Kesier rune drawn inside it.


"Four years?" Noah asked, even if he knew what that meant.


"Yes, you've spent sixteen years in seclusion and won me a bet against Justin." Flying Demon said while putting down his book and raising a cup full of wine. "He now owes me a jar of liquor that he has stored for an entire century! Excellent job!"


Noah stored the rune and ignored Flying Demon as he sat on the couch in front of the couple. He intended to continue training soon, but he needed to understand how the world had evolved in that period.


However, Flying Demon suddenly lay down and gazed at the ceiling before asking a question. "So, what do you think about the laws? Elder Julia told us that you saw them."


Noah was a bit taken aback, but his eyes soon wandered too as he tried to remember what he felt whenever his consciousness managed to reach that realm.


"I don't really know," Noah said. "They resemble soft emotions that hide an incredible complexity, but I can't put it into words."


"That's because words can't describe them." Dreaming Demon said while revealing an understanding smile.


Noah knew that she was the strongest asset in the fifth rank in the Hive and that she probably interacted with the laws often. After all, being able to wield the laws was necessary for the sixth rank, which meant that she was surely learning how to do that.


Dreaming Demon could see Noah's interest in her understanding and tried to find the right words to give him some pieces of advice. "You will gradually find your way in that realm more often as the expression of your existence starts to interfere with the corresponding laws."


"Are you already on a level where you can define the laws?" Noah asked.


"You don't define laws, Prince. They define the world and its behavior." Dreaming Demon corrected him.


Noah's mind wandered for a bit. He had to train and learn what had happened in those years, but he took a moment to appreciate how far he had gone.


He still remembered how he carried his piece of Breath blessing around when he was just a human cultivator. Now, he discussed the laws that ruled the world with beings that were more than a thousand years old.


"Right!" Flying Demon exclaimed as he straightened his position, "We have finished the passage, I just have to set the door."
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                        The letter delivered by Faith contained the details about the location of June's private training quarters. Upon learning that, Noah had asked the two Demons to enlarge the separate dimension while he was busy creating his cultivation technique.


Of course, the Demons had completed the task long ago and were just waiting for him to come out of his seclusion to set the door. They didn't dare to place it without him since the lines of the formation would appear even on the outer world, and that area was deep in the domain of the Elbas family.


If June was to see two strangers randomly appearing from the floor of her quarters, she could trigger an alarm and turn the whole situation into a mess.


"Could you set it now?" Noah asked, and both Demons revealed a sly smile before standing up and turning in the direction of the desert.


The three of them flew for a while, but they didn't hurry. Instead, they used that time to drink some more and update Noah about the current situation of the world.


"Chasing Demon put the Udye family under oath, but he still doesn't trust them." Flying Demon said. "Yet, that Daniel is good with alchemy and the other nobles are behaving while also trying to blend in. They were really desperate when they came here."


"The other nations have mostly focused on increasing the number of cultivators in their ranks, experimenting with the hybrids, and analyzing the knowledge retrieved in the other world." Dreaming Demon said. "The Hive is the only organization avoiding to replicate their transformation, so we are a bit ahead of the other nations when it comes to sorting the new knowledge."


Noah didn't need to ask why the Hive didn't approach the testing phase. Investing in such a revolutionary experiment would be expensive, and it would slow down the growth that it was experiencing.


Also, the Hive already had the best expert in the field. He had just been unavailable for a few years.


Noah knew that Chasing Demon or one of the Elders would soon contact him to speak about that matter. Yet, he wanted to set his private life straight before involving himself with political affairs again.


The two Demons kept on summarizing the main event that happened while he was in seclusion as they flew toward the desert in the west.


The fact that the Utra nation was becoming a wasteland due to the dimensional portal had pushed away even more assets from the old continent. The colonization of the new continent advanced as a consequence, and the destroyed central territories also saw the appearance of various structures belonging to all the major organizations.


As the years passed, the central areas of the new continent were slowly giving birth to new forms of life, which eventually brought packs of magical beasts back in those regions. There had been no sighting of exceptional lifeforms like the black flowers, but the magical plant there were peculiar nonetheless.





While the other nations behaved as usual though, the Elbas family found itself involved in unusual matters.


Most of the Royals had disappeared entirely from the social environment, but that was quite understandable since they were busy studying the compound. However, the nobles that patrolled the borders of their domain or handled certain public events would often disappear, only to be replaced by other heroic cultivators.


What was strange was that some of them wouldn't reappear anymore, while those that did it would have a higher cultivation level.


Noah was aware of the rumor that the Royals had a way to increase the power of the heroic cultivators forcefully, but he couldn't even imagine how something like that was possible. The only one who might know more about the matter was June, and he had to admit that they didn't talk much about the Elbas family when they were together in the new world.


It couldn't be helped. There was too much to do there, and they were finally together. Also, they always kept some pieces of information for themselves in case someone exposed their relationship and made use of their knowledge to hurt their partner.


She had only questioned him about the raids in the Utra nation because she was worried about his mental state. As for the matters concerning the Royal Inheritance, she didn't mention them because Noah had already taken care of his grandfather.


"The colonization of the new world is going smoothly though," Flying Demon said. "It's funny how political differences don't seem to matter there. I guess problems will appear once the four organizations start to define the borders of their domain there too."


The new world provided a continuous stream of new materials and perfect hybrids, filling the inventories of the four forces and allowing them to continue the experiments.


Noah was surprised to discover that the Hive had managed to obtain a fair share of hybrids too. It seemed that the four forces were set on dividing the gains coming from the new world equally.


His interest though was in the rank 5 hybrid that had joined the Hive. According to the Demons' description, the creature was a mantis called Danielle Duron.


'One problem at the time.' Noah thought before focusing on other pressing issues.


He was sure that the Elders would start filling him with requests and missions once they realized that he had some free time again.


The trio eventually reached the desert, and Noah saw a few structures built on the sandy terrain filled with blue cracks. The buildings were tall towers that formed some kind of array with their arrangement. They were encircling an area that he recognized as the entrance to the separate dimension.


Thirty-seven was waiting for them on top of one of the towers and jumped down when they were about to reach him.


"The towers work as a reserve of energy, and he is quite free in that area. Human cultivators can also live inside them, so the Hive is using this place as an academy for promising inscription masters." Dreaming Demon explained before the three of them crossed the towers and landed on the sandy ground between them.


Flying Demon promptly used his key, and the ground lit up, bringing the three of them in the familiar environment of the separate dimension. Noah soon noticed that a series of teleportation matrix were now occupying that part of the tunnel, probably linking that spot on strategic places.


The two Demons led Noah toward one of the formations, and they disappeared again once its light enveloped them.


Noah found himself in another part of the dimension, together with the Demons and Thirty-seven, who began to place the door.


The task took them only a few minutes, and the three of them opened a path to Noah, who didn't hesitate to step on the shining lines.


When his eyes became able to make out the new environment, they focused on a familiar woman that held a spear pointed in his direction.
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                        "It's been a long time since you pointed that at me." Noah cracked a joke when he saw June's familiar battle stance.


However, June wasn't in the mood for their usual routine of light bickering and dropped the spear as she threw herself at her lover.


"You kept me waiting," June said before diving into Noah's lips.


The two of them exchanged a long kiss, and Noah couldn't help but lift her from the floor as they continued to embrace. Noah felt her smile at that gesture. He knew that she liked it when he expressed his desire for her so openly.


June eventually tilted her head to break their kiss and pointed toward a bed in the corner of her quarters.


The two of them took their time to satisfy the emotions and urges accumulated in the past years. Then, they lay in the now messy bed in silence for a while before June left his arms and sat behind him.


Noah casually rested on her lap and let her mess with his hair. June just wanted to comb it to make fun of him at the beginning, but its metallic properties didn't make her task easy.


"I've always been meaning to ask," June said as she tried to pull one strand of hair, "Is this a rank 5 material now? I might test it in some formations. Let me get my spear real quick."


"Don't spear my hair," Noah said, turning and pulling her by her leg so that she would slide right under him.


June released a cute laugh as she let her lover pull her, but her mood changed when their eyes met, and she wrapped her arms around Noah's neck almost instinctively.


They could do that for days, just lying in bed or on a couch, exchanging a few jokes before falling prey to their desires once again. However, they both knew that they had to set a few things before relaxing and resuming their cohabitation.


"You can use that formation to escape and come to the Hive if something happens," Noah said, without moving his eyes from hers. "We can stop holding back a bit now that we are stronger."


The limits that they had decided to place on themselves to protect each other were slowly becoming pointless as their power increased.


As a rank 5 cultivator, even if Noah created a political issue, the repercussions would be different since there weren't many existences able to affect his position. Also, his figure was more than revered since he was the only real expert in the hybrids' field.


As for June, she had managed to reach the solid stage in those years, confirming her status as a genius. Reaching the last stage of the fourth rank in around fifty years was a fantastic achievement, and she had spent a long time developing her formations too.


June nodded, and the two of them sat on the bed to discuss a few essential matters before deciding how they would live from now on.


June kept her arms around Noah's neck as she questioned him about the formation, and Noah explained some of the basics behind the separate dimension. Then, he began to ask her about the strange behavior of the Elbas family.





"It should be connected to the pool retrieved from the Royal Inheritance." June said, "I can't be completely sure though. The Royals have taken it away as soon as we cleared the tower."


The truth was that Noah had partially given up on the Royal Inheritance by then. After all, it was impossible to snatch it from such a powerful organization even with the help of the separate dimension since he didn't know its exact location.


Also, the inheritance would have been under the Royals' control for more than seventy years by then. Noah would be surprised if they didn't manage to conquer it in all that time.


They focused on other topics too, and they eventually started to discuss their cultivation techniques when June questioned him about the black drawings on his waist.


"It's part of the system that I created to cultivate," Noah explained as he called the Demonic Sword that had kept itself busy as the couple enjoyed their reunion.


The sword cheered and reached for Noah, who inserted the opaque ring in its hilt and laid its base over the rune. Breath suddenly started to gather on his position and flow inside his dantian after the various transformations and reconstructions.


Noah was openly showing his cultivation method because there was a chance that June might gain some kind of inspiration from watching it up close.


She did understand something, but her judgment concerned the technical aspect of the technique. "You have managed to add the features of the magical beasts' world to a technique that involves the dantian. You aren't limited by your aptitude anymore, and even your energy seems different."


Noah nodded at her words. He was actually surprised that she had been able to understand so much with just a quick look.


'I guess she knows me so well that she notices even the slightest change.' Noah thought, but she interrupted his reasoning with a joke.


"You need to cultivate like the rest of us now," June said as she placed her hand over the rune when Noah interrupted the cultivation technique.


"Yes. The sword must remain in this form since my individuality has created it in this way." Noah explained. "Changing it while I cultivate would just taint the resulting energy. Also, I don't see it standing there all the time."


The Demonic Sword growled as if to agree with Noah's words. It liked it when he wielded it, but being unable to fly on its own for days was still dull. Also, the pressure that it had to endure during the process wasn't negligible.


June then explained a few details behind her cultivation technique and her plans for her next breakthrough. She already had something in mind, even if the fifth rank was still at quite some distance.


The two of them then began to discuss how they would manage to live together, and the safest option was to build something in the separate dimension so that June could just use the door without risking exposing Noah.


The couple eventually went through the door, and Noah formally introduced June to the two Demons that had waited for his return next to the formation. As Flying Demon sized her up though, Noah spoke to the automaton that was in a corner with his eyes closed. "I need your help in setting a few devices so that we can know from here if June's presence is requested."


"Forget it," Thirty-seven said. "I'm too busy teaching those ignorant fools."


Noah had expected his unwillingness and took a bucket from his space-ring. As he opened it, he wore a canny smile and tried to persuade him. "This is a rank 6 hybrid that has lost all its energy. This dust is useless for most experts. Yet, you might be the only one able to find a way to use it."
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                        Thirty-seven couldn't contain his interest at the sight of the large bucket. He removed the seal and inspected the compressed dust with his ethereal hands, murmuring incoherent words from time to time.


Noah had spoken the truth. The ashes of the rank 6 snake didn't contain even the slightest trace of Breath. However, the automaton was knowledgeable in so many inscription methods that he might be able to find a purpose for that wasted material.


Noah's had to snap his fingers to reclaim the automaton's attention, and the latter ultimately nodded to express his willingness to help with his issues.


"I also need something to cover the formation on the other side," Noah said, "It's better to be careful when dealing with the Royals."


Thirty-seven disappeared as soon as Noah expressed his requests, bringing the bucket away with him. Noah didn't mind that. He could just use those ashes to brag, which meant that they were useless in his hands.


Flying Demon then neared Noah and lay his arm around his shoulders, whispering something to his ear. "You have inherited the Demons' tastes in women, but mine is better."


Noah didn't mind his words. He knew the Demon's character. He was just trying to have a talk between men with someone that he considered his friend.


"Wait a thousand years, and we'll see." Noah said with a smirk, "Also, June has a better taste in men."


Flying Demon exploded in a laugh and patted Noah's shoulder repeatedly. June and Dreaming Demon were able to hear their conversation, but they didn't pay attention to them.


Dreaming Demon was sizing her up with a stern expression as if deciding if she was worthy of her Master's heir. On the other hand, June had just realized how protective those two rank 5 existences were when it came to Noah.


June had always known that Noah's status inside the Hive was incredibly high, but the other Elders had treated her as a guest during the winged beasts' crisis.


Instead, the two Demons seemed to have personal interests behind their protective behavior. It was clear that their relationship with Noah went beyond that shared with the members of the same organization.


Noah didn't like that but turned a blind eye to their behavior nonetheless. He wanted the two Demons to accept her, and he had total confidence in June.


"Do you love him?" Dreaming Demon eventually asked.


"Yes," June answered without any hesitation.


"He will leave you behind. Are you aware of that?" Dreaming Demon pressed on, but June didn't hesitate and answered positively once again.


Noah glanced at Flying Demon when he saw that scene, but he simply shrugged his shoulder. There was nothing that he could do to stop his lover at that point.


Yet, Dreaming Demon's stern expression broke into a smile after June's last answer, and she neared her to whisper a few gentle words. "You know, my Master asked me similar things when he learnt about my relationship. We have reckless men at hand, but they are the best if you ask me."





Dreaming Demon winked at June when she finished her phrase and turned to face the lover that was staring at her with a dazed gaze. Simple words couldn't describe the amount of suffering the Flying Demon had gone through just to keep her alive. Yet, every time he looked at her, he felt that it was completely worth it.


It wasn't rare for cultivators to have lovers, but it was hard for couples to last through the centuries spent cultivating. Even a simple difference in power could determine if two existences could be together.


The two Demons were different though. Their relationship had survived so many crises that it was impossible to imagine the two of them breaking up at some point.


June was momentarily puzzled by that interaction, but Noah promptly reached her to whisper a few words. "Don't be Faith."


June blushed and started bickering with Noah while the Demons were still immersed in their intense stare.


Thirty-seven eventually returned, carrying a few things with him. He held a large carpet with one arm and had a series of precious items in the other.


June recognized some of those items. Most formations that could reflect the power of the heroic ranks used them.


"My students inscribed this for a project." Thirty-seven said, "It has good cloaking properties, and only a thorough inspection would reveal its status as an inscribed item since they used the natives' method."


Noah quickly took the carpet and used the door to return in June's quarters. Then, after laying it over the shining lines of the floor, he activated the key again.


The carpet didn't influence the ability of the door, but it managed to cover its light while also blocking the power that it released. Noah could only show his approval when he reappeared in the separate dimension.


As for the other issue, the solution was more technical. Thirty-seven couldn't just study the functioning of June's quarters and hack in its inscription. There was no point in pursuing such a troublesome approach.


So, he drew some lines around the door and told Flying Demon to complete the formation. The ground of the dimension became transparent when he ended the array, revealing June's quarters.


Her quarters were upside-down in that image, but seeing them wasn't the purpose of the formation. The new lines allowed the group to hear the sounds coming from the habitation even from the separate dimension, meaning that June could just leave her inscribed notebook there and use the door when a message arrived.


June quickly went back in her quarters, left the notebook, and returned in the dimension wearing a wide smile. They had finally set everything. She could live with Noah without worrying about any repercussions now.


Thirty-seven then left, and the Demons soon followed his example.


"What exactly is that man?" June asked, questioning Noah about the automaton.


She became interested in that lifeform after she saw how experienced he was when it came to formations, and that feeling only increased when Noah gave her a brief explanation. "He is like an encyclopedia for inscription methods."


Noah started to send a series of mental messages after that, and the heroic assets of the Hive mobilized to complete his requests.


Entire structures appeared on the teleportation matrix right under June's habitation. Noah had requested rooms and various kinds to build a mansion right in that spot.


The construction didn't take much with him and June there. In a week, they built a large mansion that had features that matched some of the best habitations available in the Hive.


It didn't have protective formations all around its perimeter, but it had two large and reinforced training areas, other than various rooms meant for other uses.


Just like that, their life together began. It wasn't the best since they still couldn't show their relationship out in the open, but it was better than spending decades away from each other and ignorant about the condition of their partner.
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                        Noah and June's life was uneventful for a couple of years. Their cohabitation went smoothly and without anyone disturbing them.


The Elders of the Hive were busy with their matters, and the Elbas family was in a similar situation, which meant that Noah and June could enjoy their life as a couple in peace.


Of course, their cultivation still occupied a large part of their time. Each session of training could last for days or even weeks since they were existences in the heroic ranks. They tried to spend as much time as they could together, but it often happened that they wouldn't see each other for entire days, even if they lived in the same mansion.


That fact though didn't bother the couple. That was just how the life of the cultivators was: Filled with long periods of seclusion and even boring at times.


The determination to keep training for years without obtaining any significant increase in power was one of the requirements for beings in the heroic ranks. After all, time could erode even the strongest wills, especially when they were forced to face a high number of failures before managing to succeed.


It wasn't a surprise that many cultivators eventually gave up when the many difficulties connected to the individualities became a vital part of that somewhat dull life.


Yet, Noah was different. Struggles and battles had filled his life since his transmigration, forcing him always to improve if he wanted to keep his life. Also, his ambition was boundless, and his desire for power had only increased when he fused with a magical beast.


As for June, her life had been less exciting compared to Noah's, but she had to deal with her fair share of struggles due to the expectations of his family and the pressure of the Royals. Also, as a battle maniac, Noah's fast growth encouraged her to work harder than the others.


Between the various training though, Noah and June always managed to find some moment for themselves.


Noah had mostly focused on his battle prowess when he didn't train his centers of power. He had obtained new spells and discovered that his old ones didn't work as he intended when he used his Breath.


It didn't matter if he had modified them or not. The spells that suited his individuality would obtain stronger effects when fueled with his darkness, while the others would be weaker or even don't work at all with that energy.


That forced Noah to review his entire arsenal thoroughly.


It didn't bother him that some of his abilities had become unreliable. It was only natural that his battle style would specialize around his individuality as his rank increased. Yet, he had to make sure to know what worked and what he could salvage with the right adjustments.


Noah had to put aside King Elbas' research for the time being since his cultivation and revision of his arsenal left him without any free time.


June didn't approach the research either in that period. Noah had shared its contents with her and, even if she was interested, she judged that her understanding of the lightning element was too shallow to attempt in the creation of higher energy.





Elder Julia's arrival though interrupted their peaceful lives and reminded them that the outside world wouldn't just stop placing issues in front of them because they were happy.


Noah and June sat on a comfortable mat and faced the Elder that placed a few reports among them. The sheets mostly depicted images of half-human half-beast beings similar to those seen under the castles in the new world.


"These are sightings coming from our outposts in the central regions." Elder Julia explained. "They are getting close."


She didn't specify which force was behind those experiments, which meant that she didn't know their source.


Noah could make a few guesses as he looked at the images. Those failed hybrids seemed the result of a flawed transformation, and only the Elbas family could have been able to find a way to replicate it so soon.


After all, he knew that the Shandal Empire and the Council aimed to create different kinds of fusions between the species.


"I can't create an army of cultivators like me," Noah said. "It's simply impossible. They would be wild beasts rather than actual cultivators and that only if they survive the procedure. You can't underestimate the instincts of a magical beast."


Noah didn't need Elder Julia to explain the reason behind her visit since it was quite evident. With the other forces making progress in that new field, the Hive wanted to become competitive by involving the best expert.


However, Noah wasn't lying. The mortality rate of the fusion was incredibly high and that when he used slaves that could only answer truthfully to his questions. Also, the issue of the instincts was something that had no solution.


The only beings that could become hybrids without losing their sanity were those with a sea of consciousness able to match their bodies. As far as Noah knew, he was the only cultivator that matched that requirement.


"We need something though!" Elder Julia said. "The other nation will pay any price to get their hands on this power, and some of them will eventually succeed. The Hive has just started to catch up with these forces. We can't let them gain ground again."


June remained silent during the conversation. She knew that she was still a foreigner when it came to those discussions. Her presence there was just a consequence of her relationship with Noah.


Truth to be told, June would disclose her knowledge on the matter if she had any. However, the Elbas family had cut June and her family out from the testing phase since she had refused to swear oaths after taking down the Royal Inheritance.


Noah fell deep in thought. It wasn't that he didn't want to help the Hive, but every approach that tried to replicate the power of the magical beasts would inevitably bring a series of failed experiments.


The Hive simply didn't have the human resources to endure such losses, and involving the foreigners would just interrupt the stream of migrants that saw the fourth organization as a reasonable force.


Then, an idea popped in his mind when he saw the Demonic Sword uncaringly flying from a room to another. He remembered how the Empire wanted to create organic inscribed items to transplant in the cultivators, but there was a less invasive approach.


The only issue was that he didn't know if he was able to replicate the creation made while he was in the middle of his transformation.


"I can't promise anything," Noah began to say, "But I might be able to create something similar to my sword. There won't be any drawbacks since your species won't change, but the weapons would be quite revolutionary."


Elder Julia's eyes lit up and questioned him. "What do you need?"


"Tell Thirty-seven to send all he has on the organic inscribed items," Noah answered.
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                        Noah would be lying if he said that he wasn't interested in the organic inscribed items. It was a curiosity that had lingered in the back of his mind since the meeting with the Empire's envoy.


However, he couldn't focus on them while he had an empty dantian, and discovering that his Breath affected his abilities became his priority ever since the beginning of his cohabitation with June.


Yet, he decided to reserve some time to the study of those schools since the Hive seemed so desperate to become competitive in the hybrids' field.


Of course, he wouldn't neglect this personal power. That was the mistake that most cultivators belonging to organizations did once they became too involved in the political issues of the world.


Nevertheless, helping the Hive meant helping his status too, which was something that he needed since he and June still had to hide from the other forces. Also, the creation of living weapons was a clear expression of his individuality, something that he needed to exercise if he wanted to reach the point where he could wield the laws.


Elder Julia left after his request. She had succeeded in involving Noah in the race currently happening in the outside world. Now it was up to him to decide how much he would help.


"Our time together is always threatened, am I right?" June said before releasing a helpless sigh and lying on Noah's shoulder.


Noah understood how she felt. Even if they were both busy pursuing their power, they still lived together and managed to seize long moments of intimacy every few days. They had also synchronized their training schedules to optimize that.


However, the world wouldn't just stop because of their happiness. There was a high chance that the current race for the power of the hybrids would influence the outcome of future conflicts, and they couldn't just ignore that.


Noah took June in his arms, and she silently sat between his legs, enjoying the warm breath of her lover that hit her neck rhythmically. They didn't need to say anything. They just remained in that position for a few minutes, seizing the last available moments of peaceful life that they could get.


"Hey," June said at some point, "I want a spear. Make it orange."


"I thought you wanted a large, pointy hat," Noah replied only to see June turning and climbing on his lap, pushing him down in the process.


It didn't take much for Thirty-seven to appear above the teleportation matrix and leave a series of scrolls in front of the mansion.


Noah and June sensed his arrival while they were busy exchanging ideas on her cultivation technique.


June centers of power shared a deep connection due to a technique called Perfect Circuit. Her body would work as a vast bridge that improved the exchange of energy between her dantian and mind, and the Heaven's spark absorbed in the past made her lightning incredibly pure.


However, that was just the foundation of her power. The true expression of her individuality had to come from the formations that she added to the Circuit.





June had focused on a particular field of the formations called Perpetual formations, which allowed her to increase the output of energy generated by her centers of power as she kept on fighting.


Yet, there was a set limit to how much energy they could produce, which left her quite worried about her prospects as a rank 5 cultivator.


The mansion didn't isolate its insides from the outside world since they had to sense when June's notebook received a message, and Noah had an idea when he saw the automaton. He rushed outside and stopped him to request a few items before picking the scrolls and returning inside.


"Our inscription methods belong to two very different fields, but the friction described in King Elbas' research should suit you." Noah said when he saw June's puzzled expression, "Thirty-seven will bring what he knows about altering the nature of the lightning element through formations. I've also mentioned your school."


June didn't know what to say. She had experienced a privileged life with the Royals, but they had their reasons, and there was a limit to how much she could ask.


Instead, inside the Hive, Noah had access to basically everything and could take out inscription methods as if they were Obsidian Credits. Also, the fact that he was so concerned about her progress made her feel so loved that she was barely able to contain herself.


Yet, she knew that Noah was busy now, so she just kissed him, whispered that she loved him, and left for another room.


Noah revealed a complicated smile as he stared at her departing figure. As much as he desired her, he knew that there were more pressing matters that required his attention now.


He sat on the mat and started to inspect the scrolls while activating the Divine Deduction technique to quicken his analysis. It turned out that there weren't many inscription methods that dealt with organic items. That field seemed rather unexplored and old according to the amount of data described in scrolls.


The main issue was that something organic had to be sort of alive or work in symbiosis with a living being to express its effects. Achieving that was extremely hard since and products would be either dead or too wild to control.


It was simply better to create an inanimate weapon due to its reliability and easier construction.


Noah studied all the scrolls multiple times for many hours. There wasn't anything too specific since none of the methods led to something that could be considered a success.


There were records about devilish weapons that ultimately revolted against their owners, or symbionts that took control of the user's body and went on a killing spree. There were even many that had failed to keep the organic inscribed item alive.


'Keeping the will of the creature alive would just cause a rebellion in the long-run, but suppressing it would create a weapon weaker than the normal inscribed ones.' Noah thought as he diverted his attention from the scrolls. 'The real issue though is that there can't be a common ground between the two states. Something can be either alive or dead.'


There wasn't a balance available. The experts of the past would have just found it otherwise.


'I need to keep the will of the creature alive while also finding a way to tame it.' Noah's ideas surged under the enhanced mental state created by the Divine Deduction technique. 'I need to use the Body-inscription spell, but not in its current form, and something to contain the will in the eventuality it goes out of control. I need Thirty-seven again.'


The Body-inscription spell was perfect for isolating the will of a magical beast, but Noah wouldn't have a way to take it out from his mental sphere at that point. Yet, even if the spell was rather new and atypical, the automaton might have a way to turn it into something that suited his current task.
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                        Thirty-seven returned to the mansion, bringing the studies that Noah had requested for June. Noah intercepted him and explained his issue with the Body-inscription spell.


The automaton showed his interest in the spell. After all, it was only a few centuries old. It was an entirely new school in the cultivation world.


Puppets weren't popular among cultivators due to the expensive materials needed to build them and the limits in their power. They generally required complex arrays of formations and runes to work, and they would have restrictions in their actions even in that case.


Puppets that were able to maintain some form of free will though stood on the other end of the power scale.


Noah's Blood Companions were mighty and could act according to their instincts, lifting a lot of unnecessary weight from his mind. The Copying technique worked similarly but used the restrained creatures as the foundation for its power.


Thirty-seven had to leave for a while to analyze the issue, but he left the book describing the spell in Noah's hands. Noah could resume his regular training schedule for a while since he couldn't make any significant progress until he found a way to isolate the wills of the creatures.


Yet, he still pondered about the various problems that he needed to solve once he managed to cross that initial hurdle.


'The weapons don't have to be restricted to the perfect hybrids.' Noah thought as the insides of his mind shone with the light radiated by the Divine Deduction technique. 'Even normal magical beasts could work, but their power would be inferior.'


Noah was beginning to realize that his idea would give birth to a completely different category of weapons if he succeeded. There would even be the need to create a separate terminology that expressed the various level of power and quality.


However, he soon realized that it was impossible to contain the will of a magical beast or hybrid inside a random item. He needed something suitable for the peculiar substance of that material, and only a sea of consciousness could work for it.


'How am I even going to create a sea of consciousness?' Noah thought when the issue became more evident.


The mental spheres were an ethereal representation of a cultivator's mind. They were different from the dantians, which were rather simple in comparison.


There was something though that could work.


Noah took one of the normal magical beasts' corpses inside his space-ring and opened its head to analyze its brain. The creature had been dead for a while, and even his fantastic storage item couldn't salvage the dispersion of its will.


Nevertheless, Noah was just testing something at that moment.


The Divine Deduction technique worked at full speed as he studied the brain of the wolf-type beast. Noah was looking for something specific, a particular part of those tissues that was able to turn into a crystal under the right circumstances.





Noah applied a partial version of the Will-consuming runes, imbuing the brain with ethereal brown dust that carried his ambition and forcing it to linger inside the material with his consciousness.


The brain fell apart. That body part belonged to a creature in the fourth rank, and Noah's ambition was far too intense for it.


Yet, Noah pressed on, uncaring of the damage that those tissues were suffering and focusing only on forcing the two materials to fuse.


The brown dust eventually became one with the pulp of brain matter, but a little part of those tissues had gained a shade that was slightly clearer compared to the rest of the brain.


Noah smiled and left the mansion to hunt a few rank 4 creatures in the wild areas that had appeared in the central territories. With his new status as a rank 5 cultivator and the separate dimension filled with teleportation matrices, the trip in the outside world didn't even take a week.


Noah returned in the mansion with three ape-type magical beasts in the fourth rank that followed him in a submissive stance. June had noticed his departure, but she was too busy studying the new schools provided by Thirty-seven.


She felt forced to divert her attention though when she saw her lover followed by three tall beasts, but she could only shake her head when he saw him entering one of the reinforced rooms with the creatures.


Noah growled, and the apes went in the back of the room. They could do nothing but tremble under the pressure generated by his aura. Then, Noah reviewed the process in his mind before grabbing one of the beasts and breaking its neck with a swift gesture.


The other apes could only watch in silence as Noah seized the brain of their dead companion and gathered its blood in a large bucket.


Something peculiar happened in his mind at that point. One of the spherical runes meant to inscribe the walls of his sphere opened and released the primary energy contained inside it. The energy began to disperse, but Noah promptly encircled it with mental waves that had passed through his walls to gain Heaven and Earth's aura.


After creating his darkness, Noah's control of the primary energy had reached unprecedented heights, and he was even able to have a faint idea of the laws that he was imitating.


Noah focused on the memories of the Cursed Dragon species. The pride of being at the top of the food chain spread through the brown sea only to gather in a small sphere that rose to land in the hands of his ethereal figure.


'This is too much,' Noah thought as he took out a small drop of his mental energy from the sphere and let the rest falling back in the sea.


Noah placed that drop inside the primary energy and opened the brain to seize only a small part of its tissues before immersing them in the bucket full of blood. Then, he forged everything together.


The bucket exploded after a few seconds, making the whole mansion tremble and leaving Noah covered in blood. June didn't even need to check on him to know what he was doing, but she still focused on the reinforced room for an instant to make sure that he was fine.


'Still too much.' Noah sighed as he repeated the procedure.


The same thing happened with the second ape, but the explosion was weaker compared to the first one. The forging had still failed though, which led Noah to use the last beast in the room.


It was hard to create an item in the fourth rank now that his expertise allowed him to forge more potent weapons. The Elemental Forging method was quite unsuitable for cultivators that were holding back.


Yet, Noah managed to obtain some results after he balanced the amount of energy to use.


A layer of dense blood lingered at the bottom of the bucket after Noah completed the fusion, and a small, dark-red gem floated on it. The crystal was cracked and didn't seem that special, but Noah knew that it was a Bloodline Inheritance.
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                        The dark-red crystal wasn't a real Bloodline Inheritance, not in terms of the benefits that could bring to the cultivators' minds at least. Noah had only used his knowledge in the matter and the intensity of his will to recreate suitable conditions and force the crystallization.


Cracks filled the crystal, and Noah sensed his mental energy escaping through those small fissures to disperse in the air. The Elemental Forging method had made it become part of the item, so they didn't belong to Noah anymore.


'This won't do.' Noah thought as he analyzed the crystal.


It wasn't its cracked state that left him unsatisfied. He could fix that with enough practice in the forging process. Yet, the fact that his mental energy had occupied the insides of the crystal was a troublesome issue.


He wasn't trying to create actual Bloodline Inheritances, but a physical imitation of a sea of consciousness that could contain the wills of the magical beasts. That fake center of power was the key to the creation of living weapons.


Noah knew that creating something as unique as his Demonic Sword was merely impossible. He had poured too much of himself in that weapon to produce something with similar qualities. However, forging organic inscribed items was possible, just extremely difficult.


Noah didn't need just to create them though. One of the most important requirements was to build living weapons that were also stable and wouldn't revolt against the cultivators wielding them.


'I need to decide on a species if I want to optimize the process and reach the point where I can mass produce empty Bloodline Inheritances.' Noah thought before summoning his sword to cultivate.


Noah barely had any free time in that period. The training of his centers of power always had the priority, but testing his abilities and researching the organic living weapons forced him to execute multiple tasks at once.


Luckily for him, it wasn't hard to train all his centers of power at the same time.


For his cultivation technique to work, he just had to press the Demonic Sword on the rune on his waist and make sure that its position remained completely still even with the enhanced suction force attempting to move it. One hand was enough to complete that task after he became used to the procedure.


He could use his other hand to hold the sixth Kesier rune, which worked together with the spherical runes in his mind to enlarge its walls. After all, he just needed to keep a direct line of sight for the rune to unleash its effects.


As for his body, he could take bites of any creature's corpse even when his hands were busy.


Rank 5 cultivators would generally avoid that approach when it came to their centers of power. Small mistakes in their training could hurt them, and the periods between every breakthrough were simply too long at that level.


Most of them didn't have a reason to risk injuring their centers of power just to have access to more free time. It was better to seclude themselves for years and temporarily neglect their cultivation during their period in the outside world.





Truth to be told, Noah didn't have any hurry either, except for the sixth Kesier rune that he could keep only for a limited amount of time. However, the matter with the living weapons interested him too much to delay it by a few years.


The possibility of creating living beings able to give cultivators part of the power of the magical beasts without passing down their drawbacks was simply too incredible to ignore. After all, Noah had seen how helpful his flames were in an actual battle, and he couldn't even begin to imagine how strong the Hive would become if he managed to give a similar weapon to each of its heroic assets.


Also, he was diving deeper into the laws connected to his creation with those experiments. Success in that field would eventually benefit his dantian in the long run.


As for June, she was busy studying the various formations provided by Thirty-seven, which put her in a situation similar to Noah. Yet, they decided to take a break every two months in which they would spend an entire day together.


Noah felt his level increasing as the months passed, but he could sense how slow it was compared to when he was still a rank 4 cultivator. The fifth rank was too vast to calculate the time required for each breakthrough, and there seemed to be hidden obstacles along the path.


The journey between the fifth and the sixth rank would ideally bring cultivators from expressing their individualities to wielding laws, which was a huge qualitative leap. It was no wonder that even incredible experts spent more than a thousand years to succeed in reaching the apex of the heroic ranks.


Thirty-seven revisited the mansion at some point. He had ideated a formation able to reproduce some of the effects of the Body-inscription spell. Still, he wanted to discuss the matter with Noah before involving an inscription master in the case.


When he saw the mansion though, he discovered that dozens of magical beasts' corpses of various species surrounded the area of the separate dimension around it.


The corpses weren't in a good state. All of them were missing their heads and blood, and there were even multiple bite marks on them. Also, one of the corpses had a black sword stabbed on its back, which drained it right under the stupefied gaze of the automaton.


"Hurry, I was waiting for you." Noah's voice resounded from inside the mansion, and Thirty-seven simply floated above the corpses to reach him.


The automation soon discovered that the trail of corpses continued inside the mansion. Still, there were a few areas that had been purposely kept away from those remains. Yet, those rooms had multiple burns on their walls, with some of the reinforced ones even featuring black cracks with the shape of a spider web.


Whatever the couple was doing inside that luxurious building, it didn't mind its integrity.


Thirty-seven found Noah in a large room filled with blood, buckets, and maimed corpses. Noah was sitting cross-legged directly on the blood, uncaring that his robe was getting dirty. His focus was on the bucket in front of him, which trembled as his hands forced some kind of procedure.


The automaton immediately understood that Noah was performing an inscription, and he didn't dare to interrupt him. There was nothing more sacred than an inscription master at work in Thirty-seven's mind.


The process only lasted a few minutes, and Noah promptly took out a dark-red crystal from the bucket. Blood fell from the smooth surface of the crystal, and Thirty-seven noticed that there were similar items sparse in the room, which seemed to be of inferior quality.


Noah turned to speak with the automaton after he inspected the crystal and stored it. "You can summon Flying Demon already. We need to perform practical tests before advancing in this field."
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                        Noah had managed to complete the prototypes of the fake Bloodline Inheritances in those months, but there was an issue that prevented him from improving his expertise further.


Since the prototypes came from beasts of different species, there would be slight variations in their creation. So, Noah had to decide which kinds gave birth to the best products and specialize in that process.


Yet, only actual tests could solve his doubts. There was a limit to how much the Divine Deduction technique could calculate.


Thirty-seven understood that the testing phase had already reached that point and contacted Flying Demon before exiting the mansion and preparing a few marks on the ground of the dimension. The insides the couple's quarters, and the area around it were simply too dirty to build formations.


Noah came out too and made a quick trip to the wilderness to submit a few heroic beasts in the lower tier. He made sure that they belonged to different species to test all the variabilities of his fake Bloodline Inheritance.


When he returned inside the separate dimension, Flying Demon was already drawing on top of the marks left by the automaton.


Noah's decision to contact the Demon wasn't casual. The testing phase still saw only rank 4 materials, which meant that any inscription master in the heroic ranks could complete the task. Yet, those experiments involved creations that could increase the power of the Hive as a whole, other than giving it the monopoly over an incredible resource.


Noah would work only with experts that he trusted.


The formation ideated by Thirty-seven was quite peculiar. Flying Demon had to modify certain lines according to the magical beast involved in the procedure and use its blood as a core material for specific inscriptions. Also, it used the heart of the creature too, making it rather expensive for a formation on that level.


The testing phase though had just started. Thirty-seven and Noah had yet to perfect their methods, and there were aspects of the procedure that they could tune only after acquiring empirical data.


"Let's start with the ape-type," Noah said and growled to bring the tall ape in his group of beasts forward.


The fact that he could control magical beasts wasn't surprising after his hybrid status became renowned. The Demon just gazed at the ape for a few seconds before focusing again on the formation to tune it to the creature's shape.


Noah handed a fake Bloodline Inheritance to Flying Demon and sat at the borders of the formation, leaving the rest of the experiments in the duo's hands. His knowledge of the inscription method was too shallow to help, but his time would come toward the end.


Flying Demon materialized what seemed to be a petal made of ice and killed the ape that had just entered the formation. Its blood flowed inside specific lines that lit up and activated other mechanisms of the inscriptions.





Those lines spread on the corpse too and searched for its heart. The core of the creature began to burn from inside its body. Thirty-seven observed it for a while before giving a signal to the Demon.


Flying Demon quickly removed the corpse of the beast at that point, and the formation began to shine with a pale-red color. The light became denser, and the image of an ape soon took form in the air above the inscriptions.


Thirty-seven turned toward Noah when the figure emitted its first roar. It was his time to submit the will of the beast.


Noah had fought mental battles before his dantian had formed. Defeating the will of a creature in the fourth rank wasn't an issue even if the fight was outside of his sea of consciousness.


His mental waves surrounded the ethereal ape and assaulted it from every direction, piercing its figure in multiple spots. The beast crumbled after only one offensive, and Flying Demon promptly threw the dark-red crystal at the center of the formation.


The shining dust released by the defeated creature converged in the fake Bloodline Inheritance and filled its insides. The crystal began to shine with a strange light that flashed from time to time.


It seemed that the will of the beast didn't like to stay inside that container, but it couldn't escape since it was just dense mental energy. Its behavior was only something that the modified version of the Body-inscription spell had condensed.


Noah picked the crystal and began to study it. There were no abnormalities in its functioning. It appeared that he had succeeded in copying yet another center of power.


However, Noah wasn't satisfied with only one test.


He had managed to create a dozen fake Bloodline Inheritance using three of the most populous kinds of beasts in the Hive's domain, namely ape-types, worm-types, and tiger-types creatures. Yet, he had to decide which of them gave birth to the best containers before specializing in the procedure and attempting to create a rank 5 version of that item.


Thirty-seven and Flying Demon agreed with his plan and proceeded to perform more tests with the other beasts that Noah had gathered.


The three of them completed a total of eleven formations, ending up with eight contained magical beasts' wills. The fake Bloodline Inheritances created with the blood and brain of the tiger-type creatures weren't able to accommodate even the will of a similar being. They broke apart after storing it for a few minutes.


As for the other two types, they seemed to work almost perfectly.


The automaton and Flying Demon waited for Noah to give his evaluation. They weren't suited to judge creations that they barely understood, and Noah was the only one able to tell the subtle differences between those similar results.


There was a reason why Noah had limited his gathering of blood and brains to the populous species. He needed an almost endless source of materials that shared similar properties so that he wouldn't need to adapt the forging every time.


Nevertheless, he hesitated when it came to deciding which material was better between the two kinds.


It wasn't that Noah was confused about their performance. He knew which one of the materials had behaved better in the form of a center of power. However, he couldn't help but think that his past experiences could influence his judgment.


'It doesn't matter if I'm just more used to it.' Noah thought as he took his decision. 'A better product is still a better product. Also, I would just fix any problem that arises.'


Noah's decision fell on the crystals made from the blood and brain of the worm-type magical beasts. Their creation was simply smoother, and they even worked better as a whole.


The Bloodline Inheritance that he had absorbed in the past had given him some sort of innate understanding of those similar products, which was why he appeared to handle the worm-type creatures better.


After he took his decision, the Demon and Thirty-seven left to handle matters connected to those experiments. The first phases had been a success, but they needed to press forward now.
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                        The experiments continued. Thirty-seven and Flying Demon worked on improving the formation, while Noah kept on perfecting the fake Bloodline Inheritances and studying the next steps.


A series of buildings soon appeared next to the mansion. They were reinforced quarters that used part of the knowledge behind the Copying technique to restrain the creatures needed for the experiments.


Those creatures weren't only ordinary magical beasts. The Hive had delivered even hybrids of various kinds as a way to invest in the promising project unfolding in the separate dimension.


Noah didn't need to hunt worm-type beasts anymore once the Hive became involved. The heroic assets on the surface would take care of gathering the blood and the brains of those creatures and deliver them to the mansion so that he could wholeheartedly focus on the experiments.


As time passed, the need for a terminology became evident since the fake Bloodline Inheritances obtained different features according to the quality of the will that they contained.


Noah named them Beast Cores, and their power followed the same classification as the bodies of the magical beasts. However, that was only the basic feature of those items. Their real power was in the type of will that they contained.


Depending on the amount of awareness that the will had, Noah classified the Beast Cores into three categories: wild, clouded, and conscious. The wills of ordinary magical beasts would fall into the first category. Yet, those of the hybrids could end up in all three of them. That depended on the level of intelligence that they kept after being contained inside the fake Bloodline Inheritances.


Noah predicted that wild Beast Cores would be easier to control once turned into a living weapon, but they would also have limits since their lack of intelligence would prevent them from adapting to their new bodies.


On the other hand, conscious Beast Cores would learn how to use the living weapons to their full potential, and they could even surpass the limits of their level once paired with the Breath of a cultivator.


As for the clouded Beast Cores, the wills inside them were still confused, but they had a chance of becoming conscious since they came from hybrids.


The production of Beast Cores became more streamlined eventually. Noah would only take care of forging fake Bloodline Inheritances, while Flying Demon and Thirty-seven handled the imitation of the Body-inscription spell.


Flying Demon was more than capable of submitting creatures in the fourth rank.


They even approached the creation of Beast Cores in the fifth rank even if only in a limited number since it was hard to find and hunt worm-type creatures at that level. Also, they needed the wills of a rank 5 beast too, which made the creation of their stronger version quite troublesome.


That was expected though. No one would be so deluded to think that they could mass-produce living weapons in the fifth rank.





Those limits depended on Noah's skill too. At his current level of expertise, the Beast Cores with power in the lower tier of the fifth rank were the best that he could achieve.


It took almost three years before Noah, and the others were almost ready to start the actual construction of the living weapons with all the Beast Cores created in that period.


The Elbas family had summoned June some time before Noah declared the experiments with the Beast Cores over. The Royals requested her presence in a political event aimed to solidify the new noble families.


It seemed something that often occurred among the powers that had a fragmented political system, and the Elbas family didn't want to soften its control over the other nobles now that it was busy with its research. Even with oaths binding them, the nobles still needed to see the wills of their leaders, especially in that particular historical period.


Noah and June had to separate, but they both knew that it wouldn't be for long. Even if they still kept their relationship a secret from the other forces, June's home was the mansion inside the separate dimension now. She would return there once she dealt with that political event.


Of course, she left behind the studies provided by Thirty-seven. She had memorized them already, and she would only risk to expose herself if she reviewed them in public. There was no point in carrying them along.


The next phase of the experimentation began, and it quickly led to countless failures. It was time to turn the Beast Cores into actual weapons, but that meant modifying specific body parts of the magical beasts so that they could become different living beings.


Noah had already done far more than that. He had created life from inanimate objects even if he had to pour his individuality inside it and was under the peculiar mental state reached during the transformation.


Yet, he was trying a different approach now, one that would eventually have set rules and requirements. He was creating a new field in the inscription methods, a school that had never managed to succeed.


Noah tore the lungs of fire-breathing wolves, the venom glands of threatening snakes, the feathers of flying beasts able to create wind slashes, and much more. He was basically seizing the organs that allowed such creatures to attack.


Then, he would fuse them with other materials to improve their effectiveness and durability, adding useful features when the body parts allowed substantial modifications.


The other experts of the Hive couldn't help him in that process. The Elemental Forging method was the best when it came to fusing different materials, and he was the only expert in that field. Thirty-seven though stuck with him and used his immense knowledge to suggest materials that were a better match for specific body parts.


Noah had initially planned to create something similar to a Liquid Dantian and fuse it with the body parts to create a complete living being, but he quickly gave up on that idea.


The experiments would only take longer in that case, and giving a dantian to a living weapon was akin to giving it a chance to rebel. Without that center of power, the might of the weapon would be fixed, but it would also be easier to control.


Once Noah succeeded in the modifications, he had to fuse Beast Cores with his creations, matching their level of power and aptitudes to avoid any form of rejection.


Noah and Thirty-seven saw countless Beast Cores falling apart as the fusions failed, or the products were unable to remain alive. They both expected that though, so they simply kept going until Noah managed to forge something stable.


An eagle's scream resounded in an open area of the separate dimension.


The automaton and Noah stared at a fan made of shining gray feathers held together by a series of white strings that helped to spread energy through the surface of the weapon.


Noah quickly grabbed the fan and used the primary energy inside his spherical runes to fuel the weapon that suddenly released a series of wind slashes.
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                        Both Noah and Thirty-seven analyzed the power of the wind slashes with great interest.


The attack flew for a while through the quiet environment of the separate dimension until it crashed with one of its invisible barriers, slightly enlarging it in the process.


Satisfaction soon appeared in their expression when they understood the might of the slashes. Noah had used a rank 4 wild Beast Core in the lower tier and the feathers of a Sharp Eagle at the same level to build that weapon, and the prowess that it was capable of reflected the might of its materials.


Noah did a quick evaluation in his mind. It hadn't taken a lot of primary energy to produce that attack. It seemed that they had optimized the distribution of power quite well for their first complete living weapon.


Thirty-seven took a transparent container full of a shining liquid from one of the structures around them, and Noah didn't hesitate to drop the weapon inside it.


The living weapon was a newborn, which meant that it didn't know how to manage its body, especially since it was human-made. The liquid inside the container was a type of fluid that prevented the energy inside the fan from dispersing and gave it time to learn how to preserve it.


Since they didn't have a dantian, the living weapons didn't have a way to refill the primary energy that made their bodies. They would have to go through maintenance often to prevent their tissues from decomposing, even after they learnt how to preserve the power inside them.


"The first product is indeed promising," Thirty-seven said as he looked at the fan, "The initial investment has been massive, but it took you only eight years to create a stable weapon."


Hearing the automaton speaking, Noah realized how much time had passed since he immersed himself in that engaging schedule.


The eight years mentioned by the automaton considered only the experiments after the creation of the Beast Cores, which meant that he had spent a total of eleven years to create his first stable product. When he considered the two years spent in peace with June, he realized that he was already more than one hundred and ten years old.


"This is just the beginning," Noah said as he moved to return to the mansion, "Bring a cultivator with a wind aptitude to test it properly once it stabilizes."


He didn't even need to turn to know that the automaton was nodding at his orders.


The truth was that Thirty-seven had accompanied Noah for the entire duration of the experiments. Due to his peculiar status, he was always able to know when Noah resumed his tests and managed to appear right before he started forging.


The automaton was wholly engrossed in the school that they were creating. It was as if nothing else mattered in that walking encyclopedia. He had even tried to press Noah to stop spending so much time cultivating, but he soon understood that it was impossible to make him modify his schedule. Yet, he accepted it since Noah was improving the procedure at an incredible speed, which made him respect the Demon Prince's determination.





On the other hand, Noah appreciated his help. The vast knowledge of the automaton encompassed every inscription's field and allowed him to find suitable materials for each body part that they wanted to turn into a living weapon.


Also, he was quite handy when he didn't complain, so Noah just kept him around.


When he returned to the mansion, he found June waiting for him with a curious expression.


She had already come and gone a couple of times to complete missions for the Royals, but she had never been away for more than six months on both occasions.


"Did you do it?" June asked, and Noah's nod made her continue to speak. "You are incredible. The other nations are sacrificing resources and cultivators just to copy something that you've done when you were still a human while you are already moving forward."


June was honestly surprised that it had taken him so little to obtain his first success. After all, she was busy finding a way to create a rank 5 cultivation technique for when her breakthrough arrived, but Noah had completed his task before hers.


"My individuality suits these experiments too much," Noah answered, "It's as if I have an innate understanding when it comes to building lifeforms of that kind."


He was speaking the truth. There were many times during the tests where he would just follow his instincts, which turned out to be on point quite often.


Noah noticed those changes even when he cultivated. It seemed that his training speed increased every time he advanced in his experiments.


Expressing his individuality was benefitting him, but his improvements were still incredibly slow compared to when he was just a rank 4 cultivator. Even the requirements of his body had reached an insane level now that it was in the middle tier.


"How is research going?" Noah asked as he sat behind her.


His hand went for her low-waist, and his consciousness focused that same spot to check the status of her dantian.


June had been in the fourth rank for almost seventy years by then. Her body had reached the fifth rank when she was in the wilderness of the other world, but her dantian was still at some distance from the peak of the solid stage.


As for her mind, it was only a few years behind her dantian, which was something quite rare for a heroic cultivator as young as her.


"What do you think?" June asked without showing the slightest embarrassment. They were so used to that kind of physical contact that it felt just natural to be in each other's arms.


"You should reach the peak in a bit more than a decade." Noah evaluated.


Eccentric Thunder's inheritance made her spare a lot of time. He allowed her to focus only on the formations since they were the true expression of her individuality in her cultivation technique. The foundation was the Perfect Circuit, a method that could theoretically work for every cultivator with a lightning aptitude.


In a certain aspect, Eccentric Thunder's technique was revolutionary since he had created something that every cultivator could adapt to their individuality once reached decent expertise.


June dropped the scrolls in her hands and lay on Noah's chest. They had to skip their last bimestrial break because Noah was too busy with the experiments, but now it was the perfect moment to make up for that since he was waiting for the weapon to stabilize.


"The world is at peace now," June said as her hand went under his robe to play with a familiar scale on the side of his torso, "But the Elbas family seems on edge. I think something big is about to happen."


June had already talked about that with Noah, but there wasn't much that they could do. They could just improve and prepare for the next crisis.


Their only consolation was that they would wait for it together.
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                        The world had been at peace for too long, and even the battle against the natives wasn't enough to appease the divergences that divided the four organizations.


The Papral nation and the Elbas family had grudges against the Shandal Empire, and all three of those forces hated the Hive for the independence of the Coral Archipelago. Those resentments didn't just disappear. They were still there, waiting for a chance to come out in the open.


The fall of the new continent, the crisis of the winged beasts, and the dimensional portal had simply kept the four forces busy, but it didn't solve their natural enmity.


The race for the power of the hybrids was just another distraction, but everyone knew that something would eventually happen, and chaos would follow it.


Yet, there wasn't much that Noah could do about that. Even as a heroic cultivator in the fifth rank, he couldn't face the wills of such big organizations alone. He could only prepare and try to improve the foundation of the Hive before an inevitable storm hit it.


The fan eventually stabilized, and Thirty-seven summoned a heroic cultivator with a suitable aptitude and level to test it. The Beast Core inside it though had become used to its new body and wouldn't let anyone use it.


That was just the innate instinct contained in the will inside the Core. Cultivators would have to tame it like they would tame a wild creature, which was usually a tough task if there wasn't a significant difference in power.


However, Noah was there, and the will inside the Beast Core hadn't lost its natural fear toward a being that was above it in the food chain.


As expected, the strength of the fan exceeded the might of the original Sharp Eagle since Breath fueled it now. It became able to shoot wind slashes that didn't differ much from spells in terms of power.


However, it didn't need mental energy, and even its requirements in terms of Breath were far lower than the average consumption of the spells. Noah and the automaton had basically created a weapon that allowed every cultivator to shoot an almost countless number of spells without depleting too much energy.


It soon became evident that the experiment had been a success.


"We can improve the anatomy and add multiple features to make it more consistent in battle," Thirty-seven judged, ignoring the amazed expression of the rank 4 cultivator wielding the fan. "The only issue is taming them, but these weapons weren't meant for ordinary assets in the first place."


"Agreed," Noah said without moving his eyes from the fan. "We can even create weapons in line with the cultivators' individualities. Every other kind of inscribed weapon will become outdated once the living ones make their appearance."


The automaton nodded. Noah and Thirty-seven had limited themselves to create something that worked, but they could start pursuing specific features now that they had confirmed their success.





The heroic cultivator wanted to keep the fan, but Noah and Thirty-seven needed it as a sample for future projects. Also, the Elder didn't submit the weapon, which was only working because it feared Noah.


Even without a dantian, the weapon could still use the primary energy inside its body to revolt and attack its owner. After all, it was alive and with the mind of a wild beast.


Noah and Thirty-seven immersed themselves in a long period of research and tests. Their school shared similarities to the formation field when it came to the knowledge concerning the materials to use.


There were countless times when a particular body part would just reject the materials added to its shape, and there were even limits connected to the body part itself. Even after modifying its anatomy, those weapons could only express so much power.


A catalog began to take form, and Thirty-seven diligently noted every interaction between certain species and specific materials. The experimentation had reached a point where Noah could aim to perfect his creation and try to bring out their full potential.


The financial losses of the Hive were immense in that period. Most heroic assets were busy hunting down worm-type creatures or purchasing them from the other world, and a large number of them were wasted in the experiments.


Elder Austin even had to check Noah's work at some point. The automaton had started to miss his classes, and Noah resembled a hunger-driven monster able to consume dozens of magical beasts in the heroic ranks every week!


The Elder had to see with his own eyes where all those resources went.


Noah simply handed him a rank 4 living weapon in the upper tier and told him to test it.


That weapon had the form of a sack that had a cave metal tube on one end. It was only of the size of an adult's forearm, but claws-like legs were sticking from the bottom of the sack. That gave the item a menacing aspect, but it wasn't its most peculiar feature.


That was one of Noah's latest creations and used a conscious Beast Core to work, which meant that it could perform more complex tasks.


Elder Austin followed Noah's instructions and let the legs of the weapon pierce his arm as he equipped it. Blood flowed inside the sac at that point, which began to take life as if awakened by that intense flavor.


The Elder showed a surprised expression when he felt the will of the hybrid contained in the Beast Core trying to affect his mind, but he quickly suppressed and tamed it with his superior consciousness. Then, he poured a little part of his Breath to see its effects.


The sack enlarged as the Breath activated its functions, and red flames came out of the metallic tube. The fire didn't fly in a straight line though. They morphed and took the form of a tall wolf that jumped directly toward the Elder.


Elder Austin only had to focus his mental energy to suppress the rebellion of the weapon, but he managed to evaluate the power of the flames nonetheless. Using his Breath made the fire reach the peak of the fourth rank, which was something that cultivators could express only through spells, except for a few exceptional cases like Noah.


Giving such a weapon to worthy assets was akin to giving them a spell that didn't require mental energy to work. Also, the cultivators wouldn't need to train to use that power, and the only drawback seemed to be its unwillingness to follow orders.


"Is the blood necessary?" Elder Austin asked as he removed the sac from his forearm.


"Yes," Noah answered, "Blood Snakes use their blood or that of their victims to fuel their flames. Even I can't modify the natural features of the body parts used in the creations of these weapons. I tried already."


Elder Austin simply nodded at his answer and handed the sac back to the automaton that promptly stored it in one of his containers.


"How long until you make something in the fifth rank?" Elder Austin asked at that point without bothering to suppress his interested smile.
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                        The Hive provided Noah and the automaton with even more resources once Elder Austin confirmed that their research was promising.


Generally speaking, Noah didn't have to create too many living weapons since the Hive didn't have a lot of heroic assets compared to the other nations. A hundred or so weapons of various power would be enough to equip even the cultivators that managed to reach the heroic ranks in the imminent future.


Yet, creating those weapons benefitted Noah's individuality, which made his cultivation speed increase consistently. Also, he needed his expertise to rise before he could approach the forging of weapons in the fifth rank.


There was even the issue of making them specifically for the individualities of each cultivator, and Noah couldn't complete that task without a large amount of experience.


The years kept on passing as Noah and the automaton continued to work. Their creations eventually became more complex and featured multiple effects. The only problem that they couldn't fix concerned the unwillingness of the Beast Cores, but that was something that their wielders had to solve on their own.


The connection with the living weapon had to be nurtured personally, and it needed specific behaviors according to the wills contained in the Cores. Wild wills mostly required to fear the user, but the conscious and clouded ones could be quite canny and plot against their wielders. The cultivators had to break their determination before they could use them in battle safely.


The news that Noah was creating a new type of armament spread, and he started to work on commission. The heroic assets of the Hive would report a series of requirements and explain their individualities to Thirty-seven, who would then formulate a blueprint with the catalog built in the past years.


Noah would review everything after the automaton's analysis and decide which weapon to prioritize according to the cultivators' achievements.


Of course, he was still forging living weapons in the fourth rank, and those cultivators didn't need to pay for his work. Those assets didn't have anything interesting for someone in the fifth rank.


There were some of his old acquaintances among the cultivators that requested a personalized living weapon. Bruce, Roy, Sarah, and other members of the original Chasing Demon sect that had reached the heroic ranks in those years gave a detailed explanation to Thirty-seven, and Noah did his best to stick to those requirements.


The fact that weaker existences could express their preferences didn't bother him too much since he saw that as a form of training. Also, he simply refused to fulfill some of their requests when he found them stupid or could hurt the final product.


Living weapons soon began to spread among the heroic assets of the Hive, and most of its cultivators became busy trying to submit them. Some even had to request for weaker Beast Cores since the clouded and conscious ones were too hard to handle.





Noah didn't mind that either. After all, he would just store the weapons that they sent back and create new ones.


The Demonic Sword grew along his dantian too, so he just kept on following his packed schedule and seize valuable time with June whenever he had the chance.


As for June, she kept on researching a way to cultivate in the fifth rank since her breakthrough was drawing near. After studying the schools provided by Thirty-seven for years, she had found a solution to her issue, but she required Noah's help to implement it.


Noah stood inside one of the largest rooms of the mansion and stared at a complex array of shining lines drawn on the floor. June was on the other side of the formation and was wearing an expression that he hadn't seen since their first months as a couple.


She was blushing.


"What's wrong?" Noah asked without even trying to hide his interest in his lovers' behavior.


The two of them had spent so much time together that they had lost any kind of embarrassment toward each other, and June was usually quite straightforward with her desires and requests. Yet, there she was, blushing as she tried to turn her thoughts into words.


"I've found a type of formation that could work in creating the higher energy that I need to cultivate in the fifth rank," June said, "But I need your help in initiating it. Well, any heroic cultivator would be able to do it, but it has to be you."


Noah understood the meaning behind her words only after she explained the method that she had ideated.


When Thirty-seven gave June a series of teachings, he included even old and archaic schools that the world had mostly put aside due to the appearance of more reliable inscription methods. One of them was a type of dual-cultivation that aimed to alter the Breath of one of the participants.


According to King Elbas' research, June needed to create friction to obtain higher energy with her aptitude, and the only method that she found to apply that theory involved that formation.


There was a chance that Thirty-seven could have helped her more if she had just asked, but she needed to set the formations by herself to express her individuality. So, she could only work with what she had discovered and apply modifications where the method required them.


The reason why June was embarrassed was that she wouldn't need to do much during that process. The cultivator giving away his energy would do most of the hard work, while the receiver only had to enjoy the procedure.


To put it simply, June would create formations on her body that Noah had to activate according to a slow procedure. Also, that process had to last one entire week and required quite a lot of study.


"Are you wondering if I can hold back for a week with your naked body in my hands?" Noah smirked as he asked that question.


He was joking, but his instincts were really a problem for that method.


"Would you prefer me to ask someone else?" June answered with her usual sharp words, but she didn't manage to make Noah feel jealous since it was evident how she despised that thought.


"I hate to interrupt your work, but I really need this," June said, "I wish there were another way."


Noah simply shook his head at her words and neared her to lift her head and make their eyes meet.


"I don't," He said, but June's expression kept on revealing the struggle happening in her mind.


"Our relationship wasn't supposed to hinder our path toward the higher ranks," June complained, "But now I'm asking you to take a break for my sake! What if I'm unconsciously trying to find a way to slow-"


June didn't have time to finish her phrase since Noah's kiss forced her to stop speaking.


He understood her worries, but he also guessed that June was mostly worried about endangering the nature of their relationship. So, he felt the need to reassure her with a few words. "June, you are the fire behind my creation. Making you stronger can only benefit me."



						




                    


                
				
                    807. Holding back

					
					

                    
                        Loud moans resounded in the mansion inside the separate dimension.


Noah had made sure to send away Thirty-seven and to announce that he would take a month's break from the creation of living weapons to memorize his role in the dual-cultivation modified by June.


Of course, he stopped training only when he approached the seven days treatment since June required his presence for the entirety of that period.


On the other hand, June had made sure to warn her family and the Royals. It would have been troublesome if they summoned her during the procedure.


Noah touched specific spots of his lover's naked body and poured small bits of his Breath inside the cores of the formation that she had drawn on her skin. The shining lines around them reacted every time part of his energy dispersed inside her and helped in modifying it so that she could absorb it.


June couldn't keep her eyes open nor hold back her voice during that treatment. It seemed that the creator of that inscription method had some hidden intentions since the body of the cultivators receiving energy would be sensitive during the procedure.


Noah had to keep his cool and focus on injecting the right amount of Breath in each specific spot with precise timing while his lover almost screamed in pleasure. What was heaven for June was basically hell for him since he couldn't vent the arousal that built inside him.


Yet, Noah kept going, using his powerful mind to control his body and prevent it from fall prey to his instincts. For the first time in his life, he felt glad that his body was still in the middle tier even after feeding it for so many years.


The week eventually passed, and the formation on both floor and June's body shone together at that point. She felt part of her Breath changing form and taking features that didn't match her usual energy as the light swept her.


Then, a black spark appeared in her hand while she was still lying exhausted on the floor.


Noah had promptly left the formation when the procedure ended and was inspecting the unique spark floating in her palm. He noticed that its aura carried properties similar to his individuality, but it was completely different at the same time too.


'What a reckless inscription method.' Noah thought as he kept his eyes on the black spark.


Modifying the nature of someone's Breath could ruin their potential and endanger the integrity of their individuality. He would have never gone through that process if June wasn't sure that it was her only way to create a cultivation technique in the fifth rank.


"I'm sorry," June whispered as she lifted her tired eyelids to shoot a loving glance at him. "You have to hold back for a little more."


Noah left after her words. He would have liked to help her since she was quite weak after the procedure, but he had reached his limit long ago and couldn't hold back if he remained in her same room.





When he came out, he announced that he would resume creating weapons and started to cultivate almost immediately.


His cultivation speed had increased once again, but his mind was a mess. Images of June's naked body kept on appearing in his vision, and the sound of her moans echoed in his ears. He really was at his limit.


His announcement though helped in keeping him busy and slowly suppress the arousal that had accumulated in that week. The heroic assets of the Hive had filled him with requests in just a few minutes, and he waited for his training to end before starting to create living weapons again.


Thirty-seven had returned too and resumed his role as assistant, wondering how Noah's expertise had improved again in that short period. After creating a couple of living weapons at the peak of the fourth rank then, they decided that it was time to take their creations on a higher level.


Noah knew Elder Austin quite well, and he had even watched the exposition of his individuality. If the Elder had followed Chasing Demon's advice, his power would concern the explosive might of a volcano.


Noah focused on that as he approached the creation of a rank 5 living weapon that used a wild Beast Core at the same level and with a fire aptitude.


Every failure in creations with that level of power would be costly since many precious materials would be lost.


The loss wasn't limited to the brain and blood of the worm-type creature in the fifth rank used in the creation of the Core. It also involved the body parts of a magical beast at that same level and the precious materials used to modify and improve their anatomy.


There were only so many magical beasts in that rank, and even less when Noah added his need for specific materials. Also, the fact that the cultivators in the fourth rank couldn't hunt those powerful creatures made the gathering of body parts quite slow.


However, Noah didn't mind waiting. He was so engrossed in his schedule that he could only appreciate those calm moments when he had nothing to do.


Normally, he would just spend them with June, but she was still in seclusion inside the mansion, and he didn't want to disturb her.


The idea behind Elder Austin's weapon was rather simple. Explosiveness was a feature that even wild Beast Cores could understand and put into use, but Noah wanted to create something in line with the Elder's individuality.


After all, his current version of the living weapons couldn't grow, which meant that he had to do something unique. Otherwise, the Elder would just stop using it after he advanced between the stages of the fifth rank.


Noah decided to create a metallic glove made from the scales and lungs of a rank 5 Black Dragon once he had an idea of how hard it was to create a living weapon at that level.


The creation was a success, and Elder Austin traveled toward Noah's mansion to test his new weapon as soon as he could. The glove wouldn't just spit flames. It had a series of containers inside its fabric that allowed it to store and condense Breath of the fire element. The Elder could then decide when to release that energy and create an offensive that would make most rank 5 cultivators in the gaseous stage run away.


Ideally, Noah would have done the weapon with a conscious Core and added more features that only an intelligent will could handle. Yet, it was too hard to obtain suitable specimens at that level, and he didn't want to risk the revolt of a living being in the fifth rank.


A few weeks after Elder Austin took the clove and left, the aura of a rank 5 cultivator spread from inside the mansion.


Noah turned only to see June wearing her usual orange robe but having dark sparks appearing on her skin from time to time. She had finally become a cultivator in the fifth rank.



						




                    


                
				
                    808. Crisis

					
					

                    
                        Noah wasn't surprised that June had caught up with him. The fifth rank was simply too vast, and an entire century wouldn't be enough to make a cultivator reach the next stage. Instead, a century was enough for talented cultivators to cross all the steps of the fourth rank.


Of course, that didn't mean that Noah and June were on the same level now. June's mind had yet to reach the fifth rank, and her dantian had just experienced the breakthrough. There were decades of training of difference between her centers of power and Noah's.


Noah analyzed the dark sparks that appeared on her skin from time to time. He could sense that they were denser than the spark created when they dual-cultivated, and there were even orange shades in their dark brilliance.


"Did you make it?" Noah asked, but June shook her head even if she maintained a happy expression.


"I just implemented a small spark of the higher energy in the Perpetual formations and Perfect Circuit," June said, "It will take time to modify all my centers of power and sever them from the Breath completely. It is strange though. I've never felt so powerful and frail at the same time."


Noah nodded at her words. He knew how her cultivation technique worked and how she wanted to move forward in the fifth rank.


June wanted to replace her Breath to cross the limits of her centers of power. Yet, she didn't have Noah's understanding and had to rely on King Elbas' research to create those dark sparks. That led her to produce higher energy that her Perfect Circuit had yet to learn how to handle. It would take time before she felt confident in using it.


On the other hand, Noah had created his darkness because he didn't want to lose that type of energy. He was a creator in his mind, and creators needed to have access to all kinds of materials to work.


The primary energy was the result of his destruction, and his darkness was a pure expression of his individuality. The higher power that he planned to make in the future would be an expression of his creation, which would give him access to all the types of energy available in the world.


He couldn't just let go of his darkness like June planned to do with her Breath. After all, she just needed sheer power, while Noah's individuality made his requirements more complex in terms of energies.


"Shouldn't you be cultivating?" Noah asked with a smirk when he saw June nearing him.


"I have to take care of my man first," June said without any trace of shame and took his hand to bring him in the mansion.


The following period inside the separate dimension was quite messy. Heroic cultivators in the fourth rank would often contact Thirty-seven or directly use the teleportation matrix to request a meeting with the Demon Prince.


However, Noah's focus was on the living weapons in the fifth rank now, which forced him to ignore the requests of those weaker assets.





As much as Noah wanted to equip all the rank 5 Elders of the Hive though, his cultivation level prevented him from creating something with a power that surpassed the lower tier of the fifth rank.


The living weapons were a nigh-endless source of powerful attacks, but they were useless if the cultivator wielding them had access to a stronger offensive. Even the lower consumption of Breath wasn't enough to make up for the lack of power.


Beings like Elder Julia and Dreaming Demon couldn't request their living weapons because they were too strong for Noah, and the same went for other Elders. The only entities that could commission weapons were Elder Justin and Elder Ingrid since they were still in the gaseous stage.


That was Noah's current limit, but the other Elders didn't mind it. Actually, they were eager to see him grow after Elder Austin demonstrated the power of his weapon.


Everyone was sure that Noah would improve in no time and that he would soon become able to arm all the heroic assets with his weapons. Only Elder Julia, Dreaming Demon, and Chasing Demon weren't sure if he would ever catch up with them since they had cultivated for far longer than him.


The production of living weapons slowed down after Noah completed the work for the rank 5 Elders in the gaseous stage. Most of the other assets in the fourth rank had already received theirs and were just asking for more of them so to improve their battle prowess further.


Noah wouldn't prioritize their requests since many had yet to learn how to control their first weapons. Also, having more living weapons could hurt their individualities since some heroic cultivators would start to rely on them too much and neglect their training.


It was the same with the organizations. Cultivators would start to rely so much on powers that didn't belong to them and neglect their real strength. The Hive didn't need those kinds of assets. It wasn't in a position where one of its heroic cultivators could give up on the prospect of becoming stronger.


Amid that peaceful period though, the crisis that most cultivators were waiting for eventually showed itself.


It all started with a series of gales gathering in a seemingly random spot above the sea and continued with black clouds appearing in the sky and shooting their threatening aura in that area.


The ground began to shake, and earthquakes spread through both continents, warning even the human cultivators that something massive was about to happen.


Noah was still in the separate dimension with June when the tremors spread in that place that was supposed to be safe from the events unfolding in the outside world. The ground shook, and small cracks appeared the frailest surfaces of the mansion.


Noah suddenly felt his instincts screaming in fear and anger. He had already tasted that kind of danger. It had happened during one of his dreams when a dragon tried to battle against the endless barrage of black clouds.


June glanced at him, and Noah nodded. There was no need for words between them. They simply kissed each other and moved toward their respective teleportation matrices to return to their nations.


When Noah reappeared in the forest of White Woods and flew in the sky to inspect the events, he noticed that a vast array of black clouds had gathered in an area at some distance from both continents.


The array of clouds was so vast that Noah was able to see it even if he was almost on the opposite side of the Mortal Lands, but he wasn't able to make out who had triggered that massive Tribulation.


Chasing Demon suddenly appeared next to him, and other Elders soon gathered in that same spot. Even the two Demons arrived and shot a questioning gaze toward the Patriarch of the Hive.


Chasing Demon gave voice to a single line before flying toward the Tribulation. "God's Right Hand is attempting to reach the divine ranks."



						




                    


                
				
                    809. Help

					
					

                    
                        The Elders stared at Chasing Demon's departing figure, but they didn't dare to follow him. The Patriarch was venturing into a territory where they couldn't survive. After all, they were about to witness a Heaven Tribulation meant for beings at the peak of the sixth rank.


Countless thoughts filled Noah's mind. The knowledge retrieved in the library of the Mortal Palace hinted that the breakthrough of a rank 6 existence would mark the start of the decline of the Shandal Empire, and he could only feel excited about that.


Generally speaking, the cultivators of different organizations would hope to see the enemy assets fail during their breakthroughs. Yet, the possibility of the god of the Empire disappearing from the Mortal Lands alongside God's Right Hand would weaken the strongest nation beyond any measure.


Noah could already imagine the Hive fighting together with the other two big nations to plunder the defenseless Empire, taking away resources that only the strongest force in the world could accumulate through millennia.


Of course, Noah knew that the other nations might not know about the strange behavior of the god of the Empire, but it would be easy to spread that information.


Thinking about that, a part of him regretted that he didn't forge June a living weapon. The main issue there was that June's power was still too unstable to control a Beast Core in the fifth rank, which led both of them to decide to wait until her centers of power became used to the higher energy.


That would break the intrinsic limits of her Perpetual formations and allow her to develop her individuality beyond her wildest hopes. Yet, the Tribulation arrived before that could happen.


Massive lightning bolts began to fall from the barrage of black clouds. Their orange light spread into the world and blinded any human cultivator that dared to look at that incredible catastrophe.


Even Noah and the Elders found it challenging to keep their eyes on the blinding light in the distance, but they struggled to maintain a line of sight to analyze that once in a lifetime event.


The sea seemed about to crumble when the lightning storm fell, but the area targeted by the Tribulation was quite small compared to the width of the barrage of clouds.


That event differed from the Worldwide Tribulation that happened in the other world since Heaven and Earth could focus all their might toward a single existence.


The northern coastlines of the two continents saw deep fissures appearing on their regions as a consequence of the shockwaves released by the lightning storm. Tsunamis followed them as the seabed kept on trembling.


It must be said that God's Right Hand had chosen the area where to face the Tribulation wisely since its destructive effects didn't spread after the coastlines.


'Why didn't he just face it in the new world?' Noah wondered, but all his thoughts vanished when the mighty existence began to fight back.





Clouds gathered over the surface of the sea, and a torrent of purple drops clashed against the lightning storm, pushing it back and tainting the lightning bolts that were still falling from the sky.


Purple rain flew upward and clashed with the clouds of Heaven and Earth, dispersing some of them as the toxic properties of God's Right Hand's individuality affected the Tribulation.


However, Heaven and Earth had just started to unleash their power.


The clouds in the sky shrunk as they condensed to unleash an even stronger offensive. Red lighting bolts as thick as buildings fell toward the sea and targeted the mighty figure that Noah and the other Elders weren't able to see from their position.


The sea rumbled. That environment wasn't empty, and countless powerful existences hid in its dark depths. When the red lightning bolts pierced the surface of the sea and brought light there, the fauna reacted.


Grave roars resounded through the water, and Noah felt his instincts screaming as he heard them. Then, two massive figures came out of the sea and clashed directly with the clouds.


Noah could recognize them even if their figures appeared blurry from his position. They were a couple of giant crocodile-like creatures that had fins instead of legs. Both of them were more than seventy meters long and radiated the threatening aura of beings in the sixth rank!


'They should be extinct!' Noah exclaimed in his mind at that scene.


The two creatures were Scaled Mosasauri, and Noah's world hadn't seen one of them for entire eras, which ultimately led the experts in the field to label them as extinct. Yet, they made their appearance when the Tribulation threatened their home and showed to all the humans that they were more than alive!


The scene in the distance became messy at that point. Two giant forms would jump and fall back in the sea through the blinding red halo created by the lightning storm. Black clouds vanished with each of their attacks, but their cries of pain often echoed through the world.


It was evident that they were no match for the Tribulation, but they still attacked it due to their innate aggression.


"Did he choose that spot on purpose?" Elder Justin asked in the midst of his amazement. Yet, he didn't turn to see if the other Elders knew the answer to his question. After all, those weren't matters that cultivators in the fifth rank could know.


The powerful Mosasauri eventually retreated, but their attack had given God's Right Hand enough time to prepare one of his strongest spells.


The sea suddenly rose and created a series of purple columns when it fused with the clouds created by the cultivator at the peak of the heroic ranks. The spell resembled the attack used by the god of the Empire to stop the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands. The only difference was in their structure since the god's spell had used ice instead of toxic water.


The level of the sea lowered as the columns reached for the sky and crashed on the barrage of crackling clouds. The light released by the lightning bolts though still managed to illuminate the area even when submerged by the toxic water.


The struggle of the clouds lasted for hours, and God's Right Hand never stopped pouring his toxic water inside his spell. It seemed that he was trying to wear the Tribulation down, making it consume its power little by little.


A lightning bolt would manage to pierce the thick columns from time to time, but Heaven and Earth clearly missed their targets since God's Right Hand's spell only continued to grow stronger.


The toxic properties of his water even spread to the sky that lost its azure color and became purple in many spots around the black clouds. A battle at that level was bound to modify an environment forever.


During the twentieth hour since the beginning of the Tribulation though, the columns began to fall apart only to reveal a clear sky above them. Then, an oppressing aura spread through the entirety of the world.


The Shandal Empire had obtained another god.



						




                    


                
				
                    810. Plans

					
					

                    
                        It wasn't just a matter of power. The aura that spread after the Tribulation ended carried a certain gravity that the weaker heroic assets weren't able to define with their words.


A purple cloud spread in the position where the lightning storm had unleashed its power. The sole existence of a being at that level was enough to modify the nature of the air that surrounded him.


The laws that ruled the Mortal Lands seemed to disappear as God's Right Hand's influence spread. It was evident that his control over his newfound power wasn't perfect since his aura leaked and changed the environment around him.


'Strange,' Noah thought as he analyzed the event with wide eyes.


Generally speaking, the matter of the world would crumble if a powerful entity was to absorb its energy. Yet, nothing similar happened after that breakthrough. Actually, it was something almost opposite to an absorption.


God's Right Hand's aura turned the world in part of his individuality, without taking its structure inside his centers of power.


There was a limit to how much Noah could understand due to the distance and his poor cultivation level. He was sure that there were laws involved in the breakthrough of the mighty entity, but he couldn't grasp their meaning just yet.


There was an issue though. The purple halo kept on spreading and didn't seem inclined to stop anytime soon.


A blue light suddenly pierced the purple halo and stopped its advancement before it could even begin to threaten the northern coastlines of the two continents. Time seemed to slow down as the two lights interacted only to resume flowing at a normal pace when they both disappeared.


Everything had happened too quickly for anyone to analyze the event, but it was evident that the god of the Empire had intervened to prevent God's Right Hand from losing control.


Nevertheless, the purple spots on the sky and sea didn't disappear. God's Right Hand's individuality had tainted that part of the world and changed it forever.


The world fell silent after the god intervened. The heroic cultivators of all the other organizations didn't dare to speak or, rather, didn't know what to say after witnessing that massive event.


A cultivator at the peak of the sixth rank had just won against the Heaven Tribulation that blocked its path toward the divine ranks, and he had even used two rank 6 creatures to help him with the task.


It took only a day for all the rank 4 and 5 cultivators of those Mortal Lands to feel incredibly small when put in front of the hidden dangers of the world.


"What now?" Elder Austin asked.


He was the first to break the silence in the sky above the forest of White Woods, but the other Elders quickly understood the meaning behind his words.


The Hive had classified and studied the knowledge retrieved from the Mortal Palace. So, all its higher-ups knew about the peculiar behavior of the god of the Empire. The only problem was that they couldn't be sure if the divine existences had already left that lower plane.





"He has yet to ascend." Dreaming Demon said at some point.


"You'll know when that happens." Flying Demon added.


There was no need to explain how the two Demons knew that. They had been alive when the two powerhouses of the Papral nation left the Mortal Lands.


'So, you don't have to leave the world right away.' Noah thought after hearing their words.


That was a matter that had always been unclear in the records that he had studied. Some said that the divine existences would ascend during their breakthrough. Still, others stated that gods had remained in the Mortal Lands for a while before leaving.


He didn't think much of it since the behavior of the divine beings was quite unpredictable, but hearing the testimony of the two Demons made him inclined to believe that cultivators were free to decide when to ascend once reached that level.


None of the Elders left after their words. There was still someone that they had to hear before deciding on their next move.


As if hearing their thoughts, Chasing Demon soon reappeared in their vision and floated until he stood right in front of his underlings.


"This world now has two divine beings." Chasing Demon announced.


His first words confirmed what the Elders were already believing, but he didn't show any trace of fear.


"I've already exchanged messages with the powerhouses of the other nations," Chasing Demon continued, "According to what happens next, we will decide how to act. Gods generally avoid interacting with weaker beings, but most of them leave something behind for their organizations. I know that you are eager to invade the Empire, but we should still make the necessary preparations for an assault. We might obtain good terms if we struggle enough."


There was some helplessness in his words. He knew that the Hive would have no chance if the Empire decided to attack and use its new divine asset. So, he was just trying to prepare the Elders for the worst possible outcome.


"You four," Chasing Demon said as he pointed at the two Demons, Elder Julia, and Noah, "Follow me in my quarters. We need to make a back-up plan."


The other Elders didn't mind that the Patriarch had chosen only the four of them. Someone had to prepare the assets in the various domains of the Hive. Also, the four cultivators that he had summoned had shown exceptional survival abilities, which were more than needed in the possibility that a god attacked.


The group of five reached for the underground quarters under the forest of White Woods and sat on a table that Chasing Demon had promptly taken out from his space-ring. He didn't serve any wine though, but no one was in the mood to drink in that tense situation.


"I know for a fact that divine entities have limited power in the Mortal Lands," Chasing Demon announced as soon as everyone sat. "I don't exactly know how it works, but refilling their dantians in the lower planes is quite troublesome for them."


None of the Elders on the table heaved sighs of relief once learnt that. The sole existence of a god was enough to work as a deterrent.


Chasing Demon nodded at their reactions and continued. "I've already contacted Thirty-seven. He is moving all our resources inside the separate dimension. If anything happens, I want all of you to hide inside it and come out after a thousand years. This is an order."


Struggle appeared on the rank 5 cultivators' expressions, but they eventually nodded. There was simply nothing that they could do to oppose a divine being.


However, Chasing Demon suddenly smiled after the four of them accepted his orders and placed an old tome on the table. Everyone could recognize it since the title "Rise and Fall of the Empires of the bored god" was right in front of their eyes.


"Now that we made plans for the worst outcome," Chasing Demon said, "Let's decide how to act for the best one."
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                        The meeting didn't last too long. The Elders and Chasing Demon just had to decide how to spread the information that the god of the Shandal Empire was very likely to leave his nation during or after God's Right Hand's ascension.


That matter was rather easy. Chasing Demon and the other powerhouses had already exchanged messages during the Heaven Tribulation and expressed their inclination to cooperate against the common enemy.


Of course, the Empire didn't announce its plans, but a nation with two divine beings and a rank 6 cultivator could only be a threat in the eyes of the other forces.


In the end, they simply decided to give away the original tome and let Thirty-seven copy its contents. King Elbas and Great Elder Diana wouldn't be easy to convince to go to war over old records, but the Hive was sure that they would be at least interested in that eventuality.


Giving away the original was just an expression of the Hive's goodwill. It was just a way to make the other nations take its information seriously.


The atmosphere in the world was tense after the Tribulation. Both human and heroic cultivators had witnessed how an entity had defeated the most dangerous hindrance on the path toward the divine ranks!


The human cultivators didn't care that they had been injured because they dared to look at that majestic sight, and the heroic assets felt happy even if the new god belonged to an enemy nation.


They had seen the birth of a god, the pinnacle of the cultivation journey in the Mortal Lands!


Most of them were still too shaken even to cultivate while others had secluded themselves right after the god of the Empire suppressed his underling's aura.


Ambition and dread filled those cultivators. Some of them saw in God's Right Hand's success hope toward their prospects. Others realized how far away they were from such incredible existences and found it hard to start walking again on the path toward the higher ranks.


After all, the Heaven Tribulation had lasted for almost a day, and its area of destruction would have been able to cover an entire continent if God's Right Hand didn't choose to face his breakthrough in the middle of the sea. Also, the appearance of the two rank 6 Scaled Mosasauri reminded the cultivators of how little they knew about the world.


The hidden dangers of the sea shook even Noah, but he felt thrilled rather than scared. The fauna of that environment was even more powerful than he imagined, and the harsh requirements of his body didn't seem too helpless with two worlds at his disposal.


Chasing Demon eventually dismissed the Elders and ordered them to help with the relocation of the essential resources of the Hive. Their presence there was unnecessary since he could deal with the other powerhouses on his own, while his organization needed all the manpower available.


The Elders couldn't relocate the Copying technique, which was by far the most potent weapon in the Hive's arsenal. Yet, they could move all the archives, inventories, and other vital assets inside the separate dimension.





Entire quarters disappeared and left empty spots in the cities under the domes. Even the towers built in the desert vanished in a matter of days.


The shining pools though had to remain on the surface since it was impossible to replicate the environment rich of Breath of the new continent. Also, creating a connection between the surface and the dimension where energy could travel would only reveal the existence of their hideouts.


Noah helped mostly with the relocation of the living weapons. Since they were living beings, they couldn't enter the space-rings, and there were heroic cultivators still struggling to suppress their wills. There were even containers filled with other living weapons that had yet to have an owner.


Those weapons mostly had conscious Beast Cores, which made them extremely difficult to control. The others were simply prototypes that Noah and Thirty-seven had decided to keep for future experiments.


Noah had checked his mansion too, but June wasn't even in her quarters on the surface. He expected that though, so he simply continued to help with the relocation at that point.


The Elbas family and the Utra nation were reacting to God's Right Hand's breakthrough in the same way, preparing for the worst while also studying the contents of the tome shared by Chasing Demon.


The truth was that both the Royals and the Council were organizations built on the remains of old powers. The mystical fog and the mountain chain divided the old continent into three areas that would usually become the domains of three powerful forces.


That was something that had continued to happen throughout history since the appearance of those danger zones. Such natural borders had always allowed the existence and the development of three organizations able to claim those entire areas as theirs.


So, it wasn't hard to imagine that the leading forces of the three areas of influence would have access to past records. Most of them would be just fragments of the knowledge of the previous rulers, but there were times when they retrieved something intact, and that contained interesting pieces of information.


Also, the Council and the Royals had incredible heritages. The orthodox sect of the Papral nation had obtained Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance while the Royals had King Elbas' as their leader. An existence able to build a portal toward another Mortal Lands would surely own knowledge that covered many millennia of history.


That was why they trusted Chasing Demon's tome rather quickly, even if they still used their methods to ascertain its authenticity.


Of course, that exchange of knowledge had happened only among the powerhouses. The heroic assets of all three forces couldn't join such a conversation.


Yet, Chasing Demon conveyed the results of their discussion to the Elders.


"King Elbas and Great Elder Diana trust our source," Chasing Demon's voice resounded in the minds of the Elders in the fifth rank, "We will pay attention to the sky. If the god follows God's Right Hand during his ascension, we will create a united front and assault the Empire."


Eagerness spread among the Elders after Chasing Demon's mental message. Even Noah felt excited at the prospect of war.


Cultivators had to spend long periods in seclusion to train, but they would just stagnate if they neglected real-world experiences. Noah was the same. Expressing his creation during those peaceful years had improved his cultivation speed, but he felt the need to show even the other aspect of his individuality.


His duality was something that worried him at times since expressing both creation and destruction was rather vague as a concept, but that was his individuality. That duality defined his existence.


The Empire remained silent throughout all that period, and the three forces had to wait three months before a change happened in the sky above the center of the old continent.


A neat crack suddenly appeared in the azure sky and widened, revealing a white light in its insides.
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                        The crack was large, almost as large as an entire region. Also, it was straight, which was quite an unusual sight for that kind of phenomenon.


Heroic cultivators had the power to shatter the air and the fabric of the sky, but they mostly reformed in no time and only showed complete darkness on the other side. Yet, there was an intense white light inside the fissure, which enlarged to form something similar to a wide oval-shaped door.


The light didn't shine on the lands under the crack and remained outside of the Mortal Lands. It seemed that it was unable to cross the now open borders of that world.


The event attracted the attention of all the cultivators once again, but it wasn't violent like the Heaven Tribulation. The sky had opened as if it was a natural occurrence, without releasing shockwaves nor unleashing catastrophes on the lands below.


"God's Right Hand has probably surpassed the Earth Tribulation and is ready to ascend!" Flying Demon said in a mental message directed to Noah. The Demon had recognized that event and had explained as soon as it happened.


'So, this is what an ascension looks like.' Noah thought as he stopped cultivating and flew in the air to watch the event from a better position.


The Hive had completely relocated its valuable resources and buildings by then, so Noah had decided to resume his cultivation in the quarters under his dome. He couldn't just isolate himself in the separate dimension in that period, and it was improbable that June would return to the mansion anytime soon.


Thirty-seven would just notify him of her return anyway, but he needed to stay on the surface in case something peculiar happened again.


"I remember Master cursing when he first saw that light." Dreaming Demon said as she appeared behind Noah. Flying Demon was with her, but he remained silent as he stared at the large fissure in the distance with a reminiscing gaze.


"It feels welcoming." Noah judged as he analyzed the white light inside the crack. Even if they were on the most distant spot from the center of the old continent, they seemed able to sense the aura carried by that glow perfectly.


Noah felt as if the light would lead him to a comfortable and perfect place, away from the struggles of the Mortal Lands. It was a strange sensation, almost addictive, but that was still too far away from his level.


"It's a lie, isn't it?" Noah said.


He didn't trust Heaven and Earth. He knew that they were conscious beings that worked for their interests, even if he couldn't understand them.


The white light gave birth to unreal sensations, to a sense of perfection that couldn't exist in such a variegated world, which meant that it had to have a hidden purpose, one only known to Heaven, Earth, and divine beings.


Both Demons laughed when they heard his remark, and Flying Demon couldn't help but explain the reason behind their reaction. "Master said that it was a scam. No wonder you managed to seize his inheritance. You have the same mindset."





"What did you two think about it back then?" Noah asked.


"Happiness, power, eagerness, and much more," Dreaming Demon answered. "These are the usual emotions felt during your first contact with the divine light of the Immortal Lands."


Noah's eyes widened at her words. He had made the connection between the white world depicted in Divine Architect's sculpture and that light, but he didn't know if his idea was on point. Yet, Dreaming Demon confirmed his guess. That brightness came from the higher plane connected with the various Mortal Lands!


"How does it work?" Noah asked. He couldn't hold back his curiosity. "Do you just cross the fissure, and you are inside? What about the void between the Mortal Lands?"


His curiosity though could only meet the shaking heads of the Demons. Even such old and powerful existences didn't know the specifics behind the ascension.


"According to what Master told us," Flying Demon began to speak, "Heaven and Earth open the portal when a being reaches the divinity with all its centers of power. If you refuse to ascend, the crack will close, and you would have to open it on your own the next time."


"Is it hard to open it on your own?" Noah continued with his questions.


"Master did it quite easily. He said that Heaven and Earth themselves didn't want him in a lower plane anymore." Dreaming Demon answered.


It was evident that Divine Demon didn't explain much to his disciples, but just left a few impressions as he kept advancing.


Noah would have preferred a complete guide and explanation, with personal considerations and descriptions of the true nature of Heaven and Earth, but Divine Demon's character was quite peculiar. In his idea, demons had to find their path and make their discoveries. Handing them everything would just give birth to weak-willed cultivators.


The three of them kept on floating in the air as they stared at the mysterious phenomenon in the distance.


They didn't have any orders. It was up to the powerhouses to inspect the behavior of the and decide on their next move. So, Noah and the Demons simply watched and experienced the aura coming from what was considered to be the finish line of the cultivation journey.


Also, they were too far away from the old continent. They wouldn't be able to see God's Right Hand ascending even if they wanted.


A strange aura suddenly spread from the old territories of the Shandal Empire and reached even the new continent. It didn't seem to have a purpose. That aura was just a natural consequence of a consciousness that had crossed the limits of the heroic ranks.


"They are ascending." Chasing Demon's voice suddenly resounded in their minds. "Both of them are ascending."


His voice was calm, but the Demons knew him too well not to sense the eagerness hidden in his tone. Yet, they didn't say anything and waited patiently for the next update on the situation.


Minutes passed as if they were years. Chasing Demon's next message would declare whether the Hive would join the other nation in an assault to the most potent force in the world.


Then, the fissure suddenly closed, and the sky quickly fixed itself, returning to its normal state. Even the eerie aura from before disappeared once the crack vanished.


More silence followed, but Chasing Demon soon broke it with an announcement that made Noah and the Demons reveal cold smiles. "Both gods have crossed the fissure and left the Mortal Lands. The Empire is currently at its weakest. Rally the troops, we have a nation to plunder!"


Noah and the Demons didn't hesitate to follow his orders and shot toward the domes to give the long-awaited announcement.


It was time to dethrone the Empire from its position as the most potent force in their Mortal Lands.
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                        Noah didn't need to rally the troops personally, and the same went for the other Elders in the fifth rank. They just had to announce the decision of the Patriarch to a few rank 4 cultivators and leave those matters to them.


He had to bring the living weapons outside of the inventories though, and he even had to make sure that the cultivators wielding them were able to handle them properly.


Nevertheless, there was a task that required Noah's presence and that the other Elders had requested him to handle before going to battle.


Noah reached for the underground structure that restrained the creatures needed for the Copying technique together with the two Demons. Roars reached his ears as soon as they crossed the passage at the bottom of the new continent. Still, Noah knew that none of them belonged to his target.


The trio walked throw the cave filled by shining lines until it reached a specific branch where chains and formations restrained a familiar mantis.


"Danielle," Noah said as he faced the mantis, "We need to talk."


Danielle slowly opened her mantis eyes and took a long look at the three cultivators standing in front of her. When she realized who they were, she tried to straighten her position and stand up only to realize that her body hurt too much to complete that task.


Noah noticed a series of cracks on her silver body and clear signs of malnutrition. It was evident that she had to pay the price for the studies of the Hive, and those researches didn't stop after Noah began to build living weapons.


Yet, even if Danielle appeared weak, she was still a perfect hybrid in the fifth rank. Her body hid an incredible amount of power, even in her injured state.


"Demon Prince of the Hive," A female voice came out of the mantis' mouth. "Did you come here to kill me? Or do you just want to take away part of my body?"


There were tinges of sarcasm in her voice, but Noah didn't miss the intense helplessness that her words carried.


"I was thinking about making a deal," Noah answered.


There was more than one reason why there weren't conscious Beast Cores in the fifth rank. One of them was Noah's inexperience with materials on that level, but there was also the fear that the revolt of a weapon with that Core would cause serious problems.


However, there was another aspect of the matter to consider. A living weapon in the fifth rank was a potent asset to assign to a cultivator, but it couldn't compare to a perfect hybrid at the same level.


The Hive only had eight Elders in the fifth rank, nine if they counted Amos Udye. The value of assets at that level was incredible. They were the elites among the exceptional talents that had managed to reach the heroic ranks!


So, killing a rank 5 hybrid just to create a clouded or conscious Beast Core could only be a waste when compared to obtaining the creature as an actual ally.


Of course, convincing the hybrids to join their organization after they had to spend decades as guinea pigs wasn't an easy task, but Noah had something that the natives of the other world now lacked. He had the blood of their ancestors, beings that the natives had always worshipped and followed blindly.





Danielle snorted and complained in a low voice. "Do you think I would accept to help you after you spent years experimenting on me and my species? The political system of my world wasn't perfect, but we were united. We were humans striving to reach the pinnacle of our existence, the highest expression of our beings. You are just humans struggling to seize more resources."


Noah and the Demons knew that Danielle was speaking the truth. The cultivators of their world lacked the unity of the natives. Still, that was also the reason why they had so many talents every century.


It was their constant struggle and their desire to obtain more from the world that pushed many cultivators to escape from the traditions and old schools to invent new ways to cultivate and increase their power. That was also why they had so many inscription methods compared to the natives.


"I went further in the experiments," Noah said as coldness began to spread from his figure. "I turned your species into consciousnesses for weapons. They are quite handy. Sadly, they are a bit unruly."


Noah's words triggered Danielle's instincts, making her struggle and screech as she tried to bite his head off. However, the chains were too short, and she wasn't able to even come near him no matter how she pulled.


The Demons didn't react to her attack, but they started to leak their auras as a form of warning. They wanted to remind her who was in charge there.


Noah completely ignored her reaction and continued to speak even if the drooling face of the mantis indicated that Danielle wasn't fully conscious. "Your people were united, but they had to follow the crazy dreams of their ancestors. Look at you, did you ever think about the consequences of turning yourself into a beast? Do you even remember your individuality? Are you still convinced that exchanging your freedom for that fixed spot in Heaven and Earth's system is a good trade?"


His words seemed to have some effect on Danielle since she retracted her face. She didn't bother cleaning the saliva on her mouth though. It was as if she had fallen deep in thought.


Then, she spoke with a human voice again. "What is your offer?"


Noah hadn't decided the details behind that pact with Chasing Demon or other Elders. They just left the matter in his hands since they trusted him. Yet, he knew that he had to give up on something to add another being in the fifth rank to the assets of the Hive.


"In the other world, I gave you a chance to save your people," Noah said. "Now, I give you a chance to live instead of surviving. Mind you, I don't plan on stopping the experiments on your kind, but we can seal agreements on that topic in exchange for your battle prowess."


Danielle shot an angry glance at him after his words, but she quickly suppressed her emotions. She couldn't hope to obtain complete freedom for her kind with just a promise.


"A war must be drawing near," Danielle said as if trying to gain some edge over the transaction. "What would your fellow humans think of their Prince if they knew that he asked for the help of the monsters?"


Noah revealed a cold smile before replying. "We are a bunch of criminals, traitors, and fugitives. Monsters wholly fit our tastes."


Some seconds of silence passed before Danielle decided to speak again. "I want something specific together with the terms that we'll decide later."


It took an entire minute before Danielle managed to speak her next words. "I want to become like you. I want my sanity back."
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                        Danielle's request wasn't surprising. The faith of the natives came from their ancestors, and their defeat had shown the unavoidable weakness of the transformation.


It wasn't much a matter of losing their individualities. That was just another path that anyone could choose to take. Yet, the mental instabilities were an issue that made the natives behave like beasts, which was something that mighty cultivators simply couldn't accept.


After all, it was undeniable that the lack of control over their instincts was one of the main causes of native's defeats. It was pointless to have a superior power if they didn't have the mental capabilities to use it.


The Demons glanced at Noah. They didn't know if he could promise something like that, nor if he wanted to. It wasn't a matter that concerned him personally in the end, so they would understand if he decided to refuse.


"It will take time, and it won't be my priority," Noah said. "I might do it as a favor if you perform well."


"That won't do," Danielle replied. "We followed our ancestors because they gave us hope in breaking free of the limitations of our species. We won't follow someone who isn't even able to promise us a future."


The Demons felt angry at her words, but Noah only fell deep in thought.


When his body reached the fifth rank, his pride as a hybrid had skyrocketed. He had become an existence meant to rule over other magical beasts at that point, and that part of him had grown stronger as he improved.


It was his pride that had allowed him to contain the primary energy for the first time. It was his pride that had given him the influence to create a tide of magical beasts and uncover the defenses of his family and the other nobles.


The truth was that he had never wanted a throne. He had only given orders when June or his interests were involved, but he didn't plan to do that often.


Yet, his pride was something that inspired other cultivators to follow him, and it even influenced their powers in some way. Those effects were unintentional, and Noah also failed to notice them at times, but they existed, and it was his choice whether to deal with the consequences.


"Very well," Noah answered as soft growls accompanied his voice. "Follow me in battle, and I'll show you how a hybrid should fight. As for your mind, I'll just sever it from your body and put it into another one if I can't find any other solution."


Then, he picked his inscribed notebook and requested for an oath able to restrict Danielle.


"Prince, are you sure?" Dreaming Demon asked. She didn't want to see him bound to a promise that he might not be able to keep. After all, Noah himself had that claimed that there wasn't a solution to the mental instabilities of the hybrids.


"I've already created life and destroyed my connections with Heaven and Earth," Noah started to explain. "The fact that I don't see a solution now doesn't mean that I won't find it in the future. My ambition is boundless. I won't let the fear of failing to get in the way of my path toward the stars."





Both Demons fell silent at his words. That was the first time that Noah had expressed his individuality so openly.


"Being too ambitious can ruin any cultivator, Noah," Flying Demon commented after a while, but Noah only shrugged his shoulders.


He remembered the pointers about the individualities that Chasing Demon had given during the banquet, and he knew that his ambition could become a problem in the future. Yet, he couldn't change who he was.


"My life started with my ambition," Noah explained. "If it ends because of it, so be it."


The Demons didn't speak any more at those words. Noah's aura was resolute and sharp, without even a trace of doubt in its flow. It was rare for a relatively new rank 5 cultivator to be so sure of his path, but Noah knew his destination already, even if he didn't know what kind of being he would be at that point.


An Elder eventually arrived, and Noah sealed an oath with Danielle. The Hive would grant some amount of freedom to the hybrids after the assault to the Empire, but it would regulate them too. Also, any criminal that didn't follow the rules would instantly become a guinea pig for some experiment.


Of course, that pact involved only the perfect hybrids and not the magical beasts that had transformed due to the compound. The Hive would still be able to create conscious Cores from them if it invested some time in nurturing the newborn mental spheres of those creatures.


Their freedom would then increase with time, according to their achievements inside the Hive. As for the issue with the mental instabilities, Noah and Danielle didn't set a time limit. He just had to find a solution before leaving the lower planes.


By the time Noah sealed an alliance with Danielle and organized the hybrids kept captive in the Hive, the human troops were ready to march toward the territories of the Empire.


Noah flew toward the central territories past the azure plain together with Elder Austin, Elder Julia, and Danielle. They would be the rank 5 cultivators deployed in the first assault at the central areas inside the domain of the Empire, but they weren't alone.


The Elbas family and the Council had deployed a similar number of powerful assets on their respective borders and were ready to attack the central territories too. They were just waiting for the powerhouses to give the order.


Of course, the rank 5 cultivators wouldn't join the battlefield of the assets in the fourth rank, nor involve themselves among the human cultivators that had yet to invade one of the habitable areas. They had enemies suitable for their level to face.


"I don't like to have her here." Elder Austin said as he glanced at Danielle.


"Her oath is so strict that she would die before even thinking of attacking us." Elder Julia said, uncaring of the tall mantis flying next to them.


"I don't agree with your presence here too, Prince," Elder Austin continued to express his complaints. "You don't need to join the first battle, nor this war in general."


"I want to fight, Austin," Noah said while wearing an eager expression. "I want to see where I stand compared to other rank 5 cultivators."


Elder Austin simply sighed at those words and focused ahead. There were many buildings with the emblem of the Empire ahead and a series of human cultivators between them, ready to defend their city. In the sky, there were twenty or so cultivators in the fourth rank, a number of assets that matched the rank 4 cultivators deployed by the Hive in that battle. Further above, there where four rank 5 cultivators wearing stern expressions.


Both forces seemed equally matched, but that only because the Empire had to defend three fronts.
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                        There were no warnings before the deployment of those troops. The Hive, the Council, and the Elbas family had simply moved their assets alongside their respective borders with the domain of the Empire, and the latter had answered by showing that it could match all three of them.


It would have been impossible to catch that weakened nation by surprise. The central areas had so many buildings meant to inspect the environment that the Empire had noticed the enemy troops moving before they even exited their respective domains.


There hadn't been any negotiation either. It seemed that the Empire had understood that they had no chances to convince the enemy forces to back down.


That was just the fate that the strongest nation of a world had to face once it lost its advantage over the other forces.


The battlefields on the three borders were similar. All three of them featured four rank 5 cultivators and twenty or so cultivators in the fourth rank on both sides. The only differences were on the ground, where the human cultivators had to fight.


Human cultivators couldn't travel through the wild territories of the new continent due to the suffocating density of Breath. So, each force had to resort to some method to allow them to travel and fight in those lands.


The Elbas family had its ointment, the Council used a series of floating spheres that absorbed Breath and diminished the pressure on its assets, and the city shielded the cultivators of the Empire. The Hive, instead, had peculiarly solved the issue.


Noah suddenly roared, and a series of magical beasts appeared on the ground behind them and charged toward the city of the Empire, only to stop in line with the other troops when he roared again.


Those creatures weren't only magical beasts. There were also perfect hybrids amid that army and Elite beasts that had developed a sea of consciousness.


Most of them were creatures in the third rank that could ignore the suffocating atmosphere due to the inborn advantages of their species. Yet, there were a few hybrids in the fourth rank there that acted as captains.


Noah and Danielle didn't have much time to organize a proper army of hybrids after sealing their pact, but they could exploit the natural fear created by their presence to rule them. However, they still had to put a few creatures in the fourth rank to enforce their orders.


That strategy wasn't casual. Noah had suggested it using the battle strategy of the winged beasts as an example, even if his execution was far cruder.


Since the events in the other Mortal Lands, it was pointless not to use the magical beasts as troops. Noah didn't need to hide that aspect of his cultivation anymore, and the Hive would be able to preserve a large number of human assets by deploying beasts.


Also, the hybrids were simply too powerful not to control their populations. Using them for an entire war as cannon fodder would skim their ranks and reveal those that were worthy of having some sort of control over the organization that would eventually form in the domain of the Hive.





The exchange of stares between the various armies lasted only for a few minutes since a mental message reached the leaders of the invaders at the same time. "Attack!"


The three powerhouses had given the order at the same time, and the leaders of the armies echoed it without any hesitation.


A series of roars and battle cries resounded in the three battlefields as the invaders launched themselves toward the troops of the Empire. The cultivators divided themselves according to their level and set battle formations meant to absorb the first barrage of spells of the defenders.


The fight among the cultivators in the fifth rank though unfolded quite differently from the messy battles below. Each of those assets neared the opponent in front of them slowly and performed greeting gestures.


Noah's opponent was a middle-aged man with short white hair and a pair of blue eyes. He didn't have any beard and appeared quite ordinary, but he had a warm smile on his face that Noah found quite calming.


"The Almighty has given me the name Peaceful Storm." He said, "The Demon Prince of the Hive doesn't need to announce himself."


Peaceful Storm performed a polite greeting after speaking, but Noah limited himself to observe him.


Truth to be told, he had never understood while cultivators liked to speak so much before and during a battle. Words were mostly useless once spells started to fly at you unless some technique needed them. After all, what was the point of speaking when you could focus on killing your opponent?


Yet, the battles had already begun under him, and Peaceful Storm didn't show any kind of battle intent.


Noah tried to inspect his surroundings in search of some sort of trap, but even his instincts sensed nothing. It seemed that the cultivator really wanted to talk while the weaker troops fought.


"Why aren't we trying to kill each other?" Noah asked.


He noticed how the Elders near him had yet to fight too, and Danielle hadn't charged. Noah had become curious at that sight. He felt as if there was something that he was missing.


"Demon Prince, we are elites that have already ventured in our path." Peaceful Storm explained. "Killing one of us is quite difficult. Our accumulation and experience aren't something that you can defeat so easily."


'Is he trying to bait me into charging at him?' Noah thought for a second before denying that idea.


Peaceful Storm appeared really convinced of that idea and even added something in line with it. "We don't even need to fight. Why don't we discuss our individualities and exchange a few attacks after the battle under us is over?"


Noah had to admit that he felt somewhat disappointed to find such an unwilling opponent as his first real cultivator in the fifth rank. Nevertheless, he had come there to fight, and he didn't care if his enemy had spent so much time in seclusion that he had forgotten a battle intent was.


The Demonic Sword came out of his robe, and Noah wielded it only to slash it immediately after. Black smoke in the form of a claw came out of his weapon and flew in a straight line toward Peaceful Storm, but the latter simply sighed, and Noah's attack stopped moving. It was as if it had slammed against an invisible barrier that it wasn't able to pierce.


Of course, Noah had already launched another attack by the time he realized that his casual slash wouldn't be able to cross the barrier.


A barrage of white flames engulfed the dispersing claw and surpassed that invisible blockage to reach for the rank 5 cultivator. Yet Peaceful Storm raised his hand, and the fire converged in his hand to form a bright white sphere.


"See? Really hard to kill." Peaceful Storm said before launching the sphere toward Noah.
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                        Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw the white sphere flying toward him. He had yet to use any of his Breath. Even the slash from before had only consumed primary energy.


However, it felt strange seeing an opponent manipulating his flames so easily.


Noah slashed toward the sphere, but he chose to use his darkness at that time. The Demonic Sword roared when it felt that energy flowing through its form and released a black line that severed the incoming attack in two and continued to fly toward Peaceful Storm.


There rank 5 cultivator of the Empire felt slightly surprised when he saw that outcome and moved to dodge slash. Yet, right before the black line went past him, it divided and gave birth to a cloud of black smoke. The could then took the form of multiple sharp claws that changed their trajectory to chase after the cultivator.


All of Noah's abilities had changed drastically in the past years. Creating a personal Breath had forced Noah to adapt most of his attacks to his new energy, which meant completely reinvent them at times.


His Dragon's Claw martial art had initially been just a tool that made use of his physical might and his spreading destruction. Yet, it wasn't any different from a spell now that Noah used the Demonic Sword as a conduit for his darkness.


The energy that he had created could easily take any shape while also keeping its destructive force since all its particles were small swords capable of high sharpness. Noah could just pour power into his weapon and decide to change the shape of his attacks even when they had already left the sword!


Also, the fact that the Demonic Sword had the corrosive smoke of the Demonic Form as part of its fabric made each of its attacks quite threatening.


Peaceful Storm saw the incoming claws and felt forced to drop his previous behavior. He lifted his arms slowly, keeping his palms toward the sky as if he was trying to create an upward gale.


To Noah's surprise though, his attack suddenly changed trajectory and missed the cultivator's head by a few centimeters.


Peaceful Storm was about to speak again after he blocked that attack too, but Noah had charged ahead as soon as he understood that the claws weren't going to hit him. The rank 5 cultivator realized just one instant too late that Noah was already above him, ready to deliver a kick to his face.


Noah felt the world around him changing at that point. His opponent had been in front of him just now, but he could only see the blue sky a fraction of instant later.


At first, Noah thought that Peaceful Storm had used some kind of movement technique to disappear from that spot, but he soon noticed that his opponent was still in his original position.


The cultivator didn't move at all. It was Noah the one who had been flung away!


Noah didn't feel hurt, but his mind reviewed the scene at high speed as he prepared for another offensive.





'Does he control the space?' Noah thought as he deployed a series of saber-shaped runes from his palm. 'That should be impossible. King Elbas would have made the dimensional portal far sooner if it was possible to create an aptitude able to control the space.'


He activated the Divine Deduction technique to analyze the strange cultivator's individuality, and he found just an explanation that could solve his doubts.


'It's an imitation of the laws connected to space, but he uses the air to put it at use.' Noah concluded in his mind.


His evaluation only covered the most evident effects of Peaceful Storm's individuality, but it would be quite useful if it turned out that he was right.


The saber-shaped runes hadn't changed after his breakthrough since they used the primary energy in the environment to work. Yet, he still used his Breath to make them appear in the open, which meant that their destructive force only increased due to his darkness.


Also, they were already on Noah's level when they came out. It was pointless to say how powerful they would become if the battle were to last for a long time.


Noah proceeded on slashing, launching flames, and charging ahead with the split version of the Demonic Sword. However, Peaceful Storm seemed untouchable, no matter how many plans and strategies Noah came up with.


It was clear that the cultivator specialized in defense, but Noah felt that he wasn't using his real strength.


In Noah's mind, that was fine since he was doing the same, but he didn't have all the time in the world since he didn't know how the leaders would act once the battle under them ended.


"The Almighty has left this world," Noah said, "I don't know why do you even keep the name that he has given you."


Peaceful Storm's grin froze at his world. It seemed that Noah had finally obtained some kind of reaction from that elusive cultivator.


Nevertheless, he didn't let that opportunity go to waste and waved his Demonic Swords a few times in seemingly random spots. His slashes created oval black trails made of strange flames that seemed to carry metallic properties.


Peaceful Storm's seemed to understand what was happening and tried to react as fast as he could. The escorts during the crisis of the winged beasts had seen that ability, even if just a different version. So, he could vaguely imagine what was coming for him.


A gale suddenly came out of his body and deflected everything that tried to reach him. However, he had been just one instant too late, and he had underestimated the new power of the Warp spell.


Two trails of those metallic flames appeared behind his back, and a series of claws came out of them. The claws though seemed different from the previous ones since they were surrounded by the same flames that made the spells.


Peaceful Storm's gale managed to block some of the claws, but the others pierced his defenses and stabbed his back, creating a series of deep wounds and spreading corrosive black smoke inside his body.


The cultivator of the Empire cursed and dropped his smile. Still, Noah was already on top of him, ready to deliver the kick that his opponent had dodged for a while.


"I told you that we are hard to kill," Peaceful Storm said as he lifted his arm and showed a cracked talisman at the center of his palm.


A whirlpool appeared on his hand, and its suction force was so strong that Noah didn't manage to escape its area of effect even with his incredible physical strength!


It was at that point that Noah called the saber-shaped runes on the battlefield and aimed them toward the cultivator's arm. Peaceful Storm felt the incoming danger and retreated, taking that threatening vortex away with him and freeing Noah.


The whirlpool eventually ended, but Noah was wearing a stern expression as he inspected his right leg since there were a series of cuts on its skin.
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                        It didn't happen so often for Noah to suffer injuries against cultivators on his same level. His body usually protected him from their most basic attacks due to its natural defenses.


However, Peaceful Storm's talisman had managed to restrain him for a short period and even pierce his skin at the same time. It seemed that the cultivator wasn't only specialized in defense but had a series of effective offensive methods too.


'It's not surprising for such old existences to be so resourceful.' Noah thought as he kept his eyes on his opponent.


Peaceful Storm's aura had condensed around him in a protective stance after the last exchange of attacks. That time, Noah could see how the cultivator's Breath affected the air and space around him and was ready to deflect or redirect any form of offensive.


His opponent had finally become serious, and Noah couldn't wait to see how far his power had grown.


Noah charged ahead again, uncaring of the injury on his leg. The resilience of his body couldn't be compared to the human standards, so he was sure that he would win as long as he traded blows in that way.


As for eating to increase his healing speed, that was something that wasn't possible anymore now that his body had reached such heights.


The requirements in terms of energy were simply too high now that he was in the middle tier of the fifth rank. Even if he were to eat a rank 5 magical beast now, it would still take a day for his skin to heal and that only due to the improved healing abilities inherited by the Yin Body.


That was the reason why he had stopped eating during a battle unless his condition was critical, and he had abandoned the idea of creating a suitable secret technique. Taking a few bites would only reveal an opening to his opponents, and he wasn't sure he had enough powerful corpses to make up for the consumption of primary energy that a secret technique in the fifth rank would require.


It would be different if he somehow managed to condense an entire creature in the middle tier of the fifth rank into a pill, but he didn't know any alchemist able to succeed in that task. Also, the product would be a proper rank 5 drug, which was something that cultivators couldn't just produce at will, not in the quantity required by Noah at least.


Peaceful Storm could only decide to contain the corrosive smoke in his body for the time being when he saw Noah launching a series of those threatening black lines as he shot toward him. His expression froze at that sight. He found it unreal that Noah could repeatedly attack with such might without even taking time to prepare his slashes.


The truth was that Noah's martial art had reached a higher level now that the Demonic Sword worked together with him. It was as if Peaceful Storm had to fight against two magical beasts in the fifth rank at the same time!


A series of talismans came out of his ring before the lines clashed with the distorted air that surrounded him. They floated in front of him and created a series of arrows that shot at high speed toward Noah, ignoring his attacks.





Noah's eyes widened when he saw that he couldn't follow the arrows with his eyes. They were so fast that they appeared able to teleport!


However, he didn't back down and ignored the dangerous feeling sensed by his mind as he activated the complete Demonic Form.


Both Noah and Peaceful Storm were confident in their defensive abilities and didn't let the opponent take control of the flow of the battle. The black lines crashed on the area filled with distorted air and morphed, taking the form of dozens of claws that tried to reach for the injured cultivator at its center.


Yet, their trajectory was entirely off, and Noah had to decide to make the claws explode hit the cultivator with his corrosive smoke.


On the other hand, the arrows landed on Noah's body as soon as the armor of black smoke started to form. They pierced the spell and stabbed his skin, reaching even for the dense layers of muscles beneath.


Noah had protected his vital organs with his arms and let go of the Demonic Sword to help him defending from the attacks. However, some arrows still managed to create deep wounds before they depleted their power and returned to be simple air.


'I understand,' Noah thought as the broken armor started to reform. 'These attacks carry his aura, which means that he creates his talismans! He probably focuses all the power of his centers of power to defend himself, while he uses the talismans to attack.'


Noah wasn't worried about his wounds in the slightest and continued to analyze his opponent's power. He had to admit that it was quite a troublesome enemy. He could very well imagine how Peaceful Storm had spent decades honing his skill in the creation of talismans, which meant that his stash of prepared attacks could be endless.


Nevertheless, even if he focused only on defending himself, Noah's darkness fueled his offensive and made them incredibly destructive.


The cloud of smoke inside the area of distorted space vanished at some point and revealed a Peaceful Storm filled with small wounds and red marks. His defensive spell couldn't stop the advance of Noah's corrosive smoke completely, which ended on his body and made a mess of his skin.


Peaceful Storm though didn't seem beaten and heaved a deep sigh as he raised his head to stare at his opponent. Whiffs of black smoke came out of his back when he breathed out. Without that foreign substance in his body, he could express his full power again.


Yet, his expression froze when he saw the form that Noah had taken after the activation of the Demonic Form.


That spell wasn't unknown in the cultivation world. Noah had made it quite famous since it was on the first abilities noted down on his wanted poster. However, what was in front of Peaceful Storm was a completely different shape compared to what the records reported.


Noah was covered with a thick layer of gaseous scales that swayed in the wind as they released trails of corrosive smoke. The scales seemed to have metallic properties as they took the shape of an armor.


His helmet had the shape of a dragon head that had two straight horns coming out from its temples, and a thick tail came out from the bottom of his back.


All in all, the new shape of the complete Demonic Form was humanoid, but it featured many details that only a dragon-type magical beast could have. Also, the corrosive smoke had changed when Noah used his darkness to create it. It was now denser and less chaotic, which allowed it to unleash more precise destruction.


Looking at that monstrous figure, Peaceful Storm accepted that he had to go all out in that battle.
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                        Peaceful Storm felt almost depressed to realize that he had to become serious against a cultivator that had been in the fifth rank for less than fifty years.


He was an experienced warrior that had managed to create a stable battle style that made use of his individuality even if it had mostly defensive features. Yet, he could only go all out in front of such a demonstration of sheer power.


The strands of smoke coming out of Noah's armor resembled sharp blades that shattered the air and created massive quantities of primary energy. The scales over his body were so dense that most cultivators wouldn't believe that they were made of corrosive gas.


It was as if Noah had transformed into a fiend born only to destroy, and Peaceful Storm couldn't even put into words the amount of danger that he felt looking at his figure.


Noah felt a series of gazes landing on him. The Elders and Danielle had started their battles too, but they were startled by the dangerous presence that had suddenly appeared when Noah transformed. Even the other rank 5 cultivators of the Empire couldn't help but glance at him.


However, Noah couldn't care less about their gazes. The only thing that his eyes could see was the distorted area created by Peaceful Storm.


There was something that blocked his path and denied almost all his attacks right in front of him. That was the perfect tool to test how far his destruction could stretch.


Noah took a step forward and wielded the two parts of the Demonic Sword before gathering the saber-shaped runes at some distance from him.


Peaceful Storm saw a fiendish figure surrounded by a sea of small sabers walking toward him and sighed when he noticed that those runes were becoming stronger every time Noah took a step forward. They were nearing the peak of the gaseous stage as they kept on absorbing the primary energy created by the corrosive smoke.


Peaceful Storm understood at once that he had to stop his opponent before even his incredible defenses couldn't protect him anymore.


Nevertheless, Noah's figure suddenly distorted and shot forward at high speed, reaching the borders of Peaceful Storm's defensive area before he could even notice that event.


Noah's weapons were already raised by the time he reached the distorted area, and he used the momentum of his sprint to slash them toward the cultivator of the Empire. Two fuming lines barged inside the distorted space and pressed forward in a straight line, uncaring of the effects that his opponent's individuality was trying to apply to them.


Peaceful Storm saw his defenses falling apart. The black smoke filled his distorted area and destroyed the effects of his spell, while the two black lines continued to aim at him without being hindered in the slightest.


He quickly took another series of talismans from his space-ring and started to cast another spell. A series of humanoid figures made of air took form in front of him and clashed with Noah's attack while he commanded his area to explode outward.





Noah saw that distorted space engulfing him and shredding his armor apart, flinging him away in the process. His body also suffered, and he coughed blood as his internal organs shook under the changes of pressure that they were experiencing.


When Peaceful Storm was in command of his area, the space distorted in a way that protected him. Yet, when it exploded outward, it was so chaotic that it was even able to tear Noah's Demonic Form apart.


Noah stopped himself after being pushed back for a few kilometers and quickly reactivated his Demonic Form. His body radiated waves of pain, but they didn't even manage to occupy a small part of his thoughts.


There was only the ecstasy felt by sensing that his centers of power were able to sustain the consumption of his reckless battle style.


'Finally,' Noah thought as he analyzed the consumption of his Breath.


His darkness was on the same level of the Breath in the environment, but Noah's abilities required less of it when they acted in line with its nature. As for the Demonic Form, no spell in his arsenal expressed his creation and destruction better than it.


Noah had never seen his most powerful spell consuming so little energy. It felt liberating having the possibility of going all out without worrying about emptying his centers of power.


Peaceful Storm appeared in front of him while Noah bathed in the harmony that his existence had reached. The skin of the cultivator from the Empire was even worse off, and there were spots on his body where his bones were exposed. Also, he was missing a few fingers on his right hand.


It seemed that his humanoid figures couldn't completely protect him from the corrosive effects of Noah's attacks. Yet, they were still standing around him in a protective stance, even if all of them had missing limbs.


Noah roared when he saw him and released a wave of white flames that fused with the black smoke as they slammed on the humanoid figures. Peaceful Storm didn't even look at it and threw other talismans that become arrows aimed for his opponent.


Both of them didn't even care about defending anymore. They just used the protections that were already in place and focused everything into their offensive.


The humanoid figures exploded when the white flames and black smoke crashed on them, and Noah felt his body being pierced in multiple spots due to the arrows that he didn't manage to block. The two of them seemed almost on the same level as they kept exchanging blows without taking any step back.


Nevertheless, a blue pillar suddenly illuminated the area. It flung all the invaders away, either injuring or killing the weaker cultivators that were trying to conquest the city on the ground.


Even Noah felt the blue halo radiated by the pillar, pushing him away from the battle against Peaceful Storm. It seemed that the invading forces had triggered one of the defensive measures of the city, which was even able to target heroic cultivators!


Noah flew back for a few kilometers until he landed on the ground at some distance from the battlefield. His mind didn't sense any threat coming for him, but he noticed that the other Elders and Danielle had been flung back too.


In the city and the sky above it, the cultivators of the Empire cheered and shot challenging gazes at the survivors of the invading troops. It was as if they were asking them to attack again.


Noah dispersed the Demonic Form and analyzed the survivors on the Hive's side.


To his surprise, all the rank 4 cultivators were still alive and were either hugging or caressing weapons that he was extremely familiar with. As for the hybrids on the ground, most of them had died when the blue light engulfed them.


"Retreat," Elder Julia said at that scene. They couldn't win unless they didn't find a way around that protection.
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                        The invading forces didn't expect to take the city at their first attack. The defending side always had the advantage during a war, and the three organizations were attacking the most powerful force in the world. There wasn't much that they could do before they analyzed the battlefield properly.


Yet, the only way to do so was to test the defenses of the Empire and create countermeasures.


Elder Julia and Elder Austin weren't injured. They barely looked tired at all. However, Danielle had a few cracks on her mantis body. As for Noah, his skin had many wounds, and his robe was torn and bloody. The bleeding though had already stopped due to his powerful healing properties and the innate resilience of his body.


Noah didn't feel tired as he stood proudly on the rocky terrain, staring at Peaceful Storm that was eyeing him with an annoyed look on his face. Those wounds weren't enough to force Noah to rest, but it wasn't the same for his opponent.


Peaceful Storm had come in contact with the black smoke multiple times, and that corrosive gas had even affected his internal organs. The humans were simply too frail, and Peaceful Storm was managing to keep on fighting because he was suppressing his injuries. Once he came back to his quarters, he would need to resort to powerful drugs to heal.


On the other hand, Noah only needed to eat. His skin and muscles weren't a problem, but his internal organs had suffered a bit during the outburst of the distorted space and needed some nutrients to heal quickly.


Yet, Noah wasn't worried about his state in the slightest. He only cared about his battle prowess, and he felt some satisfaction as he reviewed his first fight against a complete rank 5 cultivator.


Noah knew that he had never really gained the upper hand in the battle. He had only relied on his superior body to match Peaceful Storm's annoying defense. However, he couldn't help but approve the power that his darkness was able to produce when it fueled his abilities.


Peaceful Storm wasn't weak, and his experience in battles at that level far surpassed Noah's. Also, his centers of power were stronger than Noah's, even if they weren't on superior stages or tiers.


Nevertheless, Noah's attacks had managed to match his and even overcome them at times.


'I can fight the old monsters,' Noah thought as he moved forward to gather the hybrids that had survived the blue pillar. Most of them were scared and had fallen prey to their survival instincts, but Noah's roars calmed them down and forced them to regroup with the other troops.


They had lost a battle, but that was just the beginning of the war. The Shandal Empire had managed to fend them off that time, but it was still against three powerful forces. Its defenses could only delay the inevitable defeat.


The elders in the fourth rank shot worshipping gazes at Noah. They still wielded the living weapons that had given them an incredible advantage during the battle and had put them in a position where they could notice the arrival of the blue pillar before it was too late.





Having access to an almost limitless number of spells had made them overwhelm the enemy forces and even kill a few of them before the blue light arrived, and Noah was the one who had provided that power.


In their eyes, the Demon Prince wasn't only an amazing individual anymore. He appeared perfect, whether it was his battle prowess or ability in the inscription fields. He was an existence that they couldn't help but admire and revere.


Noah didn't mind their gazes. It would only benefit the Hive if his presence on the battlefield were to inspire the other heroic assets. After all, that was the purpose of a leader, and his title hinted that he would rule the Hive someday.


"How bad is it?" Elder Austin asked as he neared Noah to inspect his injuries.


The Elder hadn't revealed his living weapon in that battle since he knew that they were just testing the enemy forces with that first assault.


Noah didn't have time to answer that Danielle snorted and turned to leave before giving voice to a few words. "He isn't like you. Those wounds are nothing for our species."


Noah watched her set off to return to the territories of the Hive, but he couldn't understand how she felt after the battle. Even if she had been busy with her fight, she had been able to analyze Noah's combat style at times, but she didn't reveal her thoughts about it.


Her reaction though didn't faze Noah, who simply gestured at the Elder that he was fine before leading the hybrids back to the domain of the Hive. It was time to reorganize and set a meeting with the other forces to discuss the defensive methods of the Empire. After that, they would deploy an even stronger army and resume their attacks.


Noah created a small cave after he was done taking care of the hybrids. He didn't feel tired, so he had no reason not to train. He felt starving too, so it was a good time to make a thorough evaluation of his abilities now that he had used them in battle.


'The effects obtained with my darkness are amazing,' Noah thought as he munched the body parts of a magical beast in the lower tier of the fifth rank. 'It's a pity that some of my spells don't work with it.'


Noah had tried his best not to lose any of his abilities after he created his Breath. However, some of his spells didn't work, no matter how many modifications he made to their diagrams.


The Demonic Form, his mental spells, and his runes had only benefitted from his darkness, which simply increased their power and made them express his individuality. Yet, some abilities didn't work before he made some changes to adapt them to his peculiar energy.


The Merging spell was supposed to use the darkness in the world to boost his speed, but Noah had to change the focus of that diagram to his destruction to put it to use. He would suddenly sharpen his aura to its limit to brute-force his way through the air and sprint at high speed.


It was more of a forced acceleration rather than a peaceful increase in speed after his modifications.


The Warp spell suffered from the same issue. The black flames could still transport his attacks, but they couldn't teleport him anymore. However, the spell would now empower the attacks that passed through them, which made Noah ignore the loss of some of its core features.


His Blood Companion seemed to have issues with his Breath too. Noah had to use the primary energy to make it work, even if he obtained weaker effects.


As for spells like the Dark Cover, the Dark Ray, and the Death Area, they simply wouldn't activate.
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                        Losing spells was a bit annoying, especially for a cultivator of the darkness element since that aptitude made them quite rare. However, Noah traded that for an increase of power in all the abilities that expressed his individuality.


Also, there wasn't much that he could do about that drawback. His existence was simply becoming more specialized in specific fields rather than others.


The only thing that mattered was that he was able to match rank 5 cultivators older than him. His search for new abilities would come later, as well as his plans to create new ones.


During his training and healing, Noah started to think about ways to create his higher energy.


It had been a somewhat streamlined process with June. King Elbas had already discovered the method required by the lightning element, so she had only to find procedures that allowed her to reach that result. However, the research was quite vague when it came to cultivators with light and darkness aptitudes.


It was a good thing that those rare elements could theoretically give birth to higher energies with any procedure, but it made Noah's work harder since he didn't even know where to start. It seemed that he could only overcome that issue by immersing himself in a long series of tests again.


Nevertheless, the war wasn't the right period for that kind of seclusion, and his priority was expressing his individuality since it benefitted his centers of power. Any research or test had to come later the nourishing of the stable sources of his strength.


It didn't take much for the attacking forces to uncover the secrets behind the defensive measure of the Shandal Empire.


Having the Elbas family as an ally turned out to be quite amazing since its ranks had experts in every field that concerned the cultivation world. The Royals had already started to analyze that defensive method since their last defeat, and seeing it again gave them the pieces of information needed to define the limits and triggers of those pillars.


It seemed that they were some sort of formations able to draw and accumulate the energy released during a battle and turn it into fuel to create a repelling force. The inscriptions though were inside the city, which meant that Noah and the others could only prevent the activation of that defensive method by winning their battles quickly.


Once they discovered those features, the three forces reorganized and created a simple battle plan that took into consideration the pillars. They would simply overwhelm the Empire with their numbers.


Noah didn't see Peaceful Storm when the forces of the three organizations gathered in front of the city that signaled the beginning of the Empire's domain.


His injuries had wholly healed during the two months that had passed, but Peaceful Storm still needed some time to return to his peak. Also, Noah guessed that he had to refill his stash of talisman before he felt confident of joining the battlefield again.





There was even the possibility that Peaceful Storm was creating something that targeted him personally, but Noah couldn't do much about it. That was simply one of the drawbacks that appeared once the cultivators exposed their abilities.


However, he noticed how Thaddeus Elbas was among the rank 5 cultivators of the Royals' army, and his cultivation level matched his companions'. His mental sphere was still in the fourth rank though.


The attackers didn't create three different fronts at that time. Their focus was on taking the city before it accumulated enough power to create a blue pillar again. So, working together on a single battlefield was better than dispersing their troops and giving a chance to the Empire to exploit their political division.


An army made of twelve cultivators in the fifth rank, almost a hundred rank 4 cultivators, and countless warriors in the human ranks gathered in front of the city only to discover that the Empire had matched the number of their assets again. Most of those existences didn't even join the previous war, which meant that the Empire could give them a break without weakening its army.


The battle started immediately at that time. The two armies clashed on each other as if they were two tides meeting themselves in the sky.


Noah's opponent was an old woman with long white hair and a hunched back. Her name was Countless Wings, and the reason behind that title became quite apparent when Noah forced her to fight properly just like he did with Peaceful Storm.


Countless Wings dodged all of Noah's attacks thanks to a pair of insect wings made of flames that had appeared behind her back as soon as the battle started. Also, she would leave a trail of fire able to give birth to small flaming butterflies whenever she retreated.


Noah soon found himself surrounded by hundreds of those red butterflies, which would explode when he entered their area of destruction.


It seemed that the Empire had already created a countermeasure to Noah's battle style and chosen an opponent that forced him to fight at some distance from the actual battle.


Countless Wings would even shoot arrows with an inscribed bow when the butterflies managed to hinder Noah's path. That was the worst opponent for him since he didn't have too many attacks that could work at that distance.


The butterflies would target the saber-shaped runes too, which made it impossible for them to accumulate enough energy.


Noah could only use his mental attacks at that point, uncaring of the fact that the Royals on the scene could recognize those abilities. He was a rank 5 cultivator now. There was a limit to how much the Elbas family could threaten him when the Royals were the only ones in possession of the images of his revenge.


Hundreds of ethereal sabers clashed with the swarm of butterflies, causing their explosion and slowly opening a path for him. He deployed his runes again as he saw the butterflies diminishing and used the Demonic Form when he understood that those arrows could hurt him.


A strange substance covered the metallic tip of those arrows. It was similar to the liquid used by Noah during the drawing of the rune for his current cultivation technique. It was just a far more intense version that made him feel weak whenever he dodged an arrow.


The items retrieved in the other Mortal Lands had the magical beasts as their main focus. After all, the dire state of the natives wasn't an act. So, their experts had spent most of their time researching how to weaken those creatures.


The effects of those resources generally had a limited impact on him since he wasn't only a beast, but it appeared that the Empire had used its time efficiently in those past years. Yet, the weakening only lasted for a few seconds, and Noah had dodged all the arrows that aimed at him. The butterflies though were rather hard to avoid, and Noah could only use his Ghostly Sabers to make them detonate before he entered their area of destruction.
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                        Countless Wings was a perfect counter to Noah's abilities.


The Ghostly Claws and the Demonic Form managed to repel the explosive power of the fiery butterflies, but Countless Wings kept on moving, and her arrows prevented Noah from chasing after her in a straight line. Also, as she kept Noah away, her wings would leave a trail of fire that created even more butterflies.


Noah found himself unable to reach her even when he used the Merging spell, which left him in a hopeless pursuit that only depleted his energy. It seemed that he didn't have any chance to gain the upper hand against Countless Wings.


'I didn't want to use this just yet,' Noah thought as he focused on activating another spell.


It all started as a black dot coming out of his palm. That little sphere floated above Noah's head and generated a gravitational pull when it was in position. The trajectory of the butterflies suddenly shifted and converged toward the sphere that shattered them until they were nothing more than primary energy. That primary energy then fused with Noah's spell, enlarging its shape and increasing its suction force.


Countless Wings was an experienced warrior who had witnessed a large variety of spells. The sphere summoned by Noah was an ability that the heroic assets of that world had already noted down, even if they weren't aware of all its specifics. Yet, Countless Wings had already encountered similar attacks and knew that all of them could only absorb a limited amount of energy.


It was a necessary feature dictated by the fairness of Heaven and Earth. An ability able to absorb energy indefinitely simply couldn't exist.


So, she decided to move even faster, increasing the number of flames that she left behind and creating more butterflies to overload that defensive spell.


Noah felt strange when he saw the reaction of his opponent. On one side, he felt happy that Countless Wings had chosen that approach. Yet, part of him was worried at the sight of the black sphere madly absorbing the energy released by the shattered butterflies.


The truth was that the Black Hole spell had gained unusual properties after Noah replaced the Breath of Heaven and Earth with his darkness. It had become a never-ending vortex able to devour any energy that came near it, and the usual limit applied to that kind of spells seemed to have vanished in its case.


When he tested it inside the separate dimension, the Black Hole spell had continued to absorb energy even after it had become too powerful for his mind to handle. Noah had been forced to detonate it back then and listen to a long series of complaints from Thirty-seven, which labeled it as an unstable spell.


Modifying and fusing two different diagrams had given birth to something impressive that could act on its own when Noah's darkness fueled it. The cause behind its unusual behavior probably was Noah's greed since it was a core part of the fused spell.





That feeling apparently resonated with his Breath and destabilized the structure of the spell, turning it into an all-devouring sphere that radiated his distinctive destruction.


Noah had understood that his mind had to improve before he could use it in battle at ease, but he always could detonate it before it escaped his control. So, his decision to use it in that fight wasn't exactly reckless. It just made him feel worried about potential drawbacks.


With the Black Hole spell taking care of the swarm of fiery butterflies, Noah could finally charge toward Countless Wings head-on. His Demonic Sword was enough to take care of the arrows, so he sprinted in a straight line, ready to bring the battle where his abilities excelled.


Countless Wings was initially confident that the black sphere above Noah would reach its limits soon. Still, it only became bigger as she kept on accelerating to maintain the distance with her opponent.


The main issue wasn't the width of the sphere. Its gravitational pull became stronger as it absorbed more energy, and it reached the point where even the arrows started to deviate from their original trajectory.


Also, the spell redirected part of its energy to Noah's body, which made him feel stronger than he had ever been!


Countless Wings could only begin to consider the idea of resorting to some of her items when she saw that her opponent was starting to gain ground.


At that point though, loud cries filled the battlefield, and the attention of the heroic cultivators went on the city, where they saw the human troops of the Empire retreating in a hurry.


The human army of the three forces had managed to overwhelm the enemy troops and take control of the city while the heroic cultivators were busy fighting the battles on their level. With the town occupied, the Empire didn't have access to the trigger of the blue pillar and couldn't defend that territory.


The heroic assets of the Empire heaved helpless sighs and revealed annoyed looks, but they announced their retreat nonetheless. As a nation with a long experience in wars, the Shandal Empire knew that it was pointless to exhaust its strongest cultivators over a city that they had lost after only two battles.


It was better to retreat to a place where they could benefit from their position as defenders once again. Letting the three forces overwhelm them with their superior numbers without even relying on some defensive measures was merely suicidal.


A wave of cheers filled the army that quickly divided itself according to the origin of its cultivators. The three forces had finally managed to defeat the Empire in battle, but they were still opponents united only to take down a common enemy.


Noah felt disappointed to see his opponent retreat so soon. Being interrupted when he had finally started to gain the advantage in his fight annoyed him, but he couldn't just chase after her when she had regrouped with the other rank 5 cultivators.


His attention went on the black sphere floating above his head, which had already become more than four meters wide. Its uneven edges leaked the destruction of his individuality and kept on creating primary energy to absorb.


'I wonder how much it can grow,' Noah thought for an instant before suppressing that idea and starting to suppress his ability.


The problem with letting it grow without limit was that Noah's mind would have to endure the pressure generated by his connection with the spell. A power in the liquid stage of the fifth rank was probably the best that his mental sphere could handle right now and that only because the connection didn't express the full might of the ability.


However, someone interrupted him before he could shut down the spell entirely.


"I saw those spells!" Thaddeus said as he stepped forward to face the group from the Hive. "They are the same abilities used by the cultivator that has destroyed the Balvan family."
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                        Noah couldn't be bothered to deal with Thaddeus. He had a lot to do, even without considering his usual training.


Analyzing a battle with the Divine Deduction technique had always managed to give him some insights on how to improve his combat style, and he couldn't wait to return to his cave to study them. However, Thaddeus seemed set on making that matter public even if Noah was ignoring him.


"The Hive has attacked the territory of my family!" Thaddeus shouted. "I have reason to believe that you are behind the assaults in the Utra nation."


More Royals joined Thaddeus in his accusations. They even began to list a series of criminals that had joined the Hive and the behavior of that organization when it had yet to occupy the new continent rightfully.


It seemed that Thaddeus aimed to discredit the Hive in front of the Council and possibly obtain a more significant share of the rewards of the war. After all, the wealth hidden in the Empire could lead any organization to the apex of those Mortal Lands.


"I was alone when I attacked my family," Noah eventually said when he saw that those accusations were beginning to affect the Elders of the Council.


He didn't care if the Royals tarnished his name, but he didn't want to lose the possible reward of that war. The Empire had even revealed that it owned spells of the darkness element, so he wanted to be in the first line when the plunder began.


The Black Hole spell still hovered above him and kept on absorbing primary energy. Noah had decided to wait a bit before shutting it down since the situation had become quite troublesome.


"I've taken care of some personal matters that concerned my family," Noah continued. "I believe that my actions are in line with your laws. After all, the Elbas family has no power when it comes to the internal struggles of the noble families."


Thaddeus snorted at those words and continued to press on with his accusations. "How could you appear in the Utra nation without anyone noticing? Also, you've just admitted that you attacked your family. That makes you the first suspect of the other raids too!"


"I've used a secret passage known only to the Balvan family," Noah replied. "My grandfather never felt the need to close it since your family had done a great job in convincing him of my death. It's a pity that you only ever saw a weapon for your secret army in me. I might have joined you if that wasn't the case."


Some laughs resounded among the Elders of the Hive, and even the heroic cultivators of the Council couldn't help but shake their heads. Noah knew some secrets about the Royals, and nothing was preventing him from revealing them.


Just the matter concerning the creation of a secret army with various criminals would be enough to kindle the rebellious spirit of the noble families that had joined the Royals after the dimensional portal ruined the Utra nation. That wouldn't be enough to create a rebellion due to the oaths in place, but it could cause some issues in the centuries to come.





The truth was that every powerful organization had secrets. That wasn't an issue during regular times when they operated in their domains. Yet, it could lead to problems now that they were in the middle of a war.


Also, the relationship between the Council and the Royals had worsened since the assassinations in the new continent. The Hive was even the weakest force among them, so the Council would benefit more by siding with it and force the Elbas family to lower its share of the gains.


"What secret passage!" Thaddeus couldn't contain his voice when he heard Noah's lies. "And, even if it existed, you were a whoreson! Your family would have never revealed its location to you."


Noah's eyes became cold at those words, and he controlled the Black Hole spell to move next to him. Thaddeus suddenly noticed that the black sphere had grown since he last focused on it. Its power was nearing the peak of the gaseous stage in its current form.


"Are you saying that I wasn't worthy of knowing that secret?" Noah said as growls began to fuse with his human voice. "How can you decide who is worthy of knowledge and power? You have barely made any progress in the time that it took me to reach this level."


Cecil was among the rank 5 cultivator deployed by the Royals, and he observed the situation with a far calmer mind compared to his son.


He could understand what Noah was doing. Discrediting Thaddeus in front of all those experts would make his words worthless and any accusation vain. Also, his explanations made sense and were backed by his incredible achievements.


It was easier to believe that the Balvan family had accepted Noah at some point in his youth and revealed the existence of the secret passage. Whether that passage was real didn't matter since Noah could just claim that he had destroyed it after the attack.


After all, those words came from the monster that had reached the fifth rank in eighty years of life. Due to his achievements, everyone would believe that Noah had been able to sneak inside the Utra nation, destroy a noble family, and escape without anyone noticing him.


It would be different if the cultivators charged with those accusations were just ordinary geniuses. A pact with the organization behind them would be enough to settle the matter, especially since it involved cultivators in the fifth rank.


However, the cultivator in question was Noah Balvan, and, according to his version of the story, he didn't even break any law since the Royals couldn't affect the internal matters of the noble families.


Cecil closed his eyes for a moment, only to reopen them and place a hand over his son's shoulder. Thaddeus struggled to calm down, but his father whispered something in his hear, and he eventually gave up on the matter.


Since Noah escaped from the Utra nation, taking care of him had always been one of Thaddeus' goals, but that mostly was because he was aware of the Royal Inheritance. Now that the Elbas family had claimed it, Noah's secrets had lost a lot of value.


Also, those secrets had always been relevant only inside the Utra nation. He didn't have anything on the Royals that could endanger their safety. He could only spread bad rumors, which wouldn't force the Council to side with one of its allies.


"Indeed, you are an exceptional cultivator, Patriarch of the Balvan family," Thaddeus said as he performed a bow. "You have acted according to our laws."


When he turned to leave, Cecil whispered something to him again. "With the pool of enlightenment and the wealth gained in this war, the Elbas family will be unmatched. Patience, my son, don't let the drawbacks of the pool affect your judgment."
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                        After the discussion ended, the assets of the three forces began to explore the city to see if they could find something valuable. A few rank 4 cultivators belonging to each faction joined the inspection too since there was a limit to what the troops in the human ranks were able to sense.


The city didn't have any precious material. The Empire had already taken away anything valuable before the first battle. Yet, the buildings and the defensive formation were still there, and they were assets that the experts of the three forces could use and study.


The formation behind the blue pillars wasn't exceptional, but the Empire had built that city for the sole purpose of analyzing the evolution of the central lands. It featured many useful buildings, and it even had vast cultivation areas for the experts stationed there.


The leaders of the armies eventually decided to divide the city into three parts and use it to accommodate their troops. After all, there were many large habitations there, and they could even make use of the blue pillar in case the Empire decided to retaliate.


Of course, no one expected the Empire to attack. The three forces had managed to win while being in a disadvantageous position. It would be simply suicidal to try and reclaim the city now that they had gained the territorial advantage.


Noah didn't return to the Hive's domain and dug a cave in the outskirts of the city. He didn't need a proper training area since he mostly cultivated and meditated in that period.


Any experiment would consume years at his level, so he preferred to improve centers of power rather than immerse himself in one of his many projects. Also, the war would require his presence often, so it was better to focus on things that he could interrupt whenever he wanted.


The battle against Countless Wings left him almost unscathed. The detonations of the butterflies had burnt his skin in some spots. Still, those injuries would heal in a matter of days.


As he analyzed his battle, his confidence solidified. It was evident that he was on the same level as those old monsters even if he had yet to defeat one of them. His battle prowess mainly came from his darkness, but his spells were powerful in general. Also, the fact that he could use his martial art together with the Demonic Sword gave him access to a threatening and relentless offensive.


After all, Noah was never really fighting alone. All his opponents had to face two beings capable of expressing a battle prowess in the fifth rank, and that had perfect coordination. Even the most experienced cultivators would find him troublesome to deal with.


It didn't take much before envoys from the other organizations started to knock on his and the Elders' doors.


The armies had fought together in that battle. The allied troops didn't fail to notice the advantage of the rank 4 Elders of the Hive. The strange weapons that they wielded were simply too flashy to ignore.





The allied troops saw how those weapons were able to launch a seemingly limitless number of attacks with power similar to the enemy spells. Such items were simply fantastic, and the cultivators wielding them didn't even seem to suffer from any kind of drawback!


It was needless to say that both the Council and the Elbas family became immediately interested in the living weapons, especially since they showed clear connections with the magical beasts' world.


Both organizations expected that the Hive would come up with something after the events with the other world. They had Noah in their ranks in the end.


Yet, they didn't expect that he could create something so useful so soon. After all, most of their experiments were still in the testing phase.


Of course, the reason behind their failures in the past forty years was that they had mainly tried to replicate Noah's body. Even if they had consulted him on that matter, the heroic cultivators of the two organizations weren't willing to give up on obtaining the power of a hybrid.


That led to countless failures and deaths that they had kept a secret from the world. Decades had to pass before they accepted that Noah had spoken the truth and moved toward other experiments.


The envoys of both organizations tried to set meetings to discuss the living weapons, and they even named exorbitant prices just to analyze one of them. However, the Hive wasn't willing to give any information just yet.


Chasing Demon had decided that the Hive would wait until all its heroic assets obtained a suitable living weapon to create a market with those items. That was something that would have to wait for the end of the war when the thirst for those new assets reached its peak.


Noah would have considered meeting the envoys if that led him to meet June again, but the Elbas family didn't deploy her during the war. He expected that since the Royals wanted to show the power of their bloodline on the battlefield, but he still wanted to check up on her growth.


He knew that it wouldn't be a problem for her to hide her new energy. June still had access to her previous cultivation technique and could absorb normal Breath of the lightning element from the environment. However, he couldn't wait for the moment when he could just walk with her under the astonished expressions of the Royals.


He had to respect her wishes though. June still needed to take complete control over her family and leave the Royals on her own. She wouldn't accept Noah's help on the matter.


The days spent cultivating passed quickly, and the next battle eventually arrived. The three armies divided themselves again to attack three different cities built on the central territories in control of the Empire.


They were similar to the city that they had just conquered, but they featured far more habitations meant for human cultivators.


The Empire was famous for having the highest number of cultivators in those Mortal Lands, and it had maintained that record even after the Council and the Elbas family had become more open toward the commoners. The arrival of the new continent had been the Empire's great chance to obtain habitable territories for its insane number of troops, so most of its cities were just meant to accommodate them.


The troops of the Hive moved toward their target with their usual formation. The hybrids would face the human cultivators, while the heroic assets would fight in the sky.


Noah found a familiar face among the enemy rank 5 cultivators. Peaceful Storm was waiting for him with his warm smile radiating its usual calm aura.


"Demon Prince," Peaceful Storm greeted him when the battle below them began. "How many talismans are you going to make me waste this time?"


Noah didn't speak, but wielded the divided Demonic Sword and used the Merging spell to launch himself at his opponent. He was set on aiming for the kill in that battle.



						




                    


                
				
                    824. Copy

					
					

                    
                        Peaceful Storm didn't hesitate to deploy his defensive area of distorted space when he saw Noah pouncing at him as soon as the battle started. Even the cultivator of the Empire had decided to go all out from the start since he had understood Noah's character by then.


A series of talismans appeared in front of Peaceful Storm, and spells of various kinds came out of them. Noah saw arrows, humanoid figures, and eagles made of wind shooting toward him as he charged ahead.


However, he was ready for their arrival.


A black sphere appeared in front of him and quickly moved on top of his head, generating a gravitational pull that affected the trajectory of the incoming spells. Black smoke also started to come out of his body and took the shape of the scaled armor of the Demonic Form.


Peaceful Storm's attacks met the black lines released by the Demonic Sword and deviated only to end up in the Black Hole spell. The gravitational pull became stronger in the process, but it was still too weak to affect all the talismans of Noah's opponent.


Noah's martial art had destroyed the humanoid figures and maimed the eagles, but the arrows were too fast and landed on his body, piercing the scaled armor and stabbing his skin. The surviving eagles then arrived and crashed on him, destroying a part of the Demonic Form and creating a series of light wounds on his chest.


Nevertheless, those clashes weren't able to stop Noah's advance.


Peaceful Storm's spells released energy when they crashed on Noah, which the black sphere promptly absorbed, redirecting part of it in his body. The injuries that he had just suffered stopped bleeding as soon as that wave of nutrients filled him.


Also, Noah had focused the humanoid figures because they were the only abilities capable of hindering his charge. The impact with the other attacks was barely able to slow him down.


Peaceful Storm could only brace for the imminent clash when he saw that his talismans didn't have any effect.


Noah slashed with the Demonic Sword when he reached the edges of the distorted space. His divided weapon released two black lines that detonated into a cloud of corrosive smoke when their trajectory shifted due to that defensive area.


Peaceful Storm saw the dangerous gas spreading inside his personal space and activated another talisman that created a series of gales. Winds began to blow inside the distorted area and pushed back the corrosive smoke, completely denying Noah's attack.


It was evident that the cultivator of the Empire had prepared for that battle, and Noah guessed that he had even exchanged notes with Countless Wings since he didn't seem affected by the growing sphere above his head. Yet, being prepared and being able to counter an ability were two very different things.


The destruction radiated by the Black Hole spell started to affect the area of distorted space. Small pieces of the sky began to escape Peaceful Storm's control and fuel the black sphere that kept on increasing the power behind its gravitational pull.





Peaceful Storm's spread his consciousness at that sight and reinstated his control over the space around him, preventing Noah's spell from affecting his defenses further.


It was as if two individualities were fighting for the control of that part of the sky.


Noah's spell kept on radiating an intense destructive area, but Peaceful Storm's control over his space was tight and didn't waver under that external force. However, Noah had already swung his weapons again at that point, and another pair of black lines flew toward his opponent still surrounded by chaotic winds.


As expected, Noah's martial art wasn't able to reach Peaceful Storm, and even the detonation of the black lines could only stop when it reached the winds.


The activation of another series of talismans followed, and Noah found himself surrounded by countless attacks made of wind that flew toward him. It seemed that Peaceful Storm had waited for that moment to use dozens of his items at the same time.


Noah knew that he had no chance to dodge. He could barely block the teleporting arrows. There was no point in trying to escape that barrage of attacks when he was so close to them.


His only option was to destroy as many of them as he could and endure the rest with his body and scaled armor!


Noah slashed like crazy, and a large cloud made of corrosive smoke formed around him as his martial art clashed with the incoming attacks. Arrows, slams, and claws would reach and hurt his body from time to time, but the Black Hole spell had become strong enough to affect his opponent's offensive by that time.


Meanwhile, the cloud spread and hid his figure, leaving Peaceful Storm confused about his actual position.


It was a peculiar scene. A black cloud was slowly surrounding a spherical area of distorted space that kept on fending off the corrosive smoke thanks to the gales blowing in its insides.


Noah knew that his saber-shaped runes would reach an incredible level of power in that environment, but he didn't cast them because he wanted to leave all the primary energy released with the corrosive smoke to the Black Hole spell.


His runes were too frail for the journey through the distorted space, but his unstable sphere could do the trick if it gathered enough energy.


'This brings up memories,' Noah thought as he activated another spell while the cloud still covered him.


The Empire had given him two spells as a payment for his pointers in the hybrids' field. The Shadow Chains spell was troublesome to use due to all its restrictions, and Noah had even needed to modify it heavily before it could suit his individuality.


As for the Shadow Copy spell, he had initially believed that a few changes to its diagram would have been enough to make it work. Yet, he soon discovered that he didn't have enough power to make a copy of himself, even one meant only to launch a few attacks.


His ambition was too intense, and his existence too complicated. His centers of power simply couldn't sustain the consumption of energy required to create another Noah.


Nevertheless, there was another living being that was easier to imitate since it was already an expression of himself.


Noah focused, and four copies of the divided Demonic Sword appeared next to him as he floated in the middle of the black cloud. They didn't carry the power of the original living weapon, nor the entirety of its complexity. They just managed to echo its destructive power, and that was enough for him.


Two pairs of additional arms took form from the sides of his scaled armor and reached for the fake Demonic Swords. Then, they performed a downward slash that focused both fake and real weapons into a single attack.


Peaceful Storm could only sense an intense, dangerous sensation before a long and deep cut appeared on his chest.
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                        Noah had been unable to use his old martial art since he had fused his body with a Cursed Dragon. The physical strength that he had been capable of expressing since that moment prevented him from using the forms ideated by the cultivators through the years.


He was simply so strong that he couldn't force himself to reach the human requirements that the martial arts had.


That didn't hinder his battle prowess too much because even his casual slashes could match the power of a spell since the insane body of a hybrid backed them. However, those attacks would be somewhat predictable due to the lack of intricate forms capable of giving birth to amazing effects.


Noah had created martial arts over the years, but they had always been simple tools that made use of his physical strength. His greatest achievement in the past had been a slash that spread his destruction after it landed.


Nevertheless, he had always abandoned those forms due to the lack of harmony in his centers of power. The Breath required to match his physical strength would often surpass what he was willing to consume.


That issue had become somewhat bearable when his dantian reached the fourth rank. However, he still had to gather enough experience with his real power before creating something able to express everything that he was capable of.


It had been more comfortable with the spells since his body didn't play a part in their activation. Still, he had to become a complete rank 5 cultivator and create his Demonic Sword before he felt confident in creating a proper martial art.


His current Dragon's Claw was a rank 5 martial art with two forms. The first one created sharp lines that he could detonate to envelop his opponent in the corrosive smoke of the Demonic form. The second one used the Shadow Copy spell to perform a stronger version of the Third Form of the martial art that he had been forced to abandon when he was still a human cultivator.


'Void,' Noah thought the name of the final technique of the Three Forms of the Ashura when he saw the black smoke in front of him dispersing due to his last attack.


Void didn't release any black line or corrosive smoke, but cut directly toward Noah's target, severing everything in its path. It wasn't a flashy technique, but it was quite complex to execute and extremely powerful.


In its original version, the Third Form of the Three Forms of the Ashura would bring a cultivator's body to its limit to express such power. However, in the modified version, Noah had to compensate for his already overwhelming physical strength by using a spell together with the martial art.


Also, he had to be in the complete Demonic Form to create the additional arms and express the full power of what probably was his strongest attack.


It was needless to say that the effects of such a technique were astonishing since it fused a hybrid body, a martial art, a spell, Noah's darkness, and the Demonic Sword.





Peaceful Storm couldn't understand what had happened. A deep cut had appeared on his torso without him even seeing the attack that had caused it!


His focus went on his area of distorted space at that point, and his eyes widened when he saw that a long gap had appeared in his defensive method. 


There was no black smoke on the edges of the gap, and the rest of his defensive method was still in place. Yet, a vast chunk of the distorted space between him and Noah was missing.


For the first time in the battle, Peaceful Storm felt fear. If it weren't for his defensive spell, Noah's attack would have landed on his head, and half of his brain would have vanished in that case.


As a rank 5 cultivator, there were only a few beings that could threaten Peaceful Storm's life. However, they were quite easy to avoid, mainly since he belonged to the stronger organization in the Mortal Lands.


Also, it was a rare event for cultivators in the fifth rank to engage in a deadly battle. The organization behind each of those assets would step forward whenever their life was in danger. After all, beings on that level were simply too valuable to risk losing them over something that could be solved with money and resources.


Nevertheless, Noah had almost killed him in a battle for a city that the Empire was already ready to lose.


Anger soon replaced the fear felt by Peaceful Storm. The cultivator from the Empire couldn't accept that such a young monster had forced his survival instinct to resurface.


His internal organs were about to come out of his injury, but he didn't care. He had to show to the Demon Prince that his forty years spent at that level weren't enough to match the experience gained in centuries of training.


The remains of the distorted space exploded outward, enveloping the entirety of the black cloud and flinging Noah away. Then, Peaceful Storm followed that attack by unleashing almost all the talismans contained in his space-ring.


The chaotic pressure hurt Noah's internal organs as he flew backward, pushed away by the might of the explosion. Yet, his instincts suddenly sensed a significant threat following after him.


Noah didn't try to stop the pushing force of the explosion anymore at that point. He worked together with it to escape from the bad feeling that was drawing near.


When his consciousness managed to analyze the cause of that threat, Noah could see that a wave of spells of the wind element was chasing after him as it filled the sky. It was as if a vertical tornado had appeared and was moving at high speed toward his position.


Various spells made the tornado. Noah recognized all the talismans that Peaceful Storm had used previously together with other attacks that he had never seen. There were spears, slashes, griffins, and even a few peculiar wolves that seemed to hold all those forms together in a single offensive.


'Is this his most powerful attack?' Noah thought as he used the Merging spell to escape faster from the incoming wave.


There were simply too many spells in that wind-wave. Noah guessed that Peaceful Storm had activated more than two hundred talismans at the same time to create something so powerful!


That wasn't something that he could face alone, and he would have problems blocking it even with the help of the other Elders.


'His stash of talismans is simply incredible,' Noah thought as he tried to find a way out of that situation with the Divine Deduction technique. 'He must have spent at least a century to create all of them.'


The Elders of the Hive noticed that attack, but they were busy with their battles and couldn't intervene. Noah was on his own.


'I need to use everything.' Noah calmly decided when he understood that he couldn't avoid the wave. 'I need to open a path in the middle of the storm.'
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                        The copies of the Demonic Sword appeared once again next to Noah, and four fuming arms quickly rose from his scaled armor to wield them.


The fake weapons and arms dissolved as soon as Noah performed a vertical slash. Yet, he didn't wait to see the outcome of his attack. He directly activated the Warp spell and released the living weapon from his grasp.


The Demonic Sword began to send black lines through the black flames on its own, and Noah created a series of Ghostly Sabers that he launched toward the center of the wind-wave. Then, he roared, releasing a series of white flames toward the enemy spells.


In the end, he launched the Black Hole spell that was still hovering above him and summoned the Lazy Whale.


The massive figure of his Blood Companion covered him and the Demonic Sword, which kept on sending slashes through the Warp spell even from inside the puppet. Noah had aimed all his attacks toward a specific spot in the barrage of spells to create an opening that would allow him to survive, and now he was simply waiting for the storm to reach him.


The explosions echoing in the outside world sounded muffled from inside the Blood Companion, but Noah could sense how powerful they were through his consciousness. Also, his connection with the Black Hole spell was still active, and it gave him a general understanding of the amount of energy that it was absorbing.


Nutrients slowly reached for his body. The Black Hole spell was sending part of the accumulated primary energy toward him, but Noah was too distant from his attack, and the transfer proceeded slowly.  Yet, just a few strands of power that arrived filled him.


Noah felt that his injuries were starting to heal as he bathed in that intense power, but the connection with the Black Hole spell suddenly broke, and a loud explosion followed that event.


The insides of the Lazy Whale trembled as the shockwave engulfed the Blood Companion, but the storm reached him at that point, and everything became too chaotic to keep track of the outside world.


The Blood Companion fell apart and reconstructed countless times in just a few seconds. Noah went from being full of energy to exhausted as soon as he clashed with Peaceful Storm's attack.


Cracks appeared on the ethereal figure of the whale inside his sea of consciousness as the cycle of destruction and reconstruction kept going until its half-transparent image crumbled entirely and fell on the sea below.


Noah felt the death of his Blood Companion, but the strong offensive of his opponent didn't give him time to focus on anything that wasn't surviving.


The scaled armor tried its best to destroy as much wind as it could, but it eventually fell apart, leaving Noah's body exposed to the storm created by his opponent. Noah instincts took over him when his skin started to crack, and he released a roar accompanied by his flames to answer the furious attacks that had engulfed him.





The Demonic Sword had stopped attacking and had reached him when the storm hit, and Noah held it tightly in his grasp as he waited for the storm to end.


He didn't feel hopeless. Peaceful Storm's barrage of talismans had created a wild wave of spells, but they weren't all aimed at him. Even such an experienced cultivator couldn't control so many powerful attacks at once.


So, Noah had calculated that he would have been able to survive if he destroyed enough spells in the area of the wave on his path. The only uncertainty was in how injured he would be after that.


Noah spent minutes filled with pain and with the hot sensation generated by his flames. However, his calculations were on point, and he eventually opened his eyes only to find himself in an underground area.


There was debris all over him, and he felt as if his body was in pieces. Yet, the connection with the Demonic Sword was still active, and his centers of power were fine, except for his body.


He couldn't help but release a laugh at that point. Even the accumulation of talismans of an old monster wasn't able to kill him!


The battles had temporarily stopped in the sky. Peaceful Storm had launched something so massive that he affected the even fights of the other heroic cultivators. The shockwaves that the storm released as it marched through the sky had also caused countless casualties in the city, which was nothing more than a pile of ruins after his attack.


The Empire had suffered more though since its troops were surprised to see such a massive barrage of spells suddenly appearing above them. On the contrary, most of the cultivators of the Hive could notice the storm in time and hide.


Of course, all the human assets of both sides had died, but Empire suffered far more losses for what concerned the cultivators in the fourth rank. As for those in the fifth rank, they were all alive, even if some of them were wounded.


The anger of all the surviving heroic assets went on Peaceful Storm, who appeared utterly exhausted. Trying to control so many spells had drained his reserves of mental energy, but he needed to make sure that most of his firepower went after his opponent.


He had failed to do that, but he felt still satisfied by the number of attacks that had concentrated in Noah's position.


In his mind, no cultivator in the gaseous stage of the fifth rank would be able to survive that offensive. After all, he had used only his most potent talismans, which had taken him more than decades to create.


He didn't mind the angry gazes of his enemies and companions. Killing the Demon Prince of the Hive was a great achievement, and sacrificing some cultivators in the fourth rank was just a small price to pay for that feat.


Peaceful Storm even straightened his back to assume a proud stance now that the attention of all the heroic assets on the battlefield was on him. He wanted to make them think that he could launch another one of those attacks whenever he wanted.


Nevertheless, debris began to move in the distance and claimed the attention of the cultivators from both sides.


Noah's bloodied figure climbed out of that rubble and slowly set foot on the cracked ground. He was holding the severed head of a rank 5 wolf-type beast in one hand, while his other arm covered the Demonic Sword that rested on his chest.


The storm had injured his weapon too, which couldn't fly anymore in that state. However, Noah wasn't worried since he knew that its life wasn't in danger.


Peaceful Storm stared at him with wide eyes. He couldn't believe that Noah had survived that attack!


Noah ignored his reaction and took a bite from the wolf's head before shouting something to Elder Julia. "You might want to gather the weapons."
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                        Elder Julia snapped back to reality and dived toward the wreckage that was the ground to gather the living weapons left by the rank 4 cultivators that had died during the storm.


The truth was that Noah's safety had the priority in her mind, so she hadn't thought about the living weapons until he resurfaced and proved his well-being.


Of course, Noah was far from good. His body was a bloody mess. Peaceful Storm's attack had broken his skin, torn his muscles, and damaged his internal organs. Only his bones appeared to be somewhat fine because they were resistant against that type of offensive.


He would have to spend months in seclusion and consume a large number of powerful beasts to recover from his injuries and fix the Demonic Sword. Yet, he could stand and even put up a fight if the situation required it.


The resilience of a hybrid was incredible, and Noah had smartly decided to rely on it only after using all his spells and technique to weaken the area of the storm that was aiming for him. With all those factors put together, it wasn't a surprise that he had survived.


However, that only applied to him and to the Elders that were aware of his abilities.


The cultivators of the Empire felt amazed to see him surviving an attack that would be deadly for most existences in the gaseous stage of the fifth rank. After all, Noah had just reached that level in their eyes, but he was already an entity able to survive the most potent attacks of cultivators that had been in that rank for countless years!


Most of them started to feel envious about his discoveries in the magical beasts' field because they believed that his incredible achievements came from his status as a hybrid. They couldn't possibly know that his darkness did most of the work in improving his abilities so that they could match those of his opponents.


Also, with the Divine Deduction technique at hand, he could create and devise diagrams and methods far faster than his peers, which prevented him from stepping on higher levels unprepared.


Elder Julia eventually gathered all the weapons dropped during the storm, but she returned to the sky with a sour expression on her face.


There were almost ten living weapons among the wreckage, meaning that the same number of Elders in the fourth rank had died due to Peaceful Storm's attack. Those losses weighed on the overall power of the Hive since it had spent the last decades gathering cultivators and nourishing them until the heroic ranks.


The positive trend that it had experienced in those years had ended at that moment, and it would take the same amount of time to recover from that.


Wars were necessary to balance the political power in the world whenever a significant event happened, and the cultivators needed that kind of struggle to improve. However, the weaker side would always feel its losses more than the powerful organizations.


The Empire had lost a lot in that battle. Still, Elder Julia couldn't help but reconsider if the Hive was ready for that war.





It would take a while before their victories started to provide real gains. Those territories only featured useful buildings in the end, and the Empire could always move its resources away from their valuable domains when it felt that it was about to lose them.


The invading forces would start to obtain valuable assets only when the entirety of the Empire's territories on the new continent fell, and the war moved to the old continent.


The sight of Noah casually eating the wolf's head and dropping a few pieces of its flesh on the Demonic Sword, steeled Elder Julia's determination. The Hive wasn't as strong as the other organization, but it had some of the best talents in the entirety of those Mortal Lands.


Its power wasn't in its weaker troops but its exceptional leaders. After all, creating cannon fodder was easy, but cultivators like Noah and Divine Demon's disciples were assets that even the other forces envied.


"I hope the Empire won't lose its cool next time," Elder Julia said as she shot a glance toward Peaceful Storm.


The troops of the Empire pretended not to have heard her and retreated without saying a word. There wasn't a city to protect anymore, so the battle had ended without winners. The Hive could only take it as a victory because it had obtained more lands to add to its domain.


After the cultivators of the Empire left, the Elders gathered around Noah, who had simply sat on the ground. Only Danielle didn't stay to check on him and returned to the Hive with a conflicted expression.


Noah had noticed her behavior, but there wasn't much that he could do about her. He technically was the leader of the hybrids in the Hive, but he couldn't give them moral support. He could only show them how to make use of their superior bodies and wait until they lost their unwavering faith toward the teachings of their ancestors.


"How long will it take for you to recover?" Elder Julia asked as she analyzed his injuries.


"I'd say seven months," Noah answered while dropping another piece of flesh over the Demonic Sword. "You should be fine for the battles in this region."


Elder Julia nodded at his words. She felt glad that he wasn't as wounded as it appeared, but there was another issue that they had to cover before he secluded himself to focus on healing.


"Do you believe that Danielle Duron will honor the oath?" Elder Julia asked.


The human assets deployed by the Hive were mostly hybrids that needed someone able to control them since their mental instabilities were too prominent on their level. There were leaders among them that followed Noah's orders, but they would need a replacement now that he was injured.


Danielle was the only available candidate for that spot since she could force them to behave as soldiers rather than as beasts. Yet, without Noah's presence in the battles, there would be no one able to stop her without triggering her oath.


Elder Julia was worried that her mental instabilities could lead her to break her pact with the Hive and kill her.


A hybrid in the fifth rank was too valuable to lose it due to a lack of proper containment methods. So, Elder Julia was asking the only one that could know something about that matter if Danielle could control herself without him on her same battlefield.


Noah had to admit that he couldn't control her too much, even if he were there since she was stronger than him. She had all the power needed to ignore his orders and just do as she wished.


Nevertheless, part of his deal with her was that she had to perform well in the war, and benching her would just slow down the improvements that she was making by following Noah's example.


"She should behave, so keep her in the attacking team," Noah answered before taking out another beast's corpse.



						




                    


                
				
                    828. Divine

					
					

                    
                        Noah dug a cave among the ruins of the city when he felt that his body had stabilized. The Hive had already decided that Elder Justin would be his replacement in the upcoming battles, so he could focus on recovering.


Elder Julia would send him detailed reports after every fight too. The Hive didn't want him to return to the battlefields unprepared.


Noah ate entire rank 5 magical beasts every week and divided their flesh between him and the Demonic Sword. It took his weapon one month before the cracks on its surface closed, and it could resume its position as a core item of his cultivation technique.


Days spent meditating and eating passed in the calm environment of the cave. The sound of footsteps often resounded from the surface, but Noah didn't mind them and continued his slow recovery.


He even analyzed his last battle against Peaceful Storm, which gave him ideas on how his battle prowess should evolve.


The power of the second form of his martial art was incredible. Fusing a martial art performed with a hybrid body and a spell gave results that surprised even him.


Of course, he had tested that attack when he was in the separate dimension, but he needed data from a real battle against a cultivator to understand how strong it was. It turned out that its power surpassed even his wildest predictions, which led him to explore that path further.


The conquest of the other Mortal Lands had provided to the organizations of Noah's world a broad series of techniques and spells that made use of the peculiar qualities of the natives. Most of them used their ability to control the Breath in the environment, but there were some that placed their superior physical strength as a core feature.


However, the members of the Bloodlines were simply too few compared to the Flawed Humans. With so many cultivators lacking a dantian, the development of martial arts that made use of their strong bodies progressed slowly. Also, that wasn't even their primary focus since their dream was to transform into perfect hybrids, which would render such techniques impracticable.


Noah understood their point of view, but he felt disappointed to find himself wandering again in uncharted territories. Developing attacks that made use of both spells and martial arts would be far easier if he could gain inspiration from existing schools.


'I guess I can only create a new kind of technique,' Noah thought as he evaluated the issue as he waited for his body to heal.


It wasn't a surprise that there weren't examples of his idea in the world. It was already hard to find martial arts that made use of the physical strength of a hybrid in the other Mortal lands. A school that added spells to those rare forms couldn't exist because there had never existed someone able to wield such power.


'Creating forms isn't a problem,' Noah evaluated as he thought about the diagram in his possession, 'But finding suitable spells is troublesome, especially for me. I feel that I lack the core materials needed for these new kinds of attacks.'





Noah had been able to recreate the Third Form of his previous martial art because he had a series of spells that met its requirements. However, doing the same for multiple attacks was hard since he would have to invent both forms and spells from scratch at some point.


'I can only focus on what I already have now,' Noah concluded in his mind, 'This project will have to wait for the end of the war.'


The war continued while he was busy healing. Even the four organizations involved couldn't fight too often, but there was at least a battle every two months.


The three invading factions would mostly fight separately and focus on different cities. Still, there were times when the armies had to join their forces to conquest specific locations that had troublesome defensive measures.


The Hive didn't suffer such heavy losses in the following battles anymore. It was rare for rank 5 cultivators to lose their control and involve the weaker troops. The events with Peaceful Storms had been a case, and it was mostly Noah's fault that he had decided to go all out.


The conquest of the territories under the control of the Empire proceeded slowly since the cities started to feature more defensive measures as the three armies reached for the north-eastern coast. Also, the injuries suffered by the heroic cultivators took time to heal, and the three invaders didn't want to deploy all their assets in that war.


It would be too easy for one of the nations to double-cross its allies, so the invading forces maintained stable defenses in their respective domains.


Noah came out of his cave ten months after his battle against Peaceful Storm. His body and the Demonic Sword had been fine for a while by then, but there wasn't any fight in that period, so he simply continued to cultivate until Elder Julia summoned him.


After a year of battles, the Empire had lost its control over the central areas of the new continent. Everything was going smoothly from the invaders' side, but the first real struggles appeared once they reached the valuable territories of their enemy.


The Council had fought its last battle over a barren mountain chain where the Empire had built a series of castles that worked as a formation. The outcome of that fight had been the total defeat of the forces of the Papral nation, with only its rank 5 Elders managing to escape the battlefield.


Generally speaking, such a loss would force an organization to reorganize and prepare a strategy. Still, the Council had decided to contact its allies as soon as its Elders returned home.


The defenses in that area were too powerful, which meant that they had to protect something precious!


The Elbas family and the Hive had agreed with that hypothesis. They had moved the focus of the war on that territory, uniting their forces again to form a massive army.


Noah had initially been surprised to see so many heroic assets deployed on a single battlefield. Still, he understood the reason behind the eagerness of the three forces when he reached the barren mountains.


The castles built on the mountain peaks seemed extremely dangerous, but none of the heroic assets hovering at some distance in the sky cared about them. Their attention was on the ancient aura radiated from somewhere in at the center of that mountain chain.


'Traces left by divine beings!' Noah shouted in his mind when he sensed that aura. He understood now that the Council had found one of the most valuable territories of the Empire during its advance, and it didn't hesitate to ask for its allies' help to seize it.


Any organization would generally try to conquer such an area by itself, but the Council knew that it couldn't defeat those defenses by itself. It needed its allies to break through one of the most protected areas in the entirety of the new continent.



						




                    


                
				
                    829. Strategy

					
					

                    
                        Noah wasn't at his peak. The loss of his Blood Companion had removed one of his most reliable weapons, and he didn't have time to find a replacement during his period of healing. Also, he had to review the Body-inscription spell to understand why it didn't suit his darkness, which was something that didn't allow him to express its full power.


However, he wasn't too weakened either. He had already stopped relying on his Blood Companion in the battles against the rank 5 cultivators of the Empire because he had far stronger abilities at hand.


Of course, the lack of his last line of defense would force him to be a bit more careful in case another old monster snapped and unleashed their centennial accumulation on him. Still, he didn't plan to hold back or, rather, he wasn't sure that the situation allowed him to do so.


The troops of the Empire set off from the castles and rose in the sky to face the three armies that had gathered in that territory to take control of the traces left by divine existences. The army that they formed appeared majestic. It featured twenty rank 5 cultivators and more than a hundred experts in the fourth rank that looked at the enemies with resolute expressions.


They appeared ready to die to defend that area.


A swarm of human cultivators followed their appearance. The surface of the mountains became crowded, and thousands of warriors prepared themselves for the imminent clash.


Noah felt surprised to discover that most of those human troops were cultivators in the third rank!


'The reserves of the Empire are amazing,' Noah thought. The number of human assets of the Empire was simply incredible. No other organization could even come close to that manpower. However, the Empire wasn't facing just one force.


Noah moved his attention to his side, where heroic cultivators dressed with three different types of robes hovered in the sky and analyzed the battlefield.


The Elbas family had deployed eight cultivators in the fifth rank and more than forty in the fourth rank, and it had relied even on the noble families under its control to fill those spots. All its assets though wore the golden robes of the Royal family and performed a series of analyses with items that Noah didn't recognize.


June wasn't among them. Noah guessed that she was still busy tuning her techniques and spells to her new lightning. After all, she didn't spend thirty years testing and improving them as he had done, and her new energy required even more attention than his darkness.


Her well-being didn't worry him since she had the key that opened the separate dimension with her. Even if the Royals started to suspect something, she would just leave.


The Council counted eight rank 5 cultivators too and a bit less than forty rank 4 Elders. Its assets wore green robes filled with protective inscriptions, and they assembled in peculiar battle formations as they prepared for the imminent battle.





Noah didn't see Faith either. Yet, she and June were basically on the same level, which meant that she was probably tuning her abilities too, or simply preparing for a significant breakthrough.


'June should be far stronger now,' Noah had that random thought as he moved his gaze toward the cultivators next to him. He believed that the centers of power of the two women were on the same level, but June had access to higher energy, which put her far above her peers.


The Hive had deployed many assets too, but their numbers paled compared to those of the allied forces. There were only twenty-five rank 4 Elders on Noah's side and six cultivators in the fifth rank if Noah included himself.


Elder Justin didn't return to the territories of the Hive when Noah rejoined the battlefield because the fight in front of them was simply too important. However, Noah was surprised to see Amos Udye wearing the robe of the Hive and standing side by side with the other Elders and Danielle.


It seemed that the Hive had decided to give a chance to the Udye family and was using that decisive battle as a sort of test.


Truth to be told, all the heroic cultivators of the Udye family had to swear strict oaths when they joined the Hive. Those oaths weren't like those of the Elbas family and didn't restrict the freedom of the nobles. It just prevented them from ever betraying the Hive and forced them to follow the orders of the higher-ups of their new organizations.


Nevertheless, Chasing Demon didn't want to welcome those nobles too soon and had left them inside Noah's dome to see how they behaved. The current battle then arrived, and the Patriarch decided that it was time to test Amos' reliability by making him join the fray.


The human troops of the invading forces arrived too and prepared for the battle. They formed a sea of cultivators that used various methods to defend themselves from the pressure created by the environment of the new continent.


The Hive had to deploy actual human cultivators together with the hybrids since the chaos caused by Peaceful Storm. Yet, the overall power of its human troops didn't decrease since there were many elites among them.


"Prince," Elder Julia neared Noah when she noticed his arrival, "Do you need another explanation of the defenses of the area?"


Noah shook his head at her question. She had already sent him a detailed report that described the protections uncovered by the Council during its first attack.


The castles acted as the cores of a vast formation, but the area had multiple defensive methods, and the Council had managed to trigger three of them during their previous offensive. Its troops had to face the blue pillars found in the other cities, strange shadow figures that imitated their abilities, and a series of hybrids caged inside the mountains with special chains.


There were bound to be more defenses, but the invaders had more heroic and human assets, which gave them some confidence in challenging those protections. However, none of the three forces believed that they would conquer that territory in just one assault.


They knew too little about that area, and they would have to face the army of the Empire at the same time. The odds weren't in their favor.


"The Elbas family will record everything and prepare countermeasures for the next battle," Elder Julia began to explain their strategy. "The Council will take care of defending against the defensive methods with their battle formations. As for us, we have to reduce their number of heroic assets. We stand no chance if we have to deal with the army and the formations at the same time."


Noah nodded at her words. The plan made use of the specialization of each organization and would limit the casualties on their side if nothing unusual happened.


The Demonic Sword roared as Noah wielded it and scanned the battlefield to look for a suitable opponent, only to find Countless Wings staring at him with clear battle intent in her eyes.



						




                    


                
				
                    830. Chase

					
					

                    
                        Everyone on the battlefield knew that the fight would be tough and bloody, but no one showed any hesitation. There were traces left by divine beings as the prize, which were the most valuable resource in the new continent.


All the organizations would pay any price to take control over them, even if they had to sacrifice heroic assets in the process.


The battle suddenly started, and the battle cries of the invading forces filled the mountain chain. Multicolored flashes soon shone both in the sky and ground as the two massive armies crashed on each other.


Noah went directly for Countless Wings. He didn't see Peaceful Storm on the battlefield, but he knew that the cultivator of the Empire had probably informed the other assets about his techniques.


However, he didn't care. After all, there wasn't a proper way to block the second form of his martial art, and he knew his new opponent too. The only issue was whether she had a trump card just as Peaceful Storm did.


The death of the Lazy Whale had removed his last line of defense, but Noah now knew how powerful those old monsters could be. Also, Countless Wings didn't seem the type to accumulate an immense number of attacks.


Noah expected her to use more items that weakened the magical beasts rather than rely on disposable weapons.


Countless Wings smiled when she saw him charging at her and created insect wings behind her hunched back to boost her flying speed and force Noah to chase her. Her trail made of flames reappeared too, and the same went for the fiery butterflies.


Noah immediately deployed the Black Hole spell and summoned a series of Ghostly Sabers as he chased after her. He had even activated the complete Demonic Form since the beginning of the fight.


He had revealed all his abilities in the previous battles, so there was no point in holding back, hoping that he could catch his opponent by surprise.


Countless Wings knew that her battle tactic was bound to fail when Noah went all out, but she kept on escaping. It was clear that she had some kind of strategy in her mind, but Noah could only play along as he looked for an opening.


What was surprising was that she didn't shoot any arrow as the chase continued, which made Noah catch up far faster than the last time.


Yet, when she was about to enter the range of his attacks, Countless Wings took out an inscribed crossbow from her space-ring and fired a series of inscribed arrows.


Noah saw more than ten arrows catching on fire as they flew toward him. The crossbow seemed able to shoot fifteen of them at the same time, but the issue was in the power behind those inscribed items.


The arrows were weapons at the peak of the fourth rank, and the crossbow radiated the power of the fifth rank. Also, the arrows flying toward Noah had been enhanced with a spell and with the particular substance that weakened Noah's body, which made them even more dangerous.





Noah could immediately see that the Black Hole spell wasn't able to change the trajectory of those attacks, and he didn't feel confident in blocking all of them with his Demonic Sword. He could mitigate the damage by destroying most of them, but his instincts were telling him that he shouldn't let any of those arrows scratch his skin.


Noah pushed the Black Hole spell forward and detonated it when it came in contact with the fiery darts. Everything in the range of the explosion turned into ashes and a massive area made of primary energy formed in the sky.


Nevertheless, Countless Wings was surprised to discover that Noah hadn't waited for the power of the explosion to fade before moving again. He had jumped right through the shockwaves to gain terrain on her!


The might of the explosion burned part of his skin but left most of his more valuable tissues intact. Also, the Demonic Form had absorbed part of the impact and had reformed after he crossed the detonation.


Countless Wings didn't expect such a reckless act, but Noah was simply making use of the incredible natural defenses of the hybrids. A reckless battle style was perfect for his species.


The cultivator from the Empire started to retreat again, but Noah had become close enough, and fake arms were already materializing on the sides of his scaled armor. Four copies of the Demonic Sword appeared too, and he wielded them to perform his most potent attack.


Countless Wings didn't look back and sprinted in unpredictable directions, trying to dodge the incoming attack that her mind labeled as deadly. Then, a sudden wave of pain spread from her right arm and spread through her body.


Countless Wings turned only to see that her arm was missing and that only a small piece of flesh and bones had remained attached to her shoulder. The injury though didn't slow her down and only made her more determined on putting some distance between the two of them.


Luckily for her, the inscribed crossbow didn't require two arms to use, so she could still apply her previous battle tactic.


Noah seemed to have the upper hand for the entirety of the fight. Countless Wings would just escape and force Noah to defend until he managed to catch up and unleash his threatening technique.


His attacks didn't always work though. Noah's recklessness had surprised Countless Wings once, but she wasn't going to let that happen again. There were many times in which Noah's reached her, but found himself unable to land any attack because she was either too far away or was already preparing herself to dodge.


Noah seemed to have the advantage even in that case, but he knew that Countless Wings was baiting his attacks on purpose. After all, she could have just changed place with one of her companions if she was really in danger.


However, she appeared set on winning that battle, even if she had to rely on a cowardly tactic.


Noah was using four spells continuously, and he cast another one whenever he was close enough. The amount of energy consumed after creating his darkness had lowered by a lot, but he was still using too many attacks. Also, the spells depleted his mental energy at the usual speed, which wasn't ideal considering that Countless Wings was trying to drag the battle on purpose.


It was evident that Noah would become exhausted before her, but there was nothing that he could do about that. It was just a matter of battle styles and a lack of viable alternatives.


Nevertheless, Countless Wings was suffering her fair share of injuries as the chase continued. Her left foot was gone too, and there was a long wound on her hunched back.


The truth was that Noah only needed one precise attack, and the battle would be over.


Shining lines suddenly appeared on the mountain chain and forced the battles to a stop. Most cultivators of the invading forces retreated, but the forces of the Council didn't leave the battlefield.



						




                    


                
				
                    831. Predic

					
					

                    
                        Even if the assets of the three invading forces had specific roles to play in the battle, all of them had joined the fray and had fought against suitable opponents. However, when the inscriptions on the mountain chain lit up, the Elders of the Council stepped forward to activate a battle formation.


The battle formation resembled a dance of some sort, nothing like the forms that Noah had seen when he fought against the disciples of the Charming Demon sect. The Elders in the fifth rank moved above those in the fourth rank in a synchronized ball that formed golden platforms under each cultivator involved in that technique.


Golden lines then came out of the platforms and gave birth to a tall shield that clashed with the blue light coming out from the inscriptions on the mountain chain. It seemed that the protection had managed to stop the creation of the blue pillar by blocking the spreading of its light.


The shield eventually shattered, and the formations on the mountains went dark, signaling the failed activation of the first defensive method of that territory.


Loud cheers followed that scene, and both armies didn't hesitate to resume their battles now that the situation was safe. Noah and Countless Wings started their cycle of attacks and chase again, but the cultivator from the Empire noticed how her opponent had blood on the corners of his mouth.


Noah had used that short break to eat a few pieces of a rank 5 magical beast to refill some of the energy inside his body. That meal didn't do much since he had only suffered minor injuries during the previous exchanges, but every slight advantage mattered in a fight between rank 5 cultivators.


On the other hand, Countless Wings had to use her consciousness to stop her wounds from bleeding. After all, her missing arm and foot weren't an issue in the short-term, but they could influence the outcome of the fight since she was aiming to exhaust Noah.


The chase resumed, and Noah didn't hesitate to use all his power to push his opponent's reaction speed to its limits. He only needed to hit a vital spot once, and the battle would be over!


Countless Wings did her best to be one step ahead of Noah always. She even started to overestimate him just to fight in the safest way possible. However, there was a limit to how effective the same tactic could be, especially against someone that owned the Divine Deduction technique.


Noah had begun to feel the consequences of using so many spells at the same time before the pause caused by the defensive measure. He wasn't tired yet, but his thoughts had started to feel sluggish.


That was only a natural consequence of how fast he was depleting his mental energy, but his sea of consciousness was still fine. It had yet to reach the point where it started to affect his battle prowess.


Nevertheless, that sluggishness made Noah consider the possibility that Countless Wings could win if they kept fighting like that.





Noah intended to pressure her until she committed a mistake. After all, it had already happened three times, and he had managed to exploit those opportunities. However, she was being too careful now and didn't reveal any opening, which forced Noah in a pointless chase.


As he watched his attacks missing every time, Noah calmly accepted that his opponent wouldn't commit any other mistake.


'I expected nothing less from an old monster,' Noah thought as his determination surged.


That realization forced Noah to decide between two options. The first one was to retreat and pick an opponent that wasn't so prepared to fight him. The second one was to use even more mental energy to find a flaw in that battle style.


Of course, Noah decided to follow the second approach. Changing opponents now would only create more problems since he would have to spend some time learning their abilities. Also, Noah wanted to prevail. He couldn't accept that Countless Wings could defeat him just because her strategy was troublesome to handle.


Noah activated the Divine Deduction technique as he continued the cycle of chase and attacks. The inscriptions on the walls of his mental sphere helped him in sorting all the images of his clashes with Countless Wings.


As he kept on fighting, more images appeared in his mind and joined the pile analyzed with the help of the divine technique.


Noah quickly confirmed that Countless Wings was simply perfect in the execution of her strategy. It was her ignorance for what concerned his power that had caused her initial mistakes, but she had quickly become used to his real strength and had adapted her reactions.


No matter how much Noah analyzed, there simply wasn't any flaw. Yet, that didn't mean that there wasn't a way to defeat her.


Countless Wings performed an evasive maneuver every time Noah attacked her with his second form. The direction in which she escaped was casual, and she even managed to hide any type of habit.


However, she could only escape in a limited number of directions, and Noah could decide which ones she was most likely to pick with the amount of data analyzed by the Divine Deduction technique.


Another series of inscribed arrows flew toward Noah and met a large Black Hole spell.


Noah jumped through the explosion and prepared the attack that he had launched more than fifty times in that battle, but he didn't unite all his arms at that time. Instead, he decided to use a weaker version of his second form, but that was capable of releasing two powerful slashes aimed in the directions where Countless Wings was most likely to dodge.


When Countless Wings noticed that Noah had changed his approach, it was too late for her to do anything about it.


Countless Wings saw the space on her right vanishing when one of Noah's attacks reached her position, but she showed a confused expression when she sensed its power. Yet, pain suddenly spread from her back and forced her to focus on the state of her body.


The only problem was that most of her body was missing.


Countless Wings' eyes widened when she saw that the left part of her body had disappeared. It wasn't only her back. Even her left leg was nowhere to be found.


It was needless to say that she couldn't maintain her speed anymore with that injury. Noah had cut her in half, and she was managing to remain conscious just because her head and heart were still attached to that wreckage of a body.


Countless Wings dived toward the ground at that point. She knew that she could still preserve her life if she managed to reach a safe position.


However, a black sword suddenly appeared in her vision, and her world became dark.



						




                    


                
				
                    832. Defensive methods

					
					

                    
                        Noah dispersed the Demonic Form to hold Countless Wings' maimed corpse from its neck. His free hand then went for the remains of her low waist to find a shining organ that radiated an immense amount of energy.


An eerie silence spread through the battlefield. Every asset was busy fighting suitable opponents, but the death of a rank 5 cultivators didn't go unnoticed.


The eyes of the heroic cultivators went on Noah, who didn't hesitate to eat the organ right in front of everyone. There was no point in hiding his hybrid's habits anymore, and waiting would only spoil Countless Wings' dantian.


Noah felt an immense amount of Breath filling his body and fusing with his cells that broke it down until it became primary energy ready to nourish them. The burns caused by his reckless battle style started to heal when he absorbed those nutrients, and his hunger almost vanished in the short minute that it took him to make that energy his.


Not even the magical beasts in the middle tier of the fifth rank provided so much energy. The dantian of a rank 5 cultivator that was nearing the peak of the gaseous stage contained so much Breath that even stronger creatures found it hard to match that amount of energy.


Noah kept his consciousness on the battle, but he closed his eyes to enjoy the incredible sensation of having his hunger fulfilled. Also, as the nutrients became part of him, he started to sense the limits of the middle tier!


'It took me more than forty years!' Noah exclaimed in his mind when he understood that the breakthrough in the upper tier was drawing near. Yet, he couldn't help but feel slightly worried about the potential repercussion that such an improvement could have on his mental state.


His body improved faster than his other centers of power, almost too fast. He knew that its growth would eventually slow down due to the lack of suitable prey. Yet, his mind was still not ready to handle the power of the upper tier.


'I still need some years,' Noah thought as he reopened his eyes. 'It's time to resume devouring the wills of the magical beasts to push my mind as much as I can before the breakthrough.'


Noah couldn't think of any other solution at the moment, and he wasn't willing to slow down his growth when he could just train harder. Also, he didn't use the abilities of his mental energy at all in the last years, which gave to the walls of his sea of consciousness time to reach new levels of sturdiness.


His mind would be fine even if he abused those devouring abilities for a while.


Noah let Countless Wings' corpse go when he finished absorbing the primary energy. It would take a few days for all his tissues to grow according to the nutrients gained. Still, they had already improved by a lot in that short minute.


'Now they have even seen that I can split my strongest attack,' Noah thought as he moved his attention to the crowd of cultivators looking at him.





The truth was that the split version of the second form of his martial art wasn't too powerful, but Countless Wings had focused on dodging his attacks rather than blocking them.


For example, that split version wouldn't have been enough to pierce the entirety of Peaceful Storm's distorted space. Yet, it was perfect for Countless Wings, even if Noah had to take a significant risk when he decided to pursue that approach.


His mental energy had reached a critical condition. Using the Divine Deduction technique together with his other spells had weighed on his mind even worse than Noah had expected.


His mind felt quite sluggish now. He felt the need to rest, but it didn't seem that his enemies were willing to give him time to recover.


The cultivators of the Empire were shooting hateful gazes toward him, but their opponents quickly forced them to resume their battles. Noah had managed to kill the first asset in the fifth rank in the fight, so it was the perfect time to force the rest of the army into a corner.


A wave of casualties followed Countless Wings' death. Heroic cultivators had already started to die before the appearance of the blue light. Still, the defeat of one of their leaders further increased the numerical advantage of the invading forces.


The weaker rank 5 cultivators of the Empire found themselves against two enemies on their same level, which eventually led to substantial injuries. The defending assets in the fourth rank faced a similar issue too, even if it was harder to isolate cultivators when they were in the middle of an army.


Meanwhile, Noah waited for his mental energy to recover and analyzed the battlefield to see if he could help in some battles without wasting too much power.


The formation on the mountain chain lit up again at that point, and a series of shadows set off from the ground to join the fray.


Noah saw a shadow coming toward him and launching a series of black bullets that resembled the copy of a spell of the water element.


'It's inferior to the Copying technique,' Noah evaluated as he let his Demonic Sword handle the incoming shards.


The shadow seemed to have the power of a cultivator at the bottom of the fifth rank, but its attacks were so frail that the Demonic Sword alone could take care of them.


That was the second defensive method of the territory, and there wasn't a real way to counter it, according to the Council. The invading forces could only hold their ground until the Empire stopped providing energy to that part of the formation.


Something capable of making bad copies of rank 5 cultivators would deplete an incredible number of Credits to function, and even the Empire would have to stop at some point. The biggest issue with that defensive method was that it was quite weak and only meant to support the actual troops on the battlefield.


Also, there was a limit to how many cultivators it could copy, which turned out to be barely enough to make up for the numerical advantage of the invaders.


'It's similar to my new spell, but I don't think they have any awareness,' Noah thought as he watched the battle between his weapon and the shadow. 'They even repeat the same attack over and over. They can only be annoying in this situation.'


Such a defensive method would have been useful if both armies had a similar power, but the invaders were more numerous, and the Empire had already suffered some critical losses.


Noah remained still in the sky as the battles unfolded. He felt it necessary to study his potential opponents, but he didn't limit his analysis on the cultivators of the Empire. After all, that alliance was bound to end at some point.


Then, the ground shook, and a series of holes appeared on the sides of the mountains. Roars soon filled the battlefield as a series of powerful hybrids revealed themselves.



						




                    


                
				
                    833. Horse

					
					

                    
                        The hybrids came out from holes on the side of the mountains near the battles between the human troops, but their roars forced them to pause the hostilities.


There were more than sixty hybrids in the heroic ranks, with seven of them being in the fifth rank, and the human cultivators of the invading forces stared at them in fear. They didn't know if they were the target of those mighty creatures.


However, the hybrids soon shot in the air toward the battlefield featuring heroic cultivators and revealed the massive chains that kept them linked to the bottom of those fissures.


The chains were inscribed items similar to those used to restrain the slaves. It seemed that the Empire had managed to improve its iconic inscribed chains so that they could work even on those creatures. Also, most of those hybrids weren't perfect beings but were Elite beasts that had developed a sea of consciousness during the transformation.


Noah found the fact that the chains were able to control them quite amazing.


'I can join this one,' Noah thought as he called the Demonic Swords and dived toward one of the incoming hybrids in the fifth rank.


Due to his vast knowledge in the field, Noah could choose the creature that would require the least amount of mental energy to defeat. His target ended up to be a Horned Horse in the middle tier of the fifth rank.


The Horse was six meters tall and had two pairs of horns coming out of its forehead and pointing ahead. It was a magical beast of the earth element that could control the ground to sprint toward its opponent, but its innate abilities were far weaker in the air. Also, the specimen that Noah had chosen as his target was a perfect hybrid, which meant that it had access to an inferior version of Breath.


Just when Noah thought that the Empire was wasting the power of the creature, the Horse created a series of platforms under its hoofs to sprint toward him.


Noah found the horns of the Horse threatening to stab his chest in less than an instant, but he had reacted in time and slashed with the Demonic Sword to deviate the sudden attack. He felt surprised though. It seemed that the inscribed chains were forcing the hybrid to control its instincts and use all the abilities at its disposal.


'Sanity in exchange for slavery?' Noah smirked when he thought that. 'This can't be a solution to the issue.'


He knew the effects of the inscribed chains of the Empire. They were able to suppress even the essence of a living being, which turned it into nothing more than a puppet.


His solution to the mental instabilities of the hybrids was a form of suppression too, but it wasn't something so thorough that even his will was affected. He simply used his superior mind to keep his instincts in check and have the possibility to decide to let them take control.


The Horned Horse found itself high in the sky when it managed to stop its charge. Yet, Noah was already behind it, ready to slash with his divided Demonic Sword.





The weakness of that species was that it needed a run-up to make that sudden acceleration, which meant that Noah only had to keep pressuring it to block its most potent attack.


The Horse controlled the Breath around it once again when it noticed that Noah was already attacking, and a layer of rocks appeared to form a protective armor. Also, the Horse even used the Breath inside its dantian to add more layers of protection to its defensive spell.


Noah's weapons crashed on its armor and dug deep cuts in it. Black smoke spread from the Demonic Sword too, and the layers of rocks began to crumble.


Noah battle intent rose when he saw that the Horse could endure his physical strength. Most of his opponents would just explode if he were to land such a powerful attack directly on their bodies.


The Horse neighed when Noah's aura surged, and the latter answered with a roar that spread white flames all over its body. The hybrid didn't hesitate to turn its armor into a series of spikes that shot in every direction and flung Noah back as he defended against them.


The Horse finally had some space at that point and retreated only to perform the iconic sprint of that species with the help of platforms made of Breath of the earth element.


Noah had just finished defending against the spikes when four horns appeared in front of him once again and threatened to pierce him from side to side. However, he quickly let go of the Demonic Sword to grab those horns and allow them to push him backward.


Noah and the Horned Horse flew for entire kilometers, dividing the battlefield into two sides and running over multiple cultivators, hybrids, and shadows on their path.


The Horse eventually understood that slamming Noah on other living beings wouldn't be enough to make him land on its horns, so it changed direction and began to sprint downward. Impaling him to the ground seemed far more feasible than keeping on running around until his physical strength gave up to the countless clashes.


Of course, Noah was just waiting for an opportunity to gain the advantage of the situation.


When the two of them were almost on the ground, Noah spun on himself and used the momentum generated by the Horse to slam it on the side of the mountain right under them. The earth shook, and a huge crack formed in the area of impact, but Noah didn't hesitate to grab the chains and pull them with all his strength.


The Horse struggled, but its physical strength was slightly inferior to Noah's due to a matter of species and progression in the middle tier. It shot in the air as Noah pulled and it met his punch when it reached him.


Noah sent the hybrid back on the ground, but he pulled again to deliver another strong punch. The process repeated itself for a few times until the Demonic Sword reached him, and he wielded it to replace his punches with powerful slashes.


Noah pulled, slashed, and flung the hybrid back on the side of the mountain multiple times. The Horse would manage to cast a defensive spell between one attack and another, but deep cuts appeared on its skin most of the time.


The cuts eventually deepened and reached for the strong muscles of that specimen, but the chain in his grasp started to shine at that point, and the Horse answered to that unusual event with a loud neigh followed by human words. "I will kill all of you!"


Noah didn't know if the hybrids intended to kill the invaders or if its words were directed to the Empire, but he didn't care. He was only interested in the powerful dantian of the creature.



						




                    


                
				
                    834. Giants

					
					

                    
                        That sudden awareness gained from the Horned Horse allowed it to find a way out of Noah's incessant offensive. When Noah pulled the chains again, the hybrid used its innate ability to sprint even faster than before while covering its body with a layer of rocky armor.


Noah sidestepped the charge, but one of his four horns managed to stab his chest and leave a long horizontal injury as it went past him. Since he was still holding onto the inscribed chains, he started flying alongside the charging Horse.


'Did the chain just force it to suppress its mental instabilities?' Noah thought as he flew through the battlefield again as he kept his grasp on the inscribed item.


He didn't miss the flashes radiated by the chains while he was beating the creature, but he only managed to link them to the change in the behavior of his opponent now. It was as if they had forced it to regain its consciousness.


'Is it due to the absolute control that these bindings have once connected to a slave?' Noah pondered about that feature, but the Horned Horse had managed to stop its charge at that point and was waiting for him with its horns pointed straight at his flying figure.


Noah didn't hesitate to dive among the horns with his Demonic Sword pointed toward the center of its forehead. A series of rocky layers appeared in the trajectory of his weapon, but Noah completely disregarded them and continued to pour his darkness into the sword.


The Demonic Sword began to release black smoke that helped it pierce the defensive spell of the hybrid and stab its forehead. Yet, it didn't manage to reach the brain of the creature since its skull was too sturdy.


Of course, the battle would have ended far sooner if Noah used his spells, but he was trying to refill his mental sphere at the moment, and he didn't need them to defeat his opponent.


The Horse had just used three spells, which weren't even that effective against him. There was a limit to how much a sudden acceleration and an exploding armor could do to him after he had to face Countless Wings' strategy.


'It probably was a Flawed Human before the transformation.' Noah thought as he delivered a punch to pull the Demonic Sword from its skull. 'It doesn't have a great diversity of spells, and the platforms are just a trick that allows it to use its innate ability in the air.'


The Horse neighed in pain, but Noah interrupted its cry with another series of slashes. The corrosive smoke released by his Demonic Sword started to envelop its figure, but the rocky armor appeared again and forced him to break it with another series of attacks.


'Even someone so inexperienced can survive this long just because it's a hybrid,' Noah thought when he began to feel annoyed by the resilience of his opponent.


Strictly speaking, the Horned Horse wasn't strong, and it even fought poorly for a creature capable of complex thoughts. It had its sporadic moments of awareness when it managed to use its hybrid status to be threatening, but its lack of spells made it just a bit more resistant than a magical beast.





Its physical strength was above the average of its species, but Noah had fused himself with a dragon. The only beings that could surpass the qualities of his body were beasts that were specialized only in one field.


In the end, it was the same as in the other world. Noah had to face beings that were innately stronger than both magical beasts and humans, but with no idea how to use that power.


"We are ready!" A loud shout resounded from the ground at that point, and Noah's attention went there only to see a series of Elders of the Council messing with the inscribed chains. There were members of the Elbas family there too, and they wielded some strange kind of inscribed swords that they aimed at the links connected with the bottom of the fissures.


Every cultivator that was fighting with a hybrid retreated by a few steps after that warning and Noah wasn't an exception. Then, the Royals slashed their weapons at the links, which broke and fell apart.


The inscribed chains started to flicker madly and sent waves of pain to the creatures connected to them. The collars around the hybrids began to shine too, which further worsened the pain that they felt.


The hybrids began to thrash their bodies around as they tried to suppress that intense sensation, but it did little effect. They continued to suffer until their sea of consciousness eventually broke and announced the death of those slaves.


Noah grabbed the corpse of the Horned Horse when it began to fall lifelessly toward the ground and opened its lower body to retrieve a shining organ that had already started to disperse its energy. He then ate the dantian of the hybrid in the open again and stored the rest of the corpse.


That was still a creature in the fifth rank. Noah wouldn't throw anything away.


Another intense wave of energy filled his body and pushed its level further toward the peak of the middle tier. Even if the Horse had initially been a Flawed Human, it still had a dantian with power near the bottom of the gaseous stage of the fifth rank.


The battles resumed with even more vigor at that point.


The invading forces didn't regain the upper hand immediately. The shadows had disappeared, but they had suffered their fair share of losses due to the two consecutive defensive methods.


The rank 5 cultivators of the three forces though didn't seem disappointed by that outcome. Even if some of their powerful assets had died, they wouldn't have to face the hybrids again in the next battle. After all, it would be impossible for the Empire to refill its stash of slaves, with the three organizations unwilling to trade with it.


Noah resumed his wait to recover his mental energy and began to feed the Demonic Sword to give it a well-deserved meal.


After his victory against Countless Wings, the other cultivators of the Empire had understood that he was a dangerous variable in that war, and none of them wanted to abandon their battle to fight him. Even those that won against the invading forces would rather help some of their companions than challenge him in a one versus one fight.


The real issue was that Noah seemed always to surpass their expectations, which made the level of his battle prowess quite unclear.


Truth to be told, both Peaceful Storm and Countless Wings had been his opponents because of their suitable abilities, but they weren't among the strongest rank 5 cultivators in the gaseous stage in the world. Peaceful Storm had his accumulation of talismans, but his power was still lacking.


Then, just when the battle had resumed a regular course, seven castles lit up, and seven massive giants formed in the sky.



						




                    


                
				
                    835. Elemental formation

					
					

                    
                        The giants pierced the battlefield and stood behind the troops of the Empire wearing a menacing look on their emotionless faces. They were bald, humanoid figures with an ethereal body that radiated an intense light.


All the giants were identical, except for the fact that they shone with a different light and exuded Breath of a specific element. Noah was amazed to notice that the white and the black ones were made of Breath of the light and darkness element.


His amazement didn't stop there. The power of the giants was a problem since all of them had an aura that matched inscribed items in the upper tier of the fifth rank!


"Elemental formation!" A rank 5 cultivator of the Elbas family shouted when the giants appeared.


The other Royals seemed to understand something at those words, and their eyes widened in surprise when they recognized that formation. Curiosity and unwillingness soon appeared on their expressions, but they soon started to retreat without moving their eyes from the giants.


Their reaction confused the other heroic assets on their side who shot questioning looks at the experts from the Elbas family. After all, seven puppets in the upper tier of the fifth rank were threatening, but a formation still created them. There had to be something that they could do since they had so many experts in their army.


"We can't defeat it right now," The same Royal that recognized the formation announced to the entire army. "Let's retreat."


The heroic cultivators of the other organizations showed even more confusion at those words. The assault was going well all things considered, and they wouldn't mind testing the limits of the Elemental formation for a while to see if it was as unbreakable as hinted.


Preparation was everything. In the end, the sole reason why the invaders had managed to trounce the first three defensive measures was that the Council had tested them beforehand. However, the Royal was firm in his decision and ordered the assets of his faction to leave the battlefield.


It must be said that even some of the members of the Elbas family showed some unwillingness at that decision, but they still decided to follow their leader. The Council and the Hive felt forced to retreat too when they saw more than a third of their joint army escaping toward safe territories.


Noah didn't hesitate to retreat either. His mental energy wasn't in a critical spot anymore, but he was far away from having a full sea of consciousness.


Also, his relationship with the Elbas family wasn't friendly, but he trusted its judgment when it came to the various inscription fields. That was the kind of trust that he could give only to forces that he respected for their achievements, and the Elbas family had already established its value as an ally.


The seven giants didn't move at the enemies' retreat, and the forces of the Empire stood still too. It seemed that there was some kind of condition to trigger a reaction from the formation, and the Empire didn't dare to attack without it.





The rank 5 cultivators of the three invading forces regrouped in one of the central territories that they had conquered during the war and began to discuss the recent events. It was needless to say that their conversation wasn't peaceful.


"Why did you order the retreat of all of a sudden, Andrew?" An Elder from the Council asked the Royal that ordered the retreat. "We had the advantage, and we could have tested those damned things first!"


"It would have been a slaughter, Regina," Andrew Elbas answered. "I would normally agree with you, but we know what that formation does in this case, and I'm telling you that there are precise conditions to meet to break it."


Regina and Andrew Elbas were rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage of the Council and the Royals and were also the leaders of their respective armies. Elder Julia was the leader of the troops of the Hive, but she had just reached the solid stage and wasn't on the level of the other two.


"And what exactly are those conditions? How do you know that we couldn't meet them during the battle?" Regina pressed on with her questions, but Andrew remained calm and began to explain the specifics of the Elemental formation to the heroic cultivators gathered there.


It turned out that the Elemental formation was an ancient inscription that used seven types of Breath to materialize pure forms on energy in the shape of humanoid giants. Its lines were quite complex, and they needed seven cores where cultivators had accumulated large amounts of Breath.


The most peculiar aspect of those cores was that only cultivators with that specific aptitude could fill them, which meant that the Empire had used cultivators of the light and darkness element to complete the formation!


That piece of information surprised most experts on the scene. After all, cultivators with those aptitudes were extremely rare, and only two of them had appeared in more than a century.


However, the Empire had lasted for millennia, and its political system provided cultivation resources to all of its citizens. It was different from the other forces where potential cultivators with rare aptitudes could remain commoners for the entirety of their lives.


That method simply gave the Empire more chances to find the carriers of those rare aptitudes.


Of course, it was very likely that the Empire had prepared the cores centuries ago and just used them now that it had to protect the traces left by divine beings. There was even the possibility that it had set them in the old continent in the past just to move them in the new one once a more valuable territory appeared.


"There is a fatal weakness in the formation though," Andrew Elbas raised his voice when his explanation reached that important topic. "The giants can be difficult to face even for experts in the solid stage, but they would crumble easily if we manage to gather cultivators with all seven aptitudes."


At his words, everyone on the scene turned toward Noah.


He was eating one of the legs of the Horned Horse as he listened to the conversation. Danielle was next to him, and she stared at the piece of meat in his hands with an intense gaze, but she struggled to keep her calm. It seemed that she took that as some form of training for her mental instabilities.


As for the other Elders of the Hive, their eyes sharpened when they listened to that last part.


It wasn't a secret that the Hive had a cultivator with a light aptitude in their ranks. After all, Amos Udye was right behind the Elders. Yet, the plan seemed to require both of their rare cultivators, which gave birth to suspicion and hesitation.


However, Noah cut the exchange of stares short as he gulped the meat in his mouth and spoke to Andrew. "Explain."
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                        The strategy to disable the seven giants wasn't too hard to perform and didn't have strict requirements, except for the need of cultivators with seven different aptitudes.


To deactivate the Elemental formation, the seven cultivators had to attack the source of the giants at the same time through specific items that would destabilize their form. The power of the attack didn't matter too much, even simple rank 4 cultivators would do, and the Elbas family would also take care of the creation of the items.


The only issue was in making those attacks land on the castles while the troops of the Empire defended them. Yet, the invading army had more cultivators, so creating a path was feasible. The hybrids had died too, so the Empire had lost one of its defensive methods, meaning that the next assault would lead to fewer casualties.


Noah wondered how an inscription method with such an evident weakness could have survived until the current era after hearing the explanation. However, the truth was that the Elemental formation was quite outdated, according to the standards of the Eblas family, at least.


Also, the Elemental formation wasn't inherently weak. It was hard for a single organization to put together a team made of cultivators with different aptitudes, especially with the elitist political system that most forces had.


It was a case that three of the most potent forces in the world were fighting together to take down the strongest one and that there were cultivators with the rarest aptitudes on the invading side. Without that, the attackers would have to face and defeat those giants with their heroic assets, which meant using seven rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage.


"How is it?" Elder Julia asked Noah when the explanation ended. "Do you think he is up to the task?"


Noah didn't answer. He knew what the Elder wanted to know, but he wasn't in a position to confirm her doubts. Only Daniel could answer that question.


"I'll make a trip back to the southwestern coast," Noah said as he stood up. "I have the feeling that I should be the one to offer him this mission."


Elder Julia nodded and turned to discuss the specifics of the plan with the other leaders when Noah set off to return to his dome.


***

Daniel had faced his fair share of setbacks in life.


As the heir of one of the wealthiest noble families in the Utra nation, he had always been quite privileged. His aptitude then pushed the nurturing of the Udye family to a higher level, which eventually made him become the hope of the Cause.


Yet, Noah's appearance had forced him to reconsider how talented he was.


From the events in the Bare Dungeon to the raids in the Utra nation, Noah had always managed to be a step in front of him, until he became an existence that he couldn't hope to reach.


Daniel knew that there were monsters in that world, but he had initially believed that he was one of them. It had taken him the banquet in the headquarters of the Hive to realize that anyone could have reached his level of power with the backing of a wealthy family and a rigid training schedule.





In short, Daniel had realized that he wasn't really talented. He was just lucky.


Of course, that wasn't true at all. Daniel still stood among the geniuses of his generation, but his lack of experience had ultimately made him fall behind his peers. It had reached a point where everyone was surpassing him.


However, after his privileged status began to fall apart and the dreams of his family vanished, he had started to understand his path. He realized that the political obligations placed on him since the discovery of his aptitude had blinded him for all his life.


It had all started from his conversation with Noah when he pointed out how Daniel's strength originated from his family. Then, it continued during the raids and culminated with the Hive accepting the entrance of the Udye family in its ranks.


Daniel had felt defeated for most of that period, and he had even reached the point where he wanted to stop cultivating because of the countless losses that he had to endure through the decades. He was continuing to train out of habit, but his individuality was regressing due to his lack of willpower.


Yet, seeing Noah returning from the new world as a complete rank 5 cultivator made him understand how meaningless all those titles and achievements were.


The length of the journey didn't matter. Surpassing other cultivators didn't matter. There was only the finish line and the path to reach it.


Daniel lost interest in the political matters of the world after that realization. His family wanted him to play an important role, but they were all cultivators striving for the sky in the end.


A setback was nothing. A defeat was nothing. Death was nothing. Only the willpower to keep walking toward the higher ranks mattered, and he had almost lost it because he was too busy comparing himself to his peers.


So, Daniel had decided that his willpower would become a light able to purify life from all those useless things. The other cultivators could either choose to follow his example or remain entangled in the messy political struggles of the various forces.


***

Noah returned to his dome after a long trip and didn't hesitate to dive inside the mansion of the Udye family. After all, that region was under his control, so every building inside it was technically his.


A series of servants and cultivators bowed when they saw him walking through the corridors of the mansion in the direction of the training areas placed underground.


Noah reached the reinforced rooms and waited in front of one of them for the cultivator inside it to open it. His consciousness seeped through the walls and inscriptions on them and studied the whiffs of aura that filled its insides.


He couldn't understand much since the formations around the reinforced rooms were hard to pierce, but the Udye family had never needed to upgrade them. Only Amos had been able to reach the fifth rank, and he had a suitable training area already.


So, Noah could sense that there was a rank 5 cultivator inside the room.


The door of the training area opened, and Noah saw a cultivator with long, white hair throwing a series of materials in a large cauldron that trembled due to the substance brewing inside it. A white radiance shone under the cauldron, which heated it and forced the substance inside it to release its impurities in the form of gray smoke.


"Daniel Udye at your service, Demon Prince," Daniel said without moving his attention from the cauldron.


Noah didn't mind his behavior and gave a short explanation, followed by an order. "The Hive needs your element to disable a formation. Follow me to the army. You'll join the war."


"Perfect," Daniel said, "I needed to express my individuality."



						




                    


                
				
                    837. Furious Water

					
					

                    
                        Daniel followed Noah as they flew back to the central territories where the army had momentarily decided to set an encampment.


During the travel, Daniel had never stopped heating the cauldron with his white light, which kept on exuding that gray smoke full of impurities. He would often pour Breath in the solid stage of the fourth rank inside it and add other materials until small whiffs of rank 5 Breath came out and entered his body.


Daniel had become a complete rank 5 cultivator in those years, and he had developed a peculiar cultivation technique, even if it seemed just an enhancement of his old one. The purification process expressed his individuality and made use of his expertise in the alchemy field, which made it quite suitable for him.


However, he had just experienced a breakthrough. The level of his mental sphere barely met the standards of the fifth rank and put him at the bottom of that level.


Yet, even with all his setbacks and poor level, Daniel was there, in the world where only elites could stand.


"I never thought that losing everything could bring such clarity," Daniel said as they flew. "But I can't be like you. I won't give up on my humanity just to pursue power."


"Who decides what's human?" Noah asked. "A fixed morality doesn't exist, just as there isn't a fixed path. We just elevate ourselves as we walk through the cultivation journey, and the world doesn't care if we are monsters or heroes. Also, you didn't lose anything. You have more now than you ever did in the past."


Noah's words managed to surprise Daniel, who revealed a weak smile. He wouldn't admit it openly, but Noah's mentality was still better than his when it came to his approach to the cultivation journey.


Daniel noticed how Noah's character had changed after all those years. There was a time where he would have barely spoken to anyone, but now he didn't seem to mind having a casual conversation that expressed part of their mindsets.


It wasn't a radical change. The violent and sharp aura that usually surrounded Noah was still there, but there was also a sort of calmness that enveloped it.


That was a feeling caused by the steadiness of his individuality and his conviction that he was on the right path. He appeared to Daniel as if nothing could sway him away from the road that he had chosen.


"I know that the Hive needs the magical beasts in the fifth rank in this period," Daniel said as he changed the topic, "But I should be able to make an improved version of the pills now."


Noah's interest rose at his words. The magical beasts' pills were quite useful in dire situations when he didn't have time to refill the nutrients inside his body quickly. They weren't life-saving items, but they could help to increase his already high stamina and stabilize specific critical injuries if needed.


Noah thought for a while before deciding on a solution that would benefit both him and the Hive. "You can go to the new world after the war is over. The hunting team will need an alchemist, but you need to take a few students too. The Hive needs more experts."





Daniel nodded, and their conversation ended. They didn't have much to talk about to begin with. Still, Daniel wanted to at least speak to the man that had indirectly rekindled his will to cultivate.


When they reached the encampment, the armies had already divided themselves into three different sides according to their organization.


Noah delivered Daniel to Elder Julia, who informed them about the progress in those past weeks.


The Elbas family was still busy building the seven weapons, while the other factions had created a battle plan that would allow the seven wielders to reach their respective castles. The battle would resume as soon as the Royals completed their task.


Noah simply cultivated as he waited for everything to be ready. After all, his role in the battle would be even easier since his allies didn't need to protect him so strictly. He could just rely on his hybrid status to run through any blockage and let the other heroic assets handle anything that he couldn't defeat on his own.


He began to spend some time visualizing his projects and how he intended to create them since he had some free time between each cultivation session.


When he picked Daniel from the southwestern coast, he had asked Thirty-seven to review the Body-inscription spell further to find the reason why it clashed with his darkness. He was still waiting for his answer though, so his meditation focused on other projects.


The creation of his higher energy had the priority in his mind. That would put him on a different level compared to his peers, and he knew that he would achieve some sort of completeness once he obtained it.


It wasn't only a matter of battle prowess. Even his individuality would benefit from it since he would have three different types of energies at his disposal. His destruction and creation would reach new levels at that point, allowing him to have a real advantage over the old monsters.


There were still living weapons to create. That field was new and had vast room for improvement. Also, Noah had yet to arm all the heroic assets of the Hive, which was something that he had to achieve before beginning to sell his creations.


Solving the mental instabilities of the hybrids would take time, but he was already thinking about the type of society that he could build with them once the war was over. After all, he was their leader, so he had to take care of their growth and behavior.


Noah had to create new spells too. His idea was to fuse martial arts and spells at some point and develop techniques that only hybrids could use due to the physical restrictions of the humans.


The Royals eventually completed their task, and the three armies gathered before shooting again toward the mountain chain so valued by the Empire.


The battle started almost instantly, and Noah had to face an unknown rank 5 cultivator at his same level that used a series of water whips to unleash a continuous offensive.


The cultivator's name was Furious Water, and he was a short old man with a few sparse white hairs on his almost bald head. He had a short grey beard, and his whips would often change shape to counter Noah's offensive.


It turned out that their combat styles were quite similar. They would try to overwhelm their opponents with countless attacks backed by an immense quantity of power.


Of course, Noah's attacks were stronger. Yet, Furious Water made up for that difference in power with numerous spells that changed the shape of his whips according to the type of attack that he was facing.


It was clear that the Empire had given up on countering Noah's abilities and had just sent a cultivator that had a lot of battle experience.
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                        Noah and Furious Water appeared evenly matched. Their attacks kept on clashing without revealing who had the upper hand in those relentless exchanges.


Noah was in his complete Demonic Form, filling a large area around him with corrosive smoke and launching countless slashes. The Black Hole spell was above him, absorbing the enemy's attacks and increasing its power as the battle kept going.


Furious Water controlled a barrage of blue whips that changed form mid-air as they reached for Noah. Most of them clashed with the black lines coming in his direction, and those that managed to cross the first line of attacks ended up absorbed by the gravitational pull of the black sphere.


The two of them seemed to have reached a stalemate, but Furious Water was starting to feel the pressure of fighting a long battle against Noah.


No conventional technique could block the second form of Noah's martial art. Only inscribed items or defensive spells fueled by a stronger Breath could hope to stop the incredible power carried by his most potent attack.


Furious Water was solving that problem by pressuring Noah so much that he wouldn't have time to summon the copies of his Demonic Sword, but the battle was slowly escaping his control.


The corrosive smoke was filling the environment, and it had reached a point where Furious Water's whips couldn't even clash with the black lines since the Demonic Form spell took care of them first. Noah was gaining ground, and escaping would only create an opening for him.


The blue pillar started to form, but Noah didn't stop his offensive since the troops of the Council stepped forward to create the golden shield. Some of the blue radiance landed on Noah, but he was pushed back for only an instant, and Furious Water didn't have enough time to retreat.


The rest of the battlefield was in a similar situation. The troops of the Empire were pushed back everywhere, and they could only wait for the activation of the next defensive measure to gain some ground.


The Empire decided to summon the shadows rather quickly since it feared that the current trend would lead to the loss of the territory before they had time to reveal all their defenses. However, there were fewer shadows compared to the last time because the formation didn't manage to copy too much with such short notice.


Noah didn't even care that a shadow had joined his battle and was trying to help Furious Water.


There was a vast cloud made of corrosive smoke all around him and a large sphere that applied an intense gravitational pull above him. The attacks of his opponents couldn't even hope to reach him in that situation.


Generally speaking, the best way to avoid that troublesome effect of the Demonic Form would be to change location often. However, Noah was keeping Furious Water still with his incessant offensive. As soon as his opponent turned to escape, he would launch the second form of his martial art and kill him on the spot.





"Damned monster!" Furious Water shouted as cuts appeared on his palms, and blood flowed in the whips that he was wielding, tainting them with a dark-red color.


The power of Furious Water's attacks suddenly increased, and Noah saw branches appearing on the various whips that started to push back the black cloud. The number of attacks multiplied too, which gave to the cultivator of the Empire some breathing room.


Noah was initially surprised by the power behind his opponent's spells, but he quickly understood why he didn't activate that technique sooner. Furious Water's body had begun to wither as his blood flowed in the whips, and his hands had become nothing more than bones in those short seconds.


The withering didn't stop. It began to spread on Furious Water's forearms too as a drawback for that boost of power.


'It's a secret art,' Noah concluded in his mind as he analyzed the technique and revealed a smirk through the Demonic Form at that realization.


Furious Water saw the mouth of the draconic helmet opening up to form a fiendish smile that showed a series of gaseous teeth. At that scene, he felt as if he was really fighting some kind of monster.


Noah felt pushed back, but he didn't stop attacking. If his opponent had to resort to a secret art to fight him, then he would give him a proper battle!


The roars of some hybrids spread on the battlefield, but Noah ignored them after understanding their level. Those creatures were just some reserves that the Empire had decided not to deploy in the previous battle, but they featured only a single being in the fifth rank. His allies could easily take care of them.


Furious Water's arms had become skeletal after activating the secret art for a few minutes, and the drawbacks were starting to affect his chest at that point. It wouldn't take much before the technique ended up killing him.


Noah wanted to avoid that outcome because he aimed to seize his dantian. So, he kept on attacking and waited until the drawbacks showed a fatal flaw in his opponent's battle style.


However, his instincts suddenly sensed a dangerous presence coming at high speed from below him.


Noah quickly launched the Black Hole spell downward, and the loss of that defensive measure increased the amount of pressure on him. Yet, only a couple of whips managed to hit his body in that situation before the detonation of the dark spere forced both parties to separate.


Noah shot an annoyed gaze downward, where another rank 5 cultivator of the Empire was staring at him with a surprised expression.


Spark and black smoke had spread everywhere under Noah. It seemed that the newcomer had tried to take him by surprise with a spell of the lightning element, but his superior awareness had managed to notice the arrival of that powerful spell.


Yet, Noah now had two rank 5 cultivators and an annoying shadow as opponents, which was a level of power that he couldn't handle on his own.


Two cuts had appeared on his shoulders due to the empowered whips, but the armor had managed to block most of their power, creating only superficial injuries. Noah was basically at his peak, but he still couldn't face such strong opponents together.


Nevertheless, Elder Austin came to his help at that point, even if he remained at some distance due to the black cloud.


The Empire though couldn't sustain its losses anymore and triggered its next defensive method. The castles lit up, and seven giants appeared on the battlefield. The Empire had decided to activate the Elemental formation in the end, but the invading forces were more than prepared to fight it.


Noah deactivated the Demonic Form, and the rank 5 Elders of the Hive landed on the air next to him when the corrosive smoke had dispersed in the air. A metal orb then appeared in his palm, and Noah started to fuel it with his Breath.


They were ready to assault the castles.



						




                    


                
				
                    839. Coordination

					
					

                    
                        The army of the invaders formed seven groups, and even the existences in the fourth rank left their battles to support their respective teams. According to Andrew Elbas' description, the Elemental formation was powerful, so deactivating it had to be their priority.


Noah charged the metallic orb in his palm as he waited for the leaders of each group to give the order to attack.


He had hinted that there could have been a problem with the functioning of the item since his Breath wasn't exactly ordinary. However, after performing a few tests in complete secrecy, he confirmed that he could use his darkness to be one of the energies needed to take care of the Elemental formation.


After all, individualities always affected the composition of the Breath in peculiar ways, and Noah only needed to know if the metallic orb recognized his energy as Breath of the darkness element.


The enemy troops showed stern expressions at that scene and gathered in front of the castles to prepare for the imminent clash. It was evident that the invaders had come prepared for their defensive method, so they could just do their best to protect it.


"Charge." A single word resounded in the minds of the rank 5 cultivators of the invaders, but it was enough to trigger a series of battle cries that followed the advance of the seven groups.


Noah stood at the center of his team, and his Demonic Sword followed him closely, ready to protect him in case an attacker managed to pierce the blockade around him.


Of course, Noah could fight even if he was charging the orb, but he couldn't express his real strength if he fought among allies.


Multicolored lights spread in the environment as the seven teams crashed on the first line of defense of the Empire. Many spells flew and exploded as the various groups fought to pierce or block their enemies.


Shockwaves and loud noises echoed through the groups, but Noah could only hear muffled sounds in the middle of all those heroic cultivators. Meanwhile, inscriptions started to appear on the orb as his Breath kept on fueling it according to Andrew's instructions.


"Wind, you are going too fast. Slow down!" Andrew's voice resounded in the minds of the seven cultivators carrying the orbs. The Royal family had provided special notebooks that could keep track of the status of those items so that Andrew could monitor it.


Deactivating the Elemental formation required strict coordination, which gave birth to the need of a supervisor that warned the carriers whenever they didn't respect the planned schedule. Andrew had even chosen simple codenames to make their communication more intuitive.


"Prepare for impact!" Someone in Noah's group shouted, and he noticed how the black giant in front of his team had raised an arm to punch them.


Elder Julia raised her hand at that sight, and the giant suddenly stopped moving before a small tornado formed inside its raised arm. The hurricane spread until its entire arm exploded, preventing the puppet from completing its attack.





Noah's group began to cheer, but the giant quickly raised its other arm to attempt in another attack. Yet, Elder Julia stopped it again with the same spells.


The power of a rank 5 cultivator in the solid stage was incredible. It could directly incapacitate puppets that could potentially defeat other beings that were in the gaseous or liquid stage!


Nevertheless, the Elemental formation wasn't so easy to defeat. The Elbas family wouldn't have retreated the first time otherwise.


The arms of the black giant reformed in a matter of seconds and resumed their attempts to punch the team advancing through the allied troops. Yet, both of its limbs exploded again as Elder Julia created storms inside them.


That cycle repeated itself multiple times, and Elder Julia couldn't help with the advance of her team at all since she had to prevent the giant from landing its attacks on it. All the rank 4 cultivators would die otherwise, and there was a high chance to have casualties among those in the fifth rank too.


If the invading forces had decided to attack without any preparation, seven rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage would have been busy keeping the giants at bay. The army of the three forces would have been too weak to face the Empire in that case. After all, the cultivators on that level were the leaders of each faction.


Also, the giant didn't appear weakened by the damages that it was suffering and simply regenerated in a matter of seconds, ready to attack again.


The battles around Noah continued, and Elder Julia kept on fighting the Elemental formation as the team advanced. Andrew Elbas would shout orders through the special notebooks whenever one of the seven carriers didn't respect the schedule set beforehand.


The Empire did its best to stop the invaders. It even resorted to basic tactics such as leaving some castles unprotected, and focus all its troops on specific sources.


However, the invaders had prepared for that eventuality too and simply reinforced the teams that had to face more troops.


In the end, the numerical advantage and the losses inflicted through that year of wars won against the defenses set in the last decades by the most potent force in those Mortal Lands.


The seven teams reached the castles and opened a path for the carries while protecting them from the enemy troops who were madly trying to break through the blockage. Noah flew at high speed toward his target enveloped in the black light of the darkness giant.


He couldn't understand anything about that kind of formation, but the amount of Breath of the darkness element contained inside that puppet was merely insane. It made him wonder if the Empire had hidden experts with a darkness aptitude through the millennia.


"Is everyone in position?" Andrew asked when his team reached their castle and shouted an order when all the carriers gave affirmative answers. "Throw!"


Noah threw the metallic orb in his grasp toward the castle, and the inscriptions on its shining form began to flicker as it neared the body of the black giant. A path opened in the ethereal body of the puppet, and the orb slid right through it before starting to destabilize.


Explosions resounded as the seven orbs detonated at the same time and spread the shining lines on their surface on the castles. The giants suddenly stopped moving when that happened, and the formation on the sides of the mountains began to release sparks.


It seemed that those lines, coupled with the Breath of the respective elements, had created a short-circuit in the part of the formation containing the Elemental formation. Those giant forms ultimately vanished as the effect spread, and the invading forces could focus once again on the troops of the Empire at that point.


As for Noah, he looked for a particular lightning cultivator that had tried to catch him by surprise.



						




                    


                
				
                    840. Hun

					
					

                    
                        Noah couldn't have precise reports about the abilities of the rank 5 cultivators of the Empire because there hadn't been a major war for a long time. After all, no one had dared to attack the Empire for centuries. The only battles happened at the edges of the areas of influence of the three big nations, but they featured rank 4 cultivators at best.


The arrival of the new continent had revealed some of its assets. Still, the majority of them had remained hidden, just as they had done for centuries.


Also, Noah couldn't decide who was his opponent most of the time, so he didn't need outdated pieces of information. A list of the abilities of most heroic assets was bound to appear after that war, but it was too early to create a proper register after only one year.


However, that lightning cultivator had snuck up on him when he was about to defeat Furious Water. Noah felt as if someone had made him lose the perfect prey, which wasn't something that his instincts took lightly.


The fact that the cultivator had almost succeeded in taking him by surprise was another troublesome issue.


The world of the rank 5 cultivators was too variegated for Noah to be able to predict every battle style, and he was still too weak to fight multiple experts at once. So, he could only make an example out of him to stop other cultivators from imitating him.


Noah rose high in the sky and scanned the battlefield as if he was a flying beast looking for its prey. The various battles appeared in his vision, but he was only interested in one target at the moment.


Furious Water was nowhere to be seen. He had probably left the area to mend the injuries caused by the secret art. Yet, Noah managed to spot the lightning cultivator after a minute spent analyzing the area.


His target was a tall man with a head full of long black hair. He had no beard, and he appeared as a youthful man in his thirties.


Noah guessed that he was one of the new talents of the Empire that had managed to become a complete rank 5 cultivator just recently. Nevertheless, it seemed that he was used to those kinds of sneak attacks since he was trying to perform it on an Elder of the Council busy fighting a water cultivator of the Empire.


'Found you,' Noah thought as his expression became cold and began to dive at full speed toward him.


A draconic roar echoed through the battlefield. Noah launched a wave of white flames to stop the lightning cultivator from ambushing his allies as he continued his reckless charge.


The lightning cultivator was surprised that someone was targeting him, but he soon realized how dangerous the situation was when he saw Noah's figure behind the incoming flames.


Sparks filled his body, and he suddenly released them to retreat at high speed. The flames missed him, but Noah's reptilian eyes never left his figure.


Noah activated the Merging spell and sprinted, following his target tightly as he watched him escaping through various battlefields in the hope that Noah would lose track of him.





It was evident that head-on combat wasn't his specialty, but Noah wouldn't let someone that had tried to kill him get away so easily.


A series of Ghostly Sabers appeared around him, and Noah created a sea of saber-shaped runes too as he continued his chase. They were fastest ranged spells that he had, and they could even reach distances precluded to his other techniques.


The series of sabers flew ahead and tried to encircle the slippery cultivator who kept on dodging and using the other battles as a natural shield. However, Noah didn't mind if his spells hit other cultivators of the Empire and continued to command the various sabers to move forward.


Eventually, some of them landed on the body of the lightning cultivator, who spat a mouthful of blood as he kept running away.


Noah created more Ghostly Sabers, but his mind suddenly sensed a threat on his path, and he promptly wielded his Demonic Sword to slash at it. His weapon released a black line that clashed with a spark that the lighting cultivator had left behind as he escaped.


The spark exploded, but Noah ignored the shockwaves to focus on a series of lightning bolts that were converging at high speed toward his position. It seemed that the lighting cultivator had placed some kind of trap there, but the power of those attacks couldn't match Furious Storm's offensive.


Noah expanded his consciousness without activating any defensive measure. According to his target's behavior, there was a high chance that he would be nearby to watch if his trap was a success.


The individuality of the lightning cultivator seemed able to suppress the innate violence and flashiness of his element, which made his attacks quite suitable for ambushes. Yet, those sneaky features ended up taking away some of the power of his lightning bolts. Noah felt as if they were the weakest attacks that he had seen since the beginning of the war.


The lightning bolts drew near, but Noah waited until his consciousness found his target before deploying his defensive measures.


In the eyes of the onlookers, a gray cloud suddenly replaced Noah's figure when the attacks landed, but no one could understand how injured he was. They could only know that he was alive since they could still sense his consciousness.


The lightning cultivator watched the scene from a relatively safe position and felt satisfied by that result. His individuality didn't suit a battle with Noah at all, but he could slow him down, at least.


Also, the fact that he had become a complete rank 5 cultivator just a few decades ago left him with an imperfect battle style that he was still trying to understand.


'The Almighty has given me the title Silent Lightning, but there aren't many spells of my element with suitable features,' Silent Lightning began to think as he turned to look for another battle where he could ambush someone. Still, he suddenly felt that something was amiss when he tried to place his left foot on the air.


When he turned, he realized that the entirety of the left part of his body was gone.


Silent Lightning's eyes went toward the gray cloud that had become entirely black in the few seconds in which he had turned to retreat. A large fissure almost divided it into two parts, and a blurred fiendish figure came out of it as it flew toward him.


Noah dispersed the Demonic Form when he reached Silent Lightning, who was too stunned by his fatal wound to react. He even remained still when Noah's hand entered in his remaining low-waist through his injury and tore away his dantian.


"The Almighty will return, and doom-" Silent Lightning tried to give voice to a threat as his opponent ate his dantian in a single bite, but Noah simply waved his hand and reduced the rest of his body into a pulp.


The losers didn't have any right to speak.



						




                    


                
				
                    841. Stele

					
					

                    
                        The destruction of the elemental giants forced the troops of the Empire in a passive position. The casualties on their side began to mount, and multiple heroic assets started to suffer injuries or die due to the overwhelming numbers of the invading forces. Not even the cultivators in the fifth rank could avoid that fate.


That battle was leading to a defeat of the Empire.


The defenders had exhausted their defensive methods by then. Only a few shadows still lingered on the battlefield, but they weren't able to provide any significant assistance.


Retreating seemed the only option left, especially since the Empire knew that it had to preserve enough troops to fight the next battles. There were still a few valuable regions on the northeastern coast, and there was all the central area of the old continent to defend too!


Even the mighty Shandal Empire couldn't lose too many troops. Winning the war without their god might not be an option, but it wanted to survive as an organization nonetheless.


In their minds, the defenders didn't doubt for even a second that the Almighty would return and reestablish his organization as the most potent force in those Mortal Lands. Yet, hope didn't win wars, and the troops of the Empire knew that very well, which was why they still had one last trick to show to the invaders before leaving that territory.


The defenders started to retreat, and the invaders chased after them to inflict as many losses as possible. They knew that the Empire had immense reserves of manpower, so killing its heroic assets could only benefit the next battles.


However, the castles started to release a humming sound when all the invaders were above or near them. Those structures began to emit a soft light that increased in intensity with each passing second.


Noah's instincts screamed at that sight, and he shouted to warn his allies while he shot up in the sky to escape from the range of those buildings. "Retreat!"


Of course, the other heroic assets were soon able to sense that danger too, but their innate awareness wasn't enough to make them escape what would come next. Only a few experts in the fifth rank managed to follow Noah in time.


The castles exploded and engulfed the entire area with a destructive radiance that didn't let even the slowest cultivators of the Empire go. The sky above the mountain chain saw a multicolored light filling the whole region, with very few assets managing to escape that destructive halo.


Cries filled the battlefield, and charred corpses started to fall on the ground. The human cultivators in the area directly turned into ashes, and the ground cracked under the pressure generated by the detonation of the castles.


Noah watched everything from his safe position high in the sky. Danielle was with him, together with all the rank 5 cultivators of the Hive.


They had escaped even before their senses managed to feel that danger. The reason for that was their trust in Noah, which made them more reactive to his warning than the assets of the other forces.





There were other experts in the fifth rank with that group in the sky. Both the Council and the Elbas family had cultivators that had promptly followed Noah in his flight upward. Others, instead, had managed to escape from the range of the explosion by using specific movement techniques.


The losses though were immense.


The cultivators in the fourth rank that had been hit by the multicolored light were either injured or dead. Almost the entirety of the human cultivator had died. Those that had survived were severely wounded, saved only by the bodies of those before them.


As for the beings in the fifth rank, all of them had survived, but many had hideous burns.


The detonation of the castles wasn't enough to threaten the lives of the assets in the fifth rank. Still, the various losses and the many injured would slow down the advance of the invaders by a few years.


The troops of the Empire kept on retreating, and they soon disappeared from Noah's sight. They left to the three forces a broken land and a series of debris, without even bothering to keep the defensive formation intact.


"We won in terms of kill count," Andrew Elbas said as he analyzed the battlefield, "But this will slow us down for a while."


"I hope that what they were defending wasn't destroyed in the explosion." Elder Julia said as she scanned the environment, looking for something that gave value to all those deaths.


The mountain chain was mostly in ruins, but a peculiar structure in the distance had remained entirely intact. The cultivators near her soon noticed that area too and began to near it carefully, afraid that the Empire could have set another explosive trap.


There was a peaceful lake next to a crumbled mountain with no trace of vegetation nearby. Then, a bit farther away, there was a strange stele that radiated an ancient aura.


The explosion seemed to have missed that piece of land. Both the lake and the stele didn't show any wave or crack on their surface. Yet, the rank 5 cultivators that inspected it knew that there was some higher power keeping the area protected.


"This, this!" Andrew stuttered a bit when he looked at the signs on the stele. Other cultivators of the water element did the same as they sat on the ground with their eyes fixed on those ancient marks.


Their allies though quickly interrupted them and made them aware of their surroundings.


Noah saw how Andrew and the others seemed to have come out of a sort of trance since they muttered casual words and glanced at the stele with evident eagerness in their eyes. It was as if everything else had lost importance for them. Only the contents of the stele mattered.


"What is it?" Regina asked with an annoyed tone. There were even some of her underlings in the cultivators captivated by that structure. She couldn't accept that they didn't report to her as soon as they regained their awareness.


Her underlings remembered their position at her question, but they could only express themselves in simple lines that didn't make much sense.


"Water! Water is life."


"Water is a cycle!"


"Water is eternal!"


Other similar lines resounded in the area as the water cultivators of the three forces tried to explain the contents of their enlightenment. However, they only managed to give voice to confused words that didn't help the others understanding the actual function of the stele.


Luckily for the other experts, Andrew Elbas stabilized his mind in less than a minute and described with proper words his hypothesis concerning that ancient structure. "These should be the notes of a divine being of the water element. Any cultivator with the same aptitude can gain insights on the element thanks to them. I feel drained after just a few seconds though. I wouldn't be surprised if the price to pay for it were your lifespan."



						




                    


                
				
                    842. Break

					
					

                    
                        The remains of the army eventually decided to build an encampment around the stele.


It wasn't just a matter of studying the trace left by a divine entity. The cultivators with a water aptitude wanted to use that structure to improve their understanding of their element and solidify their individuality.


A large number of heroic cultivators moved from the domains of the three nations to join the army that had discovered that incredible structure. After all, water cultivators were quite ordinary in the world, and all of them requested to see the stele.


Meanwhile, the rank 5 cultivators made a point of their situation.


They hadn't expected the Empire to lay such a trap, and they paid the price for underestimating it. Only the Hive counted more than ten casualties among the assets in the fourth rank, which was quite depressing considering that it had deployed only twenty-five of them for that battle.


The rest of them were all injured, with some of them so severely that they had to return to the southwestern coast to receive specialized treatments.


The Elders in the fifth rank were relatively fine. Elder Austin, Elder Justin, Daniel, and Amos had touched the multicolored light, but it only caused a few burns on their skin.


As for the human assets, the losses were simply uncountable.


"Years of accumulation and growth wasted because of a paranoid god!" Elder Austin exclaimed as he gulped a cup of wine before smearing some Primordial Ice on the burns on his legs. "Who even sets a self-destruct mechanism that doesn't spoil the resource of a land? I could almost think that the Empire was expecting something like this to happen."


All the rank 5 Elders of the Hive had gathered in an inscribed tent to discuss their next move, but they had ended up expressing their annoyance toward that sly organization.


"The other forces lost far more than us," Daniel said as he swept his cup with his aura before drinking from it. "I guess we are lucky to have deployed fewer troops than them."


He was injured too. His right arm was completely charred, but a thick layer of Primordial Ice covered that limb and was already quickening its recovery. The Elbas family had provided that resource freely after the explosion, so all the injured were using it.


Elder Austin snorted before refilling his cup with some wine and drinking it all in one gulp. Then, he complained in a loud voice again. "The luck of the underdog! We have lost decades of progress in a single battle, and you talk about luck. There is no victory in losing less than your enemies. The real victory is in the gains that we manage to reap thanks to those losses."


Daniel could only nod at his words.


Casualties were inevitable, especially when facing a nation that had been at the peak of those Mortal Land for millennia. Yet, if the invaders managed to gain something that would boost their growth as organizations, they would see those losses as a fair price to pay.





Noah remained silent as they conversed. The Elders didn't treat Daniel or Amos coldly anymore, but they were starting to show some trust toward those two nobles.


It would take time for the Udye family to become a part of the Hive. However, the Elders had already changed their behavior toward them.


Daniel and Amos had fought together with them in the end. The world would label them as actual members of the Hive now that they had worn its robes in front of the other nations. There was no turning back from that.


"It was worth it," Noah said as he stood up from the couch where he was sitting. "With the stele and the lava lake, we will groom stronger heroic assets and increase the number of our elites. Also, we have the living weapons, and the hybrids should provide more assistance once their mental instabilities are fixed."


Then, he left the tent to return to a cave that he had previously dug to cultivate.


They had already discussed anything important, so there was no point for him to remain there. His free time had to be dedicated to his training and projects, and he didn't feel like wasting it to analyze the data of the last battle.


Their allies had lost more than them, and the Empire had surpassed all three of them in that field. Elder Julia had calculated that at least eight cultivators in the fifth rank had died on the defending side, and Noah had filled two of those spots.


The Empire had simply lost too much, and dozens of rank 4 cultivators couldn't make up for the deaths of its elites.


Elder Julia had warned Noah on that part. The fact that he could be a threat to cultivators on his level would force the Empire to deploy equal experts against him.


They wouldn't rely on tactics to beat him. Their only weapons would be their experience and individuality, which would give birth to battles a bit more complicated than his previous ones. If strategies didn't work, the Empire would just make him face its best existences in the gaseous stage of the fifth rank.


Noah didn't know how much it would take to the three factions to reorganize, but that break gave him the chance to start experimenting in one of his projects. He resumed forging living weapons in that period of peace. After all, there was an abundance of magical beasts' corpses due to the cleaning operations on the northeastern coast.


His choice wasn't random. He would need decades to complete his other projects, and he didn't want to be interrupted when he was preparing for his next series of experiments.


Seclusion and long periods of meditation were usually the best approaches for entities on his level, but gathering experiences had the priority since he could express his individuality freely. That was in line with the requirements to advance once reached the fifth rank, and Noah had long felt that his dantian was improving.


Noah began to forge living weapons again, even if there weren't rank 4 cultivators available for their purchase. The recent losses had left a lot of living weapons behind, but very few cultivators able to wield them.


It was finally his turn with the sixth Kesier rune at some point, and his days suddenly became hectic. He couldn't waste that opportunity to improve his mental sphere as much as he could, especially with the breakthrough of his body drawing close.


A bit more than a year passed in that situation.


The territory with the stele had become quite crowded in that short period. The arrival of the new troops helped their armies to reform, but they had to summon human cultivators personally since they couldn't travel alone through the new continent.


Also, the cultivators of the Elbas family were developing an item that could block eventual explosions of buildings in the future.


The war was about to start again, and the invaders wouldn't stop until the Empire didn't have any domain left in the new continent at that time.



						




                    


                
				
                    843. Calmness

					
					

                    
                        The battles resumed once the experts of the Elbas family managed to find a solution to the catastrophic explosions that the buildings of the Empire could cause.


However, they didn't aim to protect the armies from the multicolored light. Something like that was simply impossible to create in such a short period, and a protective item in the fifth rank would have the same efficiency.


Instead, the Royals developed a scanner that would warn the troops whenever the energy in certain formations accumulated to trigger an explosion.


The warning would come far sooner than the actual detonation. After all, it was in the invaders' interest to give enough time to escape even to their human troops. They couldn't just keep only losing hundreds of promising human cultivators as collateral damage.


The three factions didn't divide themselves at that time. The Empire only had a few large regions left in its domain, and they were the territories that it had occupied right after the fall of the continent.


Those areas would be protected in the same way as the mountain chain, which meant that the invaders had some harsh battles waiting for them. Yet, that didn't discourage them. It would be strange if they managed to kick the Empire out of the new continent without struggles.


The rank 5 assets deployed in the next fight remained almost the same, but the three organizations added more troops in the fourth rank to make up for their previous losses and increase the overall power of the army. A new wave of human cultivators appeared too, but their leaders had ordered them to be careful when advancing in the enemy territory.


Faith had joined the army after the discovery of the stele, and her new cultivation level made her stand with the rank 5 Elders of the Council. Noah's guess had been on point. She had been busy breaking through the fifth rank and adapting to her new power in those years.


Yet, she didn't have time to visit Noah when they were still in the encampment, even if she often waved at him with a radiant smile whenever she saw him.


Noah had initially thought that she had become even more childish after the breakthrough, but seeing her calm expression when she stood with the other Elders made him rethink that evaluation.


Faith's calmness had evolved in those years. Her aura didn't block the external influences anymore, but it forced them to adapt to her rhythm. The wind that blew in the sky became a soft breeze whenever it neared her, and even the sunlight acted strangely when it illuminated her figure.


It slowed down and accumulated around her, making her figure shine and enhancing her already breathtaking beauty.


The army of the invaders stood at the borders of a poisonous swamp that had a tall palace standing in the middle of the toxic gases radiated by the environment. Stern-faced cultivators waited in front of the castle, and the hatred that they felt seeped through their auras and reached the opposing side.





Nevertheless, most cultivators still had the time to glance at Faith's figure. They acted as if they weren't about to engage in a deadly battle.


The atmosphere suddenly changed when the order to charge spread through the invading army and forced the distracted assets to focus.


The two armies clashed again, and the same series of defensive methods appeared to help the defending side. However, the three forces were more than used to those strategies and quickly deployed their countermeasures.


There wasn't another Elemental formation. That kind of inscription originated from specific cores that had been destroyed during the detonation of the castles. Still, the Empire had found a way to make use of the poisonous properties of the swamp.


There would be sudden green torrents rising from the ground and aiming for the heroic assets fighting in the sky. They would divide themselves into a series of precise bullets that targeted the foreign cultivators, and the poison that they carried would weaken anyone that they touched.


As a defensive method, those toxic bullets were far weaker than the Elemental formation. Yet, when the Empire used them together with the shadows, the invading troops began to feel some pressure.


Nevertheless, the troops of the Empire were trying to save their strength. It was as if they weren't interested in defending that territory since they only pursued safe battles, and they rarely engaged in one versus one fights.


It was as if they had already given up on the new continent and were only trying to inflict as many losses as possible before the invasion inevitably moved in the old continent.


Of course, there were exceptions to that approach.


Noah exchanged blows with a rank 5 cultivator at the peak of the gaseous stage. She was a middle-aged woman with long blonde hair called Icy Stare, and her title was a perfect description of her facial features.


Icy Stare had a cold expression as she froze the air around her to turn it into part of her spells. Various shapes made of ice took form from that ice and shot toward Noah, who was already using most of his abilities.


He wouldn't dare to underestimate an expert at the peak of the gaseous stage, especially after Elder Julia's warning. So, he had activated his usual spells while he was trying to create a window where he could use the second form of his martial art.


The only issue was that Icy Stare's aura was able to affect even the corrosive smoke radiated by the Demonic Form, which slowed down its advance under its influence. The various weapons and beasts made of ice that shot toward him also seemed partially resistant to the gravitational pull of the Black Hole spell.


That forced Noah to use the black lines to defend against the constant barrage of spells and his physical endurance to advance toward his enemy slowly.


Yet, Icy Stare simply increased the number of attacks whenever she saw him taking a step forward to push him back again. There didn't seem to be a limit to how many figures she could create, and she could even use the shards of ice that still floated in the sky to create more spells.


'This won't do,' Noah thought as four copies of his Demonic Swords appeared next to him, and four fuming arms wielded them.


The instants lost to perform that preparation exposed him to her opponent's attacks, which landed directly on the scaled armor. The Black Hole spell managed to take away some of their power, but they managed to pierce the gaseous protection nonetheless.


It was at that point though that Icy Stare's expression flickered, and she quickly shattered all the shapes around her to create a thick layer of ice to protect her.


A vertical piece of the layer vanished as soon as it formed, and the rest of the wall of ice crumbled quickly. Icy Stare's figure appeared again, but there was a long wound on her torso now.
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                        Noah's scaled armor had dispersed when the spells landed on him. A thin layer of ice had spread on his chest where a series of cuts had appeared. However, black smoke soon came out of his body and reduced the ice to ashes before turning him again into a fiendish figure.


He had never liked to be passive in a battle, and Icy Stare was able to push him back. So, he had simply decided to endure the might of her spells with his body and cast the second form of his martial art.


His physical strength was well known to the cultivation of the world by then, and no expert would ever allow him to get close. After all, even a single punch could kill them if they were careless.


However, Noah would only express a part of his power if he didn't use the incredible properties of his body. His martial arts were able to match spells because of it, but they alone didn't cover everything that his body was capable of.


In a situation where a melee battle was impossible, and his normal abilities weren't able to overwhelm his opponent, Noah had decided to rely on his innate defenses to launch his most potent attack right through her offensive.


'Why is the Black Hole spell affecting her spells so little?' Noah started pondering about the issue as he resumed his offensive. Icy Stare did the same, but she began to move to affect a wider part of the sky with her freezing aura.


There was something strange with her spells. The forms that she created were extraordinarily lifelike and didn't act according to specific patterns. Instead, they flew in odd trajectories and would even dodge some of the black lines launched by Noah.


It was as if Noah was facing a series of lifeforms rather than simple spells.


That peculiarity became more evident in the forms that imitated magical beasts. Those icy figures never flew in a straight line, and they even tried to encircle Noah at times.


'Dammit!' Noah cursed in his mind before activating the Divine Deduction technique.


He would generally avoid using so many techniques at once. The consumption of mental energy was absurd when he went all out, and adding the divine inscriptions worsened that already dire situation.


The drawbacks of being a cultivator of the darkness element were still there, even if his darkness had considerably eased that issue. It was merely his mental energy the fuel that was enduring them now.


The same problem didn't appear in cultivators with more common aptitudes, and the existences in the fifth rank could make up for the difference in power between their elements by using more spells.


Of course, not every expert in the fifth rank could obtain a large number of diagrams at the same level, but those that were experienced inscription masters had managed to create some spells through the centuries. Those attacks would even match their individualities most of the time, which made them stronger compared to those produced by others.





Icy Stare appeared to be one of those experts since her freezing aura worked perfectly with her icy figures. Also, she was even able to reduce the destructiveness of Noah's smoke, which meant that her ice wasn't ordinary at all.


Noah had a few plans to turn the situation in his favor, but only the clarity given by the Divine Deduction technique could put him always one step ahead of his enemy. He wanted to understand the nature of her ice too, so he could only sacrifice his mental energy in that battle.


Countless thoughts surged in his mind as an army of weapons and magical beasts flew in his direction through odd trajectories.


Noah saw a flock of eagles coming at him from below, a series of spears and shards rising in the sky only to aim for his head as they fell. Hundreds of small beetles sieged him from the front, and large axes occupied his sides.


He was surrounded, and the expansion of Icy Stare's ice wasn't stopping yet. In a matter of minutes, she would turn into ice all that part of the sky.


The number of attacks was simply too high for Noah to handle them with only his martial art and corrosive smoke. Even if those spells didn't have their peculiar traits and the Black Hole spell could affect them, he would still be in trouble.


However, he had a way to fight that offensive.


A series of saber shaped runes appeared in the sky and began to absorb the primary energy that his aura and the previous clashes had created since the beginning of the fight. The runes soon reached a threatening power, and Noah controlled them to stop the incoming attacks. Also, he created hundreds of Ghostly Sabers that he sent after the moving Icy Stare.


It was needless to say that the consumption of his mental energy increased further. Still, Noah didn't find the point in having a full sea of consciousness when you were dead.


The runes and black lines managed to fend off all the enemy attacks, and the Ghostly Sabers hindered the expansion of the ice as they chased after Icy Stare.


The number of spells in Noah's possession was incredible, and he was even able to overwhelm his opponent's offensive when he used all of them. Yet, the price to pay in terms of mental energy was absurd, which didn't allow him to fight in that state for long.


Icy Stare kept on flying away from the Ghostly Sabers, but she didn't notice how Noah was forcing her to remain close to his position. When she was close enough, he threw the Black Hole spell at here, detonating it when he was sure that she was in the area of the blast.


Icy Stare staggered for a second due to the explosion, but the Ghostly Sabers caught up with her and quickly aimed for her body to hurt her internally.


The ethereal sabers though froze mid-air as they were about to reach her.


'She puts a part of her life inside her ice,' Noah thought as he understood the reason why his Black Hole spell had worked so poorly. 'My spell can't absorb something carrying such a firm will. I would have to suppress it beforehand.'


Icy Stare seemed to use inscription methods similar to the Will-consuming runes. Her ice carried part of her will, and it even had precise orders since its creation.


'This is troublesome,' Noah thought as he evaluated the battle as a whole.


His attacks seemed able to overwhelm her for a few moments, but he had to decide if keeping on using all his spells, or just wait until she ran out of mental energy.


A torrent of green water though surged from the swamp and temporarily interrupted the battle. Noah found himself fighting against a series of poisonous water bullets coming in his direction while expecting Icy Stare to exploit that opening.


Yet, she didn't do anything, and she even began to retreat with the rest of her allies.



						




                    


                
				
                    845. Eagerness

					
					

                    
                        Noah destroyed the poisonous bullets and stared at his departing opponent. The sudden retreat of the troops of the Empire confused him, but everything made more sense when he inspected the battlefield.


A few rank 5 members of the Elbas family had gathered near the ground, where the green corpse of a man floated on the swamp. Noah didn't recognize him, but the amount of attention that those experts were giving him hinted that he had to be on their same level.


The Empire had managed to kill a rank 5 cultivator of the invading forces without suffering any casualty for what concerned experts on the same rank. Also, it had managed to inflict a lot of damage even on the other assets.


Noah could see how most heroic cultivators on his side had green spots on their skin together with various injuries. Those spots slowly spread through their bodies and affected their healing properties too. It was clear that those existences were in dire need of special care.


The new defensive battle style of the Empire had only focused on weakening the invaders, without caring about preventing the loss of the region. It was as if the defenders had sacrificed that territory to slow down the enemy army while also preserving as many assets as possible.


Of course, the Empire had suffered some losses too, but they only concerned the human assets and the heroic cultivators in the fourth rank.


The invaders had won the battle and obtained a new territory, but the state of their troops didn't make it feel like a victory.


'I don't know if they just want to gain time because they hope for the return of their god,' Noah thought at the sight of that scene, 'Or if they are up to something.'


The records retrieved in the Mortal Palace were entirely accurate, and Thirty-seven had even vouched for them. After all, anything that a divine entity had deemed worthy of keeping couldn't be false.


So, Noah didn't feel inclined to believe in his first hypothesis.


Their faith in the Almighty might have blinded the cultivators of the Empire, but they were experts in the art of war. Their tactical retreat was just a piece of a strategy that they had set in motion.


The only issue was that Noah couldn't know where such a plan would uncover itself, and he knew that even his allies were clueless about that. There had always been spies among the three big nations, but the security was impenetrable when it came to those pieces of information.


'I wonder if it will be here or in the old continent,' Noah thought before putting those problems in the back of his mind.


He was almost sure that they would eventually walk into a trap, but he couldn't know when or where that would happen. He didn't have a way to discover that either, so he could only focus on his power.


"Let's go back to the encampment," Elder Julia said after nearing him, "We have to send the injured back to the headquarters."





Noah nodded at her words and began to help to carry the wounded heroic cultivators of the Hive outside of that poisonous swamp. Some rank 4 Elders were barely able to stand in the air due to the toxins inside them, so they needed some help in returning to a safe area.


Noah's actions weren't purely selfless. The poison spread through physical contact, and Noah was the only one capable of resisting its effects due to his hybrid body. Also, he could carry more than dozens of cultivators at the same time, so he was quite handy.


That green substance had infected even some rank 5 Elders, but they were able to limit its effects with their powerful Breath and didn't need help in returning to the encampment.


As for the human cultivators, Danielle handled their evacuation since she could control the hybrids among them. She simply ordered them to act as mounts that the other assets could use to escape the swamp.


The injured didn't stop at the encampment though. Noah and the other hybrids carried them in the central territories, where a cloaked formation lit up at their passage.


The troops suddenly found themselves inside the separate dimension when the light of the formation engulfed them, and they couldn't help but notice two powerful figures looking at them with a curious expression.


"War has indeed changed in these years," Flying Demon said at the sight of those cultivators full of green spots. "A poison able to affect heroic cultivators in this way didn't exist back then."


"Anything coming from the Immortal Lands can hurt heroic cultivators," Noah replied to him while dropping on the ground the pile of cultivators that he was carrying on his shoulders. "Don't tell me that you can still feel bored after everything that you've been through."


"Prince, it's been a long time since we had a real battle," Dreaming Demon said when she saw that her lover had been made out. "You should understand our feelings better than anyone."


Noah could only reveal a smirk at her words. Dreaming Demon was right. Fighting against enemies on that level was extremely satisfying.


It had been a long time since enemies on his same rank managed to last so much against him. Most of the time, they would always fall apart whenever Noah revealed the power of his body or his modified spells.


However, rank 5 cultivators could match his blows. Some of them had trump cards, while others were even able to push him into a passive position.


They were enemies on an entirely different level. Each of them had a battle style that they had honed for centuries. They were perfect in their judgment and expression of their power.


Noah had been able to kill Countless Wings because she was unaware of the full potential of his abilities and Silent Lightning because his spells were a bad match for Noah. Yet, even if he was overall stronger than both of them with his hybrid status and personal Breath, he had still needed to surprise them to obtain a victory.


Those struggles were slowly bringing his battle style to a higher level, and Noah learnt more about his weaknesses as he fought those powerful beings.


To put it simply, he would be lying if he said that he wasn't enjoying those bloody fights were perfection was the minimum requirement to come out of them alive.


"Your turn will come," Noah said as he changed the topic. "A hidden weapon is scary precisely because it's hidden. I believe I don't have to explain this to you."


Flying Demon released a laugh at his words and patted Noah's shoulder. The Elder was eager to fight, but he knew that Noah was right.


After that short conversation, Thirty-seven appeared next to them and activated a teleportation matrix inside the separate dimension to bring the injured troops on the southwestern coast. Before leaving though, the automaton handed a few tomes to Noah.



						




                    


                
				
                    846. Notes

					
					

                    
                        Noah returned to the encampment without the hybrids. Even if he could control them, he couldn't bother to keep them in check all the time. He had far better things to do.


A lot of cultivators had been injured in the previous battle. So, the armies were waiting for everyone to recover before going after the remaining domains of the Empire.


Noah could use that time to train and to analyze his latest gain.


Thirty-seven had given him a few tomes that researched schools that seemed to have similarities with the theories applied by the Body-inscription spell. He had even written a few notes where he explained what he had found on the incompatibility between his darkness and the Blood Companion.


According to his understanding of the spell, the automaton believed that Noah's darkness couldn't fuel the functioning and the abilities of the Blood Companions because they imitated the original beast too much.


The problem wasn't in the spell but Noah's individuality. His existence had simply become so specific that his energy couldn't just activate effects that were too different from its nature.


Thirty-seven suggested to apply substantial modifications to the spell by studying schools that researched similar topics, but Noah directly disregarded that approach.


The formation field was vast and required a lot of general study before approaching one of its schools. Noah had the time to memorize that knowledge, and Thirty-seven would help him, but his expertise covered entirely different types of inscriptions.


Also, his field of expertise worked well with his individuality. The powerful wills that his mind was capable of producing were perfect both for his destruction and creation. They had even influenced each other as Noah grew in the human ranks.


So, spending decades studying another inscription method that didn't suit him just to modify a spell wasn't worth the effort. Noah could just create other spells in that time.


Thirty-seven's notes didn't stop there. He suggested other approaches to the spell where he would directly remove the core of the beast to create some sort of amorphous puppet. Yet, Noah discarded that idea too since the final product would be far weaker than his usual Blood Companions.


Some other ideas of the automaton saw Noah taking out necessary materials of the spell like the blood, the tattoos, or even the wills than he injected in them. However, all of them led to a weaker final product too, so Noah simply discarded them.


The last idea was something that Noah had considered too in his spare time, but that he didn't analyze yet because he was waiting for Thirty-seven's opinion.


The issue with the incompatibility was that there wasn't any magical beast in the world capable of making use of Noah's individuality. After all, that was the whole point of the heroic ranks. A cultivator had to become a unique existence that would eventually develop a personal law.





Then, the solution to the problem was to create a magical beast that could be compatible with his individuality.


'Organic inscriptions to create a being that won't conflict with my darkness once turned into a Blood Companion,' Noah thought as he closed the tome containing the automaton's notes. 'Basically, a chimera.'


The Divine Deduction technique was already working at full speed as Noah pondered about the matter.


He had already stepped on the organic inscriptions' field when he created the living weapons, but that project would require an entirely different level of expertise. Noah would need to build an entire body that could use his darkness as a fuel!


Also, the Beast Core for such a creature would be extremely complex to create since the will of a random beast would just endanger the entire project.


In the end, Noah would still need to perform the procedure for the creation of a Blood Companion on the creature, which meant that he would have to kill his creation.


'Troublesome indeed,' Noah thought in the silence of his cave, 'But possible nonetheless. I just don't know if it's worth just for something that I will change every time I experience a breakthrough with my sea of consciousness.'


There was another doubt that lingered in his mind.


Creating a chimera would be a clear expression of his individuality. Yet, he couldn't help but think if such a project would have more chances to succeed if he had access to his higher energy.


As he lost himself in his thoughts, a message reached his mental sphere, and Noah decided to put a hold to his meditation to head out of his cave. He reached for one of the luxurious tents in the encampment and was surprised to find Faith calmly drinking some wine inside.


She wasn't alone. Daniel was in a corner, staring at her with a curious gaze, while Elder Austin was sitting near her.


"I was saying," Elder Austin said before clearing his throat when he saw Noah entering the tent, "Fire isn't always violent. It can flow as if it was a river ready to burst out of an underground canal. Our elements have a lot in common, but the general opinion of the current experts puts them on opposite sides."


Noah had never seen Elder Austin speaking so much about the fire element, but it wasn't hard to understand the reason behind that strange behavior.


The Elder sat straight as if he wanted to appear more manly to Faith, who was simply replying to him with her enchanting smiles. The jug of wine on the mat was one of those retrieved in the Mortal Palace, and its aroma had a calming effect on the minds of those smelling it. Even Noah felt more relaxed as that scent entered his nostrils.


It was more than evident that Elder Austin was trying to hit on Faith.


"You wanted to see me, right?" Noah said as he went for the jug and filled a cup before sitting on one of the available couches.


"Yes! I've meant to come sooner, but the Elders wanted to make sure that I could put up a fight even if I've just become a complete rank 5 cultivator," Faith said. "Then, that poison came, and my body had a strange reaction to it. My pores started to secrete smelly pus, which seemed even infective. They sent me away from the tent until I managed to put the disease under control."


Elder Austin cleared his throat again when he heard those words and suddenly stood up.


"Elder Julia just contacted me. Let's do this again." He said before leaving the tent.


Noah didn't know Faith as well as June, but he had spent fifteen years with her in the wilderness. She was childish, but she was far from stupid, especially when it came to handling men.


When he turned to look at her, Faith winked at him and poured another cup of wine for herself.


It had already been more than thirty years since they had last seen each other, and Noah appreciated what she did for June.


"How is she?" Noah asked at some point.


"In perfect shape!" Faith exclaimed. "That dual cultivation did wonders."



						




                    


                
				
                    847. Love

					
					

                    
                        Noah was a bit taken aback when he heard Faith's words. He knew that she and June talked about many things, but he didn't expect her to mention the dual cultivation right away.


The memories of the week spent helping June with her higher energy appeared in his mind, and his eagerness to hold her resurfaced stronger than ever. He suddenly missed their long cohabitation in the separate dimension and the possibility to be with her whenever he wanted.


Yet, that wasn't the right time to expose their relationship. Noah could only suppress his longing and learn about his lover from Faith.


"You are as curious as ever," Noah said, "I bet you asked for the details too."


"Of course!" Faith replied while revealing a bright smile. "You should have seen her. She was so shy whenever she talked about it. I didn't think you could have held back for so long with her in that state."


At her words, Noah understood that she probably knew every intimate detail about his relationship with June. Yet, that fact didn't bother him. If June had decided to tell her that, it meant that Faith was worthy of her trust.


Noah shrugged his shoulders as he suppressed his instincts and spoke. "I love her, and she needed my help."


Faith's smile widened at his words, but she felt a bit disappointed to see that Noah didn't show any trace of shyness when he said that. His expression remained relaxed and aloof.


There was someone in the room that didn't take his words so lightly.


Daniel was calmly sipping his wine when he heard the word "love" coming out of Noah's mouth. The surprise almost made him spit the wine back in his cup, and the coughing that followed claimed the attention of the other two cultivators on the room.


He couldn't believe his ears! Noah Balvan, the bane of the Elbas family, the lone cultivator that had fooled the big nations, the monster that unleashed destruction wherever he went had said to love someone.


What surprised Daniel the most was that Noah didn't flinch when he gave voice to those words. He made it appear as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


"You-" Daniel began to speak, but he had to gulp the remaining wine in his throat before continuing. "Do you have a lover?"


For some reason, he felt that he needed to know the answer to that question.


Noah stared at Daniel with a cold expression. In his mind, he was trying to understand if he could trust him with that information.


Yet, Noah soon dismissed his doubts. Daniel was the cultivator that had the most to lose inside the Hive. The very survival of his family depended on how he behaved.


Also, the oath that bound him was quite strict. There was virtually no chance that he could expose some of the internal matters of the Hive even if he wanted to.


"Of course, he has!" Faith intervened before Noah could say anything. "They are perfect for each other, and they are so cute when they become intimate."





Faith covered her mouth to hide her strange smile, and she pretended to know nothing when Noah shot a cold glance at her.


Daniel could see how the two of them appeared quite close. They didn't act as the talents of two different organizations.


When he linked Faith's words to that behavior, Daniel started to wonder whether her relationship with Noah was more than just friendly. However, Noah understood that Daniel was having strange thoughts and decided to clarify the situation. "We are just friends. My lover happens to like her, and I have to hang with her when she decides to visit me."


"Precisely," Faith added as she patted Noah's shoulder. "Also, June would kill me if I tried anything, and I mean it. I even think that she can beat me now."


When Faith mentioned June, everything clicked inside Daniel's mind.


He wasn't ignorant when it came to the noble families that had joined the Royals in the past. After all, the Cause gathered many pieces of information back then, and the Elbas family didn't hide its social activities.


Instead, the Royals would often announce specific fusions with other noble families to improve their image in front of their underlings. They wanted to show how their power continued to grow even if they were already at the peak of the Utra nation.


Yet, as far as he remembered, June Ballor was the most grumpy and unapproachable talent of his generation. Many called her a battle maniac, and she spent most of her time training in seclusion or during the secret missions of the Elbas family.


Daniel could even understand how Noah and June managed to see each other. He knew about the existence of the separate dimension, and he was aware that it was almost impossible to track.


However, he was still surprised that such peculiar characters had ultimately ended up together. Also, there was a grave doubt that screamed to come out of his mind.


"Why did you accept to feel love?" Daniel asked as he wore an incredulous expression. "Why you of all of us have chosen to focus on something unrelated to the cultivation journey?"


Noah's growth had inspired Daniel to forsake every irrelevant matter in his journey toward the peak of the cultivation world. His individuality had become a light capable of purifying the life itself of all its useless aspects.


Nevertheless, Noah had taken the opposite direction and was accepting things in his life that didn't strictly involve his cultivation.


Of course, Daniel couldn't possibly know that Noah didn't have much choice on the matter. His feelings had fused with instincts after his body reached the fifth rank, and seeing June again forced him to decide whether to pursue what he wanted or suppress himself.


He ended up with June after that, and she had become a core part of his creation as their relationship evolved.


"I didn't lose focus," Noah said as he refilled his cup. "I've simply become strong enough to enjoy a few things."


That was the truth. Power had always been the priority in Noah's mind. Yet, as his level increased and through Elder Julia's advice, he had learnt to appreciate other parts of his life.


"But," Daniel didn't seem convinced by the answer and continued with his questions. "You are on a different level! What will happen when you leave her behind?"


Noah revealed a complicated smile and gave voice to soft words as June's figure appeared in his mind. "June is strong. It will be up to her to follow me once I go away. I will only keep her spot empty because I know that she will reach me."


Daniel couldn't understand him completely, but Faith stepped in the conversation when she saw his confusion. "You can't purify your way to the sky. You'll end up with nothing if you keep on throwing away parts of you."
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                        Faith had seen how Daniel used his light to purify the wine and guessed the nature of his individuality.


That had been quite easy for her since her individuality used to have similar features. Her peace was something that she enforced by keeping away anything that could disrupt it. Yet, her foundation would have been empty if she had continued to pursue that path.


The opposite would happen to Daniel if he kept on pursuing his endless purification. His individuality would just become nothing at some point.


Daniel's eyes widened at her words. He understood what she was saying, and he managed to spot a fatal flaw on his path thanks to the insights gained in that short conversation.


"I need to preserve a core that I can't afford to lose," Daniel said as he turned his head to stare at the wall. "That is what I have to purify to its apex. My willpower must reach a new form."


Noah had already started to ignore Daniel since he was clearly in the middle of a revelation. Faith soon lost interest too, and resumed her conversation with Noah.


The two of them spoke mostly about June and the state of the war.


It turned out that June's centers of power still needed time to adapt to her higher energy. It was something revolutionary for her Perfect Circuit, especially since it allowed her to break the limits of her Perpetual Formations.


Noah could only imagine her struggles: The biggest war of the last centuries was happening right in front of her eyes, and she wasn't in the condition to join it. Also, she would have to hold back even if she did participate in the battles.


The matter concerning the higher energies was something exclusive of the Elbas family, and Noah didn't know who else had that research. So, June couldn't create a credible justification for her new power if she was to reveal it. The only connection would be Noah, which meant that she would expose her relationship with him.


As for the war, Faith revealed that even the Council was worried about the existence of a trap hidden somewhere in the Empire's domain.


The behavior of the defenders was too obvious. They were slowly preparing the field for a significant event that would happen in an unknown place and at an unclear time. The invaders could only approach every battle carefully and develop as many countermeasures as they could as they advanced.


"The next battle should be in a wasteland near the Divine Stele." Faith said as she analyzed a simple map of the new continent. "Our forces want to corner the Empire in this forest or near these series of rivers. The final decision on this matter will arrive after we win the next fight."


Faith didn't even consider the possibility that the Empire could win. Hers wasn't arrogance nor stupidity. It was a simple conclusion reached after observing the two armies clash.


Even if the troops of the Empire were preserving their power, the invaders were too numerous. The defensive measures couldn't block them due to the impressive knowledge of the Elbas family, and the Council could create intricate battle formations that prevented most of the Empire's protection.





It didn't matter if the Empire was playing defensively and kept on weakening the enemy's army. It would still be at a disadvantage in that war.


After all, the three powerhouses would arrive once God's Left Hand felt forced to join the battlefield, and that would put an end to her dreams of following the Almighty in the Immortal Lands.


Noah nodded at her words. The strategy of the Council was good, and it would give to the invading army some control over the trend of the war.


"Once the wasteland, the rivers, and the forest are taken," Noah said, "The Empire will be officially outside of the new continent."


That would be an incredible achievement for the three forces. Kicking the organization that had been at the top of those Mortal Lands outside of the most valuable continent in the world would quicken its decline.


Faith eventually stood up when they had exhausted their topics. It was time for her to return to the tents of the Council and check the status of the injured to see how long it would take for the war to resume.


Yet, when she was about to leave, Daniel stood up and performed a polite bow before giving voice to a peculiar question. "Miss Vigny, why is the sunlight deciding to shine around your figure?"


Both Noah and Faith felt surprised by that sudden question. However, Daniel appeared particularly serious at that moment.


It seemed that his curiosity toward Faith wasn't related to her beauty. Instead, he was interested in the behavior that the light assumed when it came in contact with her aura.


He was probably trying to expand his knowledge for what concerned the laws of the light element, which was something that every heroic cultivator had to do with their respective element once reached a certain level. After all, the individuality had to lead to the world of the laws at some point.


Seeing his seriousness, Faith decided to answer without revealing too much of her individuality. "It doesn't decide. I create the conditions to make it shine more."


Daniel mumbled for a few seconds before performing another bow and sitting back in his corner. Then, he closed his eyes and started to meditate.


"He is peculiar too," Faith said as she glanced at Daniel before moving her gaze on Noah. "Maybe it's just your influence."


"A single mistake can create a chain reaction in a program," Noah replied as he walked past her to exit the tent. "Who knows, it might cause the complete failure of the system."


Faith didn't understand the meaning behind his words completely, but she could see how Noah's consciousness had blurred for a few seconds before returning to its usual form. It was as if his mental waves had surpassed some invisible barrier when he spoke and returned to their typical composition when the silence returned.


Noah returned to his cave at that point. It would take a while for all the heroic assets of the army to heal, so he had time to train and solve some of his immediate issues.


That first one and easiest to fix was the power of his mental sphere.


Noah didn't remain in his cave for long. He soon joined the clearing parties that usually prepared an environment for the passage of the weaker troops.


The clearing parties often targeted areas full of magical beasts in the fourth rank, but Noah' didn't care about those weaklings. He needed powerful creatures to enhance his mental sphere and give him enough nutrients for his body.


The breakthrough for the upper tier was nearing, and his mind was still on the process of enlarging. However, it would be only a matter of years before his body advanced.
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                        Noah spent his time training and hunting with the clearing teams while the injured troops focused on healing.


The walls of his mind were incredibly sturdy after the various projects and struggles that Noah had gone through. That made him able to use the devouring properties of his mental energy again without worrying about negative consequences.


The hunting team mostly focused on the rank 4 magical beasts living on the path that the human troops would have to trail, but those beings were too weak for Noah's requirements. He needed wills capable of enlarging his mental sphere, and he also wanted to push his body toward the peak of the middle tier in the process.


So, he usually left the hunting teams alone whenever they reached a danger zone and went looking for prey that met his requirements.


The four organizations had colonized and cleared large areas of the new continent, but there were always territories that were too troublesome to make habitable.


The poisonous swamp was an example of that. The Empire had freed only a small part of that territory from the presence of magical beasts to place the castle and the formation that controlled the toxic water. Yet, the rest of that region was still filled by poisonous creatures that were too annoying to face as humans.


Luckily for Noah, his hybrid status made him particularly resistant to those poisonous properties, which allowed him able to hunt freely in those areas.


The hunting teams' targets were the poisonous swamp and the mountain chain with the Divine Stele in their missions. It was enough for them to create a safe passage, but Noah's presence allowed them to scare away entire packs without even lifting a finger.


Noah would release a growl when he reached those areas before leaving to search for the powerful beings hidden somewhere in those regions. His roars scared away most packs, which made the missions of the hunting teams far easier.


It wasn't easy to find a satisfying number of rank 5 magical beasts, but the new continent was still something belonging to the Immortal Lands. In that environment rich of Breath, powerful creatures would often take control of large and isolated areas.


The mountain chain didn't have many creatures on that level. Noah could only find two rank 5 magical beasts in the lower tier during his missions with the hunting teams.


That wasn't surprising. The mountain chain had traces left by divine beings, which had pushed the Empire to clear that region multiple times, leading to a scarcity of packs that met Noah's standards.


The poisonous swamp, instead, reserved more surprises. The Empire had barely touched that territory. That vast area had remained in a wild state since the fall of the continent from the higher plane.


Noah could find four rank 5 magical beasts in the lower tier as he explored the swamp and two of them in the middle tier. There was even a danger zone in one of the areas where the water became more profound, which was densely populated by creatures on that level.





However, Noah felt forced to ignore that part of the swamp since his instincts started to scream whenever he neared it.


That sort of danger was something that only a being in the last stage of the heroic ranks could cause. There was a rank 6 danger zone inside that toxic environment.


Noah noted that location in his mind. He had done the same whenever he found traces of rank 6 magical beasts since he would need them once his body reached that level.


He knew that the requirements of his body could only increase as his rank rose. After all, it had taken him more than forty years to start to feel the arrival of the breakthrough even if he had eaten powerful creatures all the time.


Yet, even if he had two worlds where he could hunt almost freely, Noah knew that he would have to explore the depths of the sea at some point. That environment was too rich of powerful beasts to ignore it.


Noah performed the Body-inscription spell on his prey and let the properties of his mental energy devour the wills of the beasts that appeared inside his mind. Then, he ate the maimed corpses to nourish his body.


His mind gained weeks of training every time his mental energy ate those wills, and his body neared the limits of the middle tier as he fed on the flesh of those creatures. His dantian also improved at an incredible speed when he trained. It was clear that the war had brought immense benefits even to that organ.


Six months had to pass before all the injured cultivators became able to fight again, and the leaders of the three factions didn't hesitate to order another attack at that point.


The troops spread through the new continent gathered on the northeastern coast, near the encampment around the Divine Stele. They marched toward the wasteland situated at the end of that coastline when everything was ready.


The Empire was waiting for them. Its observers had noticed the arrival on the enemy army since it left the encampment, and the defending troops had always been ready for the deployment.


It was impossible to catch the Empire unprepared, especially since it was on edge all the time.


The army of the invaders attacked without hesitation and faced the usual defensive measures that they had already seen in the other territories. In that area, the Empire didn't manage to exploit the lifeforms to its advantage, so the protections were relatively weaker.


Yet, there were chained hybrids in that territory, which made the battle somewhat hard to win without losing some assets. Also, it was almost impossible not to lose heroic cultivators when the Empire was so focused on increasing the number of casualties on the enemy's side.


Noah couldn't go after the hybrids even if he wanted. Icy Stare kept him locked in a harsh battle that he didn't know how to win.


Her centers of power were on a higher level even if they were still in the same ranks and stages as Noah's, and her battle style was incredible.


Icy Stare would send various figures made of ice toward Noah while she kept on increasing the area of the sky that she could affect. Noah saw his opponent's offensive becoming harsher as the air around him froze and gave birth to different shapes, but his mind was too busy for him to worry about that.


He had activated the Divine Deduction technique since the beginning of the fight, but he was using it to find flaws in Icy Stare's battle style. He would have been satisfied even if he found a sort of habit of her as long as he could exploit it.


However, Icy Stare was perfect. She never repeated the same action twice, and she even had an exceptional understanding of her power.


Of course, Noah had tried to find a solution during the months spent hunting, but his meditations led to no answers. Icy Stare was just stronger than him.



						




                    


                
				
                    850. Loss

					
					

                    
                        With the Black Hole spell almost ineffective against Icy Stare's spells, Noah had a hard time creating a strategy that could allow him to defeat her. He lacked the means to gain the advantage in that fight.


Of course, Noah had known that since his last battle with her. Still, he had chosen to fight her again to gain an idea of how to improve his combat style further.


Truth to be told, his disadvantage came mostly from the difference of power between their centers of power. Noah had been in the fifth rank for a little more than forty years, and he had only spent a part of them training since he had advanced without a suitable cultivation technique.


The fact that his darkness allowed him to match an expert at the peak of the gaseous stage was already an incredible feat, even if part of the merit had to go to his hybrid status. Yet, Noah had never been satisfied with his current power and always desired more.


The power of his darkness didn't make up for the weaknesses of his combat style. He lacked attacks that could match the power of the second form of his martial art, a type of offensive that only a hybrid could be capable of performing.


Nevertheless, creating or modifying spells and fusing them with martial arts was a long process that Noah couldn't start during that war. He didn't have enough time to immerse himself in another series of experiments.


Also, his instincts told him that he had to focus on the creation of his higher energy before concentrating on other projects. Having access to that new fuel would give Noah more possibilities to create a suitable offensive. It would even make him understand what it was capable of improving.


The creation of something so powerful would require time and experience in the field, together with a detailed plan.


King Elbas' research said that darkness and light cultivators didn't have only one way to create higher energy, but that lack of guidelines only increased the amount of work that Noah had to do in that project.


It had been quite straightforward with June since King Elbas had explained what type of procedure the lightning element had to go through to evolve. However, she had still spent a lot of time preparing and studying the inscription methods that had allowed her to complete the evolution of her Breath.


Instead, Noah would have to start from scratch, knowing only that it was possible to create something similar even with his rare aptitude.


Nevertheless, if he succeeded, he would be virtually unbeatable against beings on the same level. After all, his darkness was already incredibly strong, and he couldn't wait to see how powerful he would become if he created a form of energy with his Breath as its basis.


The battle against Icy Stare continued for a while.


Noah would take a few hits from time to time to gain enough space to launch his more potent attack. However, Icy Stare performed an evasive maneuver every time she saw him enduring her spells with his body.





There were clear limits to Noah's simple combat style, and any expert in the fifth rank that he couldn't overwhelm with his sheer power would understand them in a few exchanges. After that, it was almost impossible for Noah to hit them.


'A powerful Blood Companion would be beneficial here,' Noah thought as he pushed his limits to block the barrage of spells coming at him. He had almost stopped attacking at that point and was mainly focusing on defending.


The saber-shaped runes protectively flew around him and clashed with the countless figures made of ice that shot toward him. His Ghostly Sabers swarmed the area, looking for the expert that was freezing the sky around him. His Demonic Sword launched black lines every time Noah swung it, and his Demonic Form had long since created a massive black cloud that surrounded him.


He didn't activate the Black Hole spell at that time since its effects were underwhelming against that opponent. Yet, that wasn't enough to compensate for the consumption of mental energy of the Divine Deduction technique.


Noah didn't dare to deactivate it. The reason why his defenses were able to hold on for so long was the enhanced speed of his thoughts that allowed him to find the best way to deal with the enemy's spells in fractions of instants.


That battle didn't have a victor or a defeated. The troops of the Empire decided to retreat soon, and Icy Stare disappeared in the middle of her offensive.


Noah broke apart the layer of ice around him when his opponent's attacks stopped and analyzed the battlefield to see how much they had lost.


It turned out that the Empire didn't manage to be as effective as the last time. The invading troops had attacked with a newfound carefulness and were more inclined to engage in multiple battles rather than risk the lives of the heroic assets.


That approach put the Empire in an unfavorable spot, especially since the defensive measures in that territory were quite basic, and the three forces had already found a way to deal with them.


Both armies had seen casualties happening among the human cultivators and the experts in the fourth rank. Still, the invading troops forced their enemies to retreat thanks to their higher numbers and conquered that territory in just one battle.


Noah didn't feel in the mood to celebrate. It had never happened to him to lose against someone that was at his same level.


Of course, he didn't really lose. Still, he couldn't see a way to beat her unless he added more techniques to his arsenal and improved his battle style, and that was a loss for him.


A familiar voice suddenly resounded from behind him. "I never thought I'd see that expression on the great Noah Balvan."


Noah's mind became calm when that voice resounded in his mind. He turned only to see his lover staring at him with an arrogant expression.


"I didn't know that the Elbas family brought newbies to its wars," Noah said as he showed a cold smile toward June.


The coldness radiated from his entire figure was enough to convince everyone on the battlefield that he wouldn't hesitate to kill June if the situation required it. However, June could only feel warm at that sight.


Orange sparks would run through June's body from time to time. Noah inspected them with the Divine Deduction technique and couldn't find any difference from the usual Breath of the lightning element that a rank 5 cultivator should have.


It seemed that June had managed to cover her power well, and that fact could only reassure Noah.


"Hmph," June snorted before adding a few words. "It's a pity that we are on the same side."


Then, she left to join the higher-ups of the Elbas family that welcomed her with broad smiles. It became clear to everyone that June Ballor was entering the war.



						




                    


                
				
                    851. Cage

					
					

                    
                        The wasteland didn't have many resources, and the Empire had made sure to empty its buildings before the battle. The only real gains of the invaders were the same region and the contents of the space-rings of the fallen. Still, the leaders of the factions would divide them privately.


Wars were usually harmful to both the attacking and defending sides, and it was possible to determine how worth that effort was only years after the battles were over. For now, the three organizations had only gained some random resources and a large amount of land.


Of course, their primary interest was to weaken the Empire, so they didn't care too much about their temporary losses. Yet, the overall number of cultivators in the world was decreasing at high speed due to those fights.


The crisis that those Mortal Lands were waiting for had finally arrived. The greed of the cultivators had been the cause of that trend.


Similar events had repeated themselves across the millennia, as if in a constant cycle of growth and mutual destruction. The various organizations of the world would increase their number of cultivators until those territories became too crowded, and they felt the need to expand.


In the current political system, the war had begun due to the sudden weakness of the strongest organization.


The invading forces aimed to put the Empire in a situation where it had to surrender all its resources and swear ponderous oaths that enforced its cooperation. After all, it would be pointless to defeat the Empire if it ended up destroying all its riches just to hurt the winners.


Since there hadn't been many injured in the battle over the wasteland, the invaders resumed their assault reasonably soon. After only a month of rest and analysis of the remaining territories of the Empire, the army of the three forces marched toward a region filled by small rivers.


That region was more open compared to the forest next to it, so it would be easier for the invaders to spot eventual traps and similar. They were choosing to take care of the territory that appeared easier to conquest first.


The army of the Empire was waiting for them as usual, but its troops didn't have the same stern expressions that they had at the beginning of the invasion. They looked tired and dispirited as if they knew that they were about to lose again on that day.


Of course, the cultivators on the invading side didn't let that scene affect their judgment and charged ahead just as they did in all the previous battles.


The two armies clashed in a matter of seconds, and the Empire resorted to its usual defensive measures to contain its losses and make up for their fewer assets. The formations in place there created the blue pillars and the shadows, but they didn't add any new defense.


Only the human cultivators saw the defending troops making use of the environment to their advantage. Large packs of rank 4 Swarming Piranha filled the rivers, and most heroic cultivators would die if they happened to fall inside them.





It was needless to say what happened to the human troops that stepped inside those waters. Their entire bodies vanished before they could even scream in pain.


However, those magical beasts were too wild to turn them into a weapon against the experts in the heroic ranks, so the battles on the sky saw only cultivators fighting in groups of various numbers. Only a few experts dared to dive into one versus one battles among those messy fights.


June was one of them. She had finally managed to keep in check her higher energy and reveal only normal Breath in the fifth rank, so she could fight without worrying too much about exposing her strength and relationship. Yet, her power appeared quite underwhelming when she faced a rank 5 cultivator of the Empire.


She was a newly advanced cultivator when she used the regular Breath. After all, all her centers of power had become used to the higher energy by then. She had made it a core part of her strength.


June struggled as she fought against the waves of blue flames launched by her opponent. She gritted her teeth and relied on the Perpetual Formations to increase the output of energy her center of power, but that wasn't enough to match the fire coming at her.


If Noah were to watch her during the battle, he would know that she was considering to forsake any pretense and unleash her real power. However, she held on and kept on fighting with her normal Breath.


When that wasn't enough to face her opponent anymore, she retreated to join one of the groups of the Elbas family.


The Royals showed understanding smiles at her decision. It was only normal for someone who had been in the fifth rank for only a few decades to be unable to match other experts.


In their eyes, her decision to retreat was a mature acceptance of her limits.


June could only ignore those smiles. Her mood was quite bad since she couldn't have the battle that she had desired for so long. Yet, she had to hold back to preserve what was important to her.


Also, she knew that being in a relationship with Noah would inevitably force her to fight the best cultivators of that world. She would eventually vent her battle intent.


As for Noah, the army of ice figures entangled him in a battle once again.


Truth to be told, Noah didn't want to fight Icy Stare at that time. He had understood part of his weaknesses and accepted that he couldn't defeat her, so he desired to approach different experts now.


However, Icy Stare seemed set on fighting him even if she wasn't able to inflict critical injuries due to his tight defense.


Noah didn't understand the reason behind her fixation on him, but he went along with the battle since he had no intention to retreat. Even in a fight that he couldn't win, he would still express his individuality to its fullest.


Icy Stare didn't keep her intentions a secret. When the troops of the Empire started to retreat, and the figures made of ice stopped attacking, Noah heard her voice echoing in the area. "You are too troublesome to roam freely. I'll make you spend the rest of the war inside my ice."


Then, she left along with the rest of the defenders, leaving Noah in the middle of what seemed to be a cage made of ice.


Noah didn't answer her. He rarely spoke during a battle, and he had no interest in shouting after someone that was leaving. Yet, his aura was so sharp that the simple movement of his eyes shattered parts of the frozen sky around him.


It had been a long time since someone had tried to cage him, but he wasn't the human cultivators in need of teachings anymore. Now, he was a monster that she shouldn't have provoked.



						




                    


                
				
                    852. Last battlefield

					
					

                    
                        The army of the invaders didn't lose much in that battle. Only the human troops had suffered due to the Swarming Piranha, but the heroic cultivators were mostly fine.


Also, the Empire only had one region left in its domain in the new continent. The three organizations were about to kick it out of the best territories in that world!


However, Noah didn't care about any of that.


The inscriptions of the Divine Deduction technique still shone inside his mind and consumed his mental energy to accelerate his thoughts. Countless ideas surged and vanished in fractions of instants as Noah reviewed his battles against Icy Stare.


He had already decided that his many projects would have to wait for him to create higher energy. Still, Icy Stare wanted to put him in a cage, and he wasn't going to let it happen.


The Empire was one step away from losing any claim over the new continent, but that didn't mean that the last battle would be easy. Instead, there was a high chance that the invading troops would have to struggle to conquer it.


The three organizations would take their time to prepare a thorough plan and gather more troops, and Noah guessed that they would need about six months.


That period was too short to increase his power substantially, and he would have to spend some years in hibernation if he forced the breakthrough of his body. Yet, Noah didn't need any extreme improvement. He just wanted to obtain something that could surprise his opponent.


Creating martial arts was an option, but their power would be underwhelming if he didn't fuse them with suitable spells. A living weapon could give him access to a new type of attack, but he knew that it would face the same rejections of the Blood Companions.


The truth was that cultivators wouldn't even think of creating something that made them capable of winning against an expert that was clearly above them. When they added only a few months to work with, such a project became even more unreasonable.


Being labeled as troublesome by an expert such as Icy Stare would even flatter them if they were in Noah's situation. After all, he had been a rank 5 cultivator for a little more than forty years, but he had already gained the recognition of the old monsters.


However, Noah was different. The sole idea that the Empire could think about caging him with a stronger opponent made his instincts scream in anger. His mind then turned those instincts in feelings that his aura expressed by radiating sharp destruction in the environment.


It was hard not to notice him. His mental waves were so dense that every heroic cultivator on the scene sensed them.


June stared at him with a cold expression, but she felt worried inside. She had already seen that expression on Noah's face many times in the past. It was the expression that he made when he was about to make something reckless to gain power faster.


The situation seemed even quite serious since Noah didn't try to sneak a peek at her when he turned toward the other Elders of the Hive. It was as if his whole being was set on an issue that he needed to solve.





Noah turned toward the Elders in the fifth rank and searched for a specific cultivator among them. He found Daniel in the back of a group led by Elder Justin, and he appeared fine except for the apparent tiredness that filled him.


Daniel saw Noah taking calm steps toward him, and a chill ran down his spine when he looked at his eyes. The sight of Noah's vertical pupils gave birth to an instinctive fear inside him.


Yet, when he reached him, Noah gave voice to words that Daniel would have never expected to hear. "I need your light."


***

The armies returned in the territory with the Divine Stele and prepared for the final battle in the new continent.


The Elbas family started to hand its ointment to the human troops of all factions and tried to improve the countermeasures for the defensive formations showed by the Empire. The Elders of the Council practiced with the battle formations and shared specific strategies with the allied forces to improve their cooperation on the battlefield.


As for the Hive, it just reviewed the equipment of its heroic assets and made changes whenever cultivators showed improvements in their control over the living weapons. There were many of them still restricted in the inventories in the separate dimension, and most of them had a conscious Beast Core since they were the hardest to submit.


However, the Elders in the fourth rank that had survived through those battles had steeled their will and were ready to handle more complex and powerful weapons. The only issue was that they had only a few months to tame them and change their combat style to make use of their new asset.


On the other hand, Noah and Daniel had disappeared somewhere underground and didn't resurface at all during those months of preparation.


Faith had initially wanted to visit Noah during that period, and she had even proposed plans to sneak June into his quarters when she went to her tent. Yet, June had refused her offers, explaining with vague words that Noah wouldn't have been available until after the final battle.


In the end, it took seven months for everything to be ready, and the army of the three factions set off at that point to march toward the last territory of the new continent controlled by the Empire.


Noah and Daniel had resurfaced only a week before, but their centers of power didn't show any difference after that seclusion. The only thing that had changed was that Daniel looked far thinner than before as if he had exhausted himself in that period.


One week of rest though had been enough to make him recover part of his healthy appearance, and he showed no hesitation as he flew toward the battlefield among the other Elders in the fifth rank.


The army soon reached a thick forest that spread for the entirety of that region and blocked the view of the ground. The Empire had probably added some features on those trees too since they were able to stop mental waves from inspecting the terrain.


The troops of the Empire were waiting for the invaders and didn't show any emotion when they saw them charging at them. Even those powerful battle cries weren't enough to make them take a step back.


Noah soon found himself surrounded by familiar ice constructs. Icy Stare hadn't even waited for him to reach the enemy lines before unleashing her offensive on him.


Noah activated his usual set of spells and the Divine Deduction technique. His shape morphed into a scaled fiendish figure, and a sea of saber-shaped runes came out of his palm to fly around him.


Icy Stare had long since become used to his combat style and began to fly around him to freeze multiple parts of the sky. Yet, when Noah opened his mouth, the world around her lost its light.
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                        The Cursed Dragons were a species of magical beasts that Heaven and Earth had punished due to the limitless potential of their flames. Noah had inherited that ability when he fused with one of their specimens, but he didn't rely too much on his fire since he often had stronger attacks available.


It merely was a matter of energies. The primary energy contained inside Noah's lungs fueled the flames and made them a powerful tool that he could use repeatedly. Still, they didn't match the might of his martial arts.


Noah would use his Breath, his inscribed weapons, and his physical strength when executing his forms. The sheer power of his lungs couldn't match the energy released when he made use of all the tools of a cultivator.


His fire wasn't weak. It merely appeared limited when compared to all the abilities that a hybrid could wield.


However, it was still an ability that could break the fairness imposed by Heaven and Earth, and, as such, Noah had always valued it a lot. Its power could even surpass the level of his body, but it still increased alongside it.


The requirements of his lungs weren't even harsh. Noah would autonomously absorb the light around him and redirect it to the organs that produced the flames. Yet, that didn't mean that there weren't ways to quicken their growth.


During the seven months spent underground, Noah had asked Daniel to radiate his light so that he could bathe inside it. That created a training area where his lungs could absorb one of the purest lights available in the world.


It was needless to say that his lungs had surpassed the level of his body in that period. They had become able to produce flames that only rank 5 magical beasts in the upper tier could create. Also, since they were only an isolated body part, Noah didn't need to go through the usual hibernation to claim that power.


Of course, that tilted the harmony that he had reached when he transformed in the other Mortal Lands, but his body was already nearing the upper tier, so that wasn't a significant issue. His long sleep would reestablish the synchrony that he had chosen to lose to obtain that increase of power.


Icy Stare's vision went dark for an instant, but she didn't lose her focus due to that sudden event. She could understand what was happening around her through her consciousness and connection to her spells.


The frozen figures between her and Noah melted, and even the area of the sky that she had turned into ice became nothing more than air during that short instant of blindness. An extreme danger filler her mind too at that moment, and she instinctively retreated to escape from the incoming mass of destruction that was nearing her position at high speed.


The light returned to her world soon, and her eyes could finally see the fiendish figure pouncing at her with his swords raised.


It didn't take her much to understand that she couldn't avoid a direct clash.





Icy Stare summoned all her power to freeze the area around her. She created a series of constructs that stood between her and her opponent in a defensive stance. Yet, Noah stopped, and four additional arms rose from his scaled armor to wield the copies of the Demonic Sword that he had generated during his charge.


The dangerous sensation inside Icy Stare's mind only intensified at that sight, and she promptly detonated her construct to weaken the power of the attack that was about to appear. She even used her remaining ice to build a protective wall that would block the shockwaves released during the explosion.


A loud noise echoed through the battlefield as shards of ice shot in every direction. The shockwaves that spread from the epicenter of the detonation also dispersed part of the black cloud, revealing Noah's figure.


Nevertheless, they didn't manage to stop his attack.


An empty space appeared between Noah and Icy Stare as he slashed downward. All the shards in that path vanished as if they had never been there in the first place.


The wall in front of the expert of the Empire couldn't block the attack either, and a large, vertical fissure divided it into two parts before reducing its structure to simple shards.


A long cut appeared on Icy Stare. The wound ran from her shoulder to her left foot, digging deep into her muscles.


A layer of ice soon appeared on her injury and stopped the massive amount of blood that was about to leave her body.


Icy Stare's gulped a mouthful of blood that had tried to climb her throat and retreated. She knew far too well that her last attack hadn't been enough to stop the monster on the other side of the shards.


As if answering to her reaction, Noah charged through the shards floating in the sky and flew toward her. The maws of his fiendish figure were wide open as he pressed forward, and a thin gray smoke came out of them before being consumed by the dark gas released by the Demonic Form.


Icy Stare's timing had been perfect. In normal circumstances, Noah wouldn't have been able to reach her, which would have given her time to prepare a countermeasure to his new attack.


However, Noah's flames now had the power of a rank 5 creature in the upper tier.


Icy Stare's vision became dark again before a burning sensation enveloped her skin. She felt her body burn in the middle of an intense fire that reopened her last injury too.


Ice quickly formed above her skin to defend against that heat, but even her defensive spell didn't seem able to block that heat. The protective layer of ice melted before her body returned to burn.


The light returned to the world once again, and Icy Stare could see that the faint shapes of white flames were burning on top of her skin, leaving hideous injuries in the process. She didn't have to analyze that fire to know that it was above her level.


Steam started to come out from Icy Stare's body at that point. Wrinkles appeared on her charred skin as her pores released that foggy gas that pushed the flames away.


At that moment, she realized that the flames weren't completely white. They were faint, almost ethereal, but they burned stronger than any other fire she had seen in her life.


The flames dispersed, but her body had paid a heavy price. Icy Stare had suddenly become an elderly woman.


Nevertheless, Noah hadn't stopped charging ahead while she was busy defending against his flames. Before she could even heave a sigh, Noah was already on top of her, slashing with the divided Demonic Sword.


Noah severed his opponent in two and stretched his hand to reach for her dantian. Yet, a red halo enveloped the two bloody halves before he could touch them.
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                        The two bloody halves of Icy Stare's corpse started to morph as the red halo kept them floating in the sky. Their size grew, and a layer of gray hair appeared over her maimed robe.


Noah instinctively took a step back. He had never seen anything like that, but he knew that the effect of some inscription.


As he focused on the rest of the battlefield, he noticed that there were other areas where the same red halo had surrounded the corpses of the dead heroic cultivators of the Empire.


The Elders of the Hive and the Council were as confused as him at that sight. Yet, their eyes didn't linger too much on those events. They looked for the leader of the troops of the Elbas family.


Andrew was aware of what was happening on the battlefield, but even he found it hard to hide his surprise. His expression was a mixture of curiosity, amazement, and greed as he stared at that red light.


The gazes of his allies forced him to snap out of his thoughts. He had to the situation through the notebooks that the Royals had spread among the troops.


"This is the Second Life formation. We can't win this time, but we must fight anyway." Andrew said.


His explanation ended there, but the other higher-ups of the army had learnt to know him reasonably well in that period of battles. They knew that his knowledge was incredible when it came to inscriptions and that they should trust his judgment.


Noah couldn't trust a member of the Elbas family, but he respected his expertise enough to do as he said. His attention though didn't leave the halved corpse of his opponent, which had transformed entirely in those seconds.


Icy Stare's corpse had disappeared, and the maimed body of an ape-type magical beast had taken its place. The red halo began to vanish at that point, and Noah flew under it to grab the corpse when it started to fall. The two bloody halves of the ape's body landed in his arms when the effect of the inscription vanished, and Noah could finally analyze that creature.


The ape had been cut in half, but what surprised Noah the most was that its skin had the same kind of injuries that he had inflicted on Icy Stare. Under the layer of hair, he saw signs of burn and aging that were a perfect copy of what his opponent had endured during the battle.


'What is even happening?' Noah thought as he kept analyzing the beast.


Countless ideas surged in his mind as he tried to understand the purpose of that inscription. The Divine Deduction technique was still active too, so it didn't take him much to come up with a few hypotheses.


'The trigger of the inscription is the death of a heroic cultivator,' Noah thought as he gazed at the ground. The human cultivators of the Empire kept on fighting and dying under the assault of the invaders, but no red halo came for their corpses.


'According to the name given by Andrew, this should be a life-saving formation specifically meant for heroic cultivators.' Noah concluded in his mind. 'Yet, not for all of them.'





Noah turned his eyes on the battlefield and noticed that the halo didn't engulf all the corpses of the enemy heroic cultivators. It seemed to reach only for half of them, which turned into ape-type creatures too before falling lifelessly toward the ground.


The sole idea that something like that existed made Noah concerned. There were so many majestic and miraculous aspects of the inscription methods that he ignored completely.


Yet, he knew that they had to respect the fairness imposed by Heaven and Earth, which meant the price to pay to save the lives of those heroic cultivators had to be enormous.


'What is the value of a cultivator in the fifth rank?' Noah questioned himself as he looked toward the forest that covered his view of the ground. He was almost sure that an intricate formation was right there, but he couldn't be certain that it was connected to the red halo.


Noah suppressed his thoughts after a few seconds. The war was still happening around him, and the Empire had just started to activate its defensive measures. The victory was not in sight.


Three blue pillars formed in the air and radiated their destructive light to push back the invading troops. Hundreds of shadows set off from the forest and joined the battles in the sky. Powerful hybrids came out of the terrain and roared as they flew toward the first target in the heroic ranks that they could find.


The intensity of those defensive measures was on a completely different level compared to the others seen in the other territories. It was as if the Empire considered that region as its headquarters in the same was as the Hive saw the forest of White Woods.


It wasn't a surprise. Each one of the four organizations had invested a lot in the first territories that they colonized, turning them into proper strongholds that were extremely hard to conquest. Only a series of attacks aimed to deplete the reserves of energy that fueled them could lead to a victory.


The Elders of the Council used their battle formations to block the blue pillars, but they managed to prevent only two of them from affecting the environment. The last one unleashed its full might on the invading troops, injuring them and pushing them back.


Only a couple of assets died in the process, but they had already been injured in the battles. All the others had reacted in time since they were used to that blue light by then.


The shadows had never been a real issue in the other territories, but they were a real problem there. Facing hundreds of copies of heroic cultivators was hard even if those shadows could only perform the same attack over and over again.


Also, there were still the other cultivators of the Empire to mind, so the invaders couldn't just take care of the shadows first.


The hybrids were a problem too. There were far more of them compared to the battle on the mountain chain, even if there was the same number of specimens in the fifth rank.


The invading forced did their best to kill as many cultivators of the Empire as they could and deplete the resources used by the formations. Still, it quickly became apparent that they were slowly losing their positive trend in that battle.


There were too many defenses to face, and some of them were a threat to rank 5 cultivators. Also, the fact that the red halo replaced some corpses of the defeated with apes made the invaders feel dejected about whether there was even a possibility to win.


Because of those factors, no one felt surprised when Andrew, Elder Regina, and Elder Julia ordered a general retreat. The first battle for the last territory of the Empire in the new continent went on the defenders.
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                        "The Second Life formation trades the life of powerful beings to save another one," Andrew Elbas explained as the rank 5 cultivators of the three factions stood around him. "It transfers the injuries suffered by cultivators to the designed sacrifices. It can even undo their deaths if they are willing to give up to part of their cultivation level and potential."


Everyone listened to him while wearing complex expressions. Even the other experts of the Elbas family felt conflicting emotions appearing inside them as they learnt about that miraculous inscription method.


Noah could barely believe what he heard too. After all, Andrew was speaking of something akin to a resurrection!


The cultivation world had created wonders, but a tool that allowed beings in the heroic ranks to avoid death even after being killed seemed too much.


Yet, Andrew Elbas had no doubts about the functioning of the Second Life formation. According to his words, it was a legendary inscription method that appeared only in myths dated more than ten thousand years.


The powerhouses of the past knew about it and had tried to get their hands on that life-saving formation. Many rank 6 cultivators would be willing to sacrifice their millenary accumulation for the chance of cheating death, and some of them would even use their organizations as the price for their rebirth.


The cultivators at the peak of the heroic ranks only had eyes for the sky and the higher plane behind it. There were many of them willing to do almost anything to survive the Tribulations for the divine ranks.


"How do we counter it?" Elder Julia asked as she broke the silence that had followed Andrew's explanation.


The Royal shook his head and replied without minding the hesitant expressions that had begun to appear on the experts around him. "We can only keep fighting until the Empire consumes all its sacrifices. This is a divine formation. Ants like us can't break inscriptions at that level."


The meeting ended a few minutes after that line, and the cultivators of the three forces returned to their habitations to prepare for what would be a war of attrition. With the tremendous defensive measures and the Second Life formation, that was the only option left to the invading forces.


The blue pillars and the shadows used Obsidian Credits and other items capable of storing Breath to work. They couldn't exhaust that resource since the Empire had accumulated riches for centuries.


However, the hybrids and the Second Life formation were different. The invaders could force the Empire to a point where it couldn't make use of them anymore.


The second battle for the last territory of the Empire in the new continent began two months after the first one.


The cultivators on the defending side that had died the last time stood proudly among the other soldiers. Still, it was evident that their resurrection hadn't been entirely harmless.





Noah stared at the distant Icy Stare. There were a few wrinkles on the exposed parts of her skin, and her hair had lost part of its bright golden color. There was even a faint mark on her forehead, precisely in the spot where Noah's attack had landed the last time.


Also, she appeared weaker than before. Her cultivation level wasn't at the peak of the gaseous stage anymore, but it neared that limit.


The other cultivators who had been resurrected showed similar features. They all had scars on their bodies, and their cultivation level was lower compared to the last time.


'Even with these drawbacks,' Noah thought as he analyzed the enemy army, 'This is still an inscription able to resurrect heroic cultivators.'


The Hive had consulted Thirty-seven during the two months of preparation before that battle, but the automaton could only confirm the pieces of information conveyed by Andrew. There wasn't a way to break that miraculous inscription method without the help of someone that was at least half-step inside the divine ranks.


Of course, the Second Life formation wasn't perfect. It would go against the fairness of Heaven and Earth otherwise. The version used by the Empire had other flaws too, which underlined the drawbacks of that inscription on that occasion.


Yet, the cultivators of the Empire could always recover their previous level of power. The most important thing was to preserve their lives.


The battle started, and the armies found themselves creating various battlefields where groups of cultivators fought against each other.


Noah wanted to fight Icy Stare again. He didn't care that she knew about his flames now since that two months weren't enough to come up with a countermeasure that targeted his powerful attack.


Nevertheless, she completely ignored him and joined a group battle against the cultivators of the Council.


Noah found himself alone, without an opponent in the middle of a battlefield. Various fights occurred around him, but no one had come specifically for him.


'Did they decide to leave me free to act as I want?' Noah thought as a cold smirk appeared on his face. If the Empire gave him the possibility to fly freely among the battles, he would surely use that chance to get his hands on powerful dantians.


However, roars suddenly echoed through the battlefield, and Noah understood why the Empire hadn't deigned itself to provide him with an opponent.


Two rank 5 hybrids flew toward him. They were a pair of Sonic Hawks with a body in the middle tier and other centers of power at the beginning of the fifth rank.


They were four meters tall and had a series of brown feathers that started to reveal shades of red when they reached their heads. Also, they were almost identical, as if the cultivators that had transformed into those creatures had been twins.


Of course, they had inscribed chains around their necks, but they didn't seem to hinder their flight.


Noah didn't even have the time to curse before those creatures opened their beaks and released sharp sounds that forced him to focus his consciousness on his ears. He didn't dare to use his hands to hinder that noise because he knew the innate behavior of the Sonic Hawks.


Something similar to an explosion resounded on the battlefield as the hybrids accelerated. Noah couldn't follow their movements at that point, but he raised his divided Demonic Sword anyway as a scaled armor began to cover him.


Then, the world in that area lost its light for a brief instant.


When the light returned, the two Sonic Hawks had already flown past Noah after leaving two grave injuries on his shoulders. However, some of their feathers had vanished. There were even burns on those that had remained attached to their bodies.


Sonic Hawks were famous for destabilizing their prey with sharp noises before resorting to a sudden acceleration meant to exploit that opening. That was the reason why Noah had decided to raise his living weapon to protect his vital organs before surrounding himself with his ethereal white flames.
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                        Two cuts on his shoulders were noting if they allowed Noah to put his opponents in a worse position than him.


He had never fought two rank 5 magical beasts at the same time, and the creatures facing him in that situation were even hybrids. Yet, for Noah, they were just food that he had to obtain.


The only issue about fighting hybrids was that their physical might could rival his own. The fact that there were two of them with that power meant that the battle would be long and could lead to various injuries if he wasn't careful.


Engaging in such a fight in the middle of a battlefield was dangerous for various reasons. After all, someone had already tried to ambush Noah once. However, he couldn't just give up on the possibility of obtaining those powerful corpses along with their dantians.


Noah didn't activate the Divine Deduction technique. He knew how those creatures acted already, and he could handle the spells in their possession without enhancing his mind.


Also, he had to preserve as much mental energy as he could in case someone tried to sneak up on him.


He didn't hold back his other spells though. A sea of saber-shaped runes quickly surrounded him, and a black dot formed in his palm only to float upward to hover above his head. A series of Ghostly Sabers appeared around him too and pointed their tips at the Sonic Hawks that had already turned to face him.


Trails of gray smoke came out of the fiendish mouth of his draconic helmet as he prepared his flames. Just the slight touch with his fire had made the two Hawks lose a large number of feathers, which acted as protection in that species. A direct attack would probably cause a critical injury in those hybrids.


The only issue was that they were too fast for him to land a direct hit with his flames. They had even survived the direct contact with them thanks to their fantastic acceleration.


The Sonic Hawks released another cry, and Noah felt his consciousness struggling to maintain its focus on the two figures that had suddenly accelerated in his direction. The Breath in their dantians had improved their innate ability so much that they could even affect Noah's mind!


Yet, Noah had already raised his weapons and surrounded himself with his flames, ready to receive their attack and counter-attack.


The Hawks flew past him, piercing the layer of flames and leaving two deep marks on the sides of his waist. Blood started to come out of his injuries, but Noah's attention had never moved from the chains that bound those hybrids to the fissures on the ground.


As soon as he sensed the pain coming from his waist, he let go of his weapon and stretched his hand, tightening his grasp when he felt something metallic touching his fingers.


Noah flew backward, pulled by the momentum of one of the Hawks as he kept his hand on the chain linked to its neck. The speed that he reached in those short instants forced him to close his eyes, but his consciousness remained vigil.





The Sonic Hawk understood that something was wrong when it sensed that its speed was decreasing, but a wave of flames suddenly enveloped it and forced its flight to a stop. With the inscribed chain hold tightly in his grasp, Noah could aim his innate ability with high precision, and he didn't fail to hit the hybrid that had just become aware of his presence.


A series of loud cries spread through the battlefield as the Hawk screeched in pain. That noise claimed the attention of the other hybrid, which didn't hesitate to echo that sound and direct it to the human that had hurt its companion.


Noah felt as if his eardrums were about to explode. The sound attacks of those creatures were almost unbearable when he was too close to them. Yet, he didn't let go of the chain and began to pull to put a stop to his target's flight.


The Hawk in the middle of the white flames never stopped screeching, and Noah felt as if blades were piercing the insides of his mental sphere as he endured those sounds. He wasn't in a position to cast any other ability at that moment, but he could control those that he had already created.


The saber-shaped runes and the Ghostly Sabers shot toward the burning figure that was still struggling to escape from the force that was restraining it. The spells lost part of their power as they ventured through the flames, but they managed to inflict a series of grave injuries anyway.


The feathers had mostly turned into ashes by the time his spells landed on the Hawk's body. So, they could pierce its skin and destabilize the internal organs quite quickly.


His target though still struggled and even increased the intensity of its sound attacks. Its companion did the same as he began to speak in a human voice. "Let my brother go!"


Noah perceived those words as hammers that slammed on the walls of his sea of consciousness. They made him lose the focus of the spells that were piercing the Hawk in front of him. His left eardrum even popped as those noises kept on targeting him.


The creature in front of Noah was almost dead by then, but he wanted to deliver the final blow quickly. After all, that was still a two versus one situation.


The two hybrids continued to scream as Noah kept on pulling the inscribed chains. His right eardrum popped too as he endured that loud noise, but the claws of the Hawk were already in his reach.


Noah stretched his free hand to grab one of the hybrid's legs, and he held it still as if waiting for someone to help him put an end to the battle.


Of course, Noah already had something like that.


The Demonic Sword had reached Noah quite fast, and it didn't hesitate to fly toward the charred body that he was keeping still in his grasp. The movement of his flying weapon was decisive as it went for the throat of the hybrid.


Noah had planned that already, and he didn't act surprised when he saw the headless corpse of the Sonic Hawk. He simply stored it alongside its falling head.


The other hybrid released an inhuman cry at that scene, and Noah felt another hammer slamming on his mental sphere even if he couldn't hear anything with his ears. Yet, his consciousness made up for his broken eardrums and pointed him in the direction of the creature.


Noah turned to face the incoming hybrid that had begun to accelerate toward him. It was flying in a straight line, which created the perfect situation to use another mental attack.


The walls of his mental sphere trembled, and an ethereal saber formed in the air. The Mental Saber spell then flew toward his opponent that promptly tilted its wings to escape that threatening mental attack.


As it passed next to Noah, the Hawk left three bloody marks on his right arm.
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                        The remaining Sonic Hawk didn't use only its physical strength and its enhanced innate abilities in the last attack. It had used one of the spells in its possession during that charge.


The chains that kept it bound to the ground began to shine as the anger for the death of its brother filled the hybrid's mind. The inscribed item tried to suppress its instincts from taking control of its mental faculties, but the emotions of the Hawk were too intense and kept on fueling its insanity.


Nevertheless, that didn't seem to stop it from using spells.


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw the cuts on his arms. Generally speaking, a hybrid taken over by its emotions would rely on its beast side to fight. Yet, the Hawk had used even its human side in the previous charge.


'This should be impossible,' Noah thought as he stared at the creature that was turning to face him again. According to his experience, no hybrid could cast spells during those moments of insanity. Their thoughts would regress and appear in the form of pure instincts, which prevented the creation of diagrams inside the mental spheres.


'Is this because of the laws?' He wondered. That scene led him to consider the particular mental state that he had achieved during the transformation as the cause of that phenomenon. Still, the rank 6 ancestor inside the castle at the end of the continent would have obtained similar results if something like that was enough to control the mental instabilities.


'Maybe, it is a matter of variables.' Noah concluded as he saw the Hawk preparing to charge at him again.


The inscribed chains, a mind wandering in the world of the laws, the experience accumulated in those decades, and that last trauma forced the Sonic Hawk's mental sphere to reach a higher state. It still acted and thought as a beast, but its instincts seemed able to understand that its mind had access to more powerful attacks.


It was as if the mind of the Hawk had evolved after its brother's death, and it was aware of the spells stored in its memories. It had turned the knowledge that the hybrid had accumulated as a human into instincts that it could use in battle.


'Complete awareness, but in the form of instincts,' Noah thought before raising his weapon to face his opponent. 'The exact opposite of me.'


Noah knew that he represented only one side of the hybrids. He was a specimen that had chosen the path of the humans, of the individualities.


Instead, the natives of the other Mortal Lands had followed their ancestors' footsteps, becoming hybrid that pursued the path of the magical beasts.


Noah's path made him become an existence outside of Heaven and Earth's system, while the natives were still inside of it, even if as its natural enemy.


There wasn't right or wrong in those paths. Both of them led to power and could reach the divine ranks. However, Noah hadn't considered the possibility that even their minds could evolve in the opposite direction.





Of course, his interest wasn't purely academic. He had sworn to Danielle that he would fix the unavoidable mental instabilities of the hybrids inside the Hive, so he had to expand his knowledge about that topic.


The hybrid had the chains of the Empire binding it though, so Noah couldn't capture it alive to study it thoroughly.


'What a pity,' Noah sighed as he spat a wave of flames to surround his figure.


The feathers on the Sonic Hawk's body rose and became a spiked armor that it tilted in Noah's direction. Their tips cut the air and created large cracks in the sky, and its speed increased too due to the effects of spells that it vaguely remembered.


However, all that expression of power didn't scare Noah.


He couldn't follow the hybrid's movements with his eyes. Still, he could predict where its attacks were going to land due to the cloud of corrosive smoke and the intense flames that surrounded his figure.


As soon as Noah sensed some movements inside his area of destruction, he unleashed the Black Hole spell, his saber-shaped runes, and the remaining Ghostly Sabers in the spot right after that.


An explosion occurred, and Noah fixed his feet on the darkness under them to resist the repulsive force generated by the detonation of his dark sphere. The armor of smoke around him dispersed as the shockwaves reached him, but the layer of flames had already weakened them. His body suffered virtually no damage in that exchange.


When the sky reformed and the situation calmed down, Noah found the Sonic Hawk hovering weakly at some distance from him. Its body was a mess, and it had lost all its feathers during the explosion. Countless cuts filled its skin too, and there was blood coming out of its beak.


The hybrid had almost died in one attack, but it wasn't its fault. Noah had released the spells that had fed on primary energy since the beginning of the battle. The Hawk didn't have any chance against that.


Yet, the fact that it had survived proved how resilient hybrids were compared to humans. After all, Noah's attack was something that only rank 5 cultivators at the peak of the gaseous stage could launch.


Most experts would die if all those spells were to hit them directly at the same time. Their bodies would disintegrate even before the explosion.


The hybrid didn't seem intentioned to give up on its revenge and stared at Noah with a gaze full of hatred. That emotion was something that only Noah could recognize since he was a hybrid himself, and his mind could notice the various features of its expression even if it had the head of a bird.


Nevertheless, it was too weak to do anything other than remaining in the air.


Noah neared it, and his hand shot to close its beak when he saw that the Hawk wanted to use another sound attack. Both his eardrums had popped during that battle, and it would take them a while to heal. He didn't want to worsen the injury now that the fight was over.


A quick slash severed its head from the rest of its body. Without the feathers to defend it, the skin of the Hawk was slightly softer compared to beasts on a similar level.


The inscribed chain fell toward the ground as Noah stored its corpse after taking out its dantian. The body of the other hybrid appeared in his hands too, and he proceeded on taking its dantian away before storing it again.


The Sonic Hawks were too fast for him, and their annoying sound attacks had forced him to store the dantian of the first opponent for when the battle was over. That organ had lost some power inside the space-ring, but it still met the standards of the fifth rank.


Then, Noah threw the two organs in his mouth and gulped as he turned to look at the rest of the battlefield.
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                        The surge of energy that filled Noah's body forced his injuries to stop bleeding in a matter of seconds, but his overall condition didn't improve. He was still deaf and with a series of deep cuts that had yet to start to heal.


He could still fight. The consciousness of the heroic cultivators acted as a sort of sixth sense that could replicate the other five. However, it was a bit different for Noah since his body was an essential part of his increased awareness, and facing a rank 5 cultivator without one of his senses wouldn't be smart.


Everyone appeared rather busy though. The various groups of experts faced each other in careful battles filled with long-range spells that had a wide area of effect.


Both sides were taking a slow approach for different reasons. The Empire wanted to hurt and kill as many heroic cultivators as it could to delay the invasion, while the three forces wanted to deplete the reserves of their opponent.


A war of attrition was bound to bring the mental state of both armies to the limit, but there wasn't any other option since it was impossible to conquer that region in a single battle. The defenses in that place were too tight.


However, those defensive measures were already starting to crumble. Noah had killed two hybrids in the fifth rank, and the other heroic cultivators were obtaining similar achievements throughout the battlefield.


The invader's side was still more potent than the Empire's even with all those protections in place. The three forces only had to tear apart every defense without losing too many troops to consider the war a success.


The only real problem in those battles was the Second Life formation, which prevented them from securing kills on powerful heroic assets that created difficulties in every group.


It was evident that the Empire had linked the formation only to the cultivators that it couldn't afford to lose if it hoped to thrive once the war moved to the old continent. Losing its most powerful assets to weaken the enemy forces was a waste that would endanger its future as one of the leading organizations of the world.


The invaders would suffer injuries and waste precious inscribed items to kill powerful enemies only to see a red halo covering their corpses.


Knowing that their opponents weren't dead was a blow to their morals, but the worst part was that they had to target them to deplete the sacrifices required by the inscription method. There was already a list that took track of all the assets linked to the Second Life formation, but there were always more appearing as the fights continued.


It was as if the noticeable warriors among the troops of the Empire were immortals that they would have to fight and kill multiple times to take over that region.


Another awful aspect was that the dead would maintain their memories after their resurrection. That gave them insights on the battle styles and formations of the invaders, which were essential data to improve their performance in future fights.





The second battle in that territory was already harsher than the first one when it came to the group fights, and that could only become worse as the invaders kept attacking.


However, there was no way out of it. Only a slow and constant siege would eventually force the Empire to retreat.


In the end, Noah decided not to chase after other rank 5 cultivators. The possibility to obtain dantians was tempting, but his safety had to come first.


The second battle ended soon, and the two armies separated in an orderly way to return to their respective bases. The various leaders set up plans and strategies to better contain their losses, but there wasn't much to say to those now experienced troops. Everyone knew their role by then.


The third battle happened two months later after Noah and the other injured experts had healed their wounds and returned to their peak.


Noah found himself facing hybrids again, but there was only one of them at that time. It was another creature in the middle tier and with centers of power in the fifth rank.


His opponent was a ten meters tall Armored Elephant, a peculiar species that could control the earth element in the environment to create metallic defensive layers over its skin.


At the sight of that opponent, Noah could finally understand why the Empire didn't want to send cultivators against him but just wanted to keep him outside of its assets. Icy Stare had labeled him as "troublesome", but the truth was that his level of power was too uncertain about sending an appropriate opponent against him.


Even as a cultivator that had reached the fifth rank less than fifty years ago, Noah was extremely resourceful. He would improve after each battle, and he would always come up with ways to defeat his opponents if he fought them multiple times.


Peaceful Storm had lost his centennial accumulation of talismans, Furious Water had injured himself to match his blows, and his sword had taken Countless Wings and Silent Lightning's lives. Only Icy Stare had managed to suppress him for a while, but Noah had eventually found a way to kill her, even if the Second Life formation protected her.


Sending more cultivators against him would only go against the idea of preserving the lives of the heroic assets pursued by the Empire. Also, using someone in the liquid stage would weaken the other fronts of the battlefield, where the invading forces already had the advantage.


It was better to sacrifice hybrids to keep him away from the cultivators. The Empire had never thought about bringing them to the old continent anyway.


Noah didn't mind fighting hybrids. Their dantians weaker than those of the other cultivators and contained a less nourishing form of Breath, but they were also easier to obtain.


Those hybrids were threatening for any human at the same level, but they were nothing more than prey for him since he could match their physical strength. He could make use of strategies that cultivators belonging to the human species couldn't apply.


The third battle went by almost in the same way as the second one, with the only difference that the Empire had finally started to feel the losses suffered in the previous two fights.


The fourth battle started two months after the previous conflict, and so did the fifth, the sixth, and the seventh.


The same events happened in each of them, with the invaders slowly driving the Empire into a corner, and the defenders doing their best to damage the incredible army created with the joint effort of three organizations.


Noah had always faced hybrids in those fights, and his allies had become so used to it that they would directly ignore any chained creature coming out of the ground. His breakthrough neared faster due to all the dantians eaten in that period, but everything ended in the eight battle when the Empire detonated the entire forest to cover its retreat in the old continent.
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                        The Empire had finally given up on its last territory in the new continent, but the heroic assets of the three factions didn't waste time in celebrations just yet.


The detonation of the forest had affected countless human assets on both sides, but no heroic cultivator seemed to care about their well-being as they dived toward the ground.


There was a priceless piece of knowledge hidden under the burning trunks and the vast column of gray smoke that rose from the terrain. The Second Life formation was too powerful to give up on retrieving it just because the Empire had decided to burn everything.


Even a few sets of lines would have great value in the hands of those experts. Reconstructing the entire formation just with them would be impossible, but it was the beginning of a project that could eventually lead to the possibility of cheating death!


However, the Empire had been thorough with its destruction. It didn't leave anything valuable for its enemies to plunder.


The war that had seen the experts of the world fighting to kick the Empire out of the new continent had ended. Yet, the losses on both sides had been so devastating that such outcome barely felt like a triumph.


Many heroic cultivators had died, and the various clashes had required countless resources to provide protection and fight the defensive measures in place. The losses on the human assets had been massive too, which would inevitably lead to slow growth in the following years.


Wars were expensive, and the only ones that could benefit from a victory often were the future generations of cultivators since they would have access to a broader range of resources and territories. Yet, for the current age, the only assets that had gained something were those that had a water aptitude.


The gains of the invaders were a large chunk of territories, the space-rings of the fallen, and the Divine Stele. Also, the experts that had survived the battles had acquired a lot of experience when it came to fighting in the heroic ranks and expressing themselves.


Those heroic cultivators were bound to have a more natural way toward the higher ranks from that point onward. After all, nothing could beat real life-threatening struggles when it came to improving their understanding of themselves.


All of that would take time, but the three organizations weren't in a hurry to chase after the Empire in the old continent.


The Empire had controlled the central areas of the landmass for millennia. No one knew what to expect from the home of a force that had been able to put to use two formations that belonged to myths and legends.


There was even the countless number of slaves that worked to keep its economy running!


Everyone in the invading forces believed that they would have to face stronger opposition in the old continent, but there was no point in attacking now that they were at their weakest.





They had just severed every connection of the Empire from the most valuable landmass of the world. Its growth was bound to stagnate now that they had isolated it back in its original home.


Meanwhile, the three forces could grow and recover from the losses suffered during the war and even aim to surpass their original peak. They had too many possibilities at hand now that they could divide the entirety of the new continent among the three of them.


The three factions had already decided to build a neutral city around the stele. It would have a political system similar to that once enforced in the Coral Archipelago, but the control of the central governments would be stricter to avoid another Hive.


They would even assign the territories according to how close the domains of each faction were to them. The Hive, for example, would obtain control of a large part of the central areas since it controlled the opposite coast.


Of course, the width of those territories depended on the actual value that they had. Since the central regions were still mostly barren, the Hive ended up obtaining the largest share of land among the three factions.


Those long battles ended up improving the political relationships among the three forces. There were still unforgivable grudges between specific assets, but the presence of a common enemy not too far away forced them to stick together in a sort of natural alliance.


Also, there was always the threat that the records about the god of the Empire were wrong. The god could always return to the Mortal Lands in a matter of decades instead of millennia.


That unknown variable was the connection that the three invading forces shared, and that compelled them to remain in peaceful terms if the god returned and requested a price for their arrogance.


Noah didn't care too much about the division of the spoils of war since most of those resources didn't concern him directly. None of the fallen had a darkness aptitude, and most of the riches in their space-rings would go in the inventories of the three organizations.


He could ask for a list of those gains later on and take what interested him.


What mattered for him now was to absorb all the insights that he had gained during the battles. He had to make the necessary preparation for the breakthrough of his body too. He also needed to create his higher energy so that he could start working on all the projects that he had in mind.


After conveying his intentions to Elder Julia, Noah left the battlefield to return to his dome in the territory next to the lava lake.


Noah didn't do much at the beginning of his seclusion. He spent most of his time eating, cultivating, and using the Divine Deduction technique to evaluate his possible approaches to the creation of the higher energy.


He also went out to hunt at times, but he didn't eat all his prey since he needed to store some of them to feed the Demonic Sword during his period of hibernation.


The truth was that Noah could approach the limits of the middle tier far sooner. After all, he had eaten many dantians in the battle for the last territory. His stash of magical beasts and hybrids had even refilled after the experiments with the living weapons.


Yet, he had to improve his mind first, or he would end up like the natives, which was an outcome that he wouldn't risk.


The only issue was that he didn't know how strong his mind had to be to control the instincts of a creature in the upper tier. That forced him to abuse the innate properties of his mental energy for a few months before he felt confident in taking the last step toward the breakthrough.


In the end, he ate until familiar drowsiness enveloped his mind and put him in a deep sleep.
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                        Noah dreamt. The images that he saw in his sleep mostly concerned the life of the Cursed Dragon species, but there were also pictures originating from his connection with the Demonic Sword.


He saw his underground quarters through the senses of his weapon. He felt its hunger and the emotions that filled it when it stabbed its body inside the pile of magical beasts' corpses that Noah had left there.


In his erratic moments of awareness, Noah understood that his body was becoming used to the evolution of his existence. He wasn't just a hybrid anymore. He was an existence that was bound to become a law outside of Heaven and Earth's system if he kept on growing.


The memories of the Cursed Dragon species were not enough to represent the state that his body was reaching, especially after it had been in contact with his darkness and Demonic Sword for so long.


Among those images and sporadic awareness, Noah began to feel some eagerness for the sixth rank.


There was a pattern in the changes in his body. The breakthroughs between the various tiers would only bring slight modifications, other than a massive increase in his physical might.


Those were just attempts that his body made to harmonize itself with the rest of his centers of power, but the real changes happened when he advanced between the ranks.


His mental energy had changed during the breakthrough in the fifth rank, and the walls of his dantian had become far sturdier as his body improved. Something similar was bound to happen when he reached the sixth rank, but the changes wouldn't concern just his dragon part at that point.


Noah expected to see an actual harmonization with his evolving individuality, something that would sever his ties with the other hybrids and put him in a league of his own even from an anatomical perspective.


However, he knew even in his sleep that his breakthrough to the upper tier would increase the requirements of his body to unthinkable standards.


Noah woke up among the silence of his underground quarters, with the Demonic Sword releasing a happy roar as soon as it sensed that he had regained his awareness completely. His hunger though was so intense that he couldn't mind the affectionate gestures of his weapons.


A series of rank 5 corpses appeared in front of him, and Noah didn't hesitate to dive into them. The Demonic Sword began to fly around him protectively when it understood the state that he was in, and it didn't even try to take a bite of the food on the ground.


Noah devoured corpse after corpse, but his hunger didn't flinch. It continued to assail his mind as if it was an urge that he had to satisfy if he didn't want to go insane.


More corpses appeared on the ground in front of him, and Noah continued to take massive bites without even bothering to munch them. They would turn into primary energy as soon as they entered his stomach anyway, so any other action was just a waste of time.





His hunger calmed down only after he ate his tenth magical beast in the lower tier of the fifth rank, and he could finally relax to assess his gains at that point.


His attention went on his other centers of power first. He didn't have the chance to train his dantian during that period of hibernation. Still, his mind had improved thanks to the incredible quantity of spherical runes that applied constant internal pressure.


Noah's sea of consciousness had improved steadily and without any issue. Its walls had even regained some of the sturdiness lost when he abused the innate properties of his mental energy.


The runes worked well as an alternative method to the Kesier runes, even if they couldn't match their efficiency and safety.


'They can be the foundation for a new technique,' Noah thought. 'I need to review the basics of the Kesier runes with Thirty-seven. My expertise should have reached a point where I can create a weaker version, at least.'


Noah had initially created the spherical runes because he wanted to improve his control over the primary energy and see if he could fuse his inscription methods. However, after training in the technique of the natives, he had used them only to enlarge his mental sphere.


Yet, the Kesier runes were a pure expression of power according to the automaton, and he felt confident that he could turn his second success in the Will-consuming runes into something similar.


His attention eventually went on his body, and the first feature that he noticed was the immense quantity of energy that each of his body parts contained.


It was needless to say that he expected nothing less. After spending more than forty years eating rank 5 magical beasts and dantians, obtaining an insane amount of physical strength felt necessary.


Nevertheless, the features of his body didn't stop there.


His appearance had changed a bit during his hibernation. His black nails were a bit longer and slightly pointy, as if wanting to resemble actual claws, and his skin had become even rougher. His hair had become longer too, making it seem more as the mane of a beast.


Noah then blew softly toward his palm, and the azure light radiated by the underground walls of the new continent vanished for an instant before returning to the world. A small flame had appeared in Noah's hand during that instant, and he noticed how it was even more ethereal than the fire used in the last phases of the war.


His innate ability had improved as his body experienced the breakthrough. However, it remained inside the level of power of a beast in the upper tier, even if it still was stronger than the center of power.


Noah picked his inscribed notebook and began to send a series of mental messages at that point, but he didn't wait for answers. He directly called the Demonic Sword and started cultivating to make up for the time lost during his hibernation.


To his surprise, the intensity of his cultivation technique had improved even more after his breakthrough. It seemed that his body had harmonized with the rune on his low-waist, enhancing its properties thanks to its innate adaptability.


A series of messages resounded inside his mental sphere as Noah bathed in the feeling of sensing his dantian improving after so long. He soon learnt that he had spent almost eight years sleeping, and he also gained a general understanding of the changes that happened in the new continent during that period.


Those years had been peaceful and had seen every organization doing its best to recover from the losses suffered during the war. The Hive had also expanded in its new territories, but the most exciting piece of information came from Elder Julia and concerned the neutral city.


"Prince, we need a powerful ambassador there," Noah cultivated as Elder Julia's voice resounded in his mind. "Also, June Ballor is there already."
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                        Noah kept on training as he reviewed the events that had happened in the world during his hibernation, as well as the details behind Elder Julia's offer.


The various forces had left the old continent untouched, but its constant decline was inevitable. The Portal in the Utra nation fed continuously on the Breath and nutrients of those territories, and the wasteland that it created kept on expanding as the passage remained open.


The central areas had never been famous for their rich density of Breath due to the massive number of cultivators in the Empire. The retreat from the new continent had worsened that already dire environment, which was slowly following the destructive trend of the regions in the Utra nation.


The only areas that still met adequate standards in terms of density of Breath were those inside the domain of the Council. The Papral nation was relatively abundant in terms of resources and regions where to raise cultivators, even if it was far emptier now.


The new gains in the new continent had pushed the Council to resume a slow but constant relocation of its assets. Yet, it didn't intend to move away from the old continent.


Differently from the Elbas family, the Council was a form of government that represented all the major sects in the nation. Its rule didn't set its foundation on the fear of a more potent force, but on a collaboration that would eventually provide shared benefits.


The Hive didn't have those sorts of problems. The Coral archipelago had become a testing area for the cultivators recruited through the Lutren nation and other channels, and its defenses were incredible.


So, the Hive could focus all its efforts on its expansion in the new continent. Its priority now was to turn those still barren central regions in sources of income and to recover from the losses suffered during the war against the Empire.


After all, it had lost countless human cultivators and hybrids in those clashes, and dozens of heroic cultivators had died too. The Hive had come out of the war with no more than thirty-five Elders in the fourth rank left as assets.


Yet, even if its losses had been immense, they were nothing compared to the other forces since they had seen casualties happening among the cultivators in the fifth rank.


The Hive wasn't famous for its high number of heroic troops but its elites. Monsters like Noah and talents like many of the Elders were existences that excelled among their peers. Also, the rest of the world was still unaware of the presence of the two Demons inside its ranks. The two of them were old monsters that had learnt to survive through unthinkable struggles and had been personally trained by a divine cultivator!


That feature didn't apply only to the heroic assets. In those eight years, more rank 3 cultivators had managed to survive their Tribulations and had taken their place among the other elders.


Most of those cultivators had fought in the war against the Empire and were experienced warriors, other than rare talents among the human ranks. It was only natural for them to experience their breakthroughs to the heroic ranks as soon as a period of peace arrived.





The Hive didn't focus only on its expansion and the grooming of those young talents in those years. The territories around the Divine Stele had required most of its attention since it had to decide which kind of restrictions to apply to the political system there.


The three invading factions were on peaceful terms, but they were still enemies in the end. Each one of them could receive the same treatment of the Empire if they allowed themselves to become weak. So, the meetings to decide how to build and divide the city next to the Stele had taken time.


They had concluded eventually and had started to build the city. Upon its completion, though, there were seats of power to fill before it could work as a trading center and as a training area specific for cultivators with a water aptitude.


According to what Elder Julia said in her messages, the troops of the Hive were already there, but they lacked a leader. The other rank 5 Elders were mostly busy with their tasks, and the Hive couldn't reveal the Demons just because it needed to show its power to the allied forces.


The Hive would rather slow down its expansion than revealing such powerful assets.


Noah was the perfect candidate for that role since he had never cared too much about the political environment of the various domains that he explored. After all, a rank 5 cultivator would be there just a deterrent against eventual revolts.


'They need a scarecrow,' Noah thought as he reviewed the description of the ambassador's role conveyed by Elder Julia. All it required was for him to be there permanently, but it didn't involve any task relative to the management of the city.


He just had to be there as a reminder to the other factions that they couldn't bully the Hive away from the Stele.


Of course, part of Noah had already accepted that offer when he heard about June. Still, his reasonable side decided to gather as many pieces of information as he could before making a decision. The outcome of that investigation led him to believe that becoming an ambassador would suit him.


He would have large training areas, specific quarters ideated only to make the static lifestyle of the existences in the higher ranks more comfortable and direct access to all the resources traded in the city.


That and the presence of the enemy forces right next to him would put him in a constant state of wariness, which could only sharpen his progress.


His underground quarters were too safe, and he had already cleaned the rank 5 beasts from the areas nearby. He needed a new home, one where he could go all out with his experiments and feel the pressure radiated by the enemy forces.


Noah contacted Thirty-seven before setting off, and the automaton decided to enlarge the separate dimension to continue working with him in the creation of living weapons. His interaction with Thirty-seven didn't stop there. Noah asked for more information about the Kesier runes too.


It didn't take him much to set off from his dome and fly in a straight line toward the opposite coast. New experiences were always well accepted in his mind, and he even needed larger training areas, as well as researches that were available only among the larger forces.


When he reached the region with the Divine Stele, he could immediately notice how the new city had been divided among the three nations. There were banners placed everywhere, with entire buildings relying on a flag or symbol to signal their loyalty toward a specific force.


As for the actual share of buildings and territories there, the three factions had divided them equally.
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                        The structure of the city was simple. It had its best buildings around the Stele and a series of quarters and markets in the more peripheral areas.


As a neutral territory, the city was the perfect place where to exchange the resources generated by the new continent. After all, some rather independent cultivators traveled through the various habitable areas to trade goods or make a living.


The grip of the three ruling forces over their assets wasn't as strict as before. Many cultivators needed some independence even if they were bound to powerful oaths. The new continent was slowly obtaining the social environment that had been popular in the old one for centuries.


Of course, it would never reach the point where the leading forces only ruled one nation and considered the regions on their borders as mere territories in their area of influence. The fact that only heroic cultivators could travel freely through the majority of the continent placed too much power on the various organization that controlled those areas.


The weaker forces would lack the means to expand their power without the authorization and help of their leaders.


Noah went directly for the central buildings as he flew over the city.


As a rank 5 cultivator, he knew that the resources exchanged in that market couldn't possibly interest him. Materials that were useful to experts at his level couldn't appear in the open so easily. They didn't have techniques and spells above the fourth rank either since the various leaders would keep those teachings for themselves.


It was possible to find something valuable from time to time, but he didn't have time to waste looking for items that didn't influence his cultivation. He could send someone in his place to keep track of the market anyway.


It wasn't hard to find the buildings that belonged to the Hive. Long banners depicting an octopus enveloping a series of islands with its tentacles hung everywhere on the structures on the southeastern side of the Divine Stele.


That division had been purely geographical. The Elbas family had built its structures on the northeastern side, while the Council had its palaces on the northwestern part.


Those buildings encircled the Stele and acted as a line of protection for the most important resource in the area. Also, they skimmed the cultivators and envoys that sought to train near that trace left by divine beings.


There weren't only core members of the three forces there. Many members of the sects and noble families went there daily, hoping that the troops handling the entrance to that incredible training area would just let them pass.


That system had already given birth to an intricate array of bribes and favors that the forces in place gathered to increase their influence.


Just as it happened in the Coral Archipelago, the population there would eventually discard their ties to a specific organization as new generations took over. So, there was a need for a supreme authority there, something that would suppress any thought about rebellions just by existing.





That was the reason why the three factions had decided to send a series of rank 5 cultivators to live and train there. The sole rumor about their presence there made the cultivators living there behave and increase their offers to the heroic cultivators of the three organizations.


Those were just casual bribes that didn't affect the overall accumulation of resources of those forces, but it was a good source of income that could potentially last forever.


A series of heroic cultivation welcomed Noah when he neared the designated buildings of the Hive. He could recognize Morgan, Roy, and Duke among the ten experts that had organized the celebration for his arrival.


However, there weren't only cultivators of the Hive waiting for him.


Noah could recognize June, Faith, Elder Estelle, and Elder Clara from the assets of the other forces. It seemed that the political environment had reached a level of serenity that welcoming an influential expert of an allied nation wasn't so unusual anymore.


The celebration was extremely formal. The heroic cultivators on the scene exchanged only a few toasts and a series of short conversations concerning the management of the city before returning to their buildings.


The only meaningful discussion concerned the choice of a name for the city, but the rank 5 assets on the scene quickly settled for Divine Market.


The Elders accompanied Noah inside the buildings belonging to the Hive and described in detail all the features that those structures had.


There were a series of training areas with multiple quarters containing formations for various purposes. There were large halls open to the public, where both human and heroic cultivators worked on skimming through the insane number of requests to take a look at the Stele.


In the end, the Elders escorted him to his quarters, which turned out to be a large underground structure that had a better version of all the services offered in the buildings above.


Noah felt satisfied with his new quarters. It wasn't easy to build something so intricate in just eight years, but he could imagine how the Hive had given priority to the Stele rather than to the barren central regions.


'There is only me as a rank 5 cultivator in the Hive,' Noah thought as he dismissed the Elders, 'But there are Faith and June here. Life sure it's funny at times.'


Noah couldn't help but feel strange as he walked under the azure walls of his underground quarters. After all, he was now at the head of an organization that handled a neutral city.


The similarities with the political system in the Coral Archipelago were stunning. The only difference was that he was on the other side of that environment now.


Also, some of the cultivators there were real allies, which made the situation even funnier in his eyes.


However, he didn't want to waste too much time remembering how far he had gone since he first set foot on the Coral Archipelago. There were too many projects in line, waiting for him to start one of them.


As his memories started to reach the Odrea nation though, he senses a series of steps resounded in that underground world. Noah didn't even need to turn to understand who was behind that sound. Those steps followed a rhythm that he knew far too well to forget.


"I thought we would have used Faith like the last time," Noah said as he turned to face his lover.


"Noah, we are rank 5 cultivators managing one of the best resources in the entire new continent," June said as she stepped on the ground. "We can do whatever we want."


Noah revealed a smile, but June spoke before he could say anything. "I've already spread the rumor that I would have requested for a battle. Don't hold back."


At those words, black sparks began to run through June's body, and her aura began to radiate a thick battle intent.
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                        Noah looked at his lover radiating a pure battle intent and sighed. He only wanted to train and dive into one of his projects now, but he had underestimated how serious June was about fighting.


He could understand her feelings. She had fought a war without having the chance to reveal her real power, and holding back for so long made her reach her limit eventually. She had to vent and test what her higher energy was capable of.


"Come then," Noah said after a few seconds of silence.


He wasn't going to refuse her. After all, he had always been aware of June's character, and he didn't dislike it at all. Only someone with a drive as intense as his could accompany him through his life, and if June needed an opponent, he would provide him.


June's smile widened at his words, and she took out her typical golden spear. More sparks began to run through her body as she pointed her weapon at Noah, and an orange halo started to envelop her as her black higher energy gathered on the arm wielding it.


Noah couldn't help but admire the beauty of that scene.


June was breathtaking as she gathered her power to cast a spell. Her robe and hair fluttered due to the pressure released by her peculiar sparks, and her whole figure began to shine with an orange light that spread in the environment.


Her sparks were black, but they shone with an orange color. The product of her friction had created something that carried features belonging even to Noah's darkness.


Of course, it didn't carry his individuality, nor the properties of his Breath. Only its appearance was similar to his darkness since Noah had helped in making one of the materials needed for its creation.


Noah stretched his palm and held it still, waiting for the attack to arrive. He knew June too well not to understand the kind of spell that she was preparing.


June's battle intent increased even more when she saw that gesture. She felt challenged to express all her power, and that was what she intended to do. A black lightning bolt suddenly came out of her spear and shot toward Noah's palm.


An explosion resounded in the underground quarters, and the inscriptions on the azure walls of that area flickered as they fend off the shockwaves that reached them.


Noah found himself in the middle of a trail of gray smoke, but his attention was on his hand. The center of his palm felt slightly sore, but there wasn't any mark on it. June's spell didn't even manage to make him bleed.


However, his arm had shaken when the lightning bolt landed.


It wasn't anything extreme, just a slight tremor that had lasted for less than a fraction of instant. Still, the fact that a cultivator in the gaseous stage had managed to make his body flinch after he had reached the upper tier was incredible, almost unbelievable!


"How much can your centers of power handle?" Noah asked as he walked outside of the trail of smoke, but June had long lost interest in words.





Another lightning bolt flew in his direction, but Noah deflected it with a mere wave of his hand. His innate awareness though made him notice that the power of that same spell had increased by a little.


'I guess we'll find out,' Noah thought as he focused on June again.


She still had her spear raised, but some cracks had appeared on its body. Even an inscribed weapon in the fifth rank wasn't able to handle the higher energy that she released.


Truth to be told, June didn't need an inscribed weapon. She had abandoned the martial arts just like the rest of the heroic cultivators on her level.


Noah could rely on his physical strength to put his martial arts on the same level of the spells, but ordinary cultivators saw them only as a weaker type of offensive.


Yet, June liked to wield a weapon when she fought. She had a special relationship with spears because of her harsh childhood, so he had never pressed her into changing her battle style. Still, it was clear that her inscribed item wasn't able to keep up with her power anymore.


The Demonic Sword roared after that second lightning bolt. It felt confused when it saw the two of them fighting, but Noah quickly patted it on its hilt and spoke a few reassuring words. "Don't worry. We are just playing."


The living weapon didn't fully understand what he meant by "playing", but its connection with Noah made it aware that they weren't trying to kill each other. It would have been too confused otherwise. After all, the sword had learnt to like June, especially since Noah's emotions influenced some of its thoughts.


June snorted when she heard that, and she started to rotate her spear to resort to a different attack. A series of dark crackling dark spheres formed in front of the rotating weapon and sparks spread from their edges to connect them into an intricate array.


A lightning storm took life at that point. Small lightning bolts shot from that array and flew toward Noah in a straight line.


June's lightning reflected her individuality. All her attacks were powerful and direct.


Noah kept on walking forward as he punched all the sparks coming at him. Flashes of a dark orange light shone in his vision every time his knuckles connected with one of the lightning bolts. Their power kept on increasing, but they were still unable to slow down his advance.


'I would have felt that if I was still in the middle tier,' Noah thought at some point. June's attacks had just reached a level of power that even hybrids in the middle tier would have trouble handling.


However, he wasn't worried about his safety. Rather, he wasn't sure if June's centers of power were able to handle all that might.


It was still okay as long as they didn't cross the limits of the gaseous stage, but she could hurt herself if she pushed her boundaries too much.


Nevertheless, Noah knew his lover. Asking her to stop or control herself was pointless. He would have to put an end to the fight with his own hands if the situation became too dangerous.


June released a series of sparks when Noah became too close, and she shot in the air, where she prepared a long-distance lunge.


All the sparks that had affected the environment gathered in her position. Then, June shot downward, leaving an orange trail as she dove toward Noah.


Noah saw cracks appearing on the tip of the golden spear as it reached for his head. There was so much energy inside its structure that even its sturdiest part was on the verge of falling apart.


Yet, Noah didn't move. He waited for June to enter his range and delivered an uppercut aimed at her weapon.
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                        The golden spear exploded into countless pieces, and some of them even cut June's skin as they flew in every direction. The higher energy that she had accumulated inside her weapon also went wild, and a thick lighting storm formed in the point where Noah's fist had collided.


The lightning storm expanded and flung June backward, making her slam in the azure wall of the underground quarters. As for Noah, he remained still as the sparks landed on his body and destroyed his robe.


June's higher energy already put her on par with cultivators at near the peak of the gaseous stage, and her centers of power kept on producing more of it as she kept on fighting. The attack that had enveloped Noah matched some of Icy Stare's spells, and June was still creating more of it!


Her next attack was bound to be slightly stronger too since Noah knew that his last punch would only fuel June's battle intent more.


As if answering to his understanding of her character, June's aura exploded outward and filled the air around her with black sparks that radiated an orange halo. Crackling sounds began to echo inside the underground quarters at that point, and the nature of the atmosphere began to change as the amount of Breath of the lightning element increased.


The wall where June had slammed didn't crack due to the inscriptions filling its surface, but that didn't mean that the impact was soft. June had hurt her back in the clash, and she had to rely on her higher energy to keep walking normally.


Her aura though was more intense than ever, and black sparks started to separate from her body since her centers of power were producing far more energy than her Perfect Circuit could handle.


It was the first time that June had to push her limits so much, especially with her new energy. Her body was overflowing with power, and even the formations meant for that purpose weren't able to contain it.


"I can still go!" June shouted as she waved her hands to take control of all the Breath of the lighting element in the underground area. Her higher energy then spread in the environment and fused with the Breath before shooting to the walls, ceiling, and ground of Noah's quarters.


Orange layers formed on top of the inscriptions, and dark sparks ran freely through them. It seemed that June was trying to turn the entire area in a personal domain where her energy could fly without any obstructions.


Noah knew that spell. Its name was Prison of Lightning, and it was one of the diagrams retrieved from the other world.


June had obtained it as a prize for her mission in the wilderness and had shown it to Noah during their cohabitation. Still, that was his first time seeing it with the higher energy as its core.


"Are you sure?" Noah asked as he looked at the trembling orange layers. They seemed ready to unleash the massive amount of energy contained inside them, but he knew that they would remain still until June triggered them.





"You aren't only the man that I love, Noah," June said in a calm tone. "You are also the perfect opponent for my individuality."


Noah could understand the meaning of her words. As a hybrid, his resilience was incredible, which gave June enough time to push her centers of power over their limits.


A regular battle would have ended long ago. June would have either won with her last attack or lost because her opponent was far more potent than her.


However, since Noah wasn't going to stop her, she could fight until the output of energy produced by her Perfect Circuit far surpassed her usual standards. He was the only one in the world that could give her an endless battle.


"Go ahead then," Noah said as a smirk appeared on his face too. "I want to see if my darkness is enough to match higher energy."


Noah's aura exploded outward too, and his Breath began to spread in the environment. The destruction carried by his darkness started to fight with the violent power contained in the orange layers for the control of the situation. Still, it was impossible to decide a winner before those energies turned into spells.


Black smoke began to come out of Noah's body, and a scaled armor soon formed around his figure. A black sphere appeared above his head too, and a series of saber-shaped runes came out of his palm to surround him.


Noah wasn't going to use his martial art. That battle was a pure conflict of energies to see how distant they were from each other in terms of power.


On one side, there was Noah's darkness, something that he had created using his individuality and the enlightenment obtained during the transformation as its foundation. On the other, there was June's higher energy, which she had built through King Elbas' research.


June didn't speak anymore at that point and triggered her spell. The orange layers started to release thick lightning bolt that encircled Noah in a spherical lightning storm.


Noah saw his runes cracking and falling apart as they clashed with the various attacks, but the corrosive smoke around him offered enough protection for the time being.


The cloud created through the Demonic Form eventually gave in to the barrage of lightning bolts that became stronger with each passing second. June was still fueling her spell, so the amount of energy that she produced kept on increasing.


The Black Hole spell became the next target of the lightning storm. Its size had initially started to increase as it reduced the attacks into primary energy to absorb, but its structure began to fall apart as June pushed more power in her spell.


It was as if those spells had a completely different structure even if they were theoretically on the same level. If Noah had to describe that difference using types of swords, he would say that his attacks were wooden words, while June's were made of steel.


They were in different leagues.


The lightning storm began to land on the scaled armor after it broke apart the Black Hole spell. It didn't take much before Noah felt the various lighting bolts crashing on his body and threatening to suppress him on the ground.


'This would have been able to kill me if I was still in the middle tier,' Noah thought before moving his vertical pupils in June's direction.


She was sweating profusely, and her complexion had turned pale. A trail of blood had even begun to fall from a corner of her mouth.


Her energy was stronger than his, but she had long reached the limit of her Perfect Circuit. Even at that point though, her power wasn't enough to hurt Noah's body.


Noah shot forward and released a roar when he reached her. June's mind froze when she sensed the innate danger caused by him. Her instincts told her that she could only escape in front of that creature.


In that moment of unavoidable fear, June's mind surrendered on its own, and her spell vanished into thin air.
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                        Making June surrender due to an instinctive reaction was the only way to stop the spell without hurting her. Noah just had to make her sea of consciousness aware of the power of his body to shut down her will to fight.


The helplessness felt in front of a being on a higher level didn't depend on the individualities. It was the result of the survival instinct that any creature had.


June fell on her knees after her centers of power stopped producing that massive quantity of energy. The sudden return of her Perfect Circuit to an average pace made her feel dizzy, and the exhaustion that enveloped her body made her legs lose strength.


Noah crouched and lifted her face as he caressed her. June was pale and appeared utterly drained, but she wore a satisfied smile as she examined her lover's body.


The last spell had managed to leave white marks on his chest and shoulders. It didn't hurt him, but it had reached the point where even a hybrid in the upper tier had to start respecting her strength.


That achievement was incredible for a rank 5 cultivator in the gaseous stage. After all, only beings on higher stages could face such powerful existences.


The spells of cultivators at the peak of the gaseous stage were able to hurt Noah when he was in the middle tier, but now only existences on a higher level could pierce his natural defenses. Even then, they would have a hard time killing him due to his incredible resilience.


Noah shook his head when he saw the satisfied expression of his lover, and he stuck out his tongue to lick one of the trails of blood that had fallen from a cut on her cheek.


"Are you going to eat me now that I'm at my weakest?" June asked as she laid on his chest and immersed her hand in his hair.


Noah showed an ugly expression when the taste of her blood filled his mouth. The flavor of the Heaven's Spark that she had absorbed during her Tribulation was something that his body naturally rejected and found awful to eat.


"It seems that you can't be my food," Noah said as a warm smile appeared on his face. "What do I even do with you now?"


June pulled Noah closer, and the two of them exchanged a long kiss before she replied to her joke. "You can let me sleep for a while here."


Noah nodded at her words, and June's eyes closed as she lost herself in his caresses.


The underground area was a mess due to their recent battle, but Noah couldn't care less about the furniture. June was sleeping in his arms, and his mind was consuming mental energy to fuel the Divine Deduction technique as he went through his ideas concerning the higher power. It was as if he had returned to his happy life inside the separate dimension.


The battle had shown him how superior a higher energy was compared to normal Breath. His darkness didn't even come close to the power of June's sparks.


The creation of higher energy had been a priority in his mind, but now it had become a necessity. Noah couldn't suppress his eagerness to get his hands on that power after seeing how strong it was.





He didn't have any instructions though. Even King Elbas had to give up on identifying a method for the light and darkness element since they didn't have specific features.


Those rare aptitudes enveloped almost all the behaviors that the Breath could have. They were generic in the sense that they could assume any form without giving up on their natural properties.


That was the reason behind their superiority over the other elements, but it was also a hindrance to Noah's project since there weren't guidelines in King Elbas' research. He only knew that it was possible to create something structurally more significant to the Breath.


If other heroic cultivators were to inspect him now, they would notice that his consciousness disappeared at times only to return after a few seconds.


Noah's mind had already interacted with the world of the laws, and he was able to reach that mental state for short instants as he meditated. It wasn't something that he could control, but those moments had begun to happen more often as his level rose.


His existence was slowly striving for the next step in the cultivation journey. Noah was making his ways toward the laws as the intensity of his individuality increased. His existence was becoming too strong to remain limited to the rules of the Breath.


'A fuel, density, motion, a foundation, and friction are the methods for the other elements,' Noah thought as he kept caressing the sleeping June. 'Theoretically, I can build higher energy with my darkness using any of those approaches, but I can't settle for just any power. I need to create the best version that I can, while also respecting the features of my individuality.'


Noah already had a general idea of how he wanted to proceed in that project. After all, he had spent years knowing the contents of King Elbas' research, and he had often found himself thinking about it during his meditations.


The way he saw it, his higher energy had to be the maximum expression of his creation, so that he could have something specific for each aspect of his individuality.


The primary energy was the product of his destruction and expressed his beast side. His darkness represented the entirety of his individuality and carried features belonging to both destruction and creation.


Following that reasoning, his higher energy would have to be something strictly connected with his creation and human side. It would have to be the definitive tool for that aspect of his individuality.


'It needs to be a core material capable of creating a world.' Noah concluded in his mind.


He had set the features that he wanted his higher energy to carry. The only issue was the absence of a method that could turn his idea into real success.


'Countless tests again,' Noah sighed when he thought that.


He felt lost in that project. The situation was even worse compared to when he had to create his darkness since he lacked an example of what he should strive to create.


He only had the material required for the task, but he had no idea how he could make it reach a superior form. So, he could only immerse himself in a series of tests that would eventually give him a general direction to follow.


'I need to deploy my darkness in an orderly and harmonious array,' Noah thought as a whiff of his Breath appeared in the center of his palm. 'My higher energy needs to be a pliable material capable of assuming any form. It must be a dark matter through which I can create my personal world.'
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                        June eventually woke up, but she remained lain on Noah's chest as she observed him working. Tiredness still filled her entire body, and she found the focused expression of her lover a captivating sight.


Noah continued to experiment as if he didn't notice that June had awakened. There were too many thoughts concerning the higher energy in his mind to give her some attention.


A small amount of his darkness moved in his palm and changed form as Noah controlled its structure with his mental energy. The changes were methodical and accurate, but they didn't seem to lead to anything since the Breath returned to its original shape every time.


Noah was trying to find out what composition suited his energy before moving forward in his experiments. He needed to know what form his darkness didn't reject before starting to test on larger quantities of Breath.


It soon became apparent that his darkness didn't like a static form. It wanted to remain free to move even if Noah forced it into a fixed shape.


He expected something like that to happen since his individuality reflected his character, but he still felt disappointed when he confirmed that.


It would be easier for him to proceed with a static form since it would have more evident rules. Shapeless higher energy would be far more complex to build, especially when it came to the harmony of its structure.


However, he had always known that it wouldn't be easy to reach a satisfying result. After all, he aimed to create something that could work as an essential matter for his personal world.


Noah's experiments continued for hours, and he stopped only when his sea of consciousness was almost empty. Only then did he turn toward June, who had observed him in silence for the whole duration of that testing session.


"It won't be easy," Noah said as he laid on the ground while keeping June over him.


Her presence there was benefitting his creation since she was core part of that aspect of his individuality. Yet, they weren't in the separate dimension now, so he couldn't know for how long she could remain there.


Also, she still needed to rest, so they couldn't indulge in more intimate behaviors until she recovered.


Nevertheless, she quickly reassured him before he could even question her about that topic. "I can come here often. We are the highest powers in the Divine Market city, and the Elbas family will believe that I visit you to have sparring sessions. I can ask for Faith's help if they start to suspect something."


June's words made sense. The neutral city only had a handful of rank 5 cultivators from the three factions, and their meetings were somewhat allowed now that the allied forces had a peaceful political relationship.


Of course, she couldn't just live with him, but they wouldn't have to be separated for decades again as long as they remained there. Also, June's state would confirm her version of the story. After all, she had really fought Noah.





"Are you saying that we have to fight every time you come here?" Noah asked, and June's eyes lit up at that question. That idea was appealing for a battle maniac like her.


Yet, it would be pointless to fight Noah again unless she improved her current power. She didn't have a way to hurt him unless her Perfect Circuit became able to sustain an output of energy that could match rank 5 cultivators in the liquid stage.


"We'll come up with something," June said as she closed her eyes again. "The other expert from the Elbas family rarely comes out of his training area, and he wouldn't dare to question the behavior of another rank 5 cultivator anyway."


Having reached that level of power provided many benefits in terms of freedom, even inside strict organizations. After all, no one could judge such existences and decide if their approach to the cultivation journey was wrong.


Only the powerhouses had that kind of influence, but they wouldn't bother with matters so futile. Their interest was in the lands above the sky, not in what some of their most potent underlings did in their free time.


The fact that they were in a neutral city also helped their situation. The main forces actually expected the envoys there to collaborate to prevent another Hive from happening.


Noah limited himself to nod before sending a series of mental messages while June slept. He knew that she was right, but he would still ask the two Demons to create a few escape routes in case something happened.


The truth was that Thirty-seven had already contacted them for the same task, even if his reasons were completely different. The automaton only wanted the possibility to reach Noah to continue their work on living weapons.


Noah though had no intention to resume that project now. The automaton would have to wait for him to create his higher energy.


Also, making the other forces wait while the Hive maintained its monopoly over the living weapons could only make their value increase. Both the Council and the Elbas family would be willing to pay a fortune to get their hands on one of them when they hit the market.


June woke up a few hours later and decided to leave. During her way back to the buildings of the Royals, she made sure that many heroic assets saw her injured state just to spread the information that she and Noah were sparring in her visits.


The news quickly reached all the heroic assets in the city, and their reactions surprised both June and Noah when they learnt about them.


The Royals and the Elders began to admire June for her determination in pursuing her path. She was even willing to request for Noah as a sparring partner to obtain the help of the most talented cultivator of her generation.


Of course, many rumors concerning what price she had paid for that service spread too, and Noah found himself receiving messages that inquired about that topic. However, he mostly ignored them since his mind could barely move away from his tests on higher energy.


***

Peaceful years passed, and the neutral city never stopped expanding in that period.


Cultivators moved there because they didn't like to be too close to the leading powers, even if they were members of their organizations. Still, most of the newcomers were powerful families or sects that had an interest in the Divine Stele.


The markets in the city improved as more resources ended up inside them, but the gains of the Hive were inferior to those of the other forces since it had deployed fewer heroic assets compared to them. It was only natural that it could seize fewer resources with that lack of manpower.


Yet, Daniel returned from the other world at some point, and he offered himself as an ambassador when Amos Udye updated him about that situation.


In a matter of months after his return, Daniel moved to Divine Market city.
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                        Daniel's arrival balanced the power among the three factions ruling the neutral city. All of them now had two rank 5 cultivators each deployed there. Hence, their influence on the population became similar even if there was a still huge disparity in their number of heroic assets.


The Hive still had less manpower on that level, but it wasn't considered weaker than the other factions anymore.


Daniel had followed Noah's suggestion after the war and had gone to the other world to hone his abilities as an alchemist. He had even joined the hunting groups of the Hive there to help to gather of hybrids and ordinary beasts.


Those years spent in the wilderness had helped him clear his mind after his conversation with Faith. He now understood what was wrong with his initial idea. He couldn't become a law if he forsook even what made him unique.


One couldn't become stronger by willpower alone. There had to be features that individualities had to carry.


Noah and June had their steadfast determination, but their paths were completely different. In the same way, Daniel had to push what made him unique forward and underline the features of his character.


Even the purest light had a specific behavior. Daniel's challenge was in making his individuality shine when his path put him in an endless refinement cycle.


It often happened that heroic cultivators switched paths as their level increased. The greater understanding obtained once reached higher ranks could make them realize that they had been wrong about certain aspects of their individualities.


Even Noah had become aware of his creation only during the exploration of the new continent. It was unlikely for newly advanced heroic cultivators to find the right path as soon as they surpassed the Tribulations.


The matters concerning the individualities were deep and complex. They would even assume different features after the cultivators came in contact with the laws, or change entirely due to some real-life struggles.


Generally speaking, it was never too late for heroic cultivators to switch paths as long as they didn't reach the last stages of the heroic ranks. Their accumulation would be faulty at that point, which would prevent them from crossing the last obstacle before the divine ranks.


Becoming a divine entity was a slow and cruel procedure. Even the most subtle mistake could prevent a heroic cultivator from obtaining enough power to face the Tribulation.


The best way to spot those mistakes was to overcome struggles. Still, there were political systems that took care of most of the problems of talented cultivators, and Daniel had experienced that first-hand.


His recent experiences though had forced him to grow, and his interaction with Noah and Faith had polished his understanding further. His decision to help with the neutral city hadn't been casual either. He had chosen to go there to interact more with the talents of his generation.





When Daniel reached the buildings of the Hive, he found himself in front of a scene that he would find it hard to forget for the rest of his life.


He had gone directly for the underground quarters meant for rank 5 cultivators, but a dark lightning bolt fell right in front of him as soon as he crossed their entrance.


A dangerous feeling quickly enveloped him, but he didn't deploy his defensive measures when he understood what was happening inside that structure.


Daniel saw June and Faith hovering in the air and exchanging a series of powerful attacks that shattered the air and forced the inscriptions on the walls to lit up. June was filling the entirety of the underground area with unstable spheres that released crackling sounds and lightning bolts, while Faith used her aura to suppress the violent features of her opponent's energy.


Ethereal rivers surrounded Faith's figure and enveloped both June and her spells to spread her calming abilities on them. It was as if she was trying to shut down her opponent's offensive while also defending against the constant attacks of the crackling spheres.


Faith wasn't having much success. June's spells only became more violent under that suppression, and her battle intent kept on intensifying even if peaceful feelings hindered the functioning of her Perfect Circuit.


What surprised Daniel the most was that both women appeared extremely serious about that battle. It seemed that they were really trying to kill each other!


It was at that point that Daniel noticed someone else in the underground quarters.


Toward the end of the structure, Daniel noticed a wide cloud made of dark gas and a cultivator with long black hair managing it. The cultivator had his upper body uncovered and performed fast movements with his hands as he tried to affect the nature of the energy in front of him.


Daniel had already understood who that cultivator was even before noticing the few scales on his naked back. Only Noah Balvan could remain so focused on his projects while two rank 5 experts fought right behind his back.


No one seemed to notice Daniel's arrival. The three cultivators in the underground quarters were too focused on their business to care about that foreign presence.


Of course, they didn't really fail to notice him, but they were too immersed in their projects to give him any form of attention.


Noah's hands continued to shoot in seemingly random directions, and the cloud of Breath in front of him changed form according to those gestures. Four years had passed since he moved into the neutral city, but he still was in the initial parts of the testing phase.


He had yet to find a higher form that his darkness accepted, and the failures that had filled the past years had eventually forced him to change approach on the matter.


According to his ideas, using only small quantities of his darkness in his experiments would never lead to anything. So little energy couldn't reach a higher state even if he knew the right method to use for that procedure.


Only a large amount of Breath could give birth to higher energy. That was merely a matter of materials needed to create something stronger than the single items used in the procedure.


So, Noah believed that he needed to use more darkness if he wanted to obtain some results.


As soon as he moved the testing phase in that direction, the outcome of his experiments improved, even if that wasn't enough to make him move to the next stage of his project. Also, risks accompanied that new approach, and they would force him to stop and reconsider his understanding at times.


A sudden dangerous sensation filled the minds of Faith, June, and Daniel at some point, and the two women interrupted their battle to shoot toward the entrance of the quarters. Faith even grabbed Daniel his collar and pulled him into the corridor that led to the buildings on the surface.


Then, a loud explosion resounded in the underground quarters, and a series of tremors even reached the corridor where the three rank 5 cultivators stood in silence.
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                        The explosion didn't damage the structure of the buildings and underground quarters, but the protective inscriptions couldn't prevent the tremors from spreading. They preserved the integrity of the constructions, but the detonation still affected the entire area.


However, no one came to check the situation, and even the heroic cultivators living right above that underground area didn't bother to leave their positions.


Daniel was astonished. He knew that the experiments of a rank 5 cultivator could end up poorly, but the fact that none of the underlings of the Hive had come to help them was quite unnatural!


After all, that matter concerned the quarters of their leader. Noah's safety should be the main priority of the weaker heroic assets.


Of course, Daniel couldn't possibly know that the other Elders had already checked on him once when the first explosion resounded right under their feet. Yet, they had only found an annoyed Noah who ordered them to never check on his status anymore back then.


Daniel soon started to understand that such explosions were a common sight in the neutral city.


The two women next to him had reacted too fast, and they didn't even appear bothered by that situation. Their expressions were more a mixture of helplessness and annoyance toward the interruption of their battle.


"This one goes on me," June said at some point, and she started to walk back in the underground as if nothing unusual had happened.


"They all go to you if I can't shut down your battle intent soon enough." Faith replied as she followed her along the corridor.


Daniel could only follow after the two of them while wearing a confused expression. In his mind, he was already reevaluating his expectations toward the task of an ambassador of the neutral city.


When the three of them returned inside Noah's quarters, they found him staring at the wall where the black cloud was hovering just a few minutes before. Yet, there was no gas now, and only a few marks on the azure rocks carried traces of its detonation.


The Demonic Sword flew casually above him, but it didn't seem interested in what he was doing. It had merely reacted to the sudden danger, but even the living weapon appeared used to that kind of commotion.


Faith and June sat in a corner and took out a few cups that they quickly filled with strong wine, but they acted so naturally the Daniel felt forced to stare at them to be sure that he didn't see things.


Daniel knew that Noah and June were in a relationship, but he had yet to become used to her behavior. After all, he didn't know her too well. The only pieces of information in his possession came from the reports that his family had gathered when it was still planning a revolution.


June didn't appear as a battle maniac at all while she drank and conversed with Faith. She seemed even able to go along with Faith's playful character.





The image of the talent of the Ballor family that Daniel had in his mind fell apart in a few seconds when he saw how she acted there.


"I told you that she was cute!" Faith exclaimed when she noticed his stare. "And you have yet to see how they are together. I actually feel jealous at times."


"Hmph," June snorted as she kept Faith still to prevent her from hugging her. "The most beautiful woman of the Mortal Lands can't be jealous. Just leave Noah and me alone and get yourself a partner."


"But men are so easy to take," Faith complained as she gave up on jumping in June. "Except for your man, I guess."


Daniel stared at the two of them having that casual discussion with wide eyes. They were mighty rank 5 cultivators and the best talents of their generation, but they also appeared to be close friends that could relax together.


Such a sight wasn't common among cultivators at that level, especially when he took into consideration the different organizations behind them. It was usually impossible for experts coming from forces that used to be enemies to reach that type of trust.


Yet, Faith and June had done that, and the fact that Noah was involved only made the situation even more astonishing in Daniel's eyes.


The images of the young man that had faced the rank 4 Excavating Worm in the Bare Dungeon appeared in his mind. Too much had changed in those decades. Still, they were now under the same roof as existences that the entire world revered and praised.


Noah stood up at that point and neared the three of them while wearing an ugly expression.


Daniel's stopped staring at the two women. He didn't know how jealous Noah could be about his lover, but he wasn't going to test his chances since his mood appeared quite sour already.


"Don't worry," Noah said as he noticed his reaction. "Faith has more chances than you at that."


Then, he sat next to June and filled a cup of wine for himself.


Daniel felt a wave of amazement enveloping his mind once again as he kept on staring at that scene. He saw June casually laying her back over Noah's chest and playing with one of the scales on the side of his torso.


The most astounding aspect of that situation for Daniel was that Noah didn't seem to notice that. He let her be as he closed his eyes to immerse himself in his thoughts.


Daniel could only accept that Noah wasn't only the monster that had spread chaos through the old continent when he was only a human cultivator. There was a side of him that no one knew except for June, Faith, and now him.


"Are you going to stay there?" Faith asked at some point, and Daniel sighed before joining the three of them in that casual meeting. He even took a cup from his space-ring to drink with them.


Though, he had to try his best not to stare too much at the couple at his side.


"So," Faith said after Noah reopened his eyes, "How many more explosions should we expect? Elder Estelle is starting to think that you will blow the entire city up."


"I'm about to increase the quantity of energy," Noah replied, "The other Elders should apply the protective inscriptions even on the buildings around this one."


"Even more?" June asked with a surprised tone. "Didn't you just raise it?"


"Forcing my Breath into a shapeless construct is impossible," Noah answered. "I need to create a procedure that would lead it to a higher form naturally."


"Won't that make the testing phase far more dangerous?" June asked while wearing a helpless expression, but Noah limited himself to smirk.


Daniel was utterly clueless about that topic, and it appeared that even Faith didn't know much about it since she had started to ignore them. Yet, an idea suddenly popped in her mind, and she expressed it loudly. "June told me about your ex-girlfriend! Didn't she come from a place with a training area for heroic cultivators?"
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                        Noah didn't forget about the Odrea nation and its Mausoleum. Actually, he was interested in the nature of that place.


At first, he had learnt to accept it as a training area that the Empire used to skim its army. The official story was that a rival of the god of the Empire had lost the race to the divine ranks. That made the entire nation suffer from that.


Yet, that was just the knowledge passed down by human cultivators. The records retrieved in the Mortal Palace had shown some discrepancies in that story.


The Odrea nation would have been in that state for more than thirty thousand years if both stories were true, which was something than Noah found it hard to believe. An organization made only of a few thousand human cultivators couldn't have lasted so much.


There was some secret there. Still, the presence of the god of the Empire had forced the few curious experts to give up on its exploration.


However, the god had disappeared for more than ten years, and the rumors had started to spread again.


It wasn't a case that Faith had thought about the Odrea nation when she understood the struggles that Noah was facing during his experiments. There weren't many cultivators aware of the existence of the Mausoleum, but most of them could link that country with the god of the Empire.


Anything related to a divine entity would be priceless for heroic cultivators, and entire organizations would be willing to fight wars for them. Nevertheless, Faith knew about that training area because June told her almost everything about her time with Noah.


That gave her the idea that the solution to Noah's issue could be inside one of the training areas meant for heroic cultivators. After all, it was more than evident that he needed all the help that he could get in that project.


Even June had admitted that she had required Noah's help to succeed in that secret project. That alone was the proof that he would have a hard time too.


Truth to be told, Noah didn't want to return to the Mausoleum just yet. Its last layer was an area meant for rank 6 cultivators according to Lisa's story, which said that he couldn't explore the entire structure at his current level.


Also, he had just come out of a long series of improvements since the war had allowed him to express his individuality a lot. Once he completed the matter with the higher energy, he would have to dive into other projects that concerned his power as a whole.


However, four years of testing didn't lead him anywhere, and he could only find the reasons behind his failures even if he used the Divine Deduction technique. The actual procedure was still vague in his mind, and he could only test more approaches to find it in his current situation.


'The end of the fifth layer should feature laws since they are a core part of that rank,' Noah thought as he evaluated Faith's suggestion. 'Understanding more about that world can only benefit all my projects and my individuality.'





The idea that he had suppressed in his mind for so long began to take form.


Just a few minutes ago, there were only thoughts concerning the higher energy there. Still, Noah began to believe that the Mausoleum could improve the state of his experiments as he weighed all the pros and cons.


Also, the only other choice was to keep testing blindly, hoping that he would find a direction to pursue soon.


June showed an ugly expression at Faith's words.


On the one hand, she didn't like the idea of Noah going back to the country where he had his first relationship. On the other, she didn't want the two of them to separate.


Yet, she understood that Noah was facing some dangerous hindrances. After all, the explosions alone had made even Elder Estelle worry about the safety of the neutral city.


"Are you sure that this is a good idea?" Daniel asked. "We are still at war with the Empire."


Daniel had become too used to feel amazed in those short minutes that he didn't even flinch when he heard the word "ex-girlfriend". Instead, he offered an objective view of the current political situation.


"Our three forces are still recovering," Faith replied. "I've heard some of the Elders say that we need to wait at least fifty years before moving to the old continent. We aren't losing anything right now, while the Empire rots in a wasteland."


Of course, the old continent wasn't a wasteland, not yet at least. Faith was exaggerating to prove a point.


Isolating the Empire in the old continent would cripple its growth, while the three invading forces had the entire piece of Immortal Lands at their disposal. The gap in power between the two sides would slowly enlarge in that situation already. There was no point in forcing other battles.


Noah knew that well, and he even agreed with the decision of the three forces to stop the war for a few decades. Still, he was considering the idea of visiting the Mausoleum, and that was bound to give birth to other issues that were internal to the three organizations.


The Hive, the Elbas family, and the Council were at peace. None of them would dare to betray one of its allies because the weaker side could pair up with the Empire if the situation were too dire.


That would balance the forces of those Mortal Lands again and waste the assets sacrificed during the war.


Yet, a sudden lack of manpower would inevitably affect their growth. If Noah were to leave, the Hive would gain far less from the neutral city, and it would see its other projects slowing down to make up for the loss of one of its most powerful assets.


There wasn't a real solution to that problem either since the Hive didn't have as many rank 5 cultivators as the other forces.


Noah picked his inscribed notebook and began to send a series of mental messages to the other Elders at that point.


He had never cared about politics, nor bothered to learn how to run an organization. So, he had to rely on the Elders' judgment to see if that was the best moment when starting another mission.


Also, he didn't mind spending other years in Divine Market city. He was improving anyway. The Mausoleum was just an idea that was worth testing, but it wasn't an essential part of his training.


Elder Julia answered after a few minutes, and her words resounded in Noah's mind. "It's not an issue to replace you and Daniel in a few years. The Hive has obtained only barren territories, and the other rank 4 Elders are enough to handle them. Though, you might want to make it an official mission. It's better to involve the other nations in this particular period."
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                        Elder Julia's suggestion was on point. The Hive had the separate dimension and could explore the Odrea nation and its Mausoleum unnoticed. Yet, the other countries would eventually notice the absence of its heroic assets, especially if one of them was the flashy Noah.


It was better to involve the other forces in that mission. After all, the Hive could count on a series of allies that didn't mind keeping secrets from their organizations.


Faith had long lost her interest in the Council. She was more loyal toward June and Noah since they treated her fairly and didn't stop her from acting how she wanted.


The Council even trusted her and felt the need to make up for how it nurtured her. Her peace had benefitted more from breaking its rules than from isolating herself from the world in the end.


The only real issue was the Elbas family.


June wasn't a Royal, and there was a limit to how much the Elbas family trusted her. There was a high chance that it requested for an actual carrier of King Elbas' bloodline to be in a mission that concerned the secrets of the god of the Empire.


"I'll set up a few meetings and keep you updated," Elder Julia said toward the end of her mental message. "Try not to destroy Divine Market city in the meantime."


That matter ended there. It would be up to the higher-ups of the three forces to find an agreement now.


Noah knew that the Council and the Elbas family wouldn't just let the Hive go alone in the Odrea nation. Still, there was a chance that Elder Julia could create favorable conditions if she were subtle enough with her offers.


Every force was busy making up for the losses suffered during the war, and the pieces of information concerning the Odrea nation weren't wholly reliable. So, it was possible to reach an agreement that the Hive could exploit.


More years passed in the neutral city, and the gatherings in Noah's underground quarters continued right under the curiosity of the heroic assets of the other forces.


June and Faith would always return to the structures of their organizations carrying traces of battle, so most heroic cultivators believed that Noah was giving combat lessons. The tremors didn't stop either, and they even became proper earthquakes at some point since Noah kept on increasing the amount of darkness used in his experiments.


Yet, his tests didn't cause any damage, and the other heroic assets didn't dare to complain. Most of them were scared of the fame that accompanied the Demon Prince, but others wanted to join his private circle.


That desire was quite popular. After all, Faith was often in his quarters, and any rank 4 cultivator would feel blessed if someone like Noah taught them how to fight.


Yet, the higher-ups there knew that the Hive was planning something. Elder Julia had announced her interest in exploring the mysterious Odrea nation, but the negotiations proceeded slowly since the other forces had many doubts about her actual intentions.





The offer was compelling though, and they couldn't control the behavior of rank 5 cultivators anyway. Also, the only danger appeared to be the formation around the country, but no one believed that they couldn't convince the citizens to open it when they wanted to leave.


As for what concerned the limitation of the defensive formation, Elder Julia told the other forces that Noah had obtained some key during his stay there.


The fact that the Hive could grant access inside the Odrea nation to heroic cultivators put it in an advantageous position during the meetings, and Elder Julia eventually managed to use that to obtain favorable terms.


Four years after Noah's conveyed the idea to Elder Julia, he, June, Faith, and Daniel left the neutral city to fly toward the western coast of the old continent.


The four of them didn't make any stop and reached directly for the spot where Noah had once left to fly toward the Coral Archipelago. The coastline of the old continent was too far away from the islands, so the Hive's influence was weak there. Yet, the four years of meetings had given it enough time to make the necessary preparations for the task.


Noah took out an inscribed item at the peak of the fifth rank when they reached the beginning of the formation. His mind now was powerful enough to notice it, so finding the perfect spot where to make any potential onlooker lose their traces was rather easy.


The group dived in the sea and dug the rocky seabed right next to the beginning of the formation. Then, Noah threw a soft curtain above him and the others.


The curtain was an inscribed item similar to that used to cover the door inside June's quarters. No rank 5 cultivator would be able to see past it, and their position in the depths of the sea further hindered any investigation.


Noah sent a mental message through his notebook at that point, and a formation lit up under the group's feet and led them inside the separate dimension where the two Demons were waiting for them.


"I hope something is interesting there," Flying Demon said. "I can't even take a look at that damned Stele due to all this secrecy."


Faith couldn't help but show her surprise when she saw the Demons and the separate dimension. However, she had already sworn a pact with the Hive as requested by the agreement. She was expecting to learn some secret.


Noah ignored Flying Demon's words and went directly for the formation in front of him, and Dreaming Demon smiled at her lover before following him. The rest of the group was right behind Noah in a few seconds, and the formation lit up when they stepped on it.


When the halo vanished, Noah found himself in an environment that he hadn't seen for more than a hundred years.


'To think that I'll come back here,' Noah thought as he looked around before setting off toward the sole city in the entirety of that country.


The Odrea nation still lacked any species of magical beasts since the defensive formation, and Mausoleum made use of most of the Breath in the area, but Its number of soldiers appeared to be the same.


Noah swept the area with his mental energy as he flew, followed by his companions. The various human assets on the ground couldn't escape his consciousness, and they didn't notice his presence either.


The group reached for the hidden city and landed in front of the castle built at its center. The guards patrolling there noticed their presence at that point, but they fell asleep as soon as they entered in contact with Faith's aura.


When they reached the main hall of the castle, they found an elderly woman wearing a golden crown smiling at them and greeting them with calm words. "Welcome. I'm happy that the Hooded Devil has decided to return."
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                        Noah studied the old woman with interest, but his eyes widened when he recognized her.


The crowned woman had white hair, but there were a few red strands combed around the golden crown on her head. That particular hairstyle and the red shades reminded him of the girl that the citizens of the Odrea nation called "Lord".


"Lisa?" Noah asked, and the woman's smile widened when she heard her name. Her gesture also confirmed Noah's suggestion, and he couldn't help but analyze her more at that realization.


Lisa was just a rank 3 cultivator in the gaseous stage. Her mind was even in the third rank, so nothing about her could escape the inspection of Noah's consciousness.


Noah knew that Lisa wasn't even a decade younger than him. Still, she had aged too quickly. Her current appearance was too old for a rank 3 cultivator that hadn't lived for more than one hundred and fifty years.


He found the reason behind that quite quickly. Lisa's dantian had a long scar that leaked Breath always.


The injury appeared old, and it seemed that it had never completely healed. Noah guessed that her cultivation had suffered many setbacks, which ultimately led her to age as if she was a commoner.


"You haven't aged a day," Lisa said as she stood from the throne and gazed at his companions. "But this doesn't mean that you didn't change."


Noah could only gaze at the heroic cultivators behind him at those words. When he first arrived in the Odrea nation, he was still a lone cultivator that didn't have any ally. He didn't have any organization behind him either, and his power was too low to make him relevant in the political environment of the world.


However, he wasn't alone anymore now. His journey had eventually led him to find a lover, a couple of friends, and trustworthy companions. He even had one of the strongest organizations in the entirety of those Mortal Lands backing him.


His power put him among the elites of the world too, with only a few old monsters still surpassing his level.


She had met a ruthless warrior more than a hundred years ago, but she only saw a monster that had seized anything that the world had tried to keep away from him now.


"Did you come to free us?" Lisa asked with a bit of helplessness in her tone. She had always believed that someone would eventually repay her kindness, but she wasn't completely delusional.


Noah was clearly above the human ranks, and beings on that level usually didn't care for a bunch of human cultivators. Also, the defensive formation had managed to notice his group only after they crossed the borders of the country, which meant that he had to be exceptional even among the heroic assets.


She was sure that someone with such a high status had other reasons to return in her wasted nation, and the only thing that she could think of was the Mausoleum.


"We'll explore the Mausoleum first," Noah quickly confirmed her suspicions. "You'll join the Hive if we find nothing wrong inside it."





Noah didn't mind if the soldiers of the Odrea nation were to join his organization. They were only human cultivators, but they were experienced warriors that had been forced to fight for their lives since their birth.


Even the best organizations couldn't train warriors so suitable for the cultivation journey. Each one of those soldiers could become a match for the best talents of the world with the right resources, especially the youngest ones.


Yet, he wasn't exaggerating when he said that they had to explore the Mausoleum first.


The god of the Empire was too mysterious, and the entire nation could hide secrets that they couldn't even begin to imagine. Carefulness was the minimum requirement when dealing with something connected with a divine existence.


"I understand," Lisa said as she moved to the back of the hall, where she placed her hand on a specific spot on the wall. A series of inscriptions lit up, and a hidden door opened to reveal a downward rocky passage filled with shining lines.


Everyone in the group of heroic cultivators analyzed those shining lines, and even Noah couldn't help but study them. His mind was now able to notice features that he had missed back then.


The lines were old. Their primary purpose appeared to be the transport of Breath toward the deeper layers of the structure, while also releasing part of it in the environment.


'It resembles an irrigation system that uses Breath instead of water,' Noah thought as he took a step inside the passage. 'Though it can't be so easy.'


The heroic ranks weren't only a matter of density of Breath. There were laws involved at those levels.


So, the claim that the Mausoleum had training areas suitable for cultivators from the first to the sixth rank meant that the deeper layers would theoretically feature something more than just Breath.


"Nina died in battle a few decades ago," Lisa said as soon as she saw Noah stepping inside the passage. "She had a family and even grandkids. They are still alive."


Noah listened to those words but didn't stop his advance. Lisa was scared that he would leave the citizens of the Odrea nation behind after obtaining what he wanted from the Mausoleum. Hers were just words meant to increase the chances to secure a future for her country.


No one in Noah's group spoke as they followed him in the corridor, and even Faith refrained herself from making comments about his ex-girlfriend. The reason for that was the tense aura that had started to leak from June's figure.


Noah took her hand when he noticed her reaction, and she lowered her head to hide her expression.


"I can't help but hating her since she has beaten me in getting you first," June said after heaving a sigh. The truth was that she wasn't jealous of Nina, but her battle intent triggered an instinctive reaction to what she thought to be as a defeat.


"I wouldn't be with you if it weren't for her," Noah said in a warm tone before pointing at the hall ahead. "Be careful. There are rank 1 cultivators here."


June did her best to suppress her consciousness at that point. After all, even the slightest whiff of her mental energy would be enough to kill all the kids cultivating in the first layer.


Curious gazes went for the six strangers that were walking through the Mausoleum. The rank 1 cultivators tried to inspect them with their weak minds, but they could only make out their facial features, without understanding anything about their power.


Noah and the others didn't stop. They walked directly toward the third layer when they found a hundred or so soldiers who kowtowed when they realized that they were in the presence of heroic cultivators.


The group didn't stop there either and strived for the corridor that led toward the fourth layer. Still, they only found a wall that had a teleportation matrix drawn on its surface when they reached its end.
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                        'That was expected, to say the least,' Noah thought when he saw the teleportation matrix at the end of the corridor leading to the fourth layer of the Mausoleum.


Noah's sea of consciousness had been too weak to reach those depths during his stay in the Odrea nation. The shining lines that covered the entirety of that structure used to weigh too much on his mind.


He had never explored past the third layer, but his knowledge of the heroic ranks made him imagine a similar outcome. The deeper parts of the Mausoleum couldn't just rely on the Breath gathered in the country to provide a training area suitable for cultivators at that level.


"I'm beginning to think that my life is just a series of separate dimensions," Flying Demon cursed in a low voice, but Dreaming Demon quickly caressed his shoulder to comfort him.


Noah couldn't blame him for feeling dejected. Flying Demon had spent most of his life inside separate dimensions, and he kept on using one of them to move around the world.


The six of them were alone in that part of the Mausoleum. None of the other rank 3 cultivators in the country could reach that depth since they lacked the means to improve their minds to the limits of the human ranks.


The path ahead was theirs to handle.


Yet, they didn't activate the teleportation matrix immediately. The experts didn't know what they would find on the other side, and the bad experiences of the two Demons were enough to make Noah hesitant about that place.


Still, that didn't mean that they were giving up on their mission. They just needed to make a few preparations beforehand.


The six heroic cultivators didn't exit the Mausoleum. They contacted their organizations right in the corridor as they warned them that the mission could take a while.


Of course, Faith and June made public only a few details concerning the Mausoleum since they intended to leave most of the gains to Noah and the Hive.


The Council didn't mind that Faith might be forced to spend years in the Odrea nation. There wouldn't be battles any time soon, and the loss of a rank 5 cultivator in that period wouldn't affect its overall influence on the continents.


However, both the Hive and the Elbas family expressed their concerns.


The Royals didn't like that there wasn't an actual carrier of King Elbas' bloodline in the mission, but they had to give in to Elder Julia's demands since the Hive held the key to cross the defensive formation. Still, they began to question why the exploration of an isolated nation would require so much time.


The Hive had different complaints instead. With Noah, Daniel, and the two Demons deployed in that mission, most of its power would be gone for the duration of that exploration.


Four rank 5 cultivators weren't assets that it felt comfortable using for something so mysterious. After all, the Hive counted only ten experts at that level, and Danielle!





Continuing in the mission meant almost halving its most powerful assets, which was something that it couldn't decide lightly.


Nevertheless, the prospects of obtaining something connected with the god of the Empire was too appealing, and the fact that the Hive would gain the largest share of the profits wasn't something that it could overlook.


Also, with the Copying Formation active in its most important territories, it would take an army similar to that deployed against the Shandal Empire to take it down. The political situation was in its favor too since the three invading forces had a common enemy, and switching side would bring balance in an otherwise dire situation.


The Council and the Elbas family couldn't risk that in a period when they had to focus on their growth.


The unexpected happened in those days. Chasing Demon decided to intervene since it wasn't clear which path was better to pursue and sent a direct message to the experts of the Hive deployed in the Odrea nation. Even Daniel received it. "Organizations aren't meant to hold back talents, but to make them bloom. Press forward, fight, grow, and don't hesitate. The Hive has thrived in barren islands. It won't fall in a blessed land."


Elder Julia then sent them a detailed schedule of the projects of the Hive to reassure the experts.


It seemed that Chasing Demon would spend the following years spreading the Copying Formation in the barren territories obtained recently. His figure would be out in the open in that period, and his sole sight would scare away any force that intended to exploit that temporary weakness of the Hive to slow down its growth.


The Demons, Noah, and Daniel could wholeheartedly focus on their mission after they learnt about that.


With the Council and the Hive set on proceeding with the exploration, the Elbas family felt forced to give in to their demands and let go of the idea to send a carrier of King Elbas' bloodline there.


As for the citizens of the Odrea nation, they were living a rare period of peace. The Empire had interrupted its training after the defeat in the new continent. Those soldiers wouldn't mind waiting a bit more to obtain their freedom.


"Let me go first," Dreaming Demon said when the group had settled everything and was ready to activate the teleportation matrix.


"Us," Flying Demon added as he stood side by side with his lover in front of the formation.


Noah didn't object. They were the strongest members of the group, and they had a better chance to face what the separate dimension hid. Also, they had the special inscribed notebooks that Thirty-seven had ideated, so there was a chance that they could warn the others once they were on the other side.


The matrix didn't need external Breath. The formation inside the Mausoleum provided it with all the required energy already. It activated as soon as the two Demons touched its lines.


The two of them vanished after the lines released a blinding light, and Noah and the others waited for them to update them on the situation on the other side. Yet, there seemed to be no need to use the notebooks since Flying Demon reappeared a few minutes later and urged them to join him.


"It's better if you see it with your eyes," Flying Demon said, and the group of five touched the shining lines that enveloped them with white light, before transporting them on the other side of the matrix.


The white light still shone in Noah's eyes when the effects of the teleportation vanished, but he quickly discovered that the sky was the cause of that phenomenon.


The sky was entirely white and radiated a constant light that shone on the azure terrain that seemed to spread endlessly in every direction.


Noah thought about something when he saw that scene, and the two Demons turned toward him when they understood that he was having ideas similar to theirs. The three of them couldn't help but think about the sculpture that they had seen in the Mortal Palace.
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                        The new environment had a white sky that radiated a perpetual light and an azure terrain that contained quantities of Breath that human cultivators couldn't withstand.


That sight was far more than peculiar, but the experts in Noah's group had seen those strange features already. The azure terrain was an iconic quality of the piece of Immortal Lands, and all six of them had seen a similar light on the other side of the fissure created during God's Right Hand's ascension.


Still, it was hard to make a connection with the higher plane, especially for cultivators that didn't have access to the knowledge contained inside the Mortal Palace.


It wasn't a matter of lack of intelligence. Rather, the experts there couldn't make the most immediate and reasonable deduction because it was too incredible to even think about it.


Yet, that didn't apply to Noah and the two Demons.


The three of them had seen the sculpture that represented the universe known by Divine Architect. There was a bigger sphere in that structure, and its color was of the same pure white that filled the sky right now.


Also, they had already made that connection during God's Right Hand ascension, so it was easier for them to think of that insane possibility.


"Is this a more ambitious replica?" Flying Demon asked.


"The god of the Empire should be far older than her," Noah promptly refused that hypothesis. "And this Shandal Empire had just appeared in the period when she left. The timelines don't fit."


The three of them had a vague idea of when Divine Architect had lived. According to the records retrieved in the Mortal Palace, she had ascended six thousand years ago. The Shandal Empire had been only a few centuries old in that period.


Noah and the Demons didn't know the limits of the divine entities, but the pieces of information in their possession seemed to lead in a different direction. There was the chance that the god of the Empire had interacted with Divine Architect, but that white dimension didn't seem her style.


Of course, those were just hypotheses. None of them knew what the god of the Empire did when he disappeared. He might have returned to the Mortal Lands sooner and interacted with the divine entities of that time only to commission that work.


"We should focus on another topic," Dreaming Demon intervened. "Finding out what this is has the priority over uncovering the reasons behind its creation."


June, Faith, and Daniel watched that interaction with confused expressions, but they didn't divert their focus from the world around them.


The separate dimension appeared immense, and it had a density of Breath similar to that of the new continent. The formation was in the middle of a vast and barren plain that featured a series of solitary mountains in the distance.


There were no visible edges. The plain stretched in every direction and led to different environments that the group couldn't see from their position.





Also, there were a few strands of grass growing sparsely on that otherwise lifeless terrain.


The fact that a separate dimension was able to give birth to lifeforms wasn't something that they could ignore. It was as if they were inside an actual world rather than inside something created by powerful existences.


Noah and the Demons had already gone past those considerations. They were doing their best to find something that denied their initial idea of that place. Still, everything seemed to point in that direction.


"We have to face it," Dreaming Demon continued. "It even fits what we know about the issue of the god of the Empire."


"Yes," Flying Demon said with a tinge of unwillingness in his tone. "But why leaving after you have built this place. Does he take away pieces every time to bring them here?"


"There was a black dot on the white sphere of the sculpture," Noah concluded, and even more unwillingness filled the Demon's expressions at his words.


Even if they didn't know much, their ideas seemed too on point to deny it.


"Do you mind explaining?" June asked as she kicked Noah's ankle to claim his attention.


Faith and Daniel couldn't help but nod internally at that gesture. They didn't want to be the ones to interrupt the conversation among those threatening entities.


Only then did Noah realize that the three of them had yet to make the connection, and he didn't mind solving their doubts. "This appears to be a replica of the Immortal Lands or some dimension built with actual pieces of the higher plane."


As soon as he mentioned the Immortal Lands, the three of them made the connection with the details seen throughout their lives. The similarity of that dimension with what they knew about the higher plane soon became too evident to ignore.


A wave of amazement swept them at that point. The sole idea that there was such a treasure hidden right in front of their eyes was incredible!


Yet, it all made sense when they took into account that they had lived the entirety of their lives sharing those Mortal Lands with a divine entity that didn't appear in public too often.


"We press forward, right?" Flying Demon asked, and Noah's eyebrow arched as he answered him. "Do I have to remind you what we didn't when we spotted the Mortal Palace?"


Both Demons revealed a smile at his words, and they set off to explore the area from a broader perspective. Noah quickly followed them, and the other three experts did the same.


They didn't need an explanation to understand that they weren't retreating.


As the six of them flew higher, they noticed that the white radiance began to affect their mental spheres. The sky exuded a pressure that prevented weak living beings to come close to it.


The only issue was that even rank 5 cultivators were just weak existences in the eyes of a higher plane.


The group rose in the air, but it felt soon forced to stop. The white light had begun to affect their mental capabilities, and only Dreaming Demon appeared able to press forward in her climb.


However, she stopped with her companions anyway since they had reached a height that gave them enough vision of the surrounding areas.


The environment that filled their vision resembled the new continent, with the only exception that the white radiance filled every corner of that world. There wasn't any magical beast in their view, but other sparse plants started to appear once they moved their focus on the distance.


There wasn't any wind there, which gave an eternal aura to the scene. It felt as if those territories were immune to the passage of time and would remain in that state forever.


"Shall we start with the back and see if there is some difference with the path forward?" Flying Demon asked, and his companions didn't even need to nod to express their approval. They flew past the formation to search for the edges of that place.
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                        The group soon discovered that it wasn't hard to keep track of their position even if they lacked clear signals. The density of Breath in the air would decrease as they flew toward what they believed was the back of the dimension since it was in the opposite verse of the passage.


They even started to find more complex lifeforms. The first trees appeared after they left the plain, and small patches of bushlands began to fill the terrain that kept on becoming darker as they distanced themselves from the teleportation matrix.


The only issue with their exploration was the constant white light radiated by the sky, which ultimately forced them to advance on foot.


There was no night in that strange world. The sky kept on shining endlessly, without ever stopping pushing the limits of their minds. Even with seas of consciousness in the fifth rank, the six experts couldn't sustain that continuous pressure that tried to pierce the walls of their spheres.


Reaching the ground didn't solve that problem. As weeks passed, even the subtle pressure that reached the ground started to weigh on their minds and force them to take cover from the sight of that oppressing sky.


The six of them had to dig deep caves to avoid direct contact with the white light and take short breaks to shake off the pressure accumulated during the exploration.


Only a day or two of rest were enough for their minds to return to their peak. Still, the fact that they needed to hide from the light in the first place made them understand that the dimension wasn't meant for beings on that level.


Of course, that wasn't something that affected them too much.


The radiance of the sky was a positive influence on their mental spheres since it strengthened their walls. Noah even found himself flying alone at times to keep his training schedule going.


Also, he required all the pressure that he could get if he wanted to rely on the properties of his mental energy again. In his opinion, the separate dimension had already met the requirements of a training area suitable for heroic cultivators.


As they explored further, the azure ground started to turn brown due to the lack of Breath in its fabric. The environment had begun to lose the properties that made it part of a higher plane and was returning to the standards of the Mortal Lands.


It was at that point that the group saw the first magical beasts of the separate dimension.


They were rare creatures in the fourth rank that lazily fed on the Breath in the environment for their nourishment, but a few of them engaged in messy fights with beasts on a similar level. The population of that fauna increased as the ground became completely brown, and even some creatures in the human ranks began to appear.


The beasts' level decreased as they pressed forward, but their number increased since those areas were incredible for beings in the human ranks. Their lack of a sea of consciousness also made them ignore the constant pressure radiated from the sky, so they didn't experience any drawback when they hunted on the surface.





The limits of the dimension eventually arrived, and they appeared as a cracked cliff that led to a void often seen in similar structures.


The six experts turned at that point and continued to analyze the environment as they made their way back to the teleportation matrix. They had a general direction and had gathered some data by then. It was time to dive deeper into the dimension.


Noah had hunted and studied some magical beasts along the way, but he couldn't find any difference from the creatures that populated the outside world. They even tasted the same, so he quickly gave up on the hypothesis that they could carry unusual features due to that unique environment.


The only pattern that he could see in their species was that the creatures that could live underground were more populated.


That led him to conclude that the sky affected them in some way that he couldn't see in the span of a few weeks. After all, he didn't see any flying creature in that period, and even the tallest beasts were rarer compared to the smallest.


There seemed to be a natural selection that privileged the creatures that put as much distance as possible with the sky.


Most of the data gathered from beasts in the human ranks though were unreliable since those creatures had yet to become proper inhabitants of those land.


They were too weak to reach for the territories where the ground was utterly blue and matched the requirement of a higher plane. Even the beasts in the heroic ranks found right after the teleportation matrix suffered from the same issue.


The group was seeing only the bottom of the food chain. The creatures that had gained from that environment had to be those living in the central areas.


Noah and the others took a break when they reached the formation and walked toward the solitary mountains in the distance. That side of the dimension followed a similar pattern, and complex living beings began to appear as the group left the plain to enter that new area. The only difference was in the power of the lifeforms there, which were far stronger compared to those found on the other side.


Magical plans and beasts started to show their presence as the group strived forward, uncaring of the continually increasing density of Breath in the air. Beings not limited to the lower tier of the fourth rank became a common sight in that mysterious land.


It seemed that only the area around the teleportation matrix was devoid of the presence of lifeforms that could increase their power. At the same time, the rest of the world was incredibly similar to the new continent when it first fell.


Some rare flying creatures began to appear too. Noah recognized most of those species and noted that all of them were the strongest kinds of those types of magical beasts.


It seemed that the sky belonged only to the various species carrying the best features of their types.


Noah didn't stop his studies of the fauna during the exploration. Some of those species showed some of the improvements that they had gained due to that extreme environment. It wasn't anything special. They just had slightly stronger innate abilities, but that feature started to manifest itself more often as the group moved toward the center of the dimension.


However, an unexpected event happened as they made their way through the valleys formed by the solitary mountains. A soft gale started to blew from a random direction and swept the six cultivators with its warm air.


The members of Noah's group didn't overthink about it since they were more interested in the lifeforms around them. Still, their consciousnesses became thinner under the influence of that wind, and their minds expanded until they reached a mental state similar to that experienced by Noah during the transformation.
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                        Noah was able to maintain his control during that sudden sensation because he had already experienced it once.


His mind returned to the peculiar state that he had experienced during the transformation. The world of the laws lay bare in front of his eyes, and the simple movement of his mental energy made him reach new levels of understanding.


Yet, that sensation vanished as soon as the gale crossed them and dispersed in the air.


Daniel and Faith fell on their knees when their consciousness lost their connection with the laws. They felt as if they had become devoid of any power as their minds returned to a normal state.


However, their individualities soon filled their bodies and gave them back the strength that they had nurtured for all those years.


June wavered too, but she managed to remain on her feet even if she gasped for air when her mental waves showed their presence again in the material world.


Only Noah and the Demons didn't experience any drawbacks after that sudden event. Still, their eyes scanned the environment with sharp movements as they tried to find the cause of that phenomenon.


The truth was that even the three of them had felt scared when they lost control of their minds. Noah's dread surpassed even that of the two Demons since he had thought that something had gone wrong with his body, and he was about to turn into a Cursed Dragon.


However, that experience had been entirely harmless, except for the few seconds of struggles that Faith, June, and Daniel were going through. Actually, it seemed that the auras of the six of them had become slightly more intense after they stabilized.


"What was that!?" Daniel exclaimed as he struggled to stand up, and Faith did the same as she clung on June's robe. Yet, June wasn't entirely stable and was about to fall at that pull, but Noah took her in his arms, lifting Faith in the process.


He didn't answer Daniel's question since he wasn't sure about what they had experienced either. He could only connect the soft gale to that temporary improvement of their consciousness, but he couldn't explain the phenomenon.


Dreaming Demon though had more experience in that field and gave a short explanation that could provide them with an idea of what had happened. "That wind has forced our minds to attune with the laws. I don't know how something like this is possible, but it can help heroic cultivators if they experience it every once in a while."


It was needless to say that her words gave origin to waves of shock inside her companions. After all, the laws were the last step of the heroic ranks!


"It was indeed similar to that moment," June said as she clung onto Noah while her gaze wandered through the scenery. In her mind, she was trying to remember the sensations that she had just experienced in the hope that she could enter that state by herself at some point.


Noah understood the reason behind the different reactions of the members of his group at Dreaming Demon's words. It became clear that only cultivators who had already gazed upon the world of the laws could withstand that forced enlightenment without suffering any drawbacks.





Noah had his experiences during the transformation and the rare moments of enlightenment when he experimented with his darkness. His mind touched upon that world too during his sessions of meditation, even if only for short instants.


The two Demons were on higher stages inside the fifth rank, and they had a divine existence as their Master. They had already expressed their individuality enough and were on the phase where they had to learn how to wield the laws.


Dreaming Demon was above her lover in terms of understanding since she didn't have to go through one thousand years of stagnation, but her power had always been incredible. After all, she was a rank 5 cultivator in the solid stage.


Still, Flying Demon had recovered during his period inside the Hive, and he was a proud existence at the peak of the liquid stage even if some of his potential had been wasted in Divine Architect's dimension. His path had reached the point where he had to learn how to wield laws too, so his interaction with that world happened more than often.


As for the other three cultivators in their group, only June had interacted with the laws once. Her enlightenment had arrived after the session of dual cultivation with Noah when she used the two types of sparks in her possession to give birth to her higher energy.


Yet, it had been just a glimpse at that time. The forced enlightenment that she had experienced now had lasted more.


"Is this even possible?" Noah asked as he caressed June's hair. "Are there winds that force enlightenments a feature of the Immortal Lands?"


That discovery was too surprising for someone like Noah, who was so keen on optimizing his training. If he found a way to study and exploit those winds, his understanding of the world would increase by leaps and bounds, and it would give him access to broader knowledge about the Breath.


Creating higher energy wouldn't be a problem at that point, and even other projects would be far easier if he could reach the understanding of a peak rank 5 cultivator!


However, nothing was free in the world of Heaven and Earth. Their fairness had to apply everywhere, even in innately good things.


Dreaming Demon didn't fail to notice the eagerness in his gaze and decided to explain the matter further and in all its aspects. "While every enlightenment is generally good, the fact that it is forced is an issue. The wind doesn't affect your mind. It simply carries raw and chaotic laws that your consciousness analyzes when it comes in contact with them. A small whiff can improve your general understanding, but a storm would shred your individuality apart."


"Are you saying that there could be storms up there?" Noah asked, and a tinge of eagerness appeared in his tone when he thought at the countless possibilities in which a divine being could make use of that phenomenon.


"Noah," Dreaming Demon sighed before speaking again, "I've just discovered that there probably are winds made of laws in the Immortal Lands. According to the logic of this world, storms should exist as a form of calamity for divine beings, but I suggest you run away if you ever happen to encounter them."


Of course, Dreaming Demon was trying to be reasonable because she knew that Noah found it hard to hold back when it came to improving his power quickly. Yet, she would gladly follow him inside a storm of laws if he found a way to exploit its potential.


Nevertheless, they had to study that dimension first since it could give them a significant advantage once and if they managed to ascend. Since the wind could carry laws there, there was a chance that other dangerous natural events happened in the central areas.
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                        The sudden event increased the eagerness of the group to uncover the secrets of that separate dimension. Still, they had to take a break before resuming their journey toward the central areas. They wanted to assimilate the gains obtained before approaching territories that were bound to be more dangerous.


Their advance resumed, but they paid particular attention to any trace of wind as they moved forward. Dreaming Demon was right when she said that they shouldn't abuse those chaotic laws, but that didn't mean that they had to avoid them altogether.


Those laws helped them broaden their understanding of the next step in the heroic ranks and weren't harmful if taken in small quantities. Right now, only the two Demons were attempting to wield laws, while the others were still expressing their individualities.


Noah almost lost interest in the magical beasts after that. He would still analyze the creatures that he found along the way, but understanding the structure of the fauna had lost the priority when he found a way to improve his power quickly.


Also, the food chain appeared to be quite simple, and the unique features of the specimens living there weren't so special either.


The fauna was various, but there was an abundance of magical beasts that could live underground. So many different species normally wouldn't live in the same regions, even in ones with a terrain that came from the Immortal Lands.


Hence, Noah thought that the god of the Empire had thrown them there, without caring about creating any balance or functioning ecosystem. He had just let the natural selection take its course.


Of course, that was just a hypothesis. Still, Noah had reasons to believe that the Almighty had never planned to manage the creatures there.


No expert in the magical beasts' field would have put flying creatures in a world where the sky was an enemy. It was just a waste of resources to place beings unsuitable for an environment, and that didn't act as the primary source of food for the other species.


In Noah's trained eyes, they were little more than ornaments meant to make that dimension look prettier.


As for the special features, any living being growing and feeding on the fantastic ground of the Immortal Lands would be stronger than its peers. It wasn't a surprise that the creatures there had better bodies and could launch slightly stronger attacks.


It wasn't even a matter of Breath. The energy carried by the magical beasts there was almost the same as the creatures in the outside world.


Still, the constant nurturing of those lands made them grow with natural enhanced abilities. It was as if they were the best version that their species had to offer.


The density of Breath increased as they move forward, but the white light radiated by the sky maintained the same intensity. It was a constant, wearing pressure that tried to make its way inside the mental spheres of the beings that it illuminated.





The increased density didn't affect the humans in Noah's group. They were heroic cultivators that absorbed the Breath inside the matter. That raw form of energy didn't help in their cultivation.


Yet, it was different for hybrids and magical beasts.


Noah felt rejuvenated whenever he breathed as the group reached the areas where the first creatures in the fifth rank began to appear. There were both plants and beasts in those territories, and the environment completely abandoned its barrenness to make room for various sceneries.


Bushlands, forests, prairie, those territories of the separate dimension offered all kinds of eerie landscapes filled by powerful lifeforms. Also, the wind blew more often too in those areas.


The six cultivators had managed to find only another soft gale as they reached for those lands, but they found two more of them as they explored those places full of life.


There didn't seem to be an actual connection between those two factors. According to Dreaming Demon's hypotheses, the higher density of Breath had more chances to give birth to that messy accumulation of laws.


The sky had some influence on that phenomenon too. The experts in the outside world would have seen it happen naturally in the new continent otherwise.


However, the group soon realized that the higher presence of gales didn't benefit them.


The winds started to become more violent and dense as they pressed forward. They were still somewhat soft, but the number of chaotic laws that they contained had already surpassed what cultivators on their level were able to handle.


The group switched from searching for gales to avoiding them, with only Dreaming Demon being able to immerse herself in that broader understanding.


Flying Demon struggled when he saw his lover training so hard in those dangerous environments. He had the understanding and power to follow her inside those winds. However, his individuality still carried the scar left by his thousand years spent in the solitude of Divine Architect's dimension.


His existence was too unstable to merge with those laws and come out intact.


On the other hand, Noah's attention had gone back to the fauna of that place.


There were dozens of magical beasts in the fifth rank in the few areas that they had explored, and that was only one side of that immense place. There was a high chance that the opposite part of the dimension followed a similar structure and featured the same number of powerful creatures that could help him nourishing his body.


'Reaching the sixth rank doesn't seem impossible anymore with the sea, this dimension, and the other world,' Noah thought as they crossed another region with seven magical beasts and plants in the fifth rank.


With the winds made of raw laws, an environment that tried to imitate a higher plane, and the various powerful lifeforms, the Mausoleum had earned its claim to have training areas suitable for heroic cultivators.


At some point in their exploration, Noah sensed something strange in the air.


His body and mind gave birth to an innate awareness that even cultivators at higher stages would find it hard to match. Also, his survival instinct was a whole league above humans and simple beasts'.


When they reached a prairie that divided the six of them from an azure river, Noah sensed a certain tension in the air, and his body didn't hesitate to send basic pieces of information to his mind so that it could turn them into actual thought.


It took less than an instant for him to understand the cause of that sensation, and he gestured to the others around him to stop before warning them with a single word. "Ambush."


His warning triggered a reaction from the creatures that were lying in wait, and four giant snakes in the upper tier of the fifth rank materialized on the ground only to pounce at the group of humans.


One of the snakes showed a surprised expression when it saw that Noah had blocked its sneak attack with his bare hand and began to speak human words as panic filled its mind. "We must stash food! The storm is coming!"



						




                    


                
				
                    877. Leader

					
					

                    
                        Noah had only needed one hand to stop the charge of the snake. His body was in the upper tier now, which matched the strength of the snakes. Yet, he had fused with a dragon, so his physical strength was slightly above that of his opponent.


Of course, Noah would overwhelm it in that field if the snake was only a magical beast. Still, the words that it had spoken made everyone realize that they were facing hybrids.


Also, that hybrid had used the language of the other Mortal Lands, which didn't leave many doubts about their origin. The god of the Empire had probably put them inside the separate dimension after they lost the war.


There was another possibility though.


None of the cultivators there knew how the Immortal Lands worked. There was a high chance that hybrids lived in the higher plane since two of the two known Mortal Lands had managed to give birth to those species.


It was only reasonable that such creatures lived up there.


However, Noah felt that their language couldn't be a coincidence since they had just won the war against the other world. It would have been a different story if they had used an unknown language, but Noah had already drawn his conclusion in the matter since that wasn't the case.


Moreover, Noah didn't want to overthink about their origin since he had made his mind to capture at least one of them!


His decision didn't come only from the possible information concerning that dimension in possession of those creatures. The Hive needed as many assets it could get and the experts in the fifth rank were hard to groom. Forcing at least one of those hybrids to join his organization could only benefit its power as a whole.


Noah smirked as he fixed his eyes on those of the panicking snake. The truth was that he had always preferred to fight against magical beasts because they allowed him to express the power of his body to its fullest.


Two pairs of reptilian eyes exchanged a long gaze before they decided to break that stalemate.


Noah stabbed his fingers in the scaled skin over the snake's mouth and tightened his grip to tear away a large chunk of its flesh. The snake's survival instinct kicked in at that point and activated its innate ability to put some distance from that threatening human.


Its body became ethereal until it completed merged with the environment. The snake completely disappeared, and Noah found himself unable to locate it anymore.


His consciousness didn't sense anything, and even the wound that he had inflicted didn't leave any trail. It was as if that more than fifty meters long creature had wholly vanished without leaving any track.


'Just as I thought,' Noah concluded in his mind when he saw that ability for the second time. 'The four of them are Ghostly Snakes.'


A series of information appeared in his mind as he reviewed what he knew about that species.


The main feature of the Ghostly Snakes was their ability to merge with the environment and suppress their presence. In that state, they would be almost invulnerable and could cross any material. They wouldn't be able to affect the matter either though, which they compensated with their powerful bodies.





Also, they had an earth aptitude, which was a feature worth considering since they weren't only magical beasts.


Noah's expanded his consciousness to its limits and let his instincts roam free inside his mind. Only his body could help him sense the presence of the snake once it entered that immaterial state.


However, even when he sharpened his senses, he could only sense a certain tension in the air and link it to a beast preparing an ambush. He couldn't pinpoint where the next attack would arrive, nor when.


He would only be able to sense it when it deactivated its immaterial form.


'I want to see if you dare to come then,' Noah's smirk widened, and a calm coldness invaded his eyes as strands of black smoke started to come out of his body.


Noah didn't want to scare the snake away. So, he let the smoke fly higher in the sky and disperse in the environment. That was a bait. He was trying to show part of his power to make the snake think that the corrosive smoke was his defensive measure.


Of course, such strategies wouldn't work against an actual cultivator. They were just simple tactics that exploited the instincts of the magical beasts.


Even an apex predator would find it strange if its prey were too easy to kill. So, Noah had to show that he was ready to struggle for his life if he wanted his opponent to attack him.


The snake was panicking and could only think about stashing food. When it saw the corrosive smoke coming out of Noah's body, it felt the danger that it radiated. Still, it also sensed that its body could withstand it for enough time to reduce the cultivator to a pulp.


Once it made those instinctive calculations, the snake neared Noah and spread its ethereal maws to surround his figure. Its body started to become material at that point, and it quickly closed its mouth to crush his prey in one attack.


Yet, the snake's vision suddenly turned dark, and a burning sensation filled its mouth. When the light returned to its world, the snake could see how a series of ethereal white flames were burning the internal skin of its mouth and throat.


Nevertheless, it didn't have time to focus on those flames since a dangerous sensation filled its mind and made it forget about the storm.


Noah had already activated the complete Demonic Form by the time the snake managed to move its attention away from its mouth. Four additional arms had raised from his torso to wield four copies of the Demonic sword.


The snake felt the need to run, but it was too late. Not even activating its innate ability could allow it to dodge that attack.


Time seemed to stop when Noah slashed, but the pain arrived far quicker than the snake imagined. When it turned, it saw a deep cut originating from the left corner of its mouth and ending somewhere in the middle of its body.


The snake felt relieved at the beginning. It seemed that the cultivator had missed all the vital organs.


Yet, Noah released a roar as he raised his six arms once again in the air and prepared to launch the second form of the Dragon's Claw martial art again. The cry carried a simple meaning, but the intense pride that only a hybrid in the upper tier could radiate backed it.


Noah's cry reached deep inside the snake's instincts, but its mental sphere translated that roar in human words nonetheless. "Surrender or die!"


The snake could only lower its head in fear at that point. Its instincts forced it to recognize Noah as its leader.



						




                    


                
				
                    878. Submission

					
					

                    
                        "Accept it," Noah said in a beast voice as he placed his hand over the lowered head of the snake. The black smoke that made his scaled armor dispersed as he poured his darkness inside the body of the hybrid.


His darkness took the form of a series of small swords that fused with specific vital parts of the snake. They reached its heart, its lungs, its spine, and even its dantian before merging with those organs.


That was the Shadow Chain spell that Noah had obtained from the Shandal Empire as a payment for his insights into the hybrid's topic. Still, that spell had undergone so many modifications that it barely resembled the original.


Generally speaking, Noah's individuality wasn't meant to suppress his enemies. He was pure destruction when it came to battles, and the original diagram of the Shadow Chain spell wouldn't even work when his darkness fueled it.


Yet, Noah didn't want to give up on the possibility to capture strong existences alive.


It wasn't just a matter of preserving the state of the magical beasts. Noah intended to use it to capture powerful cultivators that he would use to improve the level of his mental sphere. After all, his status as a hybrid in the upper tier was enough to suppress most creatures. Still, cultivators would rarely follow someone willingly, especially an enemy that intended to kill them.


Therefore, Noah had applied substantial modification to the diagram of the Shadow Chain spell to force it to work.


His efforts hadn't been in vain, but his new ability saw a couple of restrictions applied to its functioning.


Noah had to personally defeat the existence that he wanted to submit for the spell to work correctly. The centers of power of his targets would naturally oppose the small swords otherwise and prevent them from fusing with their tissues.


The second requirement was that the defeated existences had to accept the intrusion of those foreign forms of energy and let them seal part of their power.


That was the hardest requirement to meet when dealing with cultivators since their strong wills usually didn't allow them to submit too quickly. Yet, Noah could only work with what he had, and he couldn't go against his individuality.


The snake didn't suffer during the procedure, but it felt the swords taking roots in its tissues and radiating violent energy. Also, it could sense the connection that they had with Noah, which made it think of him like a pack leader rather than a jailer.


Noah swept the huge snake with his mental energy when he completed the spell. He wanted to be sure that nothing had gone wrong during the procedure since that was his first time using it on something so strong.


The reason behind his outstanding battle prowess was his body. Since the breakthrough in the upper tier, the power of Noah's martial art had reached another level. It was far above his spells in terms of sheer strength, especially when it came to his second form since it made use of all the centers of power of a hybrid.





However, his spells were still on the level of a rank 5 cultivator in the gaseous stage. His darkness and aptitude made them match experts at the peak of that stage, but they weren't deadly attacks in the eyes of a creature in the upper tier.


Even if Noah had long crossed the halfway mark of the gaseous stage, his spells weren't as effective as he wished against magical beasts on that level.


Nevertheless, the Shadow Chain spell, renamed Shadow Swords spell after the modifications, would still create severe injuries if the snake tried to break it forcefully. After all, the swords had fused with the tissues of vital organs. They could almost kill the creature if they detonated in those spots.


Once he made sure that the spell was working fine, Noah turned to see the battles of his companions.


The two Demons had taken a snake each as their opponents. They were existences far more potent than the other members of their group and could take care of those hybrids that didn't seem able to use spells in their panicked state.


June, Faith, and Daniel instead were facing the last snake with some difficulty. The three of them found it hard to inflict injuries on that powerful creature, but the fact that they outnumbered it and that it didn't use spells made it a viable battle.


The ability to become immaterial of that species was quite threatening for cultivators that didn't have a hybrid body. However, the Demons were on a level where their defensive spells could match the physical strength of their opponents, and the trio could pile their protective methods to obtain similar results.


Noah felt glad when he saw that none of those snakes appeared to have entered the bestial mental state that he had noticed when he fought the Sonic Hawks. Their minds didn't reach any complete awareness and were still struggling to decide if they wanted to be beasts or humans.


That put them in a spot where they could still become useful assets for the Hive, which meant that the group had to do anything in their power to submit them.


Dreaming Demon's battle ended a few minutes after Noah's. It was hard to submit magical beasts without the ability to command them, but her individuality allowed her to interfere with the fabric of the world. Affecting a creature weaker than her barely took any effort.


Dreaming Demon's snake appeared hypnotized after enough of her mental waves had seeped into its body. It even lowered its head to become a mount for the solid stage expert.


Flying Demon was the next to end his battle. His snake had turned into a statue made of ice covered by hundreds of white flowers.


The two Demons thought in the same way as Noah. Those hybrids were more useful alive since the Hive could interact with them through Noah.


It would be a waste to kill them when they could nurture them to become powerful assets that would increase the number of higher-ups of the Hive.


As for the trio's battle, their fight was obviously taking longer than the others.


Faith and Daniel were only cultivators in the gaseous stage and didn't have access to any technique that could make them near the power of a beast in the upper tier. Their attacks could barely leave white marks on the gray scales of their opponent.


However, June's sparks were filling the gaps left in the defensive measures, and her power was quickly nearing the limits of the gaseous stage. It wouldn't take much until she became able to hurt the creature.


Noah's snake though hissed in fear after the battle had continued for half an hour, and Noah turned only to see that his submitted hybrid was trembling as it stared at a specific point in the distance.


Noah focused his eyes and consciousness in that spot, and his survival instinct kicked in when he saw a series of tornados coming in their direction.
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                        The winds of laws were hard to sense. The seas of consciousness of rank 5 cultivators were still getting used to that form of energy, which made it impossible for them to notice the winds.


During their exploration, Noah had the others had to rely on their eyes to find those gales.


That wasn't very practical since the group couldn't make use of their strongest scanning tool. Still, that dimension aimed to imitate the Immortal Lands according to their hypotheses. It was only normal for beings in the heroic ranks to be unsuitable for that environment.


Noah realized that they didn't have time to escape from the path of the tornados in time as soon as he saw them. That colossal storm was advancing so quickly that it would envelop that area in a bit more than a minute!


"Dive underground!" Noah shouted, and his words mixed with the growls that he instinctively released in that moment of danger. "Storm!"


June, Faith, and Daniel didn't divert their attention from the battle since the Ghostly Snake was too dangerous for them. Yet, the creature reacted at Noah's roars and materialized next to its sealed companion to stare at the storm.


At that point, the trio could join the Demons in their amazed stares toward the imminent calamity.


The sides of that battle had vanished as soon as everyone became aware of the incoming storm. There was no point in fighting when they would die if they didn't find cover soon.


"Now!" Noah's roars accompanied his words as he punched the ground and began to dig a tunnel as quickly as he could. The snake restrained by his spell struggled for a second before deciding to follow him, enlarging the passage that he had created in the process.


The other hybrid next to it hesitated. It wasn't under the control of the cultivators, but its mind was a mess, and it could only think of ways to escape from that situation.


The sky was almost a forbidden area for beings with a mental sphere, and the storm was too tall anyway. There was no chance that it could reach a safe altitude in time.


The same went for the other directions. The tornados were faster than any other creature in the fifth rank, so it was impossible to escape from their area of destruction.


Only the underground world could offer some safety, but it would still take time to reach the depths necessary to avoid that calamity altogether. The snake was decreasing its chances of survival with every passing second.


Its instincts ultimately forced it to follow Noah and the other snake in the tunnel. In its mind, the fact that they had been enemies just a few seconds ago had lost any importance in front of certain death.


June, Faith, and Daniel didn't reach for Noah's tunnel but began to use their spells to dig through the terrain. As they kept on digging, their teamwork improved, and they even reached a speed similar to Noah.


The Demons didn't have problems either on the digging aspect, and they even had a submitted snake helping them in the process. The only issue was that they had to leave the frozen hybrid behind.





The frozen snake was still alive. It couldn't enter a space-ring. Also, it was in a coiled pose, which meant that Flying Demon would need to enlarge the hole by a few dozens of meters if he wanted to bring it with him.


Noah had given up on punching through the azure terrain at some point and was directly headbutting the ground to increase his digging speed. The two snakes enlarged the tunnel that he had created as they followed closely behind him.


There was no destination nor a safe area in his mind. Noah only knew that he had to go as deep as he could before the storm enveloped the region.


The tornados eventually reached that area, and the entirety of the underground world started to tremble as they unleashed their destructive power on the environment.


The matter of the world would directly disintegrate when it came in contact with the chaotic and dense laws carried by those wild winds. The laws inside it would then become part of the tornados and make them even thicker.


Noah saw the ground around him trembling and cracking under the influence of the storm, but he kept on digging as he waited for the calamity to end.


The tremors only lasted for a few seconds. The tornados were incredibly fast, and it took them only a few instants to cross the entirety of the region.


Noah stopped when he sensed that the area was now stable, and his consciousness expanded to look for the other cultivators on his group. His mental waves quickly found the Demons and the trio who were safe in their tunnels.


"Let's wait for two parts of incense just to be sure," Dreaming Demon said through her consciousness when she sensed the mental waves of her companions interacting with her.


The lack of tremors was a reliable indicator that the storm had gone away. Still, that dimension tried to imitate the Immortal Lands. There was too much that they didn't know, so it was better to play it safe.


The groups resurfaced after two minutes and stared at the destruction caused by the tornados. The plain was a mess filled with cracks and uneven boulders now, and there was no trace of the frozen snake anywhere. There wasn't even a single shard of ice there.


The vegetation had disappeared too, and the only thing that had survived was the azure river in the distance.


Noah and the others became interested in the river when they saw that it was still in its previous state, but they had to settle an important matter before they could resume the exploration. Of the three surviving snakes, they had submitted two of them, but the last one had returned to its immaterial form during the trip back to the surface.


Noah knew that it was still in the area because he could sense the tense atmosphere that it created. However, he couldn't do anything while it was in that form.


"You," Noah said as he turned to his submitted hybrid. "Tell it to come out and surrender if it cares about your lives."


Noah's words were mostly an appeal to the human side of those creatures, but it was also a loud threat that he didn't hesitate to convey. After all, those creatures had intense instincts ruling all their actions, so it was better to trigger an emotional response by using one of its companions.


The snake bound by the Shadow Sword spell showed some signs of struggle, but it hissed nonetheless.


The remaining hybrid didn't answer, and the tension that it caused vanished in a matter of seconds. Its instincts had taken control of its mind by then and forced it to abandon its companions to keep its freedom.


A beast would never surrender from a safe position. Noah's plan was unlikely to work in the first place.
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                        "So," Noah said to the two submitted snakes with words mixed with growls, "Who are you? How did you reach this place? What do you know about it?"


The group had temporarily stopped on the wasted plain, and Noah was interrogating the hybrids since there was a higher chance that his pride would force them to use their human side.


The snake under Dreaming Demon's control seemed to be in a daze, and it didn't answer, but the other creature was aware of its situation and lowered its head before speaking. "We are members of the Vilot Bloodline. We have escaped from our region after the powerhouses went crazy, and a powerful cultivator captured us after you defeated our world. When we reached this world, a mighty existence studied us for a few weeks before throwing us here. We have been stuck in this place since then."


The snake would hiss as it told its story, but Noah didn't mind it. Those cries actually gave him some insights about its mental state, which helped him understanding if it was honest.


Yet, there was only helplessness in its tone. The snake felt utterly defeated after the recent events, and it just wanted to comply with Noah's requests.


"My name is Joel, and she is Raphaelle," The snake continued. "We have learnt a lot about this place, but there are many details that escape my mind since I'm not conscious all the time. You understand that part, right?"


Noah didn't answer that question but pressed Joel to continue his explanation. "I want everything that you can remember."


Joel began to describe the territories that he had explored in those years, and it even listed the species that filled each of them. The pieces of information concerning potential prey were precise, and Noah didn't find it hard to believe him.


After all, Joel was a hybrid. His entire body and mind worked together with the sole purpose of looking for food. It was only reasonable that he had gathered so much data in that aspect.


He even described the intensity of the winds in each area. His understanding of the matter was deep since his mental energy was always in the world of the laws.


That meant that he wouldn't get any benefit from entering the winds, but it also allowed him to sense them when they were too close to his position.


"We don't know how to detect the storms before it's too late though," Joel said when the topic reached that point. "We have only adapted to this environment after a series of losses. There used to be seven of us, but our power doesn't mean much in this world."


Joel's hisses carried sadness and frustration, but they were honest. The hybrid was doing his best to inform the group of cultivators.


"Is there a pattern to these calamities then?" Noah asked.


There was still something that he didn't understand about their behavior. They had claimed that they wanted to stash food, but the storm had lasted only a few seconds in the end.





"The central storm releases tornados quite often during specific months," Joel explained. "There will be others in the following days, and we aren't stable enough to hunt in this period. We might lose ourselves and not notice the arrival of those violent laws in time in that case."


The issue was connected to their instincts. They could lose their lives if they spent that period hunting on the surface. There was a chance that a storm enveloped them why they were busy eating their prey.


So, they choose to spend the entirety of those months underground, eating what they accumulated before the arrival of the crisis.


Noah found it peculiar that hybrids like them could come up with such a strict schedule while they lived in a wild environment. Their instincts would usually take full control until they reached the state of complete awareness of a magical beast.


'Maybe it was the sky,' Noah thought as he gazed above him while sparing some of his attention to Joel's explanation. 'This white light forces their minds to grow stronger, which pushes them away from a complete beast state.'


"What is this central storm?" Noah asked since that detail made interested him.


"It should be the cause of these storms," Joel replied. "I didn't stay too much to observe it, but I'm talking about a massive calamity that leaks smaller ones into the rest of the world. I believe its some defensive measures, and the tornados are just the drawbacks."


The natives of the other Mortal Lands didn't know much about the inscription field, so Noah didn't give much importance to his evaluation. Hover, he was still interested in the central storm and wanted to take a look at it since it seemed the perfect place where to build the center of the separate dimension.


If there was something valuable left by the god of the Empire, it had to be in the most protected territory.


Of course, Noah and the others decided to live underground until that month ended.


Earthquakes accompanied those silent days, and the environment had changed once again when the crisis was over. Only the river had survived the passage of the tornados, but the group quickly discovered the reason for that.


The azure water of the river had the same fabric as the winds. It contained laws so dense that they had taken a liquid form.


That discovery made them realize how the struggles to improve their power appeared insignificant when the divine was involved. The water carried so many laws that even Dreaming Demon didn't feel confident in immersing herself in it.


The enlightenment that she would receive was far above what her mind could endure. That river was a resource that only cultivators in the sixth rank or above could use.


Nevertheless, the group didn't linger too much near the river. It was useless for them, and they had a different target anyway.


They advanced in the direction of the central storm, and the two snakes followed along. After all, they were beasts in the upper tier, which made them the perfect protection against powerful attacks.


It took them some months, but they reached the location mentioned by Joel in the end. Still, what they saw confirmed that their level wasn't high enough to thrive in that dimension.


They had moved toward the central areas in the last period, but a tall wall made of violent winds formed a blockage that stopped anyone from proceeding further.


The wall stretched for kilometers, and it curved when it reached the limits of the central areas. It was as if it protected those territories just like a defensive formation would do.


However, there were no shining lines on the ground, and the group barely sensed anything with their consciousness. The immense storm was an invisible threat according to their minds.


'To think that all of them are chaotic laws,' Noah thought as he stared at the scenery and tried to find a way to break through that blockage.
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                        The central storm was immense. It divided entire regions from the peripheral territories and created a tall blockage that prevented any living being from exploring its insides.


Also, winds would often escape its surface and fly through the separate dimension in the form of violent tornados. It became clear that some of the gales in that world weren't a natural phenomenon caused by the high density of Breath but came from that massive structure.


Noah didn't need to activate the Divine Deduction technique to understand that crossing the storm would be hard. Something so huge and containing such dense laws was bound to affect the areas above and under its frame.


Moreover, there was a high chance that the environment on the other side contained living beings in the sixth rank!


After all, the group had yet to meet a creature on that level inside the separate dimension. Still, they had reached what appeared to be its center. If that world featured rank 6 magical beasts, they had to be on the other side of the storm.


The Demons shared Noah's willingness to explore those hidden areas. They had his same mindset and knew that risk usually accompanied potential benefits. Yet, their companions showed some hesitation.


June didn't fear the other side of the storm, but she couldn't think of a way to cross it safely. There were too many laws concentrated in that defensive wall, and their presence alone could interfere with the usual functioning of the Breath.


It was clear that the separate dimension wasn't meant for beings on their level, and they could die just by attempting that crossing.


However, she understood that they would try to reach the other side anyway when she noticed the light radiated by Noah's gaze.


She could see his eagerness, his greed, and his ambition radiated by his cold reptilian eyes. She even knew that Noah was already evaluating all the possible approaches as he stared at the storm.


Then, she looked at the Demons and saw that they had similar expressions on their faces.


June could only heave a helpless sigh at that point. The fact that she didn't know how to cross that hindrance didn't mean that her lover was in a similar state.


Also, the two Demons were with them, and June had long since understood that they weren't simple experts. It wasn't only their power that made them exceptional. There was a subtle confidence and ruthlessness in their very approach to the world that would make them shine even among existences on their same level.


As for Daniel and Faith, they had already given up on exploring those territories.


They knew that Noah was amazing, but the difference in power between their group and the storm was too high. In their minds, six rank 5 cultivators couldn't cross something that could even scare existences in the sixth rank.


Nevertheless, they understood that they weren't going to stop their exploration even in front of that massive calamity since Noah and the Demons began to exchange ideas right in front of them.





"What about the separate dimension?" Noah asked, clearly hinting about Divine Architect's tunnel.


"The annoying guy would have to recreate its entire structure since this isn't the outside world," Flying Demon answered. "The laws could even interfere with its functioning. The void will crush us if something goes wrong."


"Digging under and flying above it also are out of the picture." Dreaming Demon added. "We don't know how the laws have affected the air and the ground, and we might find a terrain that we would take months to break if we need to reach specific depths. It's too dangerous to remain so close to the storm."


"Well, we can't just cross it," Noah exclaimed. "Is there no path for us?"


The three of them became silent at that point. They weren't ready to give up on the center of the dimension just yet, but there didn't seem to be any feasible way unless they asked for the help of a powerhouse.


Joel glanced at Faith and Daniel since the two of them shared his same amazement. He wanted to understand if Noah and the Demons were serious when they talked about crossing that monstrous storm.


Faith and Daniel could only reveal helpless expressions at that glance. They believed that reaching the other side was impossible too, but they trusted Noah. They would follow him if he claimed to have found a path.


"This dimension isn't like yours," Noah said at some point, breaking the silence in the area as he looked at the two Demons. "Its borders aren't clear, and nothing is blocking us from going near the void."


The Demons' eyes began to shine in understanding at those words, and Flying Demon couldn't help but continue his phrase. "We might not need to come near the area affected by the laws and exit directly at the center of those territories."


"The two gods are in the Immortal Lands," Dreaming Demon picked up from where her lover had left. "The only dangers are the rank 6 beings on the other side, but we would avoid them too if we come out directly at its center. It can work!"


June, Faith, and Daniel didn't understand what they meant with their words, but that wasn't their fault. Their knowledge concerning separate dimensions was poor. They didn't know enough to link their conversation with the answer that they had found.


Truth to be told, Noah didn't know much about separate dimensions either. Still, he had seen so many of them that he could analyze their differences and find a way to exploit their blind spots.


"I'll analyze the width of the storm." Dreaming Demon said as she closed her eyes. "I might need a few months, but I should be able to get a vague layout."


Noah and Flying Demon exchanged a smirk at her words. They couldn't wait to see what that copy of the Immortal Lands was hiding!


***

Seven months later, the group had returned to the edges of the separate dimension, where the ground had lost its azure color for the lack of Breath in its structure.


The six cultivators and the two snakes stared at the cliff that led to a darkness that even the light of the white sky couldn't illuminate. That blackness was the void often found between dimensions and worlds, but there weren't many records about it since it was tough to study.


The legends said that only divine cultivators could fly through the void and reach for various planes without the need for dimensional passages or similar tools. As for the heroic cultivators, their consciousness would disperse once immersed in that environment.


Nevertheless, the path to reach the central areas was right there, in the space between the void and the landmass.


"Remember not to distance yourself from the ground," Dreaming Demon warned the group. "No one can come to rescue you if you fall into the darkness."


Then, she controlled Raphaelle and made her jump off the cliff.
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                        The strategy ideated by Noah and the Demons was simple. The edges of that separate dimension were a bit further than the end of the landmass. So, they could theoretically fly under the continent and create a tunnel toward the surface when they reached its center.


Of course, that task was easier said than done.


The six of them didn't have a method to sense where the void began. Their minds would disperse if they were to enter that mysterious environment. A misstep could kill them on the spot.


Yet, Raphaelle had the body of a huge Ghostly Snake in the upper tier of the fifth rank. The group could use her to scout the path ahead and fly where she had flown already.


Another issue was the fact that they had to fly in that dangerous place for months without ever having the possibility to rest.


The ground at the bottom of the landmass was so tough that it could take them weeks to create caves, which prevented the possibility of taking breaks. It would be pointless to spend that much time digging before even reaching their destination.


After all, they were powerful enough to fly for months without even flinching. The real problem was the dangerous environment, but it was doable.


There was also the chance that they could encounter lifeforms at those depths. Still, that seemed highly unlikely since any magical beast would feel an innate fear toward those areas since they were too close to the void.


As for what concerned their destination, Dreaming Demon had used the properties of her mental energy to study the other side of the storm.


The group advanced while keeping the utmost attention on Raphaelle, checking if any part of her vast body crossed some invisible layer that divided the dimension with the void. Silence reigned among them for entire months since no one dared to break the concentration of their companions.


The ground turned from brown to azure as they advanced under the landmass. The group kept the terrain close to their heads to avoid getting too close to the darkness under them, but it seemed that the safe space was at least a hundred meters wide.


They didn't lower their guard anyway after that discovery, but they relaxed a little when they understood that it would be hard to fall into the void.


Those months passed slowly, and Flying Demon had to carry his lover from time to time so that she could adjust their direction. There couldn't be any mistake in her calculations since the storm would destroy them if they happened to enter its range.


It took some time, but the group managed to reach their target.


The eight of them found themselves staring at a specific spot in the azure terrain above them and analyzing its structure to find any weakness in its fabric. It was time to dig their way to the surface, but they wanted to be as careful as possible before barging into an environment that could contain rank 6 creatures.





"Scout ahead," Noah ordered Joel, and the snake used his innate ability to become immaterial and explore the tough layers of rocky terrain above them.


Joel reappeared after a few hours and confirmed the safety of that environment. Also, he didn't find any trace of the passage of magical beasts, which further reassured the cultivators.


Noah, Raphaelle, Joel, and the Demons began to launch attacks at the azure terrain at that point.


The rocks were hard and resembled materials in the sixth rank when it came to their toughness. That didn't make them impenetrable, but it would take a while to pierce it even with the joint effort of three hybrids in the upper tier and two powerful existences.


Yet, the five of them didn't mind spending weeks in that task if that led them to the inventory of a divine being.


The group took turns. Noah, the hybrids, and the Demons were the main piercing force, while June, Faith, and Daniel focused on spreading the damage that they had caused.


The two teams alternated their efforts to keep their mental energy to optimal levels. They couldn't risk getting too tired when they still lacked a foothold.


The azure ground began to give up after a few weeks of continuous attacks, and a tunnel slowly formed thanks to their efforts. However, they had to spend some more time enlarging it to fit the two snakes.


Noah and the others would never reach for the other side without their powerful cannon fodder. Spending some time to increase their chances of survival was the least that they could do.


As the tunnel took form, the group could finally rest and let go of the tension that had accumulated on their minds after those months spent between the darkness and the azure ground.


Nevertheless, a different tension appeared as they became close to the surface.


The storm didn't scare them. Dreaming Demon had spent a couple of months fusing her mental energy with the world to pinpoint the exact center of the separated area. Also, she had even repeated that process during their exploration.


Still, they were about to resurface in an unknown environment that could feature existences at the peak of the heroic ranks. Feeling tense was only natural in that situation.


Noah and the others didn't dig the ground right under the surface. They let Raphaelle go ahead and excavate alone while they waited at some distance in the tunnel.


If the hybrid sensed that something was wrong, Dreaming Demon would understand it, and the six of them would return at full speed to the bottom of the tunnel.


Of course, they ordered Joel to stand between them and Raphaelle to provide another obstruction to any potential threat.


Raphaelle eventually broke the last layer of terrain and resurfaced. Her consciousness shared everything that she saw with Dreaming Demon, and the latter conveyed what she received to the rest of the group.


"It resembles the insides of a castle," Dreaming Demon said. "It's ancient, but there doesn't seem to be any danger."


The cultivators let Raphaelle wander on the surface for a while before they felt safe enough to resurface.


Noah found himself inside a large hall that seemed part of a tall structure. White columns stood near the azure walls of the room and shone with a light that resembled that radiated by the sky. Dirty grey tiles filled the floor, and a series of corridors linked that hall to other parts of the structure.


An eerie atmosphere filled the insides of that place, but the group couldn't sense the slightest trace of living beings there. The structure appeared uninhabited, but the cultivators weren't ready to abandon their caution yet.


No one spoke. The group went for one of the corridors to begin their silent exploration of that place.


The structure though decided to surprise them rather quickly since the group found a stuffed winged beast used as a statue in the first corridor that they explored. The aura of a quasi-rank 7 creature still lingered around that ornament.
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                        Noah's instincts exploded at that sight, but he held himself back because he knew that his body couldn't eat that stuffed creature. Also, the winged beast wasn't intact. He could sense that someone had replaced its insides with a material meant to keep the skin in place.


Someone had removed the nails and the horns too. Only the skin of the original creature remained, and that was the cause of the quasi-rank 7 aura that lingered around it.


The fact that Noah could control his instincts didn't mean that the other hybrids in the corridor could do the same.


Raphaelle began to salivate right in the middle of the corridor as an instinctive reaction to her hunger. Still, Dreaming Demon's control on her mind was thorough and prevented the snake from pouncing at the stuffed creature to appease her cravings.


The situation was different with Joel since Noah had only sealed its centers of power. The snake's mind was still active, and most of his body was free to act unless Noah's intervened.


It all happened in an instant. Joel shot forward and spread its mouth to eat the stuffed creature in a single bite. Yet, Noah jumped and kicked the snake away to protect the ornament.


Joel slammed into the wall of the corridor, and the other cultivators sieged the hybrid. The snake though didn't care about that obstruction and was ready to throw away his life to take a bite of that powerful material.


Of course, the five cultivators kept it at bay, but Joel didn't want to stop. His instincts had taken control of his mind by then. He could only think about satisfying his hunger.


"Can you store it?" Noah asked the spirit automaton of his space-ring as he lifted his item toward the stuffed beast.


The automaton scanned the ornament and made a few calculations before answering. "I need to make some space, but there shouldn't be any structural problem. I suggest you store it somewhere else soon though. Its aura can corrode the formations of the rings if it stays too much inside it."


Noah nodded internally and ordered to the automaton to proceed.


Dozens of magical beasts' corpses came out in the open and lain on the ground as the automaton proceeded to make room for the powerful material. A wave of crystals also began to surround Noah and filled the corridor as millions of Credits exited his storage item.


The ornament then disappeared from the corridor and landed in one of the now free spaces outside of the four formations inside Noah's ring. According to the automaton, something on that level would take centuries only to start decaying, so it didn't need to be preserved.


Also, the aura radiated by that skin could damage the formations and spoil the ring, which was something that Noah wanted to avoid at all costs. He wouldn't get another chance to find a storage item so powerful.


Joel continued to struggle under the suppression of the five cultivators, but the disappearance of the winged beast made it feel lost. Yet, his hunger remained even if he had lost his primary target.





Noah knew how to handle that situation and began to throw the crystals around him at the hungry hybrid.


Joel spread his vast mouth and accepted those Credits, and he started to calm down as his body absorbed the Breath inside them.


It took a couple of millions for Joel to recover some control over his mind and suppress his instincts. When he did, he looked around him in an apologetic look, fearing that his actions had caused the anger of his jailers.


However, Noah barely cared about the Obsidian Credits, and the other cultivators weren't hurt in the slightest. Also, it wasn't his fault since his instincts weren't something that he could control.


Noah could have even just activated the Shadow Swords planted in his vital tissues to kill him, but it would have been a waste to lose an asset in the fifth rank. It was better to give up on his money since they had lost any importance by then.


Noah looked around the corridor and saw that nothing had reacted to the mess that they had just caused. It appeared that the castle really was uninhabited and that they could take whatever they wanted.


His greed increased at that realization. After all, they had barely begun to explore that structure, but they had already seized a quasi-divine material!


There was bound to be more wealth there, and they could just take it and bring it back to the Hive!


'Luckily, we decided to explore this place before the war reached the old continent,' Noah thought as he nodded toward Dreaming Demon.


She understood the meaning behind his gesture and controlled Raphaelle to move forward into the corridor. The rest of the group followed at some distance and put Joel between them as a second line of defense.


Noah and the others were almost sure that the castle was safe, but they couldn't abandon their caution in a place that had quasi-divine beings as stuffed creatures.


The corridor led to another large hall with a series of paintings. Their images depicted different cultivators standing in a white world with various expressions, and radiated an aura similar to that carried by the sky of the dimension.


Each painting depicted a single cultivator, and the image of those existences exuded peculiar auras that seemed to represent the individualities of those beings.


"This isn't possible!" Flying Demon exclaimed when he looked at one of the paintings, and Dreaming Demon and Noah froze when they neared him to take a look at those images.


The painting depicted the same white world, but the three of them recognized the cultivator represented there.


It was a middle-aged man with long black hair combed in a simple ponytail and a pair of red eyes. He didn't have any beard, and he was quite slender even if his black robe hid a thick series of muscles. There was an ambitious smirk on his face as he stared at the white world, and he had his arms spread to his sides as if he was trying to bathe in that light.


"Why is Master there?" Dreaming Demon exclaimed after she recovered from her stupor. "I watched his ascension, and he went alone!"


"Maybe the god of the Empire represents what he thinks happens upon their arrival in the Immortal Lands," Noah said as he pointed at the other paintings. "Some of them are more detailed than others. I bet they belong to the cultivators that he had accompanied in the higher plane."


The Demons quickly agreed with his hypotheses, but they didn't like that their Master was exposed there. Dreaming Demon reached for the painting, but an invisible barrier prevented her from nearing the wall.


"Dammit!" Dreaming Demon cursed.


"Even you can't break it?" Noah asked. After all, Dreaming Demon was the most powerful cultivator in their group.


However, she shook her head and sighed as she explained the situation. "I didn't feel anything when I touched the barrier. These are protections that make full use of the laws."
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                        The value of those paintings was immense. After all, each of them exuded part of the individualities of existences that had reached the divine ranks!


They were almost on par with the traces left by divine beings in the new continent in terms of benefits that could provide. Just by cultivating near one of them, a cultivator could feel encouraged to train harder and reach for higher realms.


It was a pity that they couldn't take any of them. Still, Noah and the others could always come back and cultivate there for some time after they finished exploring the castle. It was also their intention to take a look at the lands outside of that structure. They just had to decide how to proceed in that task later on.


The Demons found even a painting depicting Divine Elder Tabitha, but none of them could find one that portrayed God's Right Hand. That gave more points to Noah's hypotheses. It seemed that the god differentiated between the entities that he accompanied in the higher planes and those that ascended on their own.


All in all, there were a bit more than a dozen paintings in that hall. That gave the cultivators a vague idea about the long life of the god of the Shandal Empire.


The appearance of divine entities was a rare event. There would be a maximum of four or five of them every ten thousand years, and that only after the Mortal Lands had witnessed a period of extreme richness.


That led the group to place the god of the Empire's appearance more than thirty thousand years ago in the best-case scenario. There was a high chance that he was older than that, and their math didn't even consider the years that he had spent in the heroic ranks.


"Anyone would go crazy if he had to spend so much time trapped in a world that can't nourish him," Noah said after they concluded their calculations.


He couldn't even begin to imagine the mindset of an existence that had to live through the millennia without any possibility to cultivate.


"Sacrifice millennia of work just to stay in the higher plane for a while," Flying Demon said as he heaved a helpless sigh. "I wonder how a being with such determination ended up in this situation."


Her lover shook her head at his words. Entities on their level couldn't understand matters that involved the divine ranks.


June, Faith, and Daniel spent their time in the hall wearing mesmerized expressions. They would have never thought that they could come so close to beings that appeared in legends described in precious records stored only by powerful organizations.


The experience benefitted their mindset greatly since they could finally put a face on beings that appeared so lofty in their minds. The divine existences weren't unreachable entities anymore. They were just incredible cultivators that had left their mark in history.


The same went for Joel, who improved his control over his instincts in those short hours. It was as if those paintings kindled the ambition inside his human side.





Noah and the Demons tried to identify Divine Architect, but their search didn't lead to anything. The paintings didn't follow any order, and the three of them only knew that she was a woman. They could guess what her individuality could be according to the fame that surrounded her figure, but that wasn't enough to connect her to an actual image.


The group eventually left the hall to continue the exploration of the castle, using the same formation that they had used since the beginning of their mission.


The snakes explored any new area before the cultivators and made sure that they were devoid of any danger. Noah though kept special attention on Joel since anything carrying a powerful aura could trigger his instincts again.


The other halls of the castle contained powerful items on a similar level to those that they had found in the previous parts of the structure.


The group found a series of intricate diagrams drawn on scrolls made by a series of precious materials at the peak of the sixth rank. The diagram themselves radiated an eerie aura that seemed to affect the air lingering in front of them.


They found a hall filled with weapons that even Dreaming Demon couldn't near due to the threatening pressure that they released. Some of those weapons appeared to be masterpieces in the seventh rank too. Still, the group had to leave that area without seizing anything.


Almost all the halls contained items at the peak of the sixth rank or directly at a divine level. Yet, the group found it impossible to seize any of them due to the power that they radiated or specific defenses in place.


They started to feel lucky that the stuffed winged beast didn't have any form of protection around it, and the most reliable hypothesis was that the god didn't have enough time to place it. After all, that ornament was the only material that escaped the pattern of the castle.


There weren't only powerful items. Some of the halls contained strange things that weren't necessarily strong or threatening.


The group found a hall dedicated to a strange powder that distorted the space around it even if it was only a rank 4 material. They saw a metal that never stopped changing form in another one, and that could become gaseous at some point.


Odd materials, powerful beings, and mysterious creations filled the castle, and the group had only managed to seize one item.


The eight of them eventually reached a room that had an empty white throne placed at its center.


There was a chessboard on a table near the throne, and a series of pawns surrounded it without apparent order. When the cultivators neared the table, they sensed a series of auras coming from those items.


The auras were familiar. The chessboard resembled the sky, and the pawns carried a softer version of the individualities carried by the paintings!


Noah and the others didn't know what to think at that sight. The scene was too strange for them even to begin to formulate hypotheses.


While they were busy analyzing the table, the ethereal figure of an old man appeared on the throne and began to speak. "It has never happened that someone reached this place without destroying the nation above."


The cultivators and hybrids felt startled by that sudden appearance, but they quickly understood that the figure was only a will. Even if it belonged to a divine existence, there was a limit to how much he could do.


"Don't worry," The will said with an ancient voice, "We are on the same side. All the cultivators going against Heaven and Earth are my allies. This applies twice on you, man of two worlds."


The will had turned his gaze toward Noah toward the end of his phrase, and he could only give voice to a question as he tried to suppress the surprise that he felt. "Who are you?"


The will smiled and gave a simple answer. "I'm Shandal."
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                        The world usually forgot about the names of cultivators that had earned titles through their lives, and only the organizations behind them kept track of them.


It couldn't be helped. Most cultivators gained a title after they reached the fifth rank or above, and the world would acknowledge their existence only at that point. Beings like Noah were rare since most human cultivators usually couldn't affect the political situation outside of their nation.


For example, the world had forgotten real names of the Demons long before the defeat of the demon sects, and there weren't many cultivators that knew them even inside the Hive. That phenomenon appeared more often in the Empire since the god would bestow a title to every heroic cultivator.


However, Noah and the others didn't have any doubt when they heard the words of the will. The only existence that could carry the name "Shandal" was the god of the Empire himself.


'He shouldn't be able to read my mind,' Noah thought as he inspected the will.


That ethereal figure shone with a soft white light that didn't reveal any other color. Noah and the others could notice his long hair and beard that were both combed into thick braids held together by a series of rings.


Noah was an expert when it came to wills, and he had already met one of them at that level. Back then, Divine Demon's will had been able to learn almost everything about him with a simple glance.


The difference between a human cultivator and a divine entity was too great, even if the latter was only a will. Yet, Divine Demon didn't mention his transmigration, which meant that there were limits to how much he could learn without hurting the mind of his target.


Now, instead, Noah was a rank 5 mage with unique mental energy capable of devouring wills. The innate defenses of his sea of consciousness were too tight for anyone to probe its insides without alerting him.


He felt quite sure that Shandal couldn't read his mind.


Still, Noah was confident that the will didn't refer to his hybrid status with his previous words either since the two Ghostly Snakes were right next to him. That left Noah quite confused. He couldn't understand how Shandal had learnt about his transmigration without interacting directly with his mind.


His companions had yet to notice the strangeness of the will's words. Their focus was on the white figure who wore an emotionless smile as he stared at them.


All of them had a lot of questions in their minds, and Noah wasn't an exception. Yet, they decided to wait for Shandal's explanation after they learnt his name.


Flying Demon's gaze inevitably went on one of the pawns as that stalemate continued. That gesture took less than an instant, but the will didn't miss it and decided to address that topic.


"Don't worry about this," The will said in his ancient voice. "They aren't connected to the divine beings now living in the Immortal Lands. I replicate their auras to keep track of the achievements of this world."





"What is all of this?" Noah asked at that point. "Why does Shandal surround himself with these pieces of the divine? Why does he try to recreate the Immortal Lands? What's the purpose of the Odrea nation?"


Noah felt utterly lost. He knew that the god of the Empire was the weakest existence among the divine beings. After all, that information came from Divine Demon, and he trusted his judgment.


Nevertheless, he was in a castle filled with items that were either in the divine ranks or at the peak of the sixth rank. Also, there were the paintings and the pawns that radiated part of the individualities of other divine beings.


The so-called weakest god resembled some collector that amassed anything connected to the divine ranks. Noah felt safe to assume that no other god could ever match his accumulation of wealth, at least as long as they remained in the Mortal Lands.


Shandal's figure had become extremely mysterious in his mind, and he couldn't help but fill the will with questions once he understood that he didn't have bad intentions.


"A sharp mind," Shandal commented. "Heaven and Earth did a mess with you."


Noah's eyes sharpened at those words. The memories of his Earth Tribulation resurfaced as he thought at the plan that the world had for him.


He didn't believe that Shandal knew all the details behind his transmigration, but it seemed evident that he knew a lot about Heaven and Earth. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for the will even to know his deepest secret.


"If it's the knowledge that you seek," Shandal said, "I have plenty of it. I can't be sure about some details, but there is a lot of truth in what I will say if you are willing to listen."


The others exchanged a glance, but Noah kept his eyes fixed on the white figure. He had already decided that he wanted to learn everything that the god of the Empire had discovered in his long life.


The Demons and June were the first to nod at the will when they realized how severe Noah was. They would have accepted to hear him out anyway, but Noah's attitude made them decide faster.


Faith imitated them since her curiosity eventually surpassed the dread that she felt toward that will. Daniel followed her after a few seconds of hesitation.


As for Joel, he lowered his massive head, hoping that Shandal didn't punish him for the mess that he had made in one of the corridors.


"Very well," Shandal said as he changed his position on the throne. "I discovered this later on, but it's better to state it first. There wasn't any Heaven and Earth in the past, nor Tribulations. There was no division between Mortal and Immortal lands either. The Breath of the world was for everyone to use, and anyone could strive for godhood without facing any suppression."


The cultivators on the scene began to show surprised expressions as soon as the explanation started.


If it were anyone else, they wouldn't even consider his words. However, they were in front of the will of the oldest divine entity of their world. He was also someone that had visited the Immortal Lands multiple times and had created various Empires throughout history.


"I know that this is a lot to take," Shandal said. "I was speechless too when They told me this. Still, this story fits with what I've discovered on my own through the millennia, so I've started to take it as true."


Shandal didn't explain who those "They" were but continued to tell his story. "A being eventually rose further than its peers and aimed to reach the tenth rank to surpass the limits of the divine. The legends say that it failed in the task, but it fused with the world and tainted it with its will to keep on living. That was the birth of Heaven and Earth."



						




                    


                
				
                    886. Answers

					
					

                    
                        "It's unclear what went wrong with that being's breakthrough," Shandal said. "The cultivation journey followed different paths back then that even They couldn't retrieve. Yet, it was clear that it lacked something and that it wasn't ready to give up on the tenth rank after just one failure."


Noah's group had long since forgotten that they were in a separate dimension inside the enemy territory and that they were speaking to the will of a divine entity. The story that they were hearing was too interesting for them to mind anything else.


After all, Shandal was speaking about the origin of Heaven and Earth!


They were the very foundation of the cultivation journey and set the rules for everything in the world. Their fairness was what forced the Mortal Lands to be in their current state, and their laws set the foundation for every living being striving for the divine ranks.


Also, Shandal had mentioned the tenth rank, which was one of the most difficult topics among the higher-ups of any organization.


"This powerful existence fused with the world upon its failure," Shandal continued. "It used its immense power to create a system that could give birth to the answer that it had missed. The Tribulations appeared, and the path to godhood became limited to personal laws that escaped what Heaven and Earth were capable of providing. All the cultivators became their guinea pigs meant to find the missing piece that would open the path to the tenth rank."


No matter how absurd Shandal's words appeared, the cultivators on the scene couldn't reject them.


Noah and the others didn't know how he knew so much, especially since they were matters that belonged to the first era of the cultivators. Yet, they fit the current system perfectly and even gave meaning to the behavior of the world toward certain events.


"Heaven and Earth created a higher plane from the pieces of multiple Mortal Lands and used it to push the gods to their limits," Shandal said. "The Tribulations, the fairness, and the ascension are just tools that the world uses to create an elite group of cultivators that has more chances to uncover the path that surpasses the divine ranks."


Shandal appeared tired after that explanation. The structure of the will didn't lose any energy, but its expression was one of helplessness.


"Fusing with the world had its drawbacks though," Shandal continued. "Heaven and Earth started to lose their individuality as they remained trapped in the system that they had created. Flaws started to appear in the world, and their control over the rules began to falter as the millennia passed. You are just one of a series of mistakes committed by Heaven and Earth as their original will dissolved."


Shandal had turned toward Noah at that last line, and the others in his group couldn't ignore that information anymore. They started to glance at Noah with curious gazes, and even June showed some confusion when she looked at him.





However, Noah's gaze didn't move. It remained fixed on the will.


"Who are They?" Noah asked, but the will shook his head and continued his story.


"The Attunement method leads to a dead-end because it imitates a copy of what once ruled the behavior of the Breath," Shandal said. "Still, I broke its limits as I tried to become a law of time. I would have never imagined that I would become forever bound to Heaven and Earth after overcoming the Heaven Tribulation."


The expression of the will became even sourer when his story reached that point, but he didn't stop speaking. "I became part of the system created by Heaven and Earth since I imitated their laws. This gives me access to their thoughts, plans, and actions, but prevented me from ever striving to become something more."


"I fought it at the beginning," Shandal continued while wearing a smirk. "My path couldn't be over yet. However, I soon realized that my mind was fusing with the world too and that my dantian couldn't enlarge."


"I started to play around then," The will announced without any trace of shame. "I played with the human and heroic cultivators of the Mortal Lands as I stood undisturbed at the peak of this lower plane. Eventually, someone else reached the divine ranks, and I followed them to the plane that I couldn't reach on my own. That was when I met Them, and I received a mission in a world that I had started to hate."


"The idea was simple," Shandal said. "I had to create an environment inside the system and teach what I knew to as many divine cultivators as I could. Those experts would then become proper enemies of the world and affect Heaven and Earth's plan to their core."


Of course, Noah and the others didn't need to ask how he had increased the overall number of cultivators. Even the political system of the Empire seemed meant for that task. Giving the possibility to cultivate to everyone and grooming the most talented among them gave birth to many cultivators that would be commoners in every other region.


"The priority was to send divine beings in the higher plane," Shandal said as he pointed at the chessboard. "I went after them just to remind myself of what I've lost, but the important aspect of the matter is that the newly ascended cultivators knew that they had to strive for a path outside of the system."


According to the will's words, anything related to the individualities had some traces of Heaven and Earth inside them. That would make them vulnerable to the suppression of the world once in the higher plane, which would end in their destruction.


"Why the pawns? Why Odrea nation?" Noah asked again since the previous conversation ended.


"The pawns are proof of my achievements," Shandal answered. "By creating the most powerful organization and forcing wars, I've managed to help the birth of many exceptional individuals that ultimately became gods. As for the Odrea nation, what you learnt on the surface has happened, just more than fifty thousand years ago."


"What is its purpose?" Noah asked.


"I need them to have a proof of human resilience," Shandal answered. "Back in my era, I destroyed the defensive formation and killed the patriarch of the Odrea nation after I won the race toward the Divine ranks. Yet, I needed something to observe to rekindle my spirit whenever I thought that the passage of time would crush me. I even created myself to stop the dispersion of my mind."


The explanation seemed over at that point, but Noah and the others had so much to ask.


"Why did you create this dimension?" Flying Demon asked.


"I can't improve here, nor in the Immortal Lands since my laws are just a copy of a copy of the natural ones in the world," Shandal said. "I figured that I could train again if I made a copy of a copy of the Immortal Lands."
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                        Even after the helplessness accumulated for countless years, Shandal didn't give up on cultivating. Noah and the others could only respect such an old existence and his determination.


The group's view of the world had changed entirely in those minutes. Heaven and Earth weren't only nigh-omniscient existences anymore. They were an entity that had taken control of the various planes to create the answer that they needed to advance to the tenth rank.


The Tribulations, their fairness, and their will inside the Breath were just tools that they used to force living beings to overcome their limits and walk on individual paths.


The nature of the magical beasts and the hybrids were probably connected to their actions too. Still, the will didn't speak about them, and Noah didn't probe further for now since he had more pressing thoughts in his mind.


Also, there was a high chance that Shandal didn't know much about those creatures. There would always be some unclear aspects if a cultivator weren't aware of the existence of the primary energy.


The group didn't learn only about Heaven and Earth's past. They were now aware of what a complex and driven existence the god of the Empire was.


Shandal had succeeded in his Heaven Tribulation, but he had used the laws tainted by Heaven and Earth to enhance his individuality. That led him to become one of the gears of the world, blocking his path toward the higher ranks just as it happened to that ancient being.


Yet, he didn't give up on his cultivation. Shandal used the ascension of other divine entities to reach the Immortal Lands to look for a way out of his situation.


His trip didn't give him an answer, but it provided him with knowledge and a mission. He would have to act as Heaven and Earth and create a system that nourished talents that could go against the current structure of the world.


The Empire and his very existence were just hindrances that the cultivators of his Mortal Lands had to overcome to temper themselves. Even the wars that followed his departure were another form of training that he provided to all the heroic cultivators.


Also, Shandal didn't abandon his dream to cultivate as he proceeded with his mission. That separate dimension was his hope to find a way out of his cursed state.


The god had to use every method at his disposal not to give up on his dream. The Odrea nation was a beacon that kept his ambition alive, and the will prevented the dispersion of his mind.


Noah could guess how all the trophies stored in the castle had a similar purpose. Shandal was surrounding himself with traces of the divine to keep himself in his cultivation journey.


However, some doubts appeared in the cultivators on the scene. They were overwhelmed by amazement and admiration once Shandal's explanation ended. Still, they didn't understand how the will could prevent them from ending in Heaven and Earth's grasp.





"Do you have a method to escape the system?" Dreaming Demon asked with a doubtful tone.


Her individuality made her mental energy fuse with the fabric of the world. Her goal was to turn her thoughts into proper laws at some point, but she now feared that she could end in Shandal's state.


She was already in the solid stage of the fifth rank though. Her path was set, and there wasn't a safe method to modify it unless she had access to a miraculous technique.


The will shook his head at her question, but he wore a reassuring smile before replying. "I'm not even worthy of being a pawn. I can't teach you how to go against the chessboard. Yet, I can use my knowledge and connection with Heaven and Earth to tell you who managed to escape their system already. I can even suggest which paths not to pursue if you allow me to learn about your individuality."


"Enlighten us," Dreaming Demon said with the same tone as before.


"I can sense the moment a cultivator escapes the system," Shandal said as he pointed at the presents. "You escaped it when you invaded Heaven and Earth's laws and found hope for your survival. You have been outside it for some time since your sparks aren't part of this world. You are still part of their system, but you have a special position since you lack individualities and are their natural enemies."


Shandal described Dreaming Demon, June, and the hybrid's state before pointing at Noah. "As for you, Heaven and Earth allowed you to cheat death and to keep your memories. You escaped their system at the moment you decided to cultivate."


Noah's companions could only shoot curious glances at him again, but June lowered head as if she was deep in thought.


"Why?" Noah asked, acknowledging Shandal's words in the process.


"They needed to give up on controlling certain aspects of the world if they wanted to maintain it over the various tests," Shandal answered. "You have just happened to be the first experiment. In case of success, Heaven and Earth would have stopped caring about the arrival of souls."


Noah felt disappointed when he heard him. He already knew that the reason behind his transmigration was far from meaningful, but it turned out that it was even less important than he thought.


Heaven and Earth's original will was dispersing, so they had to give up on some of their control over the world to keep their project functioning. One of the fields that they had chosen to abandon was the managing of souls, which led to Noah's intact memories.


"They decided that they couldn't abandon it anymore after you turned out to be like this," Shandal continued. "Your very existence has become a beacon that radiates their mistake, and that affects those around you. The individuality of your other companions is already striving to escape Heaven and Earth's system, and your influence is one of the reasons behind that process."


Noah felt surprised when he heard those words. Shandal had managed to find the foundation of his individuality after just a short conversation.


After all, the mistake that spread flaws had been Noah's starting point when he began to explore his individuality. It made sense that only someone with a deep connection with Heaven and Earth could understand it.


"I need this land and the items inside it," Shandal said as he stood up from the throne and walked toward the corridors. "But I can give you one item each from my collection. Please understand that giving you more could weaken your individuality and go against my mission."


Shandal then pointed at Flying Demon before continuing to speak. "As for you, I can't understand when you escaped the system, but I recognize the sorrow in your eyes. I think you might be suitable to inherit part of my individuality. The others can explore the castle to choose their item."


The will seemed to remember something at that point, and he spoke one last time as he looked toward Noah. "The stuffed creature already counts as one."
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                        Noah didn't mind the fact that the stuffed winged beasts had taken one of the available spots. There were two Ghostly Snakes in the group, which meant that they had two free items that they could choose for themselves.


Also, he didn't want to give up on the skin of a quasi-rank 7 creature. Noah didn't know what requirements his body would have once it reached the late tiers of the sixth rank, but body parts on that level were bound to be useful at that point.


The chance of taking items from Shandal's collection was incredible, but the group didn't explore the castle immediately. Each of them had something to take care of before searching for something that suited their situation.


Flying Demon felt interested in Shandal's offer. Still, he couldn't blindly accept part of the individuality of a being that had been stuck at the bottom of the seventh rank for millennia. He would study the matter with his lover before deciding what to do.


Faith and Daniel were excited about the possibility of obtaining something from the god's collection. Yet, the fact that they were still inside Heaven and Earth's system worried them.


They had already decided to have some private discussions with the will before choosing their reward.


The Ghostly Snakes remained still. Raphaelle was in the dull state caused by Dreaming Demon, and Joel understood his position. He knew that keeping his life was the best reward that he could hope for in that situation.


As for June, she shot toward one of the corridors without caring about the confused gazes of her companions.


Noah watched her leave and sighed. He knew that she was pissed, and he was even aware of the reason behind her mood.


June couldn't deal with dishonesty. The betrayal of her family when she was a kid had left her with trust issues that she still hid in her direct personality.


Noah had founded his relationship with her on honesty. He knew that he had to be completely sincere to gain her trust and love. The only exceptions were the pieces of information that could hurt them if they ended up in the enemy's grasp.


His transmigration was definitely one of them. Noah couldn't even begin to imagine what the powerhouses would have done if they discovered that he could create flaws in Heaven and Earth's system when he was a human cultivator.


He could already imagine King Elbas turning him into a pendant meant to empower his bloodline in the eyes of the world.


Yet, the discovery that Noah had lived another life changed his image in June's mind.


All of a sudden, he wasn't only the aloof kid with a difficult childhood that had learnt to love her anymore. He was also someone else. A person that she had never met and that he had kept hidden from her.


'To think that our first fight would be over this,' Noah sighed again as he started to walk in June's direction.


He didn't believe that the discovery of his transmigration would lead to them breaking up. Their feelings were too deep to vanish or be tainted over something like that.





Still, it was a matter than Noah had to address and explain adequately. Otherwise, there was the chance that he could lose June.


Noah strolled. June had disappeared inside the castle, but she had left a trail of her scent through the corridors. Finding her wasn't an issue for him, but he decided to approach her position slowly so that she could have some time to think alone.


Noah climbed a long series of luxurious stairs as he followed her scent. The upper floors led to rooms that featured large windows and balconies.


June was in one of those rooms, staring at the outside world as she supported herself at the edge of the balcony. Her hair and robe were still due to the absence of wind, but the white light of the sky illuminated her figure and enhanced her natural colors.


Sparse dark sparks though would run through her skin from time to time, and Noah could only heave a silent sigh when he saw them.


'She is indeed pissed,' Noah thought as he tried to approach her slowly. However, a dark lightning bolt landed on his chest before he could even enter the room.


Noah held his ground against the attack, but the upper part of his robe fell apart in that impact. A fuming trail came out of his chest too, but his skin was completely intact.


June didn't even turn to launch her spell and continued to stare at the world inside the central storm. It was clear that she wasn't in the mood for Noah's usual methods.


Noah stared at her in silence, appreciating every part of her figure immersed in the white light. When he thought about his mindset when he first arrived in that world, he found it hard to imagine that it would have led to a woman that he loved so much.


"I never understood the reason why I kept my memories until my Earth Tribulation," Noah said as he remained outside the room. "Earth spoke to me and told me how I arrived here empty and without any desire. It was right. I was empty."


June trembled a little when she heard those words, but a lightning bolt soon shot from her back and landed once again on Noah's chest.


Noah gladly accepted the attack and waited for the noise caused by the clash to fade to speak again. "I've lived for a little more than two decades in my previous world before being killed by mistake. Yet, I now know that I didn't live there. My life started when my ambition appeared."


A tremor swept June, but there was no spark nor lightning bolt at that time. She remained silent as she played his words again inside her mind.


"There wasn't any cultivation in my old world, but it wasn't too different from this one," Noah continued. "Money was power, and you could only stick to the system if you didn't have it. Birthright ruled in many fields, and true freedom was an idea that many humans ignored."


"Who were you there?" June asked without turning to look at him.


"A dreamless outcast," Noah answered as he entered the room and neared her. "That society wasn't nice toward those that couldn't blend with its rules. I was ready to settle for a simple life to have a small amount of freedom."


June turned at that point, and Noah could sense her sadness when she spoke. "Why didn't you tell me?"


"It was too dangerous and too unbelievable," Noah said as he stopped right in front of her. "Also, I was born together with my ambition. Anything before that wasn't my life."
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                        June reached for Noah's naked torso and tried to scratch his skin. Yet, her fingers weren't even able to leave marks on him.


"Sometimes, I wonder what would have happened if you didn't meet Nina," June said, and Noah understood that she was questioning the foundation of their relationship after the recent discovery.


Noah took her hand and pressed it to his heart. The vibration caused by his heartbeat reached her palm, and his words followed that sensation. "Nina might have taught me that I can be with someone, but you are the one that made me question my detachment for the first time."


June revealed a small smile, but she lowered her head. She didn't retract her hand though. She didn't want to lose even a beat of Noah's heart while they were having that discussion.


"Did you learn to be so smooth with words in your past life?" June asked.


Noah wanted to reach for her and lift her head, but he held himself back. He couldn't push June to accept or forgive him. That was something that she had to decide on her own.


"I didn't learn anything," Noah said. "I'm simply telling the truth. In both my lives, the only one that has managed to know me is you."


A tremor ran through June's hand, and Noah held himself back once again. He knew that she wanted to give in to her feelings, but her pride still didn't let her jump on him.


"Does anyone else know about your other life?" June asked.


"The others should have guessed something by now," Noah replied, "But you are the only one that knows it."


June lifted her head at that point and fixed her eyes in Noah's. His heartbeat and his gaze were telling her that he wasn't lying, and she could sense the slight worry hidden inside his mental waves.


The truth was that she understood his decision to keep the matter about his transmigration a secret. It was too dangerous to leak such incredible information in a world full of monsters and experts ready to do anything in their power to gain an advantage over the Tribulations.


That was also something that would be part of the secrets that they had to keep in the eventuality that their relationship was exposed. Noah didn't go back on the promise that he made during the winged beasts' crisis. He was hiding a detail that would have endangered him greatly.


"I guess it pissed me to learn about that from Shandal," June said before continuing with a hesitant tone. "Can we keep this between ourselves? I want to be the only one to know this part of you."


Noah revealed a smile and decided to tease her a little. "Are you sure that my greed didn't influence you too much?"


June didn't laugh but reached Noah's face with her free hand as she kept her gaze fixed on his eyes. Noah was speechless for a second. June wasn't ready to give in until she heard those words coming out of his mouth.


"Of course," Noah said in a firm tone. "Also, there are many parts of me that only you know."





"Really?" June said as she put a sly expression on her face. "List them."


Noah accepted her challenge and took her hands in his as he neared her to whisper in her ear. June let him speak, and a warm smile appeared on her expression as Noah listed a series of things that they had shared.


A faint blush though began to appear on her face as Noah moved to their intimate moments. Her smile kept on widening until she felt the urge to kiss her lover and put that matter behind them.


Noah felt her hand breaking free from his grasp and reaching for his cheek. June put her thumb over his mouth and tilted his head so that they could look at each other again.


Then, she removed her thumb to kiss him.


Noah had only given a glance to the environment after the balcony, but June's kiss made him disregard anything that didn't concern her. His feelings and instincts were already at their limits, and his mind could only focus on her now.


There would be time to analyze the environment inside the central storm and pick suitable items from the castle. Yet, June had the priority now, as well as his complete focus and desire.


***

June and Noah returned to the throne room almost a day after their sudden departure.


They found the Ghostly Snakes coiled on the floor as they waited for further orders and the two Demons inspecting the chessboard as they shared a cup of wine.


The couple's return didn't go unnoticed, but the hybrids didn't move from their spot. It seemed the Joel had received strict orders from the others and was guarding the area in case something wrong happened.


The Demons, instead, left the chessboard and neared them.


"Anything worth knowing?" Flying Demon asked Noah, but the latter shook his head.


Noah understood that the Demon was curious about his past life. Still, there was a reason why he didn't reveal that information to anyone, and the Demon respected his decision.


However, it felt mandatory to ask if his past life contained something that could be useful to the Hive.


Flying Demon smirked when he saw Noah's gesture and moved his attention on June's messy hair. She had never been known for her tidiness, but both her hair and robe appeared even worse off than usual.


Flying Demon's eyebrow arched as he moved his gaze back to Noah. A knowing smile appeared on his face, but Noah ignored it and walked past them to reach the chessboard.


"Where are the others?" Noah asked as June reached him and began to study the chessboard too.


Flying Demon revealed a proud smile when he looked at him and was about to answer, but Dreaming Demon preceded him. "They are having private discussions about their individualities. We want to go too before deciding about our item."


Then, she cleared her throat before asking a question. "Did you find something interesting on your way?"


Noah and June exchanged a glance before shaking their heads at the same time. They had taken a look at the environment, but their minds were too busy thinking about each other that they had almost forgotten where they were.


Also, they didn't recognize any of those items. The fact that most of them relied on laws made it hard to understand their purpose.


They needed Shandal to make a conscious choice. They couldn't just pick what appeared to be more valuable or powerful.


"We have taken a look at the outside world," June said when she saw the complex expression that had appeared on Dreaming Demon's face. It seemed that she was facing the same issue and wanted to know if they had found a solution.


Nevertheless, June's words were enough to ignite the Demons' interest, and they didn't hesitate to offer the couple a cup of wine as they waited for their story.
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                        The environment inside the central storm was a proper rank 6 danger zone.


During the breaks when Noah and June didn't focus only on themselves, they had inspected the outside world seen from the balcony of the room that they had occupied. What they saw confirmed their initial ideas. There were actual magical beasts in the sixth rank living in those regions.


Noah had been able to sense two of them from his position in the castle, but his instincts had told him that there were more of them. After all, the central areas where only a limited part of the entirety of the separate dimension, but they weren't small.


Also, that environment favored those existences and allowed them to feed on the Breath in the air more efficiently. That removed their need to hunt for more prey often and helped in the creation of harmony in that fauna.


Noah didn't believe that Shandal left such powerful creatures completely unchecked, but there were no signs of proper management either. He guessed that the god of the Empire or his will intervened only when a significant clash between two leaders was about to happen.


The Demons couldn't do much with that information, and even June found it useless for her cultivation journey. However, that was a fantastic discovery for Noah that didn't hesitate to memorize that place in his mind.


His list of promising hunting areas increased as he uncovered the secrets of his Mortal Lands. It was as if old monsters and powerful beasts hid everywhere humans didn't look too attentively.


His mind wandered as he and June finished explaining their discoveries to the Demons. He couldn't help but think about all the territories that he had overlooked and avoided due to his poor level.


All of a sudden, the old Capital of the Utra nation appeared mysterious and powerful. That city had survived through the millennia and had been inherited by all the Royal Dynasties. It was bound to hide something incredible behind its tall walls.


The fact that the Elbas family had mostly abandoned the Utra nation didn't necessarily mean that it was useless or empty now. The destructive effects of the dimensional portal had yet to spread through the entirety of the country in the end, and there were ways to hold them back.


The Capital wasn't the sole mysterious territory in his mind. Noah didn't forget to consider the core territories of the Empire and the entirety of the Papral nation in his reasoning.


Both countries had an incredible history. The center of the area of influence of the Empire had been the home of the oldest god in those Mortal Lands for millennia, and the Papral nation had seen the ascension of two gods just a bit more than a thousand years ago!


There were bound to be other secrets hidden throughout those lands, which could benefit his hybrid status or cultivation journey in general. The only issue was being powerful enough to explore them freely.





Luckily for him, the three invading forces were at war with the Empire. It would take years for the battles to resume, but Noah knew that he would be in the first lines, fighting to reach the depths of what had once been the home of the strongest organization in his world.


As for the Papral nation, that was Faith and Ravaging Demon's home. Noah could exploit his connection with his friend or join the inevitable invasion that the Hive would launch once it was strong enough to retaliate against the Demon's betrayal.


The Demons, June, and Noah enjoyed the wine and exchanged ideas concerning their current situation. Except for June, they all had a general idea regarding their companions' power, and they could point out the fields where they were lacking.


That discussion aimed to give them a clear perspective over what they needed, even if they soon accepted the fact that any item in the castle would be too strong for them to handle.


There were peak rank 6 and divine items there. Those weren't tools that rank 5 cultivators could handle without triggering massive drawbacks.


Noah was even worse off. He already had numerous projects in his mind, but he could only decide on their feasibility after he created his higher energy.


He kept all his ideas bottled since his success in that project could change his plans completely. After all, he would obtain the final instrument for his individuality. He would have the matter that he needed to become a proper creator.


However, he didn't want to ask for spells and martial arts either. It seemed too much of a waste to pick something that he would have to modify to adapt it to his individuality.


Faith and Daniel eventually returned to the hall and found the two couples relaxing as they shared a jug of wine. The two of them could notice the differences in their relationships in that scene.


The Demons' posture was elegant as they sat on the floor. They would often exchange warm smiles and lose themselves in their lover's gaze when they took sips from their cups.


Instead, June and Noah were more open about expressing their affection. June would lie on Noah's chest and pull his hair whenever she wanted a kiss, and they would often whisper in each other's ears, following that gesture with a laugh or a deep exchange of stares.


The Demons stood up when Faith and Daniel returned, and Shandal's will appeared at the entrance of a corridor to point them the way toward a different room.


Noah inspected the two of them as they took the spot left by the Demons and began to drink too. Still, Faith noticed Noah's strange attention and proceeded to reassure him. "He helped us. Our paths were already going in the right direction, but he explained problems that I had noticed just recently."


Noah was inclined to trust Shandal since he knew about his transmigration. Yet, he wanted to make sure that the will didn't have a personal agenda hidden under the mission of defeating Heaven and Earth.


That didn't seem to be the case since both Faith and Daniel confirmed the authenticity of his help.


Of course, Noah couldn't just believe their words when the will of a god was involved. The two of them had to describe the pointers that Shandal had given them before he felt that he was really on their side.


Apparently, Faith would have eventually abandoned the system of Heaven and Earth due to her unwillingness to follow any authority or rule. Her peace would reach the point where the world around her willingly submitted to her pace.


As for Daniel, Shandal had revealed that he would have been outside of the system already if his individuality wasn't lacking. His purification needed a core that expressed the entirety of his existence. Daniel needed something to elevate to the divine.


It took three days for the two Demons to return, and they didn't withhold any information about their meeting either. As soon as they arrived, Flying Demon announced that he would inherit part of Shandal's individuality.
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                        The news that Flying Demon would inherit part of Shandal's individuality was incredible. Even if he had ended up in that cursed situation, the god of the Empire was still an entity that had managed to reach the divine ranks!


The process wouldn't be quick, and Flying Demon had to be careful not to ruin himself. After all, individualities were unique, and cultivators couldn't exchange them as if they were techniques or diagrams.


Also, it was risky to imitate someone else's path.


Existences grew in power because they enhanced themselves as they strived for the higher ranks. Still, that made them specialize on a specific path and absorb only the laws connected with their individualities.


That was the reason why cultivators that had reached a certain level of power couldn't change paths anymore. Their entire existence would have become something too specific to go back to a general form.


However, the offer came from the god of the Empire, a divine entity that was waging war against Heaven and Earth. He was bound to have countless methods in his possession due to his long life.


Dreaming Demon had listened to his explanation too. The fact that Flying Demon had ultimately accepted Shandal's offer meant that she didn't find anything suspicious.


After the two Demons returned, Shandal's will reappeared too and addressed the issue that the cultivators were facing. "Walk with me through the castle. I'll help you with your choice."


Noah and the others stood up, and even the Ghostly Snakes slithered toward the will that had begun to stroll toward one of the corridors.


The group saw the vast collection of powerful and peculiar items that Shandal had seized and stored over the years again. Yet, short descriptions about their nature and effects appeared under them when Noah and the others walked near them.


The invisible barriers that had prevented the group from seizing everything during the first exploration were materializing words to read. There would be even exotic symbols at times that the cultivators could only scan with their mental energy to understand the purpose of certain items.


A few of those treasures didn't have any description but only notes signed by Shandal himself.


"Most of these come from the Immortal Lands," Shandal explained when the group walked past an item without a description. "I didn't manage to discover what they do even after millennia spent studying them. I believe my power is too low or my individuality too different to uncover their effects."


Silence often reined as the group kept on walking in an orderly way through the many halls and corridors of the castle. The rewards were the only thought in the cultivators' minds, and they wouldn't care about anything else until they found something that suited them.


Noah held June's hand as they walked side by side through that massive collection.


The recent fight had brought them even closer to each other, and they were enjoying that relaxing moment. It felt as if June and Noah were a couple that had gone out shopping, with the only difference that they intended to buy powerful relics that could benefit their cultivation.





The two of them exchanged opinions on certain promising items, and the Demons would join their conversations when they knew more about specific topics.


Faith and Daniel remained mostly silent instead, but they would ask for Shandal or the Demon's opinion when they found something interesting.


The browsing took almost half a day, and the group returned in the throne room after Shandal declared that there was nothing else to see in his castle. It was time for them to decide, but that choice wouldn't be an easy one.


It wasn't a matter concerning the variety of those items. Shandal had collected the most powerful and bizarre things through his long life, so the rewards covered most fields of the cultivation journey.


The main issue was that they wouldn't be able to use most of those rewards until they reached the later stages of the sixth rank.


Rank 5 cultivators couldn't just wield a divine inscribed weapon. The sole might of such an item could destroy them.


That made choosing harder since they would pick something that they could only use after they experienced multiple breakthroughs. Such a decision required them to have a clear idea of what they would need far in the future, which wasn't something that they could have right now.


Faith and Daniel were still growing when it came to their individualities. They had just learnt how to adjust their path to escape Heaven and Earth's system, so they didn't have many certainties when it came to their future.


Dreaming Demon needed time to rethink her individuality too, but she was a bit better off compared to her companions. She had already restricted her choice over two items, with both of them beneficial to her peculiar mental energy.


Flying Demon's reward was Shandal's individuality, and the snakes didn't get the chance to choose something. As for June and Noah, they had their issues too.


Differently from her companions, June had a pretty clear idea of what she would become along her paths. Everything in her individuality focused on constants and long battles, so she meant to pick something that could enhance that aspect of her fighting style.


Yet, most of the items there had battle purposes, at least for those in the sixth or divine ranks.


June found it hard to decide something that she could find useful in the future, be she was already skimming all the possible choices in her mind so that she could pick something very close to perfect.


Noah's issue, instead, came from the fact that his higher energy was an important variable that he couldn't ignore.


His existence, battle style, and even attacks would change after he managed to create higher energy. His body was bound to adapt too to that achievement and change form after every breakthrough.


That uncertainty kept him unsure about three items that had different purposes, but that would be useful even when he reached their level of power.


After a day spent meditating and exchanging ideas, all the cultivators had decided what they wanted, except for Noah.


Dreaming Demon had chosen a strange pink liquid with power in the divine ranks. The liquid was also smelly, but it had empowering effects on the mental energy of the cultivators.


Daniel chose an emblem that worked on light, and that could protect him if something unexpected happened. It was a divine item too, which made it a lifesaver in any situation.


Faith used a similar approach to Daniel and just picked something battle-related. She chose a bracelet that would work as a defensive measure but also as a temporary enhancer of her mental faculties.


As for June, she picked a hefty and old tome that described the formation field thoroughly and had even notes of the entities that had invented the methods recorded in it.


On the other hand, Noah was still struggling to choose.
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                        Noah didn't want to pick a defensive item nor a weapon.


He was a maker. He created what he needed, and that ability would increase once he succeeded in his project with the higher energy.


Also, he didn't want to use that chance for something meant to help him survive future threats.


It didn't often happen that he could choose from such a large variety of items, and he didn't want to pick something that was only meant to keep him alive until he reached the divine ranks.


His body already offered him insane survivability, and he would risk relying too much on the divine item. After all, he would use it to take by surprise and kill strong enemies so that he could seize their dantians.


In his mind, it was better to pick something that could improve his growth since that would give him long-term benefits.


Yet, his interest still lingered on three items even after he had cut away many promising weapons and defensive methods from his possible choices. Of the three, two of them were divine items, while the other was something with power in the heroic ranks.


The first one was one of the items that lacked a complete description. It was a complex diagram that seemed capable of producing different effects depending on unclear factors.


Through the years, Shandal had discovered that it needed Breath of the darkness element to work, but he had never managed to activate it. The few features that he had recognized came from his knowledge of spells and formations.


According to the will's description, the diagram didn't have an upper limit in its power, but human cultivators would lose their minds if they happened to look at its lines. It was what appeared to be a spell that only heroic cultivators and above could hope to activate.


The second one was another divine item. It was a mirror capable of predicting the outcome of experiments or similar procedures. Noah only needed to place the materials in front of the mirror as he watched his reflection to know if a process would succeed.


The mirror even gave a detailed description of its prediction. That would help a cultivator to point out the mistakes in the procedure and fix them without wasting materials in countless trials.


Noah's ability to create would rise even further if he used the mirror together with the Divine Deduction technique. Still, that item had its limits, especially when it came to atypical inscription methods.


The Elemental Forging was one of the atypical methods, and the mirror couldn't understand it in its entirety. Its results would be slightly imprecise when it came to similar practices, and Noah wasn't sure if using such a miraculous item suited him, especially since his creation would assume different forms once he gained the higher energy.


As for the last one, it was a whiff of dense dark gas that seemed to contain many laws in its fabric.


Shandal had already studied it and confirmed that it was a rare material capable of expressing many different shapes of the Breath of the darkness element.





The item would be quite useful to Noah since it could expand his knowledge of the darkness element and give him ideas on how to proceed in his journey. Also, it would be beneficial in his meditations.


All three items were good tools to have in the heroic ranks. Noah could find a worthy usage for each of those resources and gain benefits from all of them.


However, he had to make a choice.


The cultivators had already talked about the division of the resources. The Ghostly Snakes gave them access to two free items, which meant that they had to decide who would get more than one reward.


The group had decided to award Noah and the Hive with the items initially meant for the hybrids.


"Come," Shandal said as he neared Noah, who was still struggling to decide. "Let's talk."


Noah inspected the will for a few seconds before deciding to stand up and follow him the hall where he had discussed the individualities with his companions.


That hall was smaller than the others, and it didn't have any unique item. There were only a bed and a table with a peculiar chessboard that had six sides instead of four.


There were also a series of chess pieces lain on top of it that were divided into three different colors. There was black, white, and gray, but there didn't seem to be anything special about them since they weren't inscribed items.


"There are three major factions in the Immortal Lands," Shandal said as he sat on one of the three chairs around the table and began to reorder the pieces on the odd chessboard.


"You can find the ever-hungry beasts, whose population can't be controlled," Shandal said as he placed the black chess pieces on the board.


"The scattered humans," The will continued as he moved his attention to the white pieces.


"And the lonely hybrids," Shandal began to deploy the grey pieces at that point.


"As far as I know," Shandal continued to speak as he watched the chessboard with a satisfied expression. "Not all humans decide to go against Heaven and Earth. There are a few organizations, but the population up there is too thin to affect the higher plane."


"Who are They?" Noah asked to remind him of the questions that he had dodged earlier.


Shandal shook his head at that question and started to move the pieces in a seemingly random way. Then, he decided to address the matter that he had revealed just a few days ago. "Your existence is even more unique than the others. I couldn't believe it when you used a magical beast to become a hybrid. I didn't even know that something like that was possible."


"Did you keep track of me?" Noah asked with a tinge of surprise in his tone.


"Yes," Shandal replied, "I've been keeping track of you since you appeared in this world."


"Did you ever influence anything?" Noah felt the need to ask since he had to make sure that all his achievements were his.


"No," Shanald said as he resumed moving the pawns. "You needed to find your path. Spoiled cultivators are useless against Heaven and Earth. I must say that you surprised me multiple times, but I had to expect it from someone that has lived two lives."


Noah ignored his words. His previous life didn't influence his current one, and he didn't carry any meaningful information anyway.


"Why did you call me here?" Noah questioned the will after that initial conversation.


"I've learnt to understand the individualities of those surrounding me after spending countless years seeing cultivators rise and all," Shandal. "Yours is vast, incredibly vast. I don't think I've ever seen someone else so driven and ambitious. However, are you sure that you can elevate it to the divine ranks?"



						




                    


                
				
                    893. Black firmamen

					
					

                    
                        Noah had heard similar words before. Chasing Demon had already explained the difficulties connected to a broader individuality in the banquet held to honor the return of the Demons.


Heroic cultivators generally specialized in the aspects of their individualities as they grew. Their existence would then become able to affect the laws linked with them until they finally turned into something unique that didn't exist in the world.


Of course, the process would take more time if the individuality was vast and expanded in many fields.


It was a simple matter of quantity of laws. Wider individualities needed to learn how to wield more of them to become something unique.


However, cultivators had limits. Worlds could contain as many laws as they needed to work, but heroic existences were far below that level.


It was normal for someone like Shandal to worry about Noah's path. The latter was the most promising cultivator that those Mortal Lands had ever seen, and the god's mission was to defeat Heaven and Earth.


Also, Noah was the living proof of Heaven and Earth's mistakes. He was too important in that mission to risk losing him due to his insatiable ambition.


Noah didn't feel surprised when he heard the will's words. He had pondered about that matter too during his meditations. Yet, he had concluded that he was pursuing what he was. His approach was completely natural, and that was the individuality that reflected his entire existence.


He was a sword capable of destroying and creating. His sole presence could turn the Breath in the environment in primary energy, and his darkness could give birth to living beings.


Noah picked one of the chess pieces and inspected it before placing it down on its previous spot. He repeated that gesture for the pawns with different colors, and Shandal just studied him with a curious gaze.


As a god who had lived for millennia in a lower plane, Shandal had learnt a lot about individualities. He had seen human and heroic cultivators grow and fall as they strived for the same level that he had reached many years ago.


After so much time, he could obtain a general understanding of someone's individuality in a matter of seconds, and discern the rest from their gestures of personalities. It could be said that the god of the Empire was the maximum expert in the lower planes when it came to individualities.


Nevertheless, he couldn't understand anything when he analyzed Noah playing around with the chess pieces.


His connection with Heaven and Earth prevented him from understanding Noah's in his entirety, but he felt surprised that he couldn't even get an idea of the reason behind his action. After all, the chess pieces weren't inscribed items. He used that odd chessboard to remind him of the fauna of the Immortal Lands.


'A lot of black pieces,' Noah thought as he placed a gray pawn back in its place. 'A few white, and even fewer gray.'





The number of pieces of each color was a representation of the number of entities in each faction. From the chessboard, it was evident that magical beasts dominated the higher plane.


Noah could understand now that such an arrangement was just another challenge placed by Heaven and Earth to find what they had missed. Still, he didn't inspect the pieces for that reason.


He was trying to understand if he belonged to one of those factions.


'None of them reflect my existence,' Noah concluded in his mind after he put the grey piece back on the chessboard.


He had never felt close to the humans, and fusing with a Cursed Dragon worsened that aspect of him. His success in turning himself into a hybrid had put him into a completely different species, especially after his breakthroughs modified his centers of power further.


Noah could think like a human and understand their mindsets, but he wasn't one of them, not entirely at least. He felt much closer to the magical beasts because he liked living in the wilderness.


The lack of political restrictions and the absence of any rule suited him much. Also, power was the foundation of the world of the beasts, which was entirely in line with his existence.


However, they were limited too. Creatures driven only by instincts couldn't reflect him. They couldn't even begin to represent his complex mind.


As for the hybrids, they were part of his same species in theory. Still, even them failed to express the entirety of his existence.


After all, Noah was a fake. He had created his hybrid status through an inscription method, which was a tool used by cultivators.


Also, his path deviated from the type of hybrids of the ancestors of the natives. They would give away their individualities to obtain the power to devour laws and become the enemy of Heaven and Earth.


Truth to be told, Noah didn't know if there were other types of hybrids out there. His knowledge was limited to two Mortal Lands, and one of them had produced only him as a member of that species.


However, he still felt different from them since his hybrid status was the product of an inscription method.


"I respect you," Noah said, breaking the silence in the room and surprising Shandal, who was still confused about his previous actions.


"Still," Noah continued after a brief pause, "I don't care about any of this."


The will's ethereal eyes widened when he heard his words, but Noah was not finished yet.


"I will go against Heaven and Earth," Noah said as he laid a finger on an empty spot of the chessboard. "But this isn't my main goal. I don't care about the grudges, about your noble mission, and about their plan to use divine entities as guinea pigs. All of this is meaningless to me."


Cracks started to appear on the odd chessboard as Noah decided to put a bit of pressure on it. A large fissure eventually appeared and divided the entire item in two, making all the pieces on it fall on the table and floor.


Shandal still didn't act. He wouldn't bother about a single item when such a peculiar cultivator was showing his nature right in front of him.


"What do you care about then?" Shandal asked, failing to hide his curiosity on the matter. For someone who had lived more than fifty thousand years, seeing something so out of the schemes was refreshing other than enjoyable.


Noah increased the pressure on the broken chessboard as he replied. "I'll die if my individuality turns out to be too much to handle. I don't care. I've already died once too."


The rest of the chessboard fell apart at that point, and even the table under it shattered as Noah continued to put pressure and speak. "Yet, I won't cut away parts of me to make my path easier. I understand that you have been mesmerized by the white sky, but my eyes have never once stopped at it. I can only see the blinding stars in the black firmament."
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                        Shandal's will could only remain silent when he heard Noah's words. It was his first time hearing about such a peculiar individuality.


Noah appeared as a madman who had gone crazy over his thirst for power in his eyes. After all, who could disregard the entire world to chase after the distant stars in the sky?


Yet, Noah had been calm during his speech, and his entire figure brimmed with cold confidence that the will couldn't help but notice.


Part of Shandal now understood how Noah's existence was able to spread Heaven and Earth's mistake in the world. His gestures, his words, and his attitude were able to affect those around him and leave a mark in their existence.


Shandal could feel his ambition rise after hearing him. The peace that he had reached after so many years spent stuck in those Mortal Lands faltered for a second as he bathed in Noah's individuality.


Of course, his mind was firm and could restore the calmness that Noah had disrupted. Still, the fact that such a young cultivator could almost leave a mark on him was amazing.


Shandal could now comprehend why Noah wouldn't limit his individuality too. He couldn't hold back that boundless ambition that accompanied his every action. It was a drive that even a god would find it hard to suppress.


Also, if Noah managed to push that feeling to the divine ranks, he would become a real threat for Heaven and Earth's rule.


Shandal knew that it would be hard, but the confidence that he had felt in his words was enough to make him believe that maybe Noah had a shot at succeeding.


"Transmigration or not," Shandal said, "You would have been a monster anyway. Don't make me wait for your Tribulation. I can't wait to see what kind of lightning Heaven comes up with."


Noah didn't answer him. His mind was already wandering in the memories of the test of his attitude in the Royal Academy.


He would never forget the feelings that he had experienced in his dream, and visualizing those images again could help him choose which item he had to pick. It was clear that each of his three choices would benefit him in some ways, but he couldn't decide on which one would be the best for him.


So, he would let his ambition decide.


Noah didn't lack resources or techniques in the end. Most of his projects were on hold because he was prioritizing his higher energy, but he was far from being without ideas on how to improve.


He would have an easier time choosing something if there was an item that improved his training, but the things related to the darkness element were fewer, and he didn't want to pick weapons or defensive methods.


Shandal could understand what was going on in his mind. After all, he had summoned him mainly to help him choose something that suited him.


"You seem to be doing well already," Shandal said while Noah was in the middle of reminiscing his dream. "You don't need a perfect item. Just pick the most interesting one."





Noah turned toward the will at that point and replied with a nod. Shandal was right. He was overthinking the matter because he wanted to optimize his journey to the higher ranks in the best way possible.


Yet, he had failed to realize that he had already done that. Anything else would be something that enhanced qualities that were nearing perfection.


Noah was about to perform a slight bow to thank him when he thought about the invading forces raiding the remaining territories of the Empire. Also, thoughts about the Odrea nation and that separate dimension joined that wave of information too.


"You know that the Empire won't last long, right?" Noah asked in a plain tone.


Shandal was still a god. If his mood changed, most of the current organizations would fall apart under his power. Even his will would be enough to unleash enough destruction with all the divine weapons stored inside the castle.


Noah was trying to see if the will was even slightly emotional about his country and belongings before joining the next war. He would avoid fighting an organization that had such deep reserves otherwise.


Shandal though shook his head before reassuring him. "You are meant to take it. The battle will be bloody, but it will give birth to a stronger generation of cultivators."


Then, he pointed at the ceiling and continued. "Take the cultivators in the Odrea nation too. I am in the Immortal Lands now, stealing as much as I can before Heaven and Earth notice me. I don't need any other motivation to keep cultivating."


In the end, he drew a circle with his index and continued. "No one else will find this land. I will take everything away before anyone comes near the Mausoleum. I will leave only a few pieces of the sky as a reward. Who knows? There might be another talent hidden somewhere."


Shandal's words made Noah understand that the god had allowed them to gain access to the castle even before they learnt about the central storm. It seemed that his commitment to nurturing talents was enough to make him give up part of his collection.


Noah left a few minutes after those words. The two of them didn't have anything else to talk about, and Shandal was very secretive for what concerned the Immortal Lands.


His take on the matter was just another method meant to force cultivators to grow on their own and develop laws that Heaven and Earth couldn't take. Kindling their curiosity could help in their journey.


When Noah returned to the throne room, he found his companions cultivating in silence and inspecting their new items with eager eyes.


They couldn't store them inside their space-rings because something on that level would crack the formations used for the creation of their devices. Only June could save hers since the inscriptions on her tome only preserved its integrity.


June interrupted her meditation when she sensed his aura and revealed a smile toward him. Noah sat next to her and heaved a sigh. The talk with Shandal had been brief, but it had helped him discover something about the Immortal Lands, other than solving his doubts for what concerned his reward.


"What will you choose?" June asked when she saw that Noah's doubts had disappeared from his expression.


"The will made me realize that I'm not doing bad for my age," Noah replied.


"You are breaking a record with every breakthrough," June said. "I don't know if there is a way to train faster."


"I know," Noah agreed with her. "It would be different if there were Kesier runes here. Still, I'll take the diagram since it seems to contain an interesting spell. We have to pick something for Chasing Demon, and we are done here."
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                        The dense dark gas capable of expressing different shapes of the Breath of the darkness element could be useful. Still, it wasn't a divine item, and Noah had already created his darkness.


His goal now was to build something stronger that didn't follow the laws of the world. The core item would also be his darkness, which was already outside Heaven and Earth's system.


So, the gas could only help him in his meditation.


As for the mirror, it was a divine item, but it didn't suit Noah's main inscription method.


It would still help him during his experiments, and using it with the Divine Deduction technique would reduce the time needed to complete his tests. Yet, it wasn't something crucial to his cultivation journey.


Also, the time spent in the experiments wasn't exactly wasted. Noah's expertise would increase as it did his understanding of a specific topic.


Reaching results more quickly was generally better. However, Noah would grow more slowly as an inscription master if he faced fewer failures.


All in all, both items were useful and could improve his current situation, but their effects would be minimal since his foundation was already sturdy. They weren't necessary.


On the other hand, Noah found the diagram interesting, even if it didn't provide any evident benefit.


The fact that Shandal didn't manage to discover its effects after millennia of research was a clear sign of its value. Also, it involved the darkness element, which meant that it required a cultivator with the same aptitude to work.


Human cultivators couldn't look at it either, and Noah could only think that its power had to be incredible to produce such effects just in its diagram form. Hence his decision to pick it.


There were even his instincts involved in the matter. Noah felt as if those intricate lines hid an incredible power that he wasn't able to put into words due to his poor understanding of the laws.


Noah and the Demons excluded most of the group when it came to deciding the last item. They still had a spot available, and they thought that it would be better to choose something that could benefit the Hive as a whole or their Patriarch.


Yet, that matter was too private to include June and Faith, and the three of them eventually choose to exclude even Daniel since they would have to discuss Chasing Demon's individuality to pick a suitable item.


"It's life, Noah," Dreaming Demon said as the three of them walked through the corridors of the castle. "Rufus' individuality is about life."


Noah nodded at her words but didn't probe further. He could vaguely guess that Charming Demon's death had influenced the Patriarch's individuality, but that would be a private matter that only his friends could know.


Noah was the Demon Prince and the possible heir to the seat of Patriarch of the Hive. Still, he wasn't as close to Chasing Demon as those with whom he had shared most of his life.





It was mostly a matter of cultivation level. The two Demons had learnt to know Rufus when they were in similar or close ranks, while Noah was just a human cultivator when he first met him.


Even with his incredible growth, there was still some distance between Noah and Chasing Demon. Their relationship couldn't help but be a bit complex since Divine Demon was involved in their meeting.


Chasing Demon worshipped his Master, and he had acted according to that feeling when Noah claimed his inheritance. The two of them had then begun to know each other better through the years, but the duties of a Patriarch and Noah's adventures always left little time available.


They didn't have the chance to become close yet, and things could only change when Noah reached his level.


So, the Demon's judgment was above his in the decision of the item. It would be up to them to pick something that suited the Patriarch or the Hive in general if they didn't find anything suitable.


Noah was there mostly because of his instincts, expertise in particular fields, and because his status made him eligible to know such information.


It didn't take much to find the perfect reward for the Patriarch. The three of them had already explored the castle twice and knew what could go along with his individuality.


Noah and the Demons found themselves in front of a small humanoid puppet made of a brown-red clay. It was only the size of a man's fist, but an oppressing aura came out of its figure.


The puppet was something capable of unleashing power at the bottom of the divine ranks, and it involved the earth element, which matched Chasing Demon's aptitude. Also, it was useful both to attack and defend, which even benefitted the Hive as a whole.


"None of us has found such a perfect match, and he didn't even need to come here!" Flying Demon exclaimed before exploding into a loud laugh.


His words were on point. All the members of the group had to settle for items that only neared perfect suitability. Instead, Chasing Demon would obtain something that matched both his individuality and his role as Patriarch of the Hive.


However, there was no malice in Flying Demon's words. He felt truly happy for his friend, and his companions thought in the same way.


"Can we even carry it outside of the dimension?" Noah asked as he inspected the puppet. Its size made it appear harmless, but his instincts told him not to come near it.


"It says here that we only need to keep it away from the ground," Dreaming Demon pointed out as she read the description under it.


"Do you want to do the honors?" Noah asked while taking a step back.


Flying Demon couldn't help but reveal a smirk at his action, and he spoke through his teeth as he turned toward his lover. "Let's make your snake touch it first."


"Indeed," Noah quickly agreed with him. "You told us that she wouldn't remember anything anyway once your mental energy leaves her mind."


Dreaming Demon nodded at their suggestion before focusing on her connection with Raphaelle to summon her in that hall.


Once the group settled the matter of the rewards, they only had one last decision to make.


The eight of them wouldn't have problems carrying outside those items since they had chosen them considering that issue. Yet, some of them would have to bring them in their hands since the rewards were too powerful to enter their space-rings.


Noah was an exception due to his rank 6 storage device, but even he had to make some room to accommodate the stuffed winged beast.


As for the diagram, its lines were intricate and exuded a strange aura, but they were still just part of a diagram. It wasn't an issue storing it inside his ring.


The problem that they had to discuss now concerned their return to the outside world, and, more specifically, how long they would spend inside that separate dimension.
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                        The sky of Shandal's separate dimension was beneficial for the seas of consciousness, and the territories of that landmass contained various fauna filled by many powerful creatures.


The winds made of laws were the real treasure though. Cultivators could improve their understanding of the later stages of the heroic ranks thanks to those gales. They were what made the Mausoleum an incredible training area for experts at that level.


It was needless to say that all the members of Noah's group didn't want to leave that place. Only the snakes were an exception because they had been stuck there since the fall of their Mortal Lands.


However, there were pressing political matters in the outside world that required those cultivators' presence.


June had to inform the Elbas family about the contents of the Odrea nation. Noah had to take back his place in Divine Market city to reestablish the influence of the Hive on that neutral territory. The same went for Daniel, who was another valuable asset in the ranks of the Hive.


They couldn't remain there since the outside world needed to know that they were available and not in some mission.


Of course, time was relative when it came to rank 5 existences since hey could spend decades in their caves or habitation to complete experiments. Being missing for a year or two was entirely understandable for experts on their level, especially since their mission involved divine entities.


Faith had a little better than her companions. The Council was powerful even without her, and the higher-ups wanted to regain her trust.


The Elders of the Papral nation would look for her only if she had been missing for decades, and that wasn't in the group's plan.


Yet, even if they couldn't stay there for decades, they could still spend a few years seizing as benefits as they could. After all, anyone could exit the separate dimension and contact the organizations behind them to keep them updated about their status.


Making up a story for their organizations wasn't an issue since Shandal was open about his behavior. The will would just run away with most of his belongings as soon as a significant raid arrived, leaving no proof of his imitation of the Immortal Lands.


Noah's group could say that they had found an inheritance ground and that only the members of the Hive had obtained some rewards.


There was a risk with that approach. Flying Demon had to inherit Shandal's individuality, which was a slow and dangerous process.


Exposing the existence of a divine inheritance ground could make the invading troops start another war to seize it. That would take away precious time from Flying Demon, and Noah wanted the inheriting process to be as smooth as possible.


Also, the invading forces weren't ready for an all-war again. They were still recovering from the previous battles, and exploiting the benefits of the new continent was the perfect way to put more distance between them and the Empire.





They had to find a justification that didn't trigger a mass invasion. Something that would buy enough time not to ruin both Flying Demon's gains and the war that they were waging.


In the end, they decided to remain in the separate dimension for three more years.


The six of them mostly trained and made use of the incredible features of those lands in that period. With Shandal's cooperation, they didn't need to return near the void to escape from the central storm and could make use of the teleportation matrices inside the castle.


They would go out and search for the winds or isolate inside the structure to focus on their power.


Of course, Noah went out often since he needed to appease his hunger, but June always followed him and kept herself busy fighting other powerful creatures to express her individuality.


Flying Demon spent most of his time in a separate hall with Shandal, and his companions didn't fail to notice how his aura slowly changed as the months passed. Still, they weren't worried about his well-being since Dreaming Demon would often observe his training session to make sure that the will didn't try anything funny.


Noah even resumed experimenting with higher energy.


Shandal didn't want to give him a private training area at the beginning because he felt that he was spoiling the group too much. Yet, he soon provided Noah with what he needed once his experiments started to explode and spread their destructive effects through the castle.


Noah's failures couldn't create structural damages to that structure, but Shandal felt worried that the shockwaves released in the explosions could affect some of the weaker items in his collections. So, he appointed him to a reinforced room that didn't even bulge when his experiments detonated.


Nevertheless, the group eventually left the castle through a teleportation matrix and reappeared near the formation that led to the third layer of the Mausoleum.


The two Demons weren't there, but Noah had managed to submit another hybrid during his hunts. It was a rank 5 River Beaver whose intelligence was still childlike since it had evolved from an Elite beast when the compound activated.


Noah would leave the matter to educate it to Danielle once he returned to the outside world. Still, for now, he just kept it sealed, just like he did with the other two snakes.


The group didn't hesitate to activate the teleportation matrix, and the seven of them soon saw the walls of the Mausoleum again.


A small commotion happened inside the third layer when the rank 3 cultivators saw the appearance of the three powerful hybrids. However, Noah quickly suppressed it with the words that they had been waiting for their entire lives. "Gather everyone. It's time to take you out of this wasted nation."


Chaos swept the entirety of the Odrea nation after his declaration. Still, the citizens of that country didn't take much to gather everything they had and reach the edge of the defensive formation that isolated them from the outside world.


A crowd made of thousands of human cultivators gathered in a spot that Noah had pointed. He then activated the door that the Demons had previously created to bring that crowd to the separate dimension of the Hive.


"Where should they go?" Thirty-seven asked when he saw Noah and the others following the crowd through the door.


"Send them to the Coral Archipelago," Noah answered. "I've already warned the others of their arrival."


Noah noticed Lisa looking for him through the crowd, but he ignored her. He had far more pressing matters to handle.


Faith neared him and handed him her divine bracelet. For their story to work, only the members of the Hive could reveal their gains from the separate dimension, and Faith couldn't hide her reward.


So, the Hive would store it and wait for her to pick it up after the political situation calmed down.


After all, someone could be waiting for them outside of the separate dimension, and that encounter could require a show of strength.



						




                    


                
				
                    897. Expected

					
					

                    
                        Noah and the others had created an excellent story to justify their divine items while preventing the other organizations from sending other teams in the Odrea country. They had revealed the existence of a separate dimension under the Mausoleum, and they had described it as an inheritance ground that tried to imitate the Immortal Lands.


Their story fit what the world knew about the god of the Empire and even explained why they had gained access to divine items when they were only rank 5 cultivators.


According to that lie, the group would have slowly explored that foreign land filled with dangers in the last five years. Yet, when they reached the rewards, they triggered a reaction in the separate dimension.


The inheritance ground detonated, and the void enveloped its entire space. It was only due to the group's careful approach that the cultivators had managed to return to the outside world in time while also seizing the divine items.


Of course, Noah and the others could invent that story only because Shandal's will was cooperating. They knew what would have been his reaction in the occasion of a raid, and they could use that information to fabricate a believable lie.


Even if the Elbas family and the Council were to explore the separate dimension in the future anyway, they would only confirm their story.


However, there were bound to be doubts, especially when it came to an inheritance ground storing divine items.


There didn't need to be glaring pieces of evidence about the group's lie to cause a reaction in the forces that didn't manage to obtain anything. One small discrepancy or ambiguous detail in their story was enough to make at least part of those organizations take action.


Greed could lead humans to destruction, but it was also one of their most intense urges in life, and Noah knew that far too well.


June and Faith had given vague reports to their organizations during their stay inside the separate dimension, and they had only revealed the entirety of their lie when they left it.


Those two mighty forces wouldn't have time to prepare much with such short notice, but they were still leading organizations in those Mortal Lands. They could come up with something fairly quickly, especially if they had begun to suspect something in those years.


As for why they would even start to suspect them, Noah knew that it was because of him.


There was a nation where only Noah could enter, and Elder Julia had prevented the other forces from matching the cultivators deployed by the Hive. The situation was already strange, and Noah's fame wasn't good to begin with.


His missions usually led to significant consequences in the political environment in the world, and his enemies knew that he didn't act unless he had a valuable reason.


Of course, they didn't think that June and Faith were involved in that possible ploy. The Council and the Elbas family knew that their relationship wasn't bad after the events in the neutral city, but it would take decades of friendship to convince them to try to trick their organizations.





Unluckily for them, Noah and June had spent a lot of time together, and Faith had become attached to them reasonably quickly. Also, there were oaths in place between the women and the Hive, which preserved their credibility.


Noah, June, Faith, Daniel, the two Ghostly Snakes, and the River Beaver came out of the underwater cave where they had first used the separate dimension to cross the formation around Odrea country.


Nothing had changed in those years, and the cave still had the curtain that blocked the investigation of eventual cultivators there. Yet, Noah didn't feel safe to see that no one had entered that place. That could be a strategy meant to make him lower his guard.


Noah's instincts as a lone cultivator made him consider every eventuality. There was a chance that he was being paranoid, but he was too used to the methods of the Elbas family not to expect something.


After all, the Royals and the Council knew that they would come out from that spot since June and Faith had warned them. Also, Noah couldn't request the help of the Hive because that would be suspicious.


No innocent man would ask for reinforcement when he didn't expect a battle.


Noah was trying to appear entirely in the right in that situation so that the Hive wouldn't endure the consequences of his actions.


The group came out of the cave slowly and with their consciousnesses wholly unfolded. The lack of any evident danger made them advance and exit the bottom of the old continent so that they could return to the surface.


As they tried to resurface though, spells materialized in the water around them and shot in their direction.


Noah felt surprised at that sight, but not because he didn't expect an ambush. What startled him was the trajectory of the attacks.


Generally speaking, his enemies would try to focus him because his power had always been unclear.


He usually became stronger after every mission, which made it hard to estimate his actual strength. That left the eventual assailants no choice but to take care of him first to make sure that their plan would work.


Yet, those spells were aiming for Daniel, and they were even trying to ignore June and Faith.


'Aiming for the weakest link?' Noah wondered as he released a roar. His pride spread from his figure and reached the three hybrids who felt compelled to execute his orders.


The two Snakes became immaterial, and the Beaver started to swim around the group to create a series of dense currents to protect them. The Demonic Sword also came out of Noah's robe and launched black slashes against the incoming attacks.


The ambush appeared quite threatening. Noah could recognize five spells with power in the gaseous stage of the fifth rank and one that matched the offensive of liquid stage cultivators!


There was a real expert among the attackers, but Noah hadn't been able to sense the incoming danger even with his innate awareness. It was needless to say that his mental waves weren't able to find the enemies either.


Two sharks made of water, a snakelike whip made of sand, two fiery spears, and a barrage of ice shards ran through the dark water to reach for the cultivators.


The world turned dark for a few instants as a wave of flames followed Noah's roar. His targets were the ice shards since they had the power in the liquid stage.


Nevertheless, he wasn't the only one who had reacted in time.


June was already creating crackling orange spheres that were spreading a barrier between them and the spells. Faith had taken control of the water around them, making it so dense that it separated from the rest of the sea. Daniel's light had followed the brief moment of darkness caused by Noah, and a white halo formed another layer of defense around the group.


All of them were ready to fight that foreseen threat.
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                        Noah's flames landed on the incoming spells and depleted part of their power. His focus was on the dangerous ice shards, but his attack was wide enough to hit the other abilities too.


The slashes of the Demonic Sword landed on the water sharks and spread a cloud of corrosive black smoke in their spot. The gas reached for the other spells too, but there was little that it could do.


The Ghostly Snakes then appeared in the trajectory of the spells and used their vast bodies to block most of them.


As beings with a body in the upper tier, the Snakes could face the spells in the gaseous stage without any problem. Yet, the shards pierced their skin, and some of them created injuries that reached for their muscles.


A few shards and the whip managed to cross the blockage, but the various defensive measures deployed by Noah's companions held their ground against that offensive and blocked the spells.


The first clash ended with the Snakes suffering a series of wounds, but they were mostly superficial injuries and didn't affect their battle prowess.


'Still nothing,' Noah thought since his consciousness failed to sense the attackers. It was as if the spells had appeared out of thin air, without anyone fueling them.


That was impossible unless there was an existence powerful enough to cover their presence. Still, Noah felt quite sure that the leader of that operation was the rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage hidden somewhere in the sea. It wouldn't make sense for someone more potent than that to remain hidden during an ambush.


'There are inscriptions involved,' Noah concluded in his mind when he couldn't find another explanation for that event. Only formations and other similar methods could hide cultivators on that level while also allowing them to attack.


That discovery surprised him. It hadn't even been a day since June and Faith had warned their organizations about their arrival.


However, Noah was almost sure that the Elbas family was involved, which made his knowledge in the inscription field unsuitable to judge what was possible.


The Royals were unbeatable in that field, and the situation would be even worse if they had obtained the help of the Council. Breaking that siege had suddenly become incredibly hard in Noah's mind.


"Formations that deal with illusions and space have limited width and a command center nearby," June said as she prepared more defensive spells. "We can try to sprint, but I don't think that they didn't do anything to prevent that."


June specialized in certain types of formations, but she had a general understanding of that inscription method. Her words helped Noah decide what to do next to escape from that situation.


The same spells reappeared in the distance and shot once again toward the group. However, their defenses were already in place at that time. The cultivators only had to put some power in them to restore their structure after the previous clash, but they had enough time to attack before the spells arrived.





Noah roared and slashed with his living weapon. A series of flames and black lines shot from his figure and aimed for the incoming attacks.


Also, his cry contained specific orders for the Ghostly Snakes, who became ethereal and disappeared from the battlefield.


Daniel spread his white halo even more, and the water that his spell touched began to boil due to the properties of his individuality. June launched a series of lightning bolts while creating more orange spheres.


As for Faith, she limited herself to help the River Beaver in the deployment of defensive measures.


With two members of their team holding back, they couldn't express their full power. Noah wasn't using his Demonic Form because it would affect his companions, and June was sticking to the Breath of the lightning element since they didn't know the identity of the assailers.


They were still able to hold on, but they would be forced to use their full power if they didn't find a way out of that situation.


Raphaelle materialized once again in the trajectory of the spells after they had clashed with the group's attacks. Joel, instead, was nowhere to be seen.


The second clash left Raphaelle in an even worse state, and her body alone wasn't able to block all the attacks. Some of them landed on the defensive measures deployed by Noah's companions and destroyed a large part of them.


The might of a rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage wasn't something that experts in the gaseous stage could block easily. Yet, the joint efforts of the group managed to prevent anything too bad from happening. The Ghostly Snakes were the only ones suffering injuries.


The third series of spells appeared in the same spot and shot toward the group. However, a hissing sound started to spread through the environment at that point.


Noah's eyes lit up when he heard that cry, and black smoke began to come out of his figure. One of the advantages of being with other hybrids was that they could communicate in a language that humans couldn't even begin to understand.


With his previous cry, Noah had ordered Joel to use its innate ability to swim part the boundaries of the formation and find the command center mentioned by June. The hissing that he was spreading in the environment was his sign that he had found something.


Four additional arms went to wield four copies of the Demonic Sword that had appeared as soon as the black smoke completed the scaled armor. Noah performed a quick slash, but his target wasn't the incoming spells.


He had launched his most potent attack on a seemingly random spot.


June and the others felt forced to put some distance between them and Noah. The corrosive smoke was deadly even for them, and Noah's sea of consciousness was the most advanced of the group.


Also, his darkness fueled all of his attacks. Their power was far above the average of those launched by cultivators on his level.


The very fabric of the environment around them began to shake as a fissure appeared in the sea. The tremors revealed shining lines placed in the water all around them.


Noah could see a small cave built at the bottom of the sea through the fissure created by his attack.


Now that his mental energy could inspect it, he understood that the water on that side felt different compared to that around him. Also, all the inscriptions that had appeared after Noah's attack had confirmed that they were inside a formation.


The spells eventually reached the group and clashed with the defensive measures and the Ghostly Snakes once again. The defenses held even without Noah's flames, but the Snakes were about to suffer serious injuries.


The group had to finish the battle quickly before they started to suffer real losses. Yet, only one of them had the strength to affect the control center.


It wasn't a matter of distance. The control center was too sturdy for ordinary cultivators in the gaseous stage to handle.
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                        "Nothing?" Noah asked as he executed the second form of his martial art, targeting the cave seen outside of the formation. His voice came out as a guttural growl due to the Demonic Form and his beast's features.


"Nothing!" Daniel exclaimed as he stored his inscribed notebook back in his space-ring and resumed fueling his white halo. "No mental message seems able to escape the area."


The group had faced six more series of spells already by then, but their situation was about to become critical.


The Ghostly Sakes were still doing their job as meat shields, but injuries filled their bodies, and some wounds even reached for their internal organs. Also, their instincts were starting to take control of their bodies and making them ignore Noah's orders.


Noah was using his pride to force the hybrids to maintain their sanity. Yet, their survival instinct was becoming more intense as the state of their bodies worsened.


It was only a matter of time before the Snakes stopped using their reason and escaped the formation with their innate ability, leaving the rest of the group alone in the siege.


Their sacrifice though had allowed the cultivators to block all the attacks and give Noah enough room to continue targeting the control center.


The water around the group trembled again after Noah's last attack, and the same series of shining lines appeared in that part of the sea. Some of them even fell apart during the tremors, but the formation was still mostly intact.


'They did this in less than a day!' Noah cursed in his mind as he released another roar to suppress the instincts of the snakes. 'We would have already exposed some secret if it wasn't for the hybrids.'


It was clear that their assailant had come prepared. They had deployed manpower stronger than Noah's group, and they were even making use of an annoying formation.


If Noah hadn't submitted the three hybrids, they would have been forced to use all their assets to survive, which meant revealing June's higher energy and the separate dimension. However, there was hope to keep their secrets hidden thanks to the sacrifice of the Snakes.


After all, that was the whole point of their lie. Revealing the divine items would protect June and Faith's status in their organizations and make their story more believable.


The women's cover would be exposed if the Hive was to reveal their divine items in the next years, and the organizations behind them would still think about creating raiding parties if they didn't have a decoy. Instead, knowing that such precious objects were in the hands of the Hive would move their attention away from the separate dimension and give Flying Demon enough time to inherit Shandal's individuality.


Also, the other organizations would start to fear the Hive more if they knew that it owned those powerful tools.


Fame and reputation could be the end of a lone cultivator, but they were an armor when it came to organizations. The copying formation already discouraged anyone from attacking the Hive, and the knowledge that it owned divine items would only strengthen that feeling.





The only issue now was to make those items reach the safety of the Hive.


Daniel had his emblem hung on his neck, and the fact that his robe covered it didn't prevent its powerful aura from leaking in the environment. Meanwhile, Noah had both the stuffed beast and the diagram in his space-ring, which hid their presence.


That was the reason why all the spells kept on aiming for Daniel. It seemed that the assailants weren't trying to take down the entire group, but force them to give up on that divine asset before someone noticed that they were late.


Noah's eyes became cold when he saw the shining lines disappear again in the water. At that sight, it became clear in his mind that the Ghostly Snakes would die before he could destroy the entirety of the formation.


It would be up to the group to face the full power of the spells once the protection of the hybrids vanished, and targeting the control center while defending could be a problem.


Noah's mind worked at full speed as he analyzed the situation. The Divine Deduction technique consumed his mental energy to evaluate how much the formation could endure, and if the group could destroy it without revealing anything.


The answer was negative. Noah and the others would still need to use some of their hidden assets even if the Snakes gave their lives to defend them.


Noah made his mind at that point. Daniel saw the fiendish figure nodding at him, and he didn't hesitate to take the emblem in his grasp.


If they had to reveal something anyway, they might as well use the divine items before the hybrids died. After all, the world already knew about them.


Also, the effects of Daniel's emblem were straightforward. The item gathered light and unleashed it to eliminate any threat attempting at the life of its wielder.


Shandal had kept it charged, which allowed Daniel to activate it straight away and without the need of any Breath. He only had to use a minute part of his mental energy to trigger its effects.


The tenth series of spells formed and shot toward the group, but a blinding light soon filled the entire underwater area.


The effects of the divine item were the exact opposite of Noah's flames, even if they both turned the witnesses blind for a few seconds. Noah saw his world become completely white, and he couldn't help but spread his mouth at that sight.


Dense Breath entered his body and nourished his lungs. Still, the ability of the Curse Dragon species wasn't able to create the usual black halo around him at that time.


There was too much light, and its might even stretched outside of the formation.


Noah sensed that his Demonic Form fell apart as the light swept him. It seemed that the defensive item saw the unruly properties of the black smoke as a threat to its wielder.


However, it didn't affect any living being. Both Noah and the Demonic Sword didn't suffer at all inside that halo.


The same went for his companions, and only some of June's orange spheres vanished due to the effects of the emblem. The other defensive spells remained in place instead.


When the halo vanished, Noah and the others discovered that they could breathe again. The emblem had destroyed the entirety of the formation, creating an empty sphere right in the middle of the sea.


The water soon filled that gap, and the cultivators could sense that the sea had changed once they were submerged again. However, they didn't waste time analyzing it since they weren't safe yet.


A roar ran under the sea, and black smoke began to spread once again since Noah quickly reactivated the Demonic Form. June and the others prepared their offensive spells too at that signal, and the Snakes became immaterial to prepare for the imminent clash.


They could finally charge ahead now that the formation was gone.
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                        Noah and the others couldn't know how effective the emblem would have been, but it did far more than its description implied.


The item had taken care of all the threats in a large area, destroying the entirety of the formation that kept the group trapped. It had even affected Noah's Demonic Form, but it seemed unable to hurt living beings since the hybrids were fine.


The Ghostly Snakes' minds were at their limits, and their instincts were about to take control of their bodies. The emblem would have targeted them if it could affect living beings.


The only drawback of that divine item was the amount of light needed to recharge it. It wouldn't be a problem for a divine cultivator with a light aptitude to keep it always ready, but Daniel was only a being in the fifth rank.


No one in the group knew how long it would take for the emblem to become operational again. Daniel's only hope was that Chasing Demon decided to relocate some of the resources of the Hive for that purpose.


Nevertheless, the state of the emblem was the last of the group's problems right now.


Noah performed the second form of the Dragon's Claw martial art as soon as the Demonic Form reactivated. A tall fissure appeared in the sea and created an empty path that connected Noah and the cave in the distance.


Without the obstruction of the formation, Noah's attack managed to reach the control center and create a deep crack in that area.


An earthquake soon filled the bottom of the sea, but no one came out of the destroyed cave. It seemed that that place was abandoned and only functioned as the core of the formation.


June and the others were ready to charge, but the outcome of Noah's attack made them stop their tracks. Their enemies weren't there.


"They have to be near!" June shouted as she unfolded her consciousness to search for the assailants.


She knew that the inscriptions didn't store the spells inside the formation. They required someone nearby to use and redirect them into specific matrices meant to teleport the attacks inside the isolated area.


Nevertheless, the fact that their enemies had yet to appear meant that they had no intention of revealing their presence. It was highly possible that they had considered the ambush a failure already and that they had started to run away.


After all, that area was near the Coral Archipelago, and Daniel had just activated a divine item. The experts in the islands couldn't miss that disturbance and would investigate the matter.


Also, Noah and Daniel were late for their appointment in the Archipelago.


The mission was over by then, and the group had to split so that everyone could return to their respective organizations. The battle didn't last much, but the Elders of the Hive hadn't been able to contact Noah and Daniel in that period.


Noah was sure that reinforcements were already on the way, especially since the rank 5 Elders knew that the group was probably walking into a trap.





However, Noah didn't want to let the assailants go. He wanted to know which organizations were involved in the ambush.


The current political situations wouldn't allow him to exploit the eventual capture of one of them. Still, Noah could at least understand who was so bold to attack them while the Empire still had a rank 6 existence.


Of course, his suspects were the Royals. Yet, there was a chance that the Council had decided to join the ambush due to its greed.


Noah's consciousness expanded to its limits, but it didn't manage to sense any living being. That area of the sea even lacked magical beasts!


Yet, his mental energy wasn't his only hunting tool.


Noah deactivated the Divine Deduction technique and let the sensations felt by his body fill his mind with countless pieces of information.


As a cultivator that had fused with a Cursed Dragon, Noah found himself at a disadvantage when hunting underwater. However, he was still superior to any cultivator in that field.


Noah sensed the faint trace of a warm current coming from the distance, and his body reacted instinctively to that input.


He roared and used the Merging spell to sprint where his instincts pointed him. According to his body, something alive was at some distance in that direction.


The Demonic Sword in his hands echoed his battle cry, and the two of them shot through the sea as they chased after that faint trace of life.


Noah understood that the trace of life was trying to escape as soon as he became close to it. Still, he was faster, and his mental energy was able to sense the existence in the distance rather quickly.


It was a rank 5 cultivator in the gaseous stage, and Noah couldn't understand more even when his eyes became able to see the escaping figure.


The assailant was wearing a black robe that hid their gender. Noah could only understand the cultivation level of his enemy without being able to gather any other clue.


More hooded figures soon showed their presence inside the range of Noah's consciousness. It seemed that they were converging in the same position from different spots.


'A teleportation matrix!' Noah shouted in his mind when he understood what they were up to. The group of assailants probably had only one escape route.


That was to be expected since they didn't have much time to prepare. Noah guessed that they had set the teleportation matrix before even knowing when he and his companions were about to come out of the separate dimension.


'They were ready for this eventuality even before the end of the mission,' Noah thought as coldness filled his body. He knew that he was flying alone toward six rank 5 cultivators, but he didn't slow down.


He would gladly endure one of their attacks just for the chance of uncovering their identities.


The assailants didn't turn back and moved at full speed toward a seemingly random spot in the sea bed.


The sandy ground lit up when the first assailant stepped on the area that featured the teleportation matrix. The halo radiated from the array started to fill the environment as the shining lines prepared themselves for their activation.


Noah understood that he wouldn't reach the group on time. Each one of them had started to fly before him, and even his superior speed couldn't make him stop them.


So, he stopped and executed the second form of his martial art.


The other five figures reached the teleportation matrix and jumped straight into its halo, but a fissure soon appeared in that spot and made part of the light disappear. However, as the lines stopped shining and the halo dispersed, Noah couldn't see anyone standing on top of the destroyed formation.


There were some traces of blood, and even a hand that belonged to a man had remained behind.


Noah sighed and dispersed the Demonic Form as he reached for the hand. Yet, he stopped when the tattoo of a horned human head suddenly appeared on its back.
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                        The horned head resembled the tattoo that appeared on the cultivators of the Chasing Demon sect when they joined it. Yet, Noah knew that the assailant couldn't possibly be a traitor since his status as Demon Prince would prevent any member of the Hive from attacking him.


It was hard to create oaths able to restrict rank 5 cultivators, but they would be almost impossible to break once sworn them. Only a stronger existence or an inscribed item meant solely for that purpose could help in that matter.


Nevertheless, the oath of the assailant was still active and didn't react to Noah's presence, meaning that the cultivator couldn't belong to the Hive.


'The traces of the Morphing Demon sect led to the Utra nation,' Noah thought as he reviewed what he had discovered during his mission for the Patriarch. 'The Bleeding Demon sect should be one of the tribes recruited by the Shandal Empire, and the same should have happened to the Thieving Demon sect, even if it ended in the Papral nation instead. Still, they shouldn't have the power to ambush us.'


The clues found in his mission hinted that all the surviving Demon sects had lost most of their assets during the escape. Even those recruited by the other nations were bound to be in a poor state back then.


The image of a tall red-haired man appeared in his mind as he pondered about the issue. The truth was that Noah had thought about the Ravaging Demon sect as soon as he saw the horned face.


After all, Ravaging Demon had his reasons to target the Hive, and he still had access to the full power of his sect.


Noah didn't know how strong his organization was, but it must have thrived in the thousand years after his betrayal. Ravaging Demon had played a vital role in the battle between unorthodox and orthodox sects, so his position in the Council had to be important.


However, Noah knew that the Demon was at the peak of the fifth rank, which meant that there was a limit to how many rank 5 cultivators were willing to follow him.


Of course, those were just hypotheses based on pieces of information that he had gathered through the years. Still, he had a way to confirm his ideas.


The horned head vanished after a few seconds, and the hand became nothing more than a useless body part that carried no clues.


Noah's attack didn't break the oath of the assailant. What he had seen on his hand was just the physical representation of that pact, not the actual vow. The symbol would reform on the main body now that the hand wasn't a part of it anymore.


Oaths would be useless if they were so easy to break. They were more thorough in their fusion with the cultivators' centers of power, and they became part of them once sworn.


Noah waited for his companions to catch up with him right next to the broken teleportation matrix. As he finally sensed their presence coming from behind him though, the remaining lines of the formation began to crumble until they turned into dust that fused with the seabed.





Only the severed hand and a few traces of blood remained on the terrain when the rest of Noah's group reached him.


"Did you get them?" June asked when she saw the hand, but Noah shook his head before turning toward Faith. A series of saber-shaped runes came out of his palm at that point, and Noah assembled them to create a bigger version of the horned head.


"Do you recognize this symbol?" Noah asked when his drawing entered Faith's vision.


Her eyes widened at that sight, and she shot a confused glance toward Noah before replying. "How do you know about it? That's almost a taboo among the sects under the Council."


"The Chasing Demon sect uses the same symbol, and I found it on this hand before it vanished," Noah said as a lifted his hand to show that a similar tattoo had appeared on his back. "Why is it a taboo? I thought that the Ravaging Demon sect was your ally."


Noah went straight to the point. After all, Ravaging Demon's betrayal wasn't a secret, so he couldn't understand how that symbol was a taboo for the Council.


Faith fell deep in thought for a while. Her heart wasn't on the Council's side anymore, but she had never revealed secret information of her country. Yet, she had to say something if she wanted to help her friends.


"The stories that we spread inside the country about the defeat of the Demon sects are mostly inaccurate," Faith said. "The orthodox sects don't want the new cultivators to think that they had won that battle with the help of an enemy. I had to become a heroic cultivator before I learnt the truth too."


Noah couldn't help but feel surprised at those words. He didn't know anything about the Papral nation except for its political system. However, he had never thought that it would censor its history to appear more righteous in the eyes of its youngest members.


"The Ravaging Demon sect doesn't exist anymore," Faith continued. "Its name is Battle Spirit sect right now, and it acts as a member of the orthodox faction on the surface. Yet, the Council knows that it has many underground activities right in the middle of the country."


"No wonder," Noah said. "Ravaging Demon is still alive in the end."


Noah could understand how part of what Faith was revealing was confidential. She probably had gained access to such records only because she was one of the Council's rarest talents.


"Yes, his behavior wasn't a surprise," Faith replied. "The surprising part is seeing the Council making use of those underground activities instead of condemning them. When I first learnt about it, I felt that we had defeated the Demon sects just to become like them."


"It's part of the cultivation journey," June commented as she patted Faith's shoulder to console her. "Everything gets tainted in the path to power."


"Indeed," Faith said after heaving a sigh. "Still, it's not the entirety of the Council. Our political system gives a seat to the leaders of every major sect, so there are small factions. One of them is led by Ravaging Demon, who is said to have many small sects under his rule."


Noah didn't need any other information to confirm that some of the assailants had come from the Council. Even if they belonged only to one of the factions, he would still hold the entire organization responsible.


However, there was something else that he needed to ask Faith before he requested her for a complete description of what she knew about Ravaging Demon and his organizations.


"Is the Council able to deploy that formation in less than a day?" Noah asked.


Faith didn't even need to think at that question. She promptly shook her head as soon as Noah finished speaking.


After her answer, Noah felt sure that the Royals had played a part in the ambush too.
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                        Two powerful men stood in front of a fuming pool inside one of the restricted areas of the new Royal Academy. One of them had silver hair, a slender body, and shining golden eyes, which were the common traits of a member of the Elbas bloodline. Instead, the other had long red hair and a pair of dark eyes.


They were both peak rank 5 cultivators, but they belonged to different organizations that wouldn't usually hold those kinds of meetings.


"So," The red-haired man said, "This is the miraculous item that you have mentioned. Are you sure that you have the authority to show it to me, First Prince?"


"Of course," First Prince said, "My father has stopped caring about these matters. Us princes and princesses handle the family now, and you are the most promising ally. Don't you think the same, Ravaging Demon?"


Ravaging Demon didn't answer, but he kept on staring at the pool with a mixture of eagerness and hesitation.


The war against the Shandal Empire had opened the path for unforeseen and strange alliances. The departure of the two gods had even left an empty spot that every organization would be willing to fill, but that none of them had the power to cover alone.


There were only a few forces that were worthy allying with, which led to the current situation, where the higher-ups of the Elbas family and Ravaging Demon were working together.


First Prince let Ravaging Demon think, but a message suddenly arrived on his inscribed notebook. As he proceeded to take it though, the Demon spoke. "Don't bother to listen. They failed."


First Prince didn't let his words discourage him and listened to the mental message. Yet, his usual arrogant smile flickered for an instant when he heard the report.


Ravaging Demon didn't even look at him since he was confident of his previous statement. His whole focus was on the pool and its murky oily water.


However, First Prince couldn't let go of the matter so quickly and probed the Elder. "How did you know?"


Ravaging Demon ignored him for a while until he eventually snorted and explained himself. "My Master has chosen that kid as his heir. An ambush can't defeat him."


"Why did you decide to send your underlings then?" First Prince asked. He had always known that the so-called Demons had unusual methods, but it was merely idiotic to risk rank 5 cultivators in a mission that was bound to fail.


Ravaging Demon turned toward the Royal at that point and showed a smile brimming with confidence before speaking. "I needed to send a message. It won't be long until I seize what is rightfully mine. I'm the only one worthy of being the heir of the Divine Demon."


First Prince had many questions. After all, he knew about the betrayal and that the Demon had traded his allies for a share of Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance.


If he cared so much about his Master's inheritance, he should have remained on the side of the unorthodox sects instead of help destroying them.





Nevertheless, First Prince didn't give voice to his confusion and let the topic end there. Curiosity was something that every inscription master had to learn how to control, especially when dealing with a probably unstable existence that had a lot of influence in his country.


"The pool is constantly in function, and it doesn't lack power since many cultivators of the last batch have died inside it," First Prince said as he pointed at the barely visible floating corpses in the murky water. "You can start by sending your oldest heroic cultivator to test its effectiveness before passing to the stronger ones."


That was the approach that the Elbas family had applied once they discovered the exceptional properties of the pool. The Royals had sent all the heroic cultivators that had no hope in advancing there only to switch to those in the fifth rank slowly.


"Do you know why they call us Demons?" Ravaging Demon asked.


"You don't respect the political limitations and rules of any nation," First Prince replied. "And you are powerful enough to earn a title of your own."


Ravaging Demon shook his head as he exploded in a loud laugh. It took a while for him to suppress it, but he corrected the Royal as soon as he stopped. "That is just part of it. Demons don't understand the basic ethic of life and act as they want. All their bonds, organizations, and items are mere tools meant to make them stronger. In the end, a true Demon cares only about his power. Anything else is a liability."


"Is the Elbas family a burden in your eyes?" First Prince asked in a challenging tone.


"Of course," Ravaging Demon replied before he started to undress.


His actions caused a series of complaints from the Royal, but the Demon ignored them and walked toward the pool once he was naked.


"We never tested it for beings on our level!" First Prince shouted as he watched Ravaging Demon stepping inside the pool and sitting in a casual posture.


"I've already told you how a Demon acts," Ravaging Demon said once he was inside the pool. "My centers of power are a burden too. I've stagnated at this level for centuries by now. If I have to risk death to advance, I'll gladly do it."


First Prince could only sight at that sight and leave the restricted area. He had no power over someone like Ravaging Demon, but he had to prepare for when his father ascended. One way to do that was to form alliances with powerful and promising existences.


As for what concerned Ravaging Demon, it would be up to him and the pool to decide if he was worthy of the sixth rank.


***

Noah and Daniel returned to the new continent a few weeks after the ambush. They had split with June and Faith on their way back to the Archipelago, but the hybrids had followed them since Noah had submitted them.


Also, they had been in contact with Elder Julia for the matter concerning the ambush and the horned head.


The main issue with that was that the political situation in the world was quite messy and tense. No one wanted to alter it before the complete defeat of the Empire.


So, Elder Julia had declared that it was better to keep the matter a secret and take it out only when the Hive could benefit from it.


After leaving the hybrids in Danelle's care, Daniel and Noah returned to the neutral city.


The city had changed a bit. A few new buildings had appeared in the territories near the Stele.


The outskirts had grown too, and the appearance of many new habitations had expanded the city by a lot. There were even more heroic cultivators in there, and no sign of the usual tension among powerful organizations could be seen in those days.


As for Noah, he had already isolated himself in his training area, set on coming out of it only once he completed his project with the higher energy.
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                        Earthquakes started to happen again in the neutral city as soon as Noah resumed his experiments. Still, the Hive had improved the underground training area while he was away.


The tremors that reached the buildings on the surface weren't strong enough to cause any damage, and the citizens soon became used to those events. After all, it wasn't a secret that heroic cultivators performed experiments during their seclusion, and Noah already had a reputation in that field.


As the years passed, the earthquakes became something iconic of Divine Market city. Everyone became used to them.


Daniel shared the training area with Noah, but he cultivated in other places or even in the wilderness since it was too dangerous for him to remain there during Noah's experiments.


Noah had kept on increasing the amount of darkness used during his tests, which only caused heavier repercussions after each failure. Also, the fact that he wasn't making any noticeable progress made him more reckless with his experiments.


Noah would often fill the entirety of the training area with his darkness and start manipulating it as he tried to find a shape that his Breath accepted. The Divine Deduction technique was crucial in the process since he analyzed and changed approach even when he was in the middle of a different procedure.


It was impossible to predict the reactions of his darkness. Noah usually had to improvise since his Breath reacted in unforeseen ways during the approaches that he had chosen beforehand.


The increased quantity of darkness created even more unexpected reactions, which turned the entirety of the training area in a rank 5 danger zone due to how often Noah ended up causing an explosion.


However, nothing seemed able to satisfy his darkness. His Breath appeared unable to find a stable form whenever Noah tried to increase its power.


It had been more than ten years already since his return from the Odrea nation, but Noah had only managed to pile a series of failures. He had reached the point where he could list thousands of approaches that didn't work and not even a promising one.


Noah had always known that creating higher energy would be hard. After all, he had spent sixteen years to make his darkness, and he already had a sort of blueprint when it came to that experiment.


Yet, he had never predicted that he would still be stuck on the starting point after so much time.


Noah knew the reason behind the level of difficulty of that project.


Generally speaking, cultivators had to be able to understand the laws to modify the structure and functioning of energies. They needed to follow universal rules concerning the behavior of the Breath of a specific element.


The same would have been applied to Noah's darkness. Still, he had created it using the shape that his primary energy had taken during the transformation into a Cursed Dragon. From there, Noah had just performed countless tests until he managed to create something stable, and that matched the power of Heaven and Earth's Breath.





He had just memorized the procedure that his body had executed during the transformation and used it to make something that belonged only to him.


That process didn't involve laws or, rather, Noah wasn't making use of them consciously. His mind would only gain brief insights during his meditation, which he then applied to his tests.


What he obtained was a darkness that didn't follow any known behavior and acted according to laws that weren't part of Heaven and Earth's system.


That had always been Noah's plan, but now he found himself unable to use studies and researches concerning the Breath of the darkness element because his energy acted differently. Without them, he was entirely in the blind and could only keep testing until he found something that could give him hope in succeeding.


Of course, Noah didn't lose his determination during those years, and he had even kept on training following his usual tight schedule.


The invading forces were still reorganizing. A few decades weren't enough to make up for the losses endured during the war against the Shandal Empire.


Also, they weren't in a hurry to attack the Empire again either. The fact that the invaders had complete control over the new continent assured them that they would experience better growth compared to the Empire.


They would launch another offensive once they felt that the difference between their power was large enough to limit their losses. Still, their only focus was on turning their new domains into sources of income and nurturing new heroic assets.


That left Noah with no tasks other than becoming stronger before the new major battle. That was precisely what he was doing, even if he didn't have much success when it came to his higher energy.


A change occurred after the fifteenth year of isolation.


Noah was immersed in his darkness as usual. His hand performed quick gestures that affected the dense gas around him and tried to alter its shape.


He was trying to force his energy into a massive gale at that time. He planned to unify all that darkness into a unified shape that he would condense by creating an artificial tornado.


That was one of Noah's untested approaches. His darkness would slowly fuse into a denser form at his gestures and began to blow through the underground room, gathering more Breath as it flowed.


The gale seemed to work at the beginning, but the inherent violence in his energy soon began to create small unstable areas in that form. Blowing in an orderly way wasn't a problem, but conflicts started to appear once the wind of darkness reached a specific density.


The remaining darkness in the room would oppose the gale when it tried to absorb it, and black slashes shot once those two forms met. The situation eventually reached a point where more slashes were flying around the underground area than energy.


Noah decided to endure one of the slashes to test their power, but the results were disappointing. The attack could only scrape his skin, meaning that it had barely surpassed the limits of the gaseous stage.


'This is already the best that my darkness can accept,' Noah thought as he let his Breath disperse. 'I can't improve this gale form anymore.'


As tiredness filled his mind though, he heard familiar footsteps coming from the corridor that connected the underground area and the buildings on the surface.


"It took you a while," Noah said as he showed a smile to the woman that had just entered his training area.


"I lost track of time while I studied the book from Shandal's palace," June said, replying to his smile with one of her own.


She and Faith had returned to their organizations after the mission in the Odrea nation. The matter concerning their sudden ambush forced them to prolong their stay there. Also, June had obtained a great amount of knowledge from Shandal's castle, which led her to request to be reassigned in the neutral city only recently.



						




                    


                
				
                    904. Memories

					
					

                    
                        June couldn't help but notice the darkness still lingering in the underground area as she reached for Noah to exchange a long kiss.


"Are you still working on higher energy?" June asked after their lips separated, and she closed her eyes as she laid her head on his chest.


"Yes," Noah said while caressing her hair. "Nothing seems to work."


"You have lived two lives," June mocked him. "I'm sure you'll be fine."


"It's not that simple," Noah replied as he gazed at the vanishing darkness in the underground area. "There weren't cultivators in my previous world. We were just powerless humans. The laws weren't something that we could bend at our will. They were fixed rules that we tried to exploit with complex machines and long years of study."


That was one of the main reasons why Noah rarely thought about his previous life when searched for some inspiration.


He was a rank 5 cultivator now. His mind was capable of ideating forms of energy in a matter of years, and his Breath fueled spells that could match the destructive power of some of the most advanced weaponry of his previous world.


The difference between the two worlds was immense. Humans could become actual gods capable of moving entire Mortal Lands here.


Noah didn't feel arrogant about it. The humans of his previous world had been able to perform wonders even without the miraculous Breath. They deserved a certain amount of respect, even if they had created a society that he had hated.


"This is what you are trying to do, right?" June said without separating from his chest. "You want to create a natural procedure so that your darkness can reach a higher form on its own. You don't need to bend the laws for that. You need to follow them."


A warm smile appeared on Noah's face as he lowered his head to stare at the woman in his arms.


June's could only guess it, but that was what Noah had done in the last fifteen years. The main issue was that he didn't know which laws ruled over his darkness since he had created it after a long period of trial and error.


Also, his mind wasn't able to recognize them yet, so even knowing their name wouldn't help Noah's project.


However, an idea took form as the warmth felt due to June's concern filled his body. Noah had inevitably thought about his previous life at that moment, and something that he had studied in his past world began to interest him.


June was enjoying her lover's caresses when she noticed something strange.


The two of them would usually enjoy their reunion whenever they spent some time separated. Noah's arousal wasn't something that he could control, and June wanted him as much as he did.


Yet, Noah wasn't giving in to his instincts, and he had even stopped caressing her.


June didn't think much about it. She would take the initiative since Noah seemed lost in some thoughts that she knew concerned his training.





"Nuclear fusion…" Noah muttered while June was about to reach for his lips again. His gaze appeared lost, but there was a light at the bottom of his reptilian pupils.


June could recognize that expression. The two of them had been together for decades already. She knew when her lover had found an answer to his issue.


June remained silent as she stared Noah muttering incomprehensible words and moving his gaze through the underground area. She enjoyed seeing how such a usually profound and focused cultivator could show an excitement so intense.


Noah's eyes eventually focused again, and he understood what had happened when he saw June staring at him with one of her warmest expressions. His arousal kicked in stronger than ever at that sight, but another emotion had the monopoly over his mind now.


"Don't make me wait too much," June said before Noah could open his mouth to speak. Then, she kissed him and moved to the back of the underground area, where she started to cultivate.


Noah's emotions were a mess at that moment. The sole fact that June had understood him so easily was almost enough to make him spend the next month focused on her. Yet, there was something else that burned in his mind now. Something that had always been above any other emotion and drive.


His aura became unsettled as his ambition reacted to his discovery. In the memories of his past life, Noah had found something that might be able to help him with the higher energy!


Noah activated the Divine Deduction technique as he immersed himself in specific memories. His mind went back to when he was just a simple student and listened to his physic professor explaining how the stars worked.


'Lighter elements fuse to form heavier ones,' Noah thought as he reviewed the few memories that he had about that period of his life. 'This reaction normally happens in the stars due to their incredible temperature and gravity, but I might be able to recreate similar conditions with my spells.'


Of course, Noah didn't know much about that topic even when he reviewed his memories with his rank 5 mind and the divine technique. His studies only covered the basic theory behind nuclear fusion and never involved anything too specific.


However, Noah was a rank 5 cultivator. Mountains could crumble if he stepped on them, and the sky would open at the swing of his blade.


He wasn't limited to the methods mentioned in the theory of the other world. He was just interested in the behavior that atoms had in those environments.


There was a chance that his darkness would act in the same way if he managed to recreated those same conditions.


As soon as Noah had the idea, he immediately pursued it. He even had the necessary tools already. They just needed some adjustments.


***

Eight months had to pass before Noah felt ready to start his first real attempt with that new procedure. The only thing that was still stopping him was the stubbornness of his lover.


"I'm not going to leave," June said while Noah massaged his temples. "I've never seen you so worried. I won't leave you alone."


"I need this area completely devoid of any external energy!" Noah repeated for the tenth time. "Also, I don't know what will happen, but it shouldn't be something that my body can't handle."


That exchange of words continued for a while until June eventually gave up and exited the underground area while snorting at every step.


When Noah was utterly alone, he sealed the entrance of the room and filled the entirety of the underground area with his darkness.


The Demonic Sword wanted to come out to play, but Noah forced it to stay inside his robe. There was a high chance that the situation could escape his control.


Then, he activated a version of the Black Hole spell that he had modified in those months and took a few steps back, ready to stop the procedure with his most potent attack if needed.
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                        Purity was everything in what Noah was attempting to do.


In the stars, nuclear fusion could eventually start using heavier elements if the temperature and gravity allowed it. Yet, Noah needed to limit the materials to his darkness.


He was trying to create a procedure that would naturally bring his Breath to a higher state. There couldn't be any impurity in that.


The Black Hole spell floated in the darkness as his gravitational pull started affecting the energy in the underground room. Breath began to flow toward the small dark sphere, but it didn't enter in it. It only remained on its surface where it accumulated.


Noah had to modify his spell to make it fit the requirements of his procedure. The modification didn't take long because he only had to remove some of the abilities of the dark sphere, but he still had to spend months on it since it was a rank 5 spell.


However, he had obtained what he needed in the end.


That version of the Black Hole spell didn't increase in size nor absorbed energy in its form. Noah had left only its gravitational pull and eased its connection with his mind.


Also, he had made sure that the dark sphere would continue working even after he severed his connection with it. It wouldn't be stable without his direct control, but it wouldn't weigh on his mind either in that way.


That was just a precaution since the spell wouldn't grow stronger with time. It didn't absorb energy anymore, so its power was fixed somewhere near the limits of the gaseous stage.


Still, Noah felt that it was better to play it safe when dealing with dangerous experiments. He didn't know what would come out of that procedure, but he was sure that it could be fatal to neglect some details.


Noah released more of his darkness as the spell kept on attracting it. He couldn't leave any space in the underground area since he would risk attracting different types of Breath.


The sphere needed to be pure, wholly made of his darkness. Letting impurities fuse with its form would be asking to destabilize it.


Layers of Breath gathered around the dark sphere. Noah's darkness condensed around it and flowed in a round motion as the gravitational pull kept it bound in that place.


Noah's eyes couldn't see it since the darkness in the air blocked the light radiated by the inscriptions on the walls. Yet, his mind could sense it.


The small sphere had already become a giant uneven orb that had a dense gas flowing around its center. However, it still failed to show the reaction that Noah wanted.


Noah didn't mind it. The fact that his Breath didn't cause any explosion showed how promising that procedure was already. His darkness would amass naturally around his spell and increase its density as more of it reached for the sphere.


'I wonder when it is going to have its gravitational pull,' Noah thought as he analyzed the energy amassed in front of him.





According to the physic that he had studied in his past life, gravity depended on the amount of mass accumulated in an area. Noah was trying to achieve that with his dense darkness, but he didn't know what level of density it had to reach before it could start making up for the limited features of his spell.


After all, Noah wasn't an expert in that field. He was trying to imitate what usually happened in the stars with his poor knowledge.


Noah kept on refilling the darkness in the underground area as the spell continued to gather it around its shape. The amount of energy accumulated there had already surpassed what he managed to withstand with his mind, but the weaker connection allowed him to maintain his control over it.


Its gravitational pull though still failed to arrive, and the procedure eventually reached the point where the power of the Black Hole spell couldn't attract energy anymore.


'This is the limit of an ability in the gaseous stage,' Noah thought as he stared at the massive accumulation of energy in front of him. He couldn't see it, but he faced it anyway since he was too focused on it.


'I have to loosen it up a bit,' Noah thought as he turned and opened his mouth. White ethereal flames came out of it and spread in the environment, affecting the structure of his darkness and softening its innate resistance to the gravitational pull.


Noah's flames used the energy stored in his body. The primary energy fueled them and turned them into an attack of the darkness element.


Using them directly on the sphere would affect its functioning and taint the material accumulated there. Still, the flames would only make Noah's darkness more ductile if he only targeted the spots away from his spell.


Also, the flames would disperse before the Breath reached for his spell, so he could use them quite freely if needed.


The temperature in the underground area rose as flames spread in the air and loosened the structure of Noah's Breath. More darkness began to flow into the black sphere at that point, and the layers of energy around it resumed their accumulation.


Then, Noah felt a second traction force coming from the dense gases in front of him. The darkness attracted by his spell had finally reached the point where it could help in that procedure!


With two gravitational pulls together in one place, Noah didn't need to use his flames anymore. The Breath that kept on flowing inside that construct made the traction force become powerful enough to surpass the limits of the gaseous stage.


'It's about to become self-sufficient,' Noah exclaimed in his mind as he continued to pour Breath in the environment. He knew that it would come to a point where all his reserves of darkness would be gone, but he had to continue giving to the procedure only one material.


Everything would have been for nothing if he allowed some different form of energy into the spherical accumulation of his darkness.


The sphere's shape had become peculiar after its gravitational pull started. There would be some occasional flare as more energy condensed there, and its surface was continually rotating as if it was an actual star that was trying to come to life.


Eventually, Noah had to cut away his connection with the Black Hole spell because there was so much energy around it. That affected the link between Noah and his ability, even if it wasn't a direct connection.


The procedure though didn't stop. The spell still worked after losing its connection with Noah, and the gravitational pull of the darkness around it had already become self-sufficient.


Noah didn't need to do anything but to wait until the experiment required his flames again.


The hours passed in the underground area as Noah waited for a change to appear in his darkness. It was only a matter of time before a significant event happened.
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                        The outer layers kept on growing in size and expand since the darkness in all the previous ones had reached a level of density that the gravitational pull couldn't surpass with its current power.


Yet, the traction force kept on increasing as more energy amassed there, and the most inner layers slowly started to reach higher levels of density.


As the density increased, even the gravitational pull became stronger. It was a continuous cycle that would continue as long as Noah continued to provide the raw materials needed by the fusion.


June sent him a mental message at some point, and Noah listened to it right away since the procedure didn't keep him too busy. "The Breath is acting funny out here. It has started to converge toward the underground area since a while ago."


She was still pissed that Noah had prevented her from joining the experiment, but she wouldn't fail to inform him about the consequences that the procedure was creating in the outside world. After all, Noah had been locked up inside his training area for almost a day by then. She was worried about his well-being.


Noah told her that he was fine, but he didn't add any other detail. That wasn't the time to let his mind wander through his feelings for June. He had to remain focused even if he only needed to pour more darkness in the environment to keep the fusion going.


The massive sphere would become smaller every time the density in the inner layers increased. Still, that only enhanced its gravitational pull that made more Breath gather to form new outer layers.


Noah almost felt in awe as he sensed those events unfolding right in front of him. The vast mass of darkness had a shape similar to the stars that he had seen in pictures in his previous world, and it was a fantastic sight even if he could only analyze it with his mental energy.


Yet, the first issue eventually appeared.


There were often flares rising from the surface of his sphere every time the density increased. They weren't a problem before since they were too weak to cause any damage, but it had reached the point when Noah felt forced to take even more steps back.


The release of energy was a good thing though. According to Noah's memories, elements would release energy only when they fused, which meant that something was happening in the inner layers.


Everything continued in that way during the entirety of the following day too, and Noah only had to keep darkness inside the underground area in that period. The cycle of shrinking and enlarging continued without any problem, and it was slowly leading to the point where a significant change was bound to happen.


The Black Hole spell had stopped working by then, and the sphere had become entirely self-sufficient. Only an external influence or the lack of energy to gather could prevent it from growing further.


Something happened during the third day since the beginning of the procedure.





Noah was pouring darkness in the environment as usual when the sphere suddenly shrunk until it was a little orb once again. The gravitational pull that came from that new form was even far stronger since most of the Breath in the environment started to gather there and create more layers.


'It's happening,' Noah thought as a smile appeared on his face.


The only thing that could make the gravity spike so much was the appearance of a heavier element, or, in his case, it meant that his darkness was finally transforming into a higher form of energy.


Noah analyzed the inner layers. There were minute trails of dense gas at the center of the sphere that was far darker than the other surrounding it.


When it came to higher energies, evaluating their power was quite complicated. For example, June's black sparks still belonged to the power level of a cultivator in the gaseous stage, but their actual prowess could surpass those limits.


The Breath and the higher energy were different both in shape and power that they were capable of releasing. No one had even created clear labels either since less of a handful of people knew about the existence of higher energies.


Noah found himself in that spot now. He had a form of higher energy right in front of him, but he couldn't evaluate how strong it was. He only knew that it was powerful thanks to his instincts.


However, those minute strands of thick dark gas were the best result that he had obtained in more than two decades. They were energy on a higher level than his darkness, and they had formed through a procedure that just altered their environment.


They had come to life naturally. Noah had just prepared the area for the procedure and set it off.


Noah didn't know if that was the final form that his darkness could reach, so he let the procedure going to see if he could strive for energy even higher than that one.


The gravitational pull had started to affect the entirety of the underground area, and all the Breath inside it rotated around the black sphere. Noah had to pour a lot of darkness back in the air to keep up with that consumption, but its sight was terrific.


It was as if Noah was in front of a real star, only black in color.


June sent him another mental message at that point, but Noah ignored it. His focus had to be on the procedure since it had just chosen to form higher energy.


The sphere enlarged and took the Breath still lingering in the outer layers. It was devouring everything that entered in its gravitational pull and built layers over layers made of energy.


The quantity of higher energy kept on increasing too, which made Noah eager to see what would happen if all that Breath reached that higher form.


Yet, June sent another message, and Noah understood that the situation had to be troublesome since she knew that he was focused on the experiments.


"There are major repercussions here!" June said in her mental message. "The Breath is gathering toward you, and some of the weaker buildings can't handle this suction force."


Noah knew that stopping there was the right move. After all, he had already obtained what he wanted.


The procedure worked, but he had to perform it in a different environment. Divine Market city didn't allow him to go all out with his recklessness, and he would destroy some of the buildings in if he lost control after deciding to keep going.


The mass of gas soon reached the inscribed walls and continued to grow. It had come to a point where even Noah was struggling to refill the darkness in the environment.


However, that wasn't inherently a bad thing. It only meant that nuclear fusion worked.


Now, his focus was on finding if that was the limit of the higher energy and invent procedures that would allow him to seize it.
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                        Noah's inscribed notebook rang continuously. It was only June at first, but even the other rank 5 cultivators in the neutral city started to send him mental messages.


All their messages described the same events. It seemed that the gravitational pull had started to affect both the Breath and the buildings on the surface.


That wasn't a force that the inscriptions in the underground area could block completely. Noah had created a small dark star that continued to grow stronger with time. Its effects were bound to spread in the outside world.


It wasn't an issue when the experiment affected only the Breath. Cultivators in the heroic ranks would often perform techniques that involved large amounts of energy.


Still, the buildings had started to crack under that pull too. The citizens of Divine Market city began to fear for their lives at that sight.


The human cultivators were even worse off. They couldn't leave the city without the tools necessary to survive the dense Breath in the environment of the new continent.


They were trapped in a city that was slowly falling apart.


The matter became even worse when the first rank 2 cultivators started to fell the effects of the increasing gravity. They would feel as if a mountain had suddenly appeared over their shoulders as they dragged their bodies into the main roads to escape from that slow destruction.


Some of them even kowtowed in the direction of the central buildings, hoping that their mighty heroic cultivators could stop the catastrophe that was falling on their homes.


Noah felt hesitant as he stared at the black star. The reports of the other rank 5 cultivators didn't bother him, and he didn't care about the well-being of the human assets in the city.


However, June sounded concerned in her mental messages, which meant that the situation on the surface was quite bad.


Also, the black star had reached the point where Noah wasn't able to provide enough darkness anymore. Its traction force had become so strong that the underground area had started to have empty spots where the inscriptions on the walls could shine.


Noah would pour more Breath in the air only to see it fly toward the black star. His experiment had reached the moment when he couldn't contain it anymore.


'This is my limit as a cultivator in the gaseous stage,' Noah accepted that in his mind as he inspected the illuminated areas in his training hall. It wouldn't take much for the Breath from the outside world to fill those spots, and that was something that he wanted to avoid at all costs.


Noah didn't know what kind of reaction the black star would have when other materials fused with its form. There was even a high chance that tainting its purity would cause a detonation.


An explosion backed by so much energy couldn't lead to anything good. The inscriptions on the walls would probably be able to contain it, but Noah would have to endure the entirety of its might.





As a rank 5 hybrid in the upper tier, Noah didn't think that there were many attacks capable of hurting him, let alone killing him. Yet, the black star had his higher energy inside its fabric, which made it challenging to analyze.


Noah felt confident that he could survive the explosion, but it wasn't the same for many cultivators on the surface. Also, he was bound to end up badly injured, even with his fantastic body.


'Just a little touch then,' Noah thought as he made up his mind and started to walk toward the black star.


Power surges and flares would escape from that spherical amass of energy and sweep him with their power, but Noah strived forward with a determined expression on his face.


His sharp darkness would land on him and tear his robe, but he didn't stop. He continued to walk toward the center of the black star even when the flares left bloody marks on his body.


That wasn't the power of the gaseous stage anymore. Noah had created something able to hurt him.


Noah felt proud at that realization instead of being worried about his safety. The energy that was able to hurt him was just darkness in a far denser form, but it was still his Breath.


So, that meant that his higher energy had to be far stronger than his normal darkness.


Noah began to feel strange as he walked through the dense layers of darkness that had yet to become higher energy. They appeared as dense gases capable of slicing him in multiple pieces, but that could only cut his skin due to the innate violence of his energy.


He didn't fear that wild Breath though. He felt good, and his mind started to expand on its own while he lost himself in that sensation.


There was creation everywhere he looked or touched. The sphere was the most natural expression of his individuality, and being in the middle of it gave Noah's mind the possibility to increase his understanding of the laws connected to creation.


His mind had entered a peculiar state as he reached for the center of the star. Noah would slowly understand the laws that regulated his darkness, and the subject became more complicated as he pressed forward.


His journey toward the center of the sphere continued, and more superficial wounds appeared on his body. Still, he eventually reached the densest area in the entirety of his experiment. He arrived right in front of that gas that didn't emit any light.


Noah could sense it floating slowly through his darkness. He noticed some resemblance with his Breath in that form, but there wasn't the usual sharpness inside it.


The higher energy appeared almost liquid, and it radiated his intense ambition. There was even a sense of defiance surrounding its shape.


It seemed that Noah's ambition had evolved too during the procedure. It would become an arrogant statement that he still couldn't put it into words.


Noah raised his hand to touch the higher energy, and that simple contact was enough for him to gain even more insights into the laws ruling over that energy.


It was mostly understanding concerning the laws of creation, but Noah found various pieces of his individuality inside it too.


He soon understood that the higher energy was connected to his mind. It felt heavy and clunky, but he could control it.


The higher energy felt solid at the touch, but it was gaseous since Noah's hand made a hole in it without sensing any opposition. The last tool necessary for his individuality was right in front of him, but he would have to destroy it unless the automaton of his ring said otherwise.


"The ring is nearing its limits," The automaton said as Noah let it inspect the higher energy. "But a little bit might fit."


Noa nodded and seized part of that higher energy to store it. Then, black smoke began to come out of his body.


It was time to destroy his project before it was too late to stop it.
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                        The black smoke of the Demonic Form mixed with the dark star, and the gravitational pull trapped it in one of the external layers. Noah's spell couldn't hurt the darkness since it was his energy. It was an extension of himself.


Still, Noah wasn't aiming to destroy the massive accumulation of Breath. His focus was on the core of the star.


All that darkness would be useless if it lost its traction force. It would just disperse in the environment, and the inscriptions on the walls of the underground room would prevent it from damaging the structure.


Noah transformed into a fiendish figure donned in a scaled armor before performing the second form of his martial art, targeting the small mass of higher energy in front of him. A fissure appeared right in the middle of the dark star, but, to Noah's surprise, something had survived his offensive.


Noah watched through his draconic helm how a few strands of higher energy had survived his most potent attack. Even the technique that fused the qualities of a hybrid with the spells had been unable to destroy his latest creation in one blow.


He had even launched the attack right next to the higher energy. That was the best that he could do with the current level of his centers of power.


'No wonder it has taken me so much to make you,' Noah thought as he revealed a smile and prepared another attack.


The dark sphere had shrunk as soon as Noah destroyed part of its core. Yet, the gravitational pull was still there, and it would bring the star to its original might if he didn't stop it completely.


Noah attacked without showing the slightest hesitation toward the energy that he had needed decades to create.


In its current form, the higher energy was a liability. It was a powerful energy that Noah could control, but that he didn't know how to use yet.


June had replaced her Breath with the dark sparks, and King Elbas gained access to his higher energy only when he used something that carried his bloodline as a fuel.


However, Noah didn't want to replace anything. He intended to keep his three forms of energy so that he could express all the shades of his individuality.


Finding the procedure that allowed him to create higher energy was the first and most challenging step, but he still had to decide how to implement it on his cultivation journey.


Also, he needed to improve the procedure too. The black star was a magnificent spectacle, but he needed to think about its feasibility.


It didn't often happen that cultivators had training areas during a war or a battle. They were a common sight only when they were in their respective organizations.


If Noah didn't improve the method to create higher energy, he would have to repeat that procedure before every battle.


The second attack destroyed the remaining higher energy once for all, but the gravitational pull didn't disappear just yet since there was enough darkness condensed there to keep it going. Still, Noah didn't need to resort to his martial art to take care of that.





Noah dispersed the Demonic Form and started to cultivate right in the middle of the black sphere. His Demonic Sword absorbed the Breath that he had previously poured in the environment and turned it into primary energy before transforming it into his darkness again.


The massive sphere slowly started to become less dense until it eventually became a black cloud that converged toward the cross-legged Noah.


Of course, Noah was only refilling his dantian. That energy wouldn't help him improve. However, he discovered that the suction force of his cultivation technique had increased again.


Noah knew the reason for that. His mind was still wandering the enlightenment obtained when he touched his higher energy.


The understanding of laws of creation still lingered in his thoughts. They were vague and strange feelings rather than proper explanations. Noah felt as if his instincts had broadened. He sensed that they could guide him when it came to matters concerning that part of his individuality.


The cloud eventually vanished too, absorbed by the Demonic Sword that Noah held tightly over his low-waist. Yet, he didn't stop cultivating. After all, he had to make up for the three days spent focused on his project.


Noah came out of the underground area only a week after the events with the black star, and the destruction that he had caused finally appeared in his eyes.


The buildings near the center of the city were the sturdiest of Divine Market city since they were near the Stele. They had endured the increased gravity and the suction force quite easily.


Nevertheless, the buildings on the peripheral areas had it worse. Most of them had a few cracks on their surface, while others had directly crumbled.


There were large cracks on random spots on the terrain too. The ground had crumbled at some point during the continuous gravitational pull.


There wasn't any casualty because even the human cultivators had become used to Noah's dangerous experiments, so they had created methods to survive. They had devised evacuations plans for when Noah started to deal with things too hazardous for them.


Noah mostly ignored the human cultivators, and the heroic cultivators would never complain in front of him due to his bad reputation. Also, his eccentric behavior appeared as a feature to imitate since he was the most talented cultivators in history in their eyes.


Yet, the citizens of the neutral city weren't the only ones that had something to say about the recent events.


"Demon Prince," Elder Estelle said as she neared Noah, who was standing in the sky, staring at the destruction that he had caused. "Do you mind joining me? The Council is holding a meeting with the members of the Elbas family. The Hive should have its seat."


Noah could understand the reason why Elder Estelle would invite him. The other two forces had grown worried that Noah could take down the city with his experiments.


However, Noah didn't have time to join the political formalities required to ask a cultivator to train somewhere else. He had just experienced a breakthrough in his experiments, and the increased understanding of his creation could only benefit them.


He didn't want to let political matters hinder him now that he could finally improve his power significantly. The higher energy was just the beginning. There were countless projects that he had put in hold until he solved that issue.


"Don't worry," Noah replied in a flat voice. "I'll train somewhere else."


"Oh!" Elder Estelle exclaimed before trying to fake her relieved expression. "That's not what I meant at all. Mine was just a polite invitation to discuss crucial matters about the city."


The Elder didn't mask her lie too well, but Noah didn't mind it. Her reaction was perfectly normal. After all, he was the one threatening to destroy entire cities.


Yet, the matter concerning the new training area was something that he had just conveyed to the Hive. Luckily for them, they had an entire separate dimension at their disposal.
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                        Noah wasn't the only one who had created chaos in those years.


The Hive had welcomed the soldiers of the Odrea nation, and it had provided them with the means to walk on the path that Shandal had blocked for millennia.


The sky above the territories of the Hive saw countless lightning storms happening while Noah was busy completing his project with the higher energy, and they didn't stop even when he moved his experiments in the separate dimension.


That wasn't an unusual sight in the years after the war against the Empire. Many rank 3 cultivators had gained enough experience in those battles and reached the point where they felt confident in approaching the Tribulations.


Yet, the Hive still had more of them thanks to the stream of experienced soldiers provided by Noah.


The other nations didn't fail to notice that peculiarity, and many experts even guessed that the mission in the Odrea nation had something to do with the high number of Tribulations.


However, there wasn't much that they could do after everything that had happened. The ambush had become the Hive's shield against the probing of the other forces.


It seemed that the three invading forces had sealed a silent agreement that prevented them from speaking about the ambush. None of them wanted to create discord before the war against the Empire was over.


They limited themselves to maintain their polite and friendly attitudes during eventual meetings while also respecting the borders that they had set once conquered the entirety of the new continent.


"The Hive has just obtained its one-hundredth rank 4 cultivator," Elder Julia said as she stared with a respectful expression at the Demon Prince meditating in front of her. "All of this was possible only thanks to you. We now have hope to match the other big nations even without the Copying Technique."


Noah and Elder Julia were in one of the branches of the separate dimension. The latter usually sent him reports concerning the situation in the outside world whenever he went in seclusion, but she wanted to convey that news personally.


After all, one hundred rank 4 cultivators put the Hive on a similar field with the other big nations that had always been a few steps above it. Its sheer number of heroic assets was finally meeting the standards of the organizations that were at the apex of those Mortal Lands.


Also, Elder Julia wasn't considering the assets that Noah had brought back from Shandal's separate dimension.


The two Ghostly Snakes and the River Beaver were hybrids in the fifth rank. Their value was priceless since they could theoretically become as threatening as Noah. Their hybrid status put them a bit above ordinary cultivators due to their incredible potential.


"That many?" Noah asked as he interrupted his meditation and opened his eyes.


He had always known that the soldiers from the Odrea nation were promising. Still, it had only been a bit more than twenty years since they joined the Hive.





That period was in line with the time required for a rank 3 cultivator to reach the heroic ranks, but that would mean that they had focused only on their training in those years!


"Prince, all the recruits in the third rank have gone in seclusion as soon as we provided them with the techniques that they needed," Elder Julia said as she summarized the events that Noah had missed while he was busy experimenting. "Even the oldest ones have shown unexpected improvements. I don't think there is a human cultivator in the entire world who has as much experience as them."


Noah nodded at those words. The soldiers of the Odrea nation had fought for their whole lives. Even Noah couldn't match their experience when he was just a human cultivator.


Noah could imagine how those soldiers had felt once they saw techniques in the fourth rank for the first time. It wasn't surprising that most of them had gone in seclusion.


However, he felt as if he had underestimated their potential. The Hive was trying to make up for the losses endured in the war, but those new arrivals had directly brought it to unexpected heights!


"They still don't have any experience when it comes to battles in the heroic ranks," Noah commented as he tried to see the only negative note on the matter. "Investing in that before the war resumes can't be a bad idea."


Elder Julia revealed a proud smile when she heard that, and she didn't hesitate to give Noah more details. "The other Elders have already started training classes that make use of the Copying Technique. We even handpicked a few of new arrivals for Thirty-seven lessons. Of course, his other students will manage them while the automaton stays with you."


"I'll give him back as soon as we solve my issue," Noah answered in a helpless tone.


"Keep him as long as you need," Elder Julia quickly replied. "There is no point in nurturing promising cultivators if we forsake our best one."


The Elder left after her answer, and Noah stood up to return to a teleportation matrix that was at a few meters behind him. The light of the inscriptions engulfed him, and he found himself in front of a black star when the halo disappeared.


"So?" Noah asked as he turned toward Thirty-seven, who was staring at the mass of darkness with an expressionless face.


Noah had recreated the black star when he returned in the separate dimension, but he had waited for the automaton to ideate a formation capable of containing it first.


The black star in front of him was a bit stronger than what he had created in the training area under the neutral city. Yet, a series of formations around it prevented its gravitational pull from affecting the separate dimension.


The formation had the form of a cube that isolated the dark star from the outside world and stopped its inevitable leakage of energy. A series of shining lines created an area that contained only Noah's darkness.


"Compressing it further isn't a problem," Thirty-seven said without moving his gaze away from the massive sphere. "It will create more higher energy, but I believe that you want that."


Noah didn't answer. He had contacted the automaton because he wanted a second opinion on the matter, and Thirty-seven was the maximum expert of the Hive when it came to inscriptions.


"The problem is the formation," Thirty-seven continued. "I can't create something smaller while maintaining its same power. I don't see how you can carry around something so strong without affecting your centers of power or the world around you."


Thirty-seven even proceeded to explain that most alternative methods wouldn't work either because the black star was deeply connected with Noah. It would need a personal touch if he wanted to avoid unforeseen consequences.


"This formation though can endure far more than this," Thirty-seven concluded as he turned toward Noah. "Chasing Demon has helped to deploy it. Anything below the sixth rank won't be able to break it."
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                        Noah knew that his higher energy was something that he had to manage on his own. However, he needed help for what concerned containing the dark star, and he liked to hear the opinion of other experts so that he could have a broader vision on the matter.


Thirty-seven eventually went away and left Noah alone in that area of the separate dimension.


The automaton had many things to handle in the Hive, especially with the new wave of promising cultivators from the Odrea nation. Also, his job was over there.


Thirty-seven would make a list of inscription methods that could compress the dark sphere, but Noah had to do all the work since it was a matter that concerned his individuality. It would be even better if he did everything on his own for the same reason.


Noah spent weeks meditating in front of his dark star. He would train and meditate as usual while thinking of a way to turn that power into something that he could utilize in battle.


Of course, his thoughts didn't focus only on his battle prowess, but Noah's priority had always been his power. He had to find an answer to that question before he pondered about other applications.


He would even spend time analyzing the lump of higher energy that he had seized during his first successful experiment.


The higher energy gave him insights on the laws of creation whenever he interacted with it, but it seemed that those enlightenments consumed part of it, and the insights weren't endless either.


Noah consumed the first piece of higher energy to understand more about its nature and seized more of them from the dark star in front of him to deepen his understanding of the laws of creation.


Restoring the massive sphere to its original power wasn't a problem since Noah could pour more darkness inside the cubical formation. He didn't even need to cast the Black Hole spell again since the gravitational pull made the star self-sufficient already.


Yet, his mind soon became used to those insights, and the higher energy stopped deepening his understanding of the laws that ruled it. He had experienced all the enlightenments that it could offer.


Noah began to experiment with the higher energy at that point. He would test it with his spells, eat it, and even using it as a material in his inscription methods.


Eating that dense and dark gas didn't give him much. Noah understood more about its structure before turning it into the primary energy that his body needed.


The experiments with the spells and the inscription methods though produced peculiar results.


The spells fueled by the higher energy wouldn't work at all, but Noah expected something like that to happen.


Noah had made his higher energy by creating an environment where his darkness would evolve naturally. He didn't have any specific feature in mind when he made it. He used the only method that worked.


Meanwhile, spells generally needed Breath to work. Adapting his abilities to his darkness had been a challenge already, and most of them had changed drastically too.





When pushed to a higher form, his darkness lost most of its destructive features and became something dense that wasn't suitable for his spells.


His higher energy was different from June's dark sparks and King Elbas' fuel.


June had to replace the Breath with the dark sparks in her Perfect Circuit. Her higher energy was a pure source of power that stood far above her previous lightning.


King Elbas' higher energy, instead, was connected to his bloodline. He could gain access to it only when he consumed something that expressed the power of his family.


Of course, Noah didn't know all the details concerning King Elbas' power, but he could guess something since he had seen the differences between his and June's higher energies.


It seemed that the rare elements were as peculiar as the Patriarch of the Elbas family had described them. The fact that they didn't have a fixed procedure led to different results that might even not meet the needs of a cultivator.


Noah had considered the possibility of going back to the endless trial and error phase when he saw that his creation didn't work with his spells. Still, he held back his final consideration when he saw what his higher energy produced when paired with his inscription methods.


'This can't be right,' Noah thought as he stared at a spiked sphere in his hands.


When testing his inscription methods, Noah would often create Instabilities since he could easily spot the differences with his previous products.


The Instability in his grasp was black and had a series of saber-shaped runes on its surface that worked as spikes.


It appeared as identical to all the other disposable weapons that he had made in the past. The only peculiar and astonishing aspect of that sphere was that it radiated the aura of a rank 5 inscribed item in the middle tier.


Noah knew that his mastery in the creation of those weapons had probably reached the point where he could produce items on that level. The only problem was that he was still in the gaseous stage, which made it hard for him to manipulate more powerful materials.


Nevertheless, when it came to the Instability in his hands, Noah had only used the skin of a magical beast at the bottom of the fifth rank!


Also, the higher energy was far denser than his darkness. Noah had been able to put only a minute part of it in his sea of consciousness to complete the procedure required by the Elemental Forging method.


'I wasn't even sure if it could have reached the middle of the lower tier,' Noah thought as disbelief still lingered in his mind.


Noah had created a rank 5 inscribed item in the middle tier with only one basic material and a minute part of his higher energy.


That achievement was incredible, and it was connected to his latest creation. The fact that he could drastically improve the power of his final products just by adding his higher energy to his inscription methods wasn't something that he could ignore.


Noah repeated the forging multiple times to be sure that his miracle wasn't only a fluke caused by his recent enlightenments in the laws of creation. Still, the results were identical to his first Instability. He would create powerful items with materials on a far lower level.


'It might be the perfect tool for my creation,' Noah thought as he stared at the seven spiked spheres in front of him. 'The Elemental Forging method isn't even tuned for this type of energy. Just like my abilities with my hybrid status, my higher energy might not suit humans' inscription methods.'


Countless thoughts rose and fell apart while Noah pondered about the issue.


He had been initially disappointed that he couldn't imitate King Elbas and June in their usage of their higher energy. Yet, now he felt his hands itching to create more.



						




                    


                
				
                    911. Collapse

					
					

                    
                        "So," June said as she analyzed the black star contained inside the cubical formation, "This is what made the great Noah Balvan worried."


June then remained silent for a few seconds while she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Yet, she could only guess that Noah had amassed a large amount of Breath in one place.


"What exactly is that?" June eventually asked as she turned toward Noah, who was sitting cross-legged at some distance from her.


Noah wasn't meditating. June had arrived while he was inspecting one of his new creations, and he didn't mind spending some time teasing her.


He remained silent as his gaze moved between the various inscribed items lying around him and the cubical formation. In the past days, he had forged random weapons to see how far his higher energy could push materials at the bottom of the fifth rank.


The results had always been exceptional. Noah's higher energy would improve the outcome of his forgings, and he often ended up with items that he couldn't usually make without an extensive period spent performing tests.


As Noah acquired more experience with the higher energy though, he started to feel that it was still an imperfect form.


Noah began to pour more darkness inside the cubical formation. The only way that he had to improve the current form of the higher energy was to push the black star toward a denser state.


Also, he needed to find a way to carry that vast sphere around. Increasing its density would reduce its width in theory, which would save him from asking Thirty-seven a method to compress it.


June knew that Noah was ignoring her on purpose. The last time that they had seen each other, she had pressed to remain with him because Noah had helped her create her higher energy.


She wanted their relationship to benefit both of them instead of being the only one asking for help.


Nevertheless, she understood the magnitude of Noah's experiments when she analyzed the dark star. Noah's procedure didn't even come close to the safe dual cultivation that they had done in the past. It was a weapon of mass destruction that he exploited to elevate his darkness.


June crouched behind Noah and hugged him while he poured his Breath in one of the links that would send it inside the cubical formation.


"I wanted to protect you," She said as she laid her head on his back. "Yet, I can't protect you from yourself."


Noah revealed a smile at that point. He knew that his methods were reckless and dangerous, but that was how he had reached his current level.


It didn't matter if he had to cut one of his arms or spend entire years going mad to create his darkness. That was how Noah discovered and advanced, and his ruthless approach made him create wonders.


"Just like I can't stop you from you from being yourself," Noah said as he stretched to lie on her lap. "We strive toward the individualities at the beginning of the journey, and they end up limiting us in one path. We are who we are, June."





"And we are together," June concluded his phrase and lowered her head to kiss him. It was time for the couple to have the moment of intimacy that they had delayed since her return in the neutral city.


***

June came and went in the separate dimension. There was an entrance inside the Hive's training area of the neutral city, so she could go there whenever she wanted.


It was still a peaceful period. The matter with the ambush had been suppressed by the invading forces to preserve that temporary peace, and the invasion of the old continent wouldn't happen soon either.


Daniel had the training area all by himself and would cultivate there, while Faith was still nowhere to be seen. Only June had interacted with her during the period after the ambush.


"Here," June handed Noah a luxurious letter.


The two of them were sitting in front of the dark star, taking care of their matters while giving in to their desires when they felt like it.


The number of inscribed items lying on the floor of the separate dimension had increased, and the massive sphere made of darkness had become far bigger in the last period.


Noah had continued to cultivate, forge, and pour his Breath inside the cubical formation. He had reached the point where he was waiting for his higher energy to take another step forward in its evolution before approaching the next stage of his experiments.


Yet, that procedure took time since Noah had to pour massive amounts of darkness to increase the density of the dark star now.


He had added that procedure to his schedule since he wasn't in a hurry to complete his project. He would add fuel to the huge sphere whenever he had Breath to spare.


Focusing only on his experiments would slow down the improvements of his centers of power, and that wasn't something that he was willing to do.


Noah opened the letter and found out that it contained a list of sects with short descriptions next to them. Faith had signed that letter too, and the aura that the signature contained made Noah sure that it wasn't a fake.


"She has been investigating Ravaging Demon's affiliations," June explained as she played with one of the Instabilities laid on the floor. "This list isn't much, but the internal matters in the Papral nation are quite messy. No one is willing to talk unless the Council steps forward."


"This is already great," Noah said as he memorized that long list of names before storing the letter. "The Hive will eventually clash with Ravaging Demon's factions. Gathering information is the best that we can do now."


June's focus wasn't on him. She kept on looking at the inscribed items in the fifth rank sparse on the ground. Any expert would pay a lot of Credits to get their hands on one of them, but Noah couldn't even bother to store them.


Of course, Noah had his reasons for that. He wanted to have everything connected to his higher energy in his view to become more familiar with it.


Noah started to pour his darkness inside the cubical formation. It had become a habit for him to do it whenever he was over with his training. Yet, something different happened at that time.


The darkness in the outer layers of the dark star began to collapse and fuse with the layers below. That triggered a chain reaction that made the whole sphere condense and reach a new level of density.


Noah directly stood up and moved toward the borders of the cubical formation. It seemed that his higher energy was finally ready to reach what Noah considered to be a perfect state.


The lines of the formation shone as powerful flares erupted from the condensing sphere. It was as if the star wanted to send away some of the weaker energy contained in its form.
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                        Noah quickly contacted Thirty-seven, who appeared in a matter of minutes. The automaton then controlled the formation so that the energy radiated by the flares would flow into other parts of the dimension.


"Are you sure about this?" Thirty-seven asked. After all, that was the darkness that Noah had poured for weeks inside the cubical formation.


"Yes!" Noah shouted as he stood on the verge of the formation. "Just let it happen."


Noah's memories of his past life weren't helpful in that situation. He didn't study the stars enough to affect the procedure without risking to disrupt the natural evolution of his darkness.


So, he had decided that it would let his Breath regulate itself. Noah felt confident that its laws would force it to act according to his needs.


The flares became less intense as the less dense darkness flew away from the formation. The collapse of the star continued though, and it eventually stabilized when it reached a small spherical form.


Silent seconds passed as Noah, the automaton, and June inspected the small sphere that had replaced the massive star.


The sphere was so dark that their eyes found it hard to define its edges. It was as if light couldn't even come near that form, which made it appear as a black orb that distorted the air around it.


However, Noah had familiarized himself with his higher energy in the last period. He could understand that the same type of energy made the sphere, even if it appeared far denser than before.


The surface of the sphere remained still. Not even a ripple ran through its shape. Still, it floated on its own, and the trio could feel the intense gravitational pull around it.


Noah suddenly took a step forward, ignoring the surprised glances that landed on its back.


The gravitational pull became stronger as he neared the minute star. Yet, he was a hybrid in the upper tier. Enduring that traction force was something that he could do with a bit of effort.


His mind started to expand as he neared the floating sphere. More insights on the laws of creation appeared in his thoughts under the influence of the higher energy.


Noah decided to slow down his advance at that point. He didn't know how many enlightenments the sphere could provide, but he felt that it was better to focus on them before interacting with the result of his procedure.


Thirty-seven and June watched in silence as Noah took small steps and many breaks as he walked toward the little star. His eyes would often be closed too since his focus was on his mind.


Noah spent half a day like that, slowly nearing the most stable result that his procedure had been able to produce.


However, he eventually reached the sphere, and that was when he decided to touch it.


Noah's fingers stabbed the surface of the star easily. It was scorching, and it wasn't solid at all. Instead, it seemed made of a dense gas that acted as if it was a liquid floating in the air whenever someone affected its shape.





Noah felt even more insights on the laws of creation fusing with his mind and becoming something similar to soft instincts as he kept his hand inside the fist-sized star. He needed an entire day at that time to exhaust the enlightenments that his higher energy could provide.


'I see,' Noah thought as he retracted his hand. 'Improving the outcome of my forgings is just a side effect. This energy hides far more, but I'm still unable to see it.'


Noah had begun to evaluate that hypothesis since his various experiments with the Instabilities and other disposable weapons. His higher energy seemed to have a specific purpose that he had yet to identify.


Nevertheless, Noah didn't worry about it. He was bound to discover that. The issue now was to find a way to carry it around without risking leveling cities.


The star had become slightly smaller than a man's fist. His initial idea had been on point, and adding more darkness had led to a natural compression that didn't require any of Thirty-seven's methods.


'Even if I manage to carry it around,' Noah thought, 'How can I avoid setting up a similar environment to refill it every time?'


That was a major issue than Noah wanted to solve to make his new power suitable for battle.


Having to resort to training areas and formations to refill his stash of higher energy was too troublesome. Noah wanted something that became part of his power, not a tool that he could use only after a long preparation.


The truth was that Noah had an idea that would solve the issue. Still, that was another reckless idea.


"You won't like it," Noah said to June as soon as he came out of the formation and picked his inscribed notebook to contact Elder Austin.


The Elder arrived a few hours later and lost himself in the sight of the small star floating inside the cubical formation before focusing on the two cultivators. Thirty-seven had left in the meantime since Noah didn't need him anymore.


"What is it, Prince?" Elder Austin asked with a curious tone.


It was rare for Noah to contact him since Elder Julia handled most of the matters concerning the higher-ups of the Hive. Yet, Noah was the Demon Prince, and his recent achievements made all the Elders of the Hive feel indebted toward him.


June felt curious too since Noah didn't reveal the reason why he needed the Elder to move forward with his experiments.


"Elder," Noah spoke, and his expression started to reveal his usual coldness even when he conversed with friendly faces, "I need your help to remove large patches of skin and muscles."


Elder Austin had reached the liquid stage of the fifth rank in those years, and he had already helped Noah in a similar situation. Still, he couldn't help but release a loud curse when he understood that Noah didn't lose his self-harming attitude.


On the other hand, June didn't immediately understand what was happening, but the Elder's unwillingness gave her some hints. Also, Noah followed with more details.


"Don't worry, Elder," Noah said as he tried to reassure Austin. "I only need you to skin the entirety of my back, and maybe part of my chest too.  I don't need too many muscles, just enough to reinforce the organ."


"What organ!?" Elder Austin shouted. "And what only!? You can't ask me to skin alive the second-most important figure in the whole Hive!"


"You accepted to pierce my dantian last time!" Noah replied. "That was far more dangerous than this. I won't die even if you happen to hurt a few internal organs in the process!"


"This doesn't reassure me at all!" Elder Austin shouted.


Noah and Elder Austin continued to discuss right in front of June, who remained silent as she accepted what was happening. A smile appeared on her face when she saw her lover arguing to convince the Elder to hurt him.


She didn't like the idea of seeing Noah's wounded, but she couldn't help but admire his ruthlessness.
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                        Noah knew his body and its limits. After all, he had created it and kept track of the changes that his many breakthroughs applied.


The resilience of the magical beasts had made his body evolve together with his other centers of power. He had been a simple cultivator with a beast body in the past. Now, he was a harmonious being, with centers of power that featured the perks of both worlds.


His dantian was sturdy and didn't need any external force to advance. His mental energy could devour the wills of his prey and control other magical beasts with its power. His body had the strength of a creature, but it had access to the martial arts of the humans.


That was the reason why he believed that his body would adapt if he added another center of power.


His idea to solve the issues connected with the higher energy was to create an organ capable of storing it. That would allow him to carry it wherever he wanted and refill it even when he was fighting.


His body would then improve that condition in the next breakthrough. It would make the new organ part of Noah's harmony, creating a being capable of wielding three different types of energy.


Elder Austin eventually accepted to help Noah. He didn't have a say in the matter, but he felt that it was in his right to complain before yielding to his demands.


Flames began to flow around the Elder. They took the form of two sharp knives under his control, and Noah could see how the aura that they radiated was different from the past.


There was some violence in the Elder's flames. They radiated a threatening instability that appeared ready to explode.


It seemed that Elder Austin had taken to heart Chasing Demon's pointers and had moved his individuality away from its previous path. His flames now contained the explosiveness of a volcano.


Noah sat on the ground of the separate dimension with the upper part of his body uncovered. His back faced Elder Austin, who neared him while wielding the two flaming knives.


June was still with them, and she kept her attention on her lover even when the Elder started to cut his skin.


Elder Austin's hands were steady as they moved the fiery knives to perform precise cuts on Noah's back. His cutting speed though was low since he was dealing with materials in the upper tier of the fifth rank.


The knives allowed the Elder to pierce Noah's skin, but they struggled to pass through the thick layers of muscles. Still, that was intended since Austin preferred to hold back until he understood how strong Noah's body was.


June saw how her lover's expression didn't change when the Elder started to skin his back. Noah didn't even flicker when his interiors were utterly exposed.


Instead, he had the time to turn to look at the large piece of skin in the Elder's grasp and do some quick math.


Noah already had a blueprint of the new organ in his mind, and he could guess the requirements in terms of materials. The skin of his back was enough for two sessions of forging.





"You can move to the muscles," Noah said after confirming that he didn't need to use the skin on his chest too. "Take a few layers. You don't need to go too deeply."


Elder Austin nodded while wearing an annoyed expression. He didn't like that task, and the fact that his knives would leave patches of charred tissues on Noah's body didn't help his mood.


Yet, Noah didn't complain nor cry in pain, which made the Elder's work far more comfortable to bear since he didn't meet any obstruction.


The gathering of materials took less than an hour, and Noah stored his body parts inside the space-ring before starting to feed on a rank 5 magical beast in the middle tier.


He now had the materials that he needed for the Elemental Forging method. He only needed to heal and to perfect some parts of the procedure in his mind before approaching his creation.


"I will call you again if I need more materials," Noah said when he saw the Elder leaving.


"Surpass me already, so I won't have to do this again," Elder Austin said after a snort before stepping on a teleportation matrix and disappearing from that area of the separate dimension.


June and Noah ended up alone again, but the former was in no mood to flirt, and the latter was injured.


"How long will it take to heal?" June asked as she neared Noah to inspect his open wound.


Blood flowed slowly outside of the large patch of missing skin. Noah's healing abilities had already kicked in and were suppressing that injury.


Still, Noah would need a while to return to his peak. His body was exceptional, but it was in the last tier of the fifth rank. His skin and muscles contained a large amount of energy, which meant that he needed to eat a lot if he wanted to increase his healing speed.


"Two months, maybe three, it depends on how much I work in this period," Noah answered, but his words only irritated June.


However, she quickly suppressed it. They had just fought about that same topic and conclude that they couldn't alter what they were, even if that would lead them to make a reckless decision.


June was a battle maniac, and she would probably decide to face enemies stronger than her for the sake of fighting. In the same way, Noah would do anything for power, even if that meant hurting himself in the process.


"Will you put it in your body?" June asked as she glanced at the small star in the distance.


June knew that Noah had already altered his body and that he had done so with far more invasive procedures. Yet, the energy contained inside the star was immense, and its gravitational pull was even stronger.


That wouldn't normally affect cultivators since they could use their Breath to defend against those effects. However, Noah planned to put the star inside his body!


The internal organs of both beasts and humans were usually frail, and even Noah couldn't claim to have the best of them in the hybrid world since there were body-nourishing methods that improved them.


"It is unclear what I will become," Noah explained as he straightened his position and continued to eat to his fullest, "But I would solve most of the issues connected with the higher energy with that."


Another powerful magical beast's corpse appeared in front of him, and Noah continued to eat until his hunger reached average levels of intensity. 


The months spent healing gave him the time to focus more on the blueprint of the organ and on where he would put it. The choice eventually happened to be his heart since it was the only organ that had absorbed the qualities of the Yin Body other than the features of a magical beast.
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                        The Yin body had created a black membrane around Noah's heart when he was still a human. Then, when he had fused himself with a Cursed Dragon, the membrane and his heart had merged to become a single organ.


That had improved Noah's healing abilities. His injuries would close far faster than those of similar beings on the same level. Also, it made his heart one of the strongest organs in his body.


Noah needed a place inside his body where he could put the organ containing higher energy. He couldn't leave something capable of such gravitational pull near tissues that it could break apart easily.


Of course, that was relative to Noah's situation. Every tissue in his body surpassed the human standards, but he was dealing with an organ meant to contain a star.


He had to make sure that he wouldn't incur in ugly repercussions after the transplant.


Nevertheless, Noah had yet to create the actual organ, so he didn't spend too much time planning what would come after that.


In his mind, the organ had to be reasonably simple. He would use his muscles to make the internal parts and his skin for the external ones. Then, he would forge them together with higher energy imbued with a specific meaning.


In the end, Noah would add a modified version of his spherical rune to improve the overall containment of the higher energy.


It took Noah a bit more than three months to heal, but that only because he refused to stop cultivating in that period. The massive wound on his back would start to bleed again whenever the Demonic Sword sent darkness to his dantian.


Still, Noah returned to his peak and approached the forging once he made sure that he had studied every aspect of the procedure.


Generally speaking, creating an organ meant only to contain energy was simple. After all, Noah would use his body parts to make it, which meant that there wouldn't be any rejection after the transplant.


The real issues were the actual capacity of the organ and whether it could contain that incredible amass of energy. Also, there was a problem connected to how resilient Noah's body was.


The new organ would be a center of power containing energy dense enough to level cities. Anyone would have second thoughts when the idea of putting it inside their bodies became doable in their minds.


Yet, Noah couldn't be sure of those features until he tested the item.


Noah took a small bit of higher energy from the cubical formation and inserted it in his mental sphere. That seemingly solid gas entered the sea in his mind and came out in the form of a rotating orb that radiated a gravitational pull similar to that seen in the dark star.


The meaning that he had used when he imbued the higher energy used his ambition as a fuel. Noah had imagined himself flying toward the starry sky and destroying everything in his path with his bare hands.


He wasn't a blade in the dream. He had human features as he strived for the peak.





Noah had to imagine the entirety of himself as he reached for the stars since the new organ was bound to change his existence. After all, he was going to have four centers of power if the transplant was a success.


As for what concerned the small star inside the cubical formation, its form became a bit unstable when it lost part of its energy. Noah would have to pour more darkness inside it to restore its balance.


Noah completed the forging at his first try. The only real difficulty was the manipulation of rank 5 materials in the upper tier, but his higher energy smoothed the process since it was far stronger than his darkness.


Also, its natural features helped to avoid failures and creating a complete product that didn't require any tweak to reach a perfect form.


The insights gained during his study of the higher energy helped too. Noah's instincts now seemed able to understand how to handle certain parts of the procedure so that he could maximize the power of the finished product.


What he obtained was a rank 5 inscribed item in the upper tier. It had the form of a small sphere, with dark features and a rough surface, and its power put them somewhere in the lower part of the upper tier of the fifth rank.


Noah enveloped his creation with a spherical rune that he had made for that event.


Its power couldn't compare with the products that the separate dimension had seen in those years. Still, it was better to play it safe and add as many containing devices as he could.


Noah had to wait until the small star inside the cubical formation regained its past stability before trying to move it inside the new organ.


June watched as Noah held his new organ in his hands as he neared the small star. His connection with the higher energy made him capable of manipulating it, but there was still the chance that the star would react in strange ways due to that transfer.


The higher energy moved quickly inside the organ who forced it to compress itself further to fit it. The transfer was surprisingly smooth. No major complication appeared during the process.


Even the nature of the higher energy didn't change after being compressed once again. It seemed that it had reached a form that was unwilling to let go.


Noah had completed the easy part at that point. Now it was the moment to transplant the organ inside his heart.


The Demonic Sword didn't like to hurt Noah, even if he had his permission. Yet, it accepted to help him since their connection made the weapon understand that Noah needed it.


Noah was a hybrid in the upper tier, but his other centers of power were still lacking. His spells could only reach the limits of the gaseous stage in terms of strength, and that wasn't enough to pierce his skin.


Noah could only use his physical strength to create a passage for the higher energy.


Minutes of silence passed in the separate dimension while Noah reviewed everything that he had done in the last period. He controlled that he had considered every possibility before moving to the next phase of his project.


June limited herself to stare at him. Her eyes couldn't help but fall on the hole that he had cut on his chest.


In the end, Noah pushed the small organ inside that hole made with his weapon before activating another round of forging to make his heart fuse with it. The dark organ reached for his heart and landed on its surface before the Elemental Forging method melded the two materials.


Noah's heart fused with the new center of power and created an organ capable of carrying out different functions. Yet, a few seconds after the end of the forging, Noah felt as if his whole chest was on fire.


Even the insides of a fire-breathing dragon didn't seem able to withstand the heat generated once the two organs had fused.



						




                    


                
				
                    915. Burning hear

					
					

                    
                        Noah would usually avoid inscribing an item that had already gone through one round of forging.


The Elemental forging method required specific meanings for each product that he wanted to create, and fusing items that had already been inscribed usually led to a conflict of wills.


However, Noah didn't need to change the will when fusing the new center of power with his heart. He had used the same imbued higher energy to force their tissues to merge.


That was necessary to make his body consider the new organ as part of Noah's existence. He couldn't just place it there because he needed to rely on the resilience of the magical beasts to harmonize that addition.


Yet, the real harmonization would arrive after the next breakthrough of his body. Now he had to deal with the consequences of his new organ on his own.


Noah felt as if the insides of his chest had turned into scorching magma after the two organs had fused. His body had been able to endure the heat radiated by the new center of power when it wasn't part of his tissues, but it didn't seem able to do so after the second forging.


Noah fell on his knees as his consciousness gathered around his heart and tried to suppress the heatwaves. Blood fell from the wound on his chest when he crouched on the ground in a hurried attempt to contain that outcome.


The new center of power didn't have access to his circulatory system. It was part of Noah's heart, but it was separated from the four chambers of his organs.


Noah had only fused it with its tissues so that it could become part of his body. He wasn't so idiotic to put his blood in direct contact with the dark star.


However, the heat had arrived anyway, and it spread on the rest of his torso since his mental energy couldn't stop it.


Most cultivators would try to revert the process or label the experiment as a failure at that point, but Noah had faced worse repercussions in his life.


He knew that his body could take a while to adapt to such invasive modifications. After all, he had to die when he fused with a Cursed Dragon to reset the laws that held his body together.


Something similar had happened with the Forging of the Seven Hells too. Death would always loom around him whenever he performed one of his unorthodox experiments, and a simple scorching sensation wasn't the worse that had happened to him.


June had felt the urge to run toward him as soon as she saw him crouching on the ground. Still, she suppressed that instinct to give Noah enough room to operate.


She was an expert in the formation field, but Noah was messing with the anatomy of his body. That kind of organic inscriptions wasn't something that she could affect with her expertise.


Noah roared in anger, and the world around him lost its light for an instant as he released a wave of flames. His instincts had told him to disperse some heat, but the issue didn't originate from his lungs.





Trails of gray smoke came out of Noah's mouth as he gasped for air. He was starting to act as a magical beast since his mind focused on confining the heat spreading through his body.


Noah spent entire minutes in that condition. He would punch, roar, and spew flames in the hope that releasing some of his energy would help to solve the issue.


However, his body only needed time to accept that new energy.


Noah's condition slowly stabilized as time passed, and the heat became more bearable as his heart became used to its new chamber.


It soon became apparent that Noah had mistakenly taken that scorching sensation as a consequence of the fusion of the two organs. That sensation was only an instinctive reaction of his internal organs adapting to the new source of heat that had appeared inside his body.


June breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Noah calming down and sitting cross-legged to meditate. She could see through her mental energy that her lover's consciousness had let go of its tension and was merely analyzing his body now.


Noah watched his heart with his mind. His heartbeat was strong, and the addition to that organ didn't affect the normal functioning of his circulatory system.


Instead, he felt a strange power coming from the spherical chamber that had appeared on his heart.


It wasn't the gravitational pull or its temperature. Noah felt as if his entire existence was striving for something different from its current state. Something that he couldn't define yet.


'Let's see if this works,' Noah thought before moving his focus on the new center of power.


A small piece of his higher energy came out of his heart and appeared on his palm. Still, Noah's attention remained on his chest to analyze how withdrawing power from the dark star had affected its state.


Of course, Noah had tested that before fusing his heart and the new center of power. Yet, he wanted to see if something had changed after the forging.


The dark star remained stable even after it lost part of its energy. The fact that the center of power compressed it helped in maintaining a steady form.


However, Noah knew that he couldn't let it become too unstable or withdraw too much higher energy. His new organ wouldn't be able to contain the dark star if it returned to its weaker form when it was still a vast mass of rotating energy.


'I need to keep the star to optimal levels,' Noah concluded in his mind and started to withdraw small pieces of the dark star to see when it would show signs of instability.


He had yet to find a way to use it in battle but knowing its limits had the priority. Even if he developed a fighting method that made use of his higher energy, he wouldn't resort to it until he knew exactly how much density the star could lose before returning to its giant form.


It turned out that the compression of the center of power kept the dark star stable even when half of its energy had gathered on Noah's palm. That gave Noah some confidence and eased his worries.


His training and tests would take a long time if the star were to become unstable as soon as he withdrew some energy. Still, it seemed that he could act quite freely as long as he didn't go under half of it.


"It seems stable," Noah said as he reabsorbed the higher energy floating on his palm. A sudden weight landed on his chest when he did that, but that sensation disappeared in a few seconds.


June neared him after those words, and her hand went on his chest, where the wound had finally stopped bleeding.


"It's hot," She said when she placed her palm on him. "Your fourth center of power is a burning heart."
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                        Noah spent the following weeks continuing his tests with his new center of power. He needed to become used to its limits before focusing again on the higher energy that it contained.


Noah would study how long it took for the dark star to return to its peak, how quickly he could withdraw the higher energy, and how much of his darkness he needed to divert on his heart to refill it.


After all, that was a completely new organ, even if part of it still acted as his heart. It was different from his other centers of power since he had almost two centuries to explore their functioning and limits.


Noah forged, experimented with the Will-consuming runes, and even started to work on the living weapons again.


It was needless to say that Thirty-seven felt excited when Noah told him that they would start working together again. Still, that feeling only became more intense when the miraculous properties of the higher energy showed their effects on the organic inscriptions.


In the past, Noah had used his primary energy to perform the Elemental Forging method on weapons that had a different aptitude from his. Using his darkness would lead to rejections that increased the failure rate of the forgings.


Yet, such rejections didn't appear when he used his higher energy.


That discovery surprised even Noah. The higher energy was a product of his darkness in the end, and it still carried the features of the darkness aptitude. Rejections would only be normal in its case.


However, it seemed that the pure meaning of creation carried by the higher energy was enough to make up for the difference in the elements. The outcome was even slightly better than usual!


It was worth noting that the living weapons created in that way would carry a trace of Noah's aura, which made their attacks somewhat impure since there were different elements fused in one being.


That didn't affect the power of the weapons. Still, it worked as a signature that revealed the identity of their creator.


Noah didn't mind that after-effect for now since the living weapons had yet to enter the international market. Still, it was something worth keeping in mind in case he was to forge weapons for cultivators outside of the Hive.


Once the peculiarity of his creations became famous, any expert would be able to recognize his works.


His stash of magical beasts had started to become thin in the last period. Between the two healing sessions, the countless forgings, and feeding the Demonic Sword, Noah was starting to lack food for himself.


The only things that had stopped him from going outside and hunting for more creatures were his eagerness to study his higher energy and the fact that he could use part of the energy in the star to appease his hunger.


Yet, it had reached the point where Noah was seriously risking emptying his stash, which led him to come out of the separate dimension to hunt in the territories near the neutral city.





June had returned on the surface already in that period. She had to lead some minor cleaning operations in a danger zone for the Elbas family, and she would use that opportunity to visit Faith, who was still somewhere in the Council's domain.


Noah reappeared in the underground training area and found Daniel cultivating in the corner of the vast room. There was a large cauldron in front of him, and strands of dim light would come out of it.


It seemed that Daniel had stuck with his previous cultivation technique even after discussing his individuality with Shandal. Still, Noah guessed that there were minute differences that he wasn't able to notice.


Noah didn't know anything about alchemy, and Daniel had one of the rarest elements too. Darkness and light had many mysterious features that only their owners could understand.


Daniel interrupted his cultivation when he sensed Noah's arrival, but a disturbance in the environment soon claimed the two cultivators' attention.


Noah felt anger rising inside him as his body understood what was happening. His body was able to sense the arrival of a Heaven Tribulation even before its dark clouds gathered.


'Why does Heaven keep doing it?' Noah thought before shooting toward the surface.


The truth was that he had expected a Tribulation to come when he first created the higher energy, but the lack of reactions from Heaven and Earth made him ignore that matter.


Yet, the reaction arrived now that he had reappeared as an existence with four centers of power.


Noah flew above the neutral city and gazed at the dark clouds accumulating in the sky. Elder Estelle and the other rank 5 existences were already there and looked at him with helpless expressions.


Noah wanted to tell them that he would lead the Tribulation away from the city, but his mind suddenly expanded at the sight of the orange sparks running through the clouds.


A lightning bolt fell from the sky while his mind was still wandering in that sudden enlightenment, and it hit him directly on the chest, throwing him back on the ground.


That event surprised the rank 5 existences on the scene. After all, the Tribulation had the power of the lower tier of the fifth rank, and they had seen Noah fighting against cultivators at the peak of the gaseous stage.


They would have never imagined that the famous hybrid of the Hive couldn't react in time against that lightning bolt.


It soon became evident that something was wrong with that situation, and the experts made the silent decision of taking care of the Tribulation before it fell on the city.


However, before any of them could attack, a draconic roar carrying human words resounded in the area. "Don't touch it!"


The experts froze in place and turned toward the crater created by Noah's fall only to see a figure flying away from the city at high speed.


The clouds decided to chase after Noah, ignoring the dumbfounded experts that limited themselves to stare at the leaving Tribulation for fear to incur the Demon Prince's anger.


Noah flew toward the central territories until the city was nothing more than a dark spot in the distance. Then, he stopped and waited for the Tribulation to catch up with him.


The black clouds quickly gathered above him again and started to release lightning bolts aimed at his chest. Their target was the fourth center of power.


Noah didn't defend. He closed his eyes and let the lightning bolts hit him and hurl him on the ground.


His body felt sore after the impacts, but his mind was still lost in the sudden enlightenment that the Tribulation had brought.


'I see,' Noah thought as he slowly stood up from the crater that he had created with his fall and lifted his arms so that his palms would face each other.


The clouds didn't wait for him and started to release more lightning bolts toward him. Yet, Noah ignored them and focused on the higher energy in his heart.


'This energy is meant to create the world.' Noah thought, and black sparks formed between his palms.



						




                    


                
				
                    917. Meaning

					
					

                    
                        Noah didn't know why he had suddenly felt able to create those black sparks. Maybe it was his period inside the Divine Architect's separate dimension, or his experience with the Tribulations, or even his connection with June, who carried the scent of the Heaven's Spark.


Yet, he knew that he had understood how to recreate the lightning element carried in the Tribulation as soon as he saw the black clouds.


Black sparks formed between Noah's palms and condensed to create a thick lightning bolt that emitted crackling sounds even if its form was mostly solid.


Meanwhile, some disturbance ran through the lightning bolts of the Tribulation that were falling toward him.


Noah was ready to receive the attack of the black clouds when he saw their lightning bolts deviating and falling on different spots of the barren ground. It was as if something had forced them to change their trajectory.


The same disturbance hit the clouds too. Noah saw how the crackling noise inside them became more violent, and their surface trembled.


It seemed that some battle was happening inside the Tribulation. Yet, Noah couldn't sense anyone else on the scene, and even his enhanced awareness couldn't pick up anything.


The aura of the Tribulation started to change during that struggle. It had only emitted a pure sense of destruction before, but some deeper meaning had begun to appear in the black clouds.


The lightning storm was slowly shifting from being a mere punishment sent by Heaven to destroy a rebellious existence to a fair trial that featured a reward. It was changing into the same kind of Tribulation meant for beings that were about to step on a higher level of existence.


'Who is doing this?' Noah thought at that sight. That strange event was taking over Heaven and Earth's will and changing the composition of the Tribulation.


Noah would benefit from destroying the clouds now. It wasn't a matter of survival anymore.


'Is it the world?' Noah thought before the lightning storm started again, and he felt forced to defend against the incoming attacks.


Noah saw a dozen lightning bolts coming in his direction, but he was ready at that time. He threw the black bolt in his palms before wielding his Demonic Sword to launch more attacks.


The Tribulation's lightning bolts exploded into a series of sparks when they met the black lines launched by the Demonic Sword. Noah's martial art was more than enough to deal with that threat.


Instead, his dark bolt created a loud shockwave when it met with the Tribulation's offensive. The two bolts destroyed each other and dispersed into the world when they clashed.


Noah didn't feel too disappointed about the power of his lightning bolt. That was his first time imitating a phenomenon of the world, and he didn't use spells either.


His sudden creation was just an imitation of the attacks that were coming at him, but they were far away from being optimized.





Noah could destroy the Tribulation quickly if he used all his powers. Nevertheless, he knew that he wouldn't get another chance like that.


How many times could a cultivator test himself against a Tribulation? And how many of them could test their imitation of Heaven and Earth's lightning bolts?


So, Noah decided to focus on his dark sphere and used only his lightning to fend off the Tribulation.


As he kept fighting, the differences between the lightning element and the darkness became evident.


The lightning element was direct and violent. It wasn't meant to be controlled. It only needed a target to pierce and destroy.


Noah felt the black sparks trying to escape his control as he manipulated them to take specific forms. They wanted to go wild and cause havoc everywhere, without even minding their targets.


On the other hand, the darkness element was vague. It encompassed almost every field, but it didn't have any specific feature or innate behavior.


Noah guessed that such behaviors were simply an innate feature of the elements. The less rare aptitudes had more transparent conduct compared to the rarest ones.


The Tribulation started to fall apart after some time. After all, Noah had kept launching lightning bolts like crazy through the entirety of the battle.


His ability to imitate the Tribulation increased as he kept fighting too. It had reached the point where his lightning bolts weren't just the imitation of that phenomenon again.


They kept on becoming stronger and denser until they were able to overcome the Tribulation's attacks and land on the black clouds.


Noah eventually destroyed the entirety of the Tribulation, and a humming sound spread in the area at that point. He felt as if the world was trying to announce something, but it didn't understand it completely.


He could only hear some random pieces of information, but most of his understanding came from the instincts that ran through his body.


He could understand that the world had reacted at the appearance of such energy. Winning against the Tribulation would make the world accept his higher energy as one of the matters allowed in those Mortal Lands.


The laws released from the Tribulation at the moment of its demise improved Noah's understanding of the laws of creation. Those effects weren't limited only to a quicker growing speed. They nourished his dantian too and pushed it toward a superior stage.


Noah felt that his dantian had started to compress under the influence of the muscles around it. The darkness inside it slowly turned into a single and minute drop of a dark liquid that seemed made of swords.


A roar escaped his mouth at that point. Noah couldn't help but express his triumph to the world since he had just taken a significant step forward in his cultivation.


He had become a rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage!


'Finally!' Noah exclaimed in his mind. 'It has taken me a century to reach this level!'


He had become a rank 5 cultivator when he was only eighty or so years old. Yet, he had to spend the following sixteen years focused on creating his darkness so that he could cultivate.


Now, after a bit more than a century, Noah had taken another step forward in his path.


Noah meditated and cultivated for a few days right on that spot in the central areas of the new continent. He had yet to stabilize his dantian, and he wanted to review what his new understanding had brought.


Everything had suddenly become evident in his mind. Projects and ideas that he had stored inside his random thoughts appeared easier than ever.


It was as if he had been born to create. After the acceptance of the world, Noah had become a proper maker.


'I guess I can focus on my battle prowess now that I've found a path for my higher energy,' Noah thought as he opened his eyes and began to fly in the direction of the neutral city.


'I need to create a Blood Companion first,' Noah evaluated as he remembered the utility of the Body-inscription spell. 'I even know which will to give it.'
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                        Noah had always relied on Blood Companions through the course of his cultivation journey. The Body-inscription spell had been his first spell and a useful tool that had allowed him to overwhelm his opponent even when outnumbered.


Yet, his darkness had made him lose access to many of his previous abilities, which forced him to give up on creating Blood Companion until he found a solution to the issue.


His higher energy though had revealed itself to be a matter capable of recreating the world. It could replicate the lightning bolts of a Heaven Tribulation, and it had even caused a reaction in the black clouds meant to destroy him.


Noah now had the tools that he had lacked in his previous years and could devote himself to all the projects that he had set aside. The priority went to those that would improve his battle prowess.


Of course, his study of the higher energy was far from over. After all, he had just discovered that he could imitate other elements with that power, which was no small thing.


However, that research would take decades, and its results might be unclear. Even if it was a promising study project, Noah had to make sure that he was at the peak of his power before embarking himself in another long series of experiments.


Noah's return to Divine Market city created a wave of surprise and amazement.


The other rank 5 cultivators had seen him cause a Tribulation and lead it away from the city. Still, now they saw him returning as a rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage.


His title as the most talented cultivator in history wasn't just for show. Noah proved to the world again that he was a monster capable of matching the exaggerated rumors about him.


Reaching the liquid stage in a little more than one hundred years was an outstanding achievement. It showed that Noah didn't meet any bottleneck along his journey and was continuing to advance at full speed toward the higher ranks.


Truth to be told, reaching the liquid stage in one hundred years wasn't too far off from the standards of the geniuses. It wasn't a monstrous achievement like those that he had earned in the past.


Yet, the matter spread far and wide nonetheless since it concerned Noah. Being a little above the genius level would still earn him the title of a monster since his previous achievements put him too far away from his generation.


Noah's notebook rang like crazy in those days. Every Elder of the Hive wanted to congratulate with him and set up friendly meetings where they could discuss their individualities and give pointers to each other.


Noah was inclined to accept them, but he had too many projects piled up, and he had yet to study his new darkness properly. So, he turned the invitations down as he prepared to approach the experiments with his Blood Companion.


Thirty-seven felt disappointed when Noah told him that they would need to stop experimenting on the living weapons until he took care of his matters. Still, the automaton decided to join Noah's new project anyway since it sort of concerned organic inscriptions.





Noah's idea was simple. In the past, he had initially thought that he needed to assemble a body that would suit his darkness to avoid the rejections that had made him abandon the spell in the first place.


Nevertheless, discovering that his higher energy was a pure tool of creation meant that he could assemble whatever he wanted as long as there was enough energy for the Blood Companion and himself.


He didn't even need the body parts of specific magical beasts. He could imitate them with his higher energy.


There were only two issues with his idea.


The first one was that Thirty-seven needed to reexamine the spell and change it according to Noah's requirements. The seconds one was that he needed a will if the automaton decided to follow the living weapons' approach.


Thirty-seven though was happy to mess around with spells that involved organic inscriptions, and Noah already had the perfect candidate for what concerned the second issue.


Noah had learnt after becoming a hybrid that the hunger of the magical beast was a curse. It was the sensation that drove all their actions, and that even took over their survival instincts at times.


Still, there were peculiar specimens in the world that had learnt to control their instincts and live without hunting all the time.


Noah didn't know why that happened. It was something that went against the beasts' instincts. However, he knew that he would have probably discovered it if he didn't have access to so many preys all the time.


Noah could hunt whenever and wherever he wanted. He didn't have a pack to feed, and his power always allowed him to target beings that were on the same level as his body.


The magical beasts couldn't do that. They would usually hunt for weaker creatures and slowly grow while they tried to survive the constant clearing operations of the humans.


So, some of them learnt to be patient and suppress their instincts, just like the Albino Snake, which was Noah's target.


Having the will of a beast capable of controlling itself would be amazing once created a Blood Companion. It would make a huge difference in battle, and Noah wouldn't need to fear any rebellion since it wasn't a hybrid.


Finding it wouldn't even be a problem since Noah could imagine where it was hiding. It had escaped in the territories of the Empire after the dimensional portal appeared in the Utra nation.


However, soldiers of the Shandal Empire filled the central territories of the old continent. They would have noticed something so big slithering through their domain.


So, the most obvious answer was that it was hiding inside the mountain chain that divided the two areas of influence.


There would be time for the hunt though. Noah now had to create a body that could make use of his individuality and turn it into firepower too.


Generally speaking, Noah would find specific body parts and forge them together to create a chimera. However, he could work more freely now that he had higher energy. He could use it as the primary material for his creation.


After all, that would even improve Noah's control over the Blood Companion and would prevent him from wasting time trying to piece exotic materials together.


Noah's project started with a long session of meditation accompanied by the Divine Deduction technique, in which he decided the features that his new Blood Companions would have. Also, he set its abilities and its anatomy according to his needs.


The actual experimentations happened only after that, and Noah could discover even more applications of his higher energy.


He wasn't wrong when he thought that he could recreate the world thanks to his black star. Noah had begun creating the spine from nothing when he noticed that his higher energy could solidify if needed. It could assume any forms.


That led Noah to call his higher energy "dark matter".
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                        Creating with the dark matter felt strange at the beginning. Noah had never met such a peculiar material, and assembling it in the form of a living being broadened his vision for what concerned its potential.


The higher energy could change form freely. Noah would forge it in the shape of a body part only to see it transforming into a gas whenever he wanted. Then, it could return to its solid form without losing the features that Noah had inscribed.


It was mysterious and atypical, but the possibilities that it opened were also incredible.


That wasn't always a good thing, especially in the initial phases.


Noah's understanding continued to grow as he continued to build a body, and that forced him to reconsider some of the initial parts that he had created.


He would suddenly find better ideas to put into use, or a sturdier structure, or even a completely different ability that was possible only thanks to the properties of the dark matter.


The fact that he had reached the liquid stage didn't help in the matter either. Noah's existence had taken another step toward the world of the laws after the breakthrough, and his mind would peek at it more often now.


His sessions of meditation became longer since his mind kept on reaching for the laws and understanding how to wield them better. That made him find more ways to improve his previous creation, which led him to review what he had been building.


It was a cycle where creating the body of the Blood Companion led to an increase in his understanding, which then made Noah review and modify what he had built previously.


Of course, that wasn't bad either. It only increased the amount of time that Noah would spend on that project.


Noah didn't let his eagerness to improve his battle prowess take the better of him and wholly focused on creating the best body that his expertise was capable of building. He even started over at times when he found structures that were far better from those that he had used before.


He didn't mind taking his time though. After all, Thirty-seven had yet to come up with a modified version of the Body-inscription spell, and the two of them would have to fuse their separate works at some point.


Nothing changed both in the separate dimension and in the outside world in that period. The three invading forces kept on growing and preparing for the attack on the old continent, and their assets focused on harvesting as many gains as they could from the new territories.


There wasn't a set date in their alliance that dictated when they would resume their offensive, but the atmosphere in the new continent became tenser as they years passed.


That wasn't the result of internal conflicts or specific meetings. The three organizations were keeping track of how many Heaven Tribulations appeared in the skies of their allies' domains to check their growth.


The Hive had surprised its allies in those years due to the troops from the Odrea nation. Still, the other forces had seen their fair share of breakthroughs too.





Almost fifty years had passed from their first attack on the Empire by then, and every organization had obtained valuable territories other than more experienced troops. It was only normal for all of them to see positive results in that period.


The more positive results appeared, the more the war drew near.


June eventually returned to the separate dimension and found Noah immersed in a black cloud that didn't let any light touch its surface.


The cloud would take the shape of a long, scaled body at times and return to its gaseous form whenever Noah found some instability in its structure.


There were even other features that became visible whenever the cloud turned solid. June could see a pair of large feathered wings too, and she even saw a claw once.


Also, the overall size of the creature was massive. It was even bigger than the Lazy Whale that had died in the war against the Empire!


It was evident that Noah was building some colossal monster that didn't exist in the world. However, June couldn't help but sense an absolute harmony in those forms.


Noah didn't forget that he had to create something functional. The Blood Companion needed a form that the will of a magical beast could control. It had to be a proper living being.


He couldn't just add every battle-related feature that he could think of. There had to be a harmony in the creature that he was building so that it could express its power without causing any internal conflict.


Also, Noah was trying to tune it with his darkness since his Breath would fuel the creature's abilities. That meant creating something in line with his individuality, and that wouldn't give birth to any rejection with his darkness.


In his idea, the dark matter would make the Blood Companion's body, his darkness would fuel its abilities, and its every move would generate primary energy in the environment.


The creature would express the peak of his creation since it made use of all the energies that Noah could wield. Its existence would even be one inclined to destruction, which would complete the representation of his individuality.


"Why am I not surprised that you started to create a monster as soon as you advanced to the liquid stage?" June asked when she saw Noah coming out of the black could.


"The surprises have just begun," Noah said as he wore a smirk and lifted his hand to show her the black sparks.


June felt as if she was dreaming. It had never happened in the entire history of those Mortal Lands that a cultivator had been able to wield two elements!


Yet, as she analyzed the sparks further, she realized that they didn't belong to the lightning element. Instead, they radiated the same aura of the cloud, meaning that they belonged to the darkness aptitude.


Noah didn't wield two elements. His dark matter could recreate the lightning bolts of the Tribulation, but it remained an evolved form of his darkness.


"The maker has found his tools, and now he wants to play," June said in a soft voice. She was the only one that knew the entirety of Noah's individuality, so she could understand the path that he had taken with that energy.


"No one knows about this," Noah said, ignoring her previous words. "I still need to study how to use the imitation of the other elements properly before showing it in battle."


June couldn't help but feel happy when she heard that. She was the only one aware of Noah's secrets, and that made her feel as if they had their world that they weren't willing to share with anyone.


"What do you think you will do with it?" June asked as she took Noah's hand. Dark sparks came out of her palm too, and they entangled themselves with the black sparks.


"I only have a vague idea," Noah said as he pulled June closer. "Copy the elements, the matter, the world, and, eventually, Heaven and Earth."



						




                    


                
				
                    920. White mountain

					
					

                    
                        Noah's plans for his dark matter didn't stop to an imitation. According to what he had understood of his higher energy, he might reach the point where he could create his world at some point.


Of course, that was purely theoretical. Noah had only managed to copy the lightning bolts of the Heaven Tribulation, and his work with the body of the Blood Companion was between pure creation and imitation.


Noah was creating body parts that already existed in other magical beasts and building entirely new tissues when he couldn't find something to imitate. His expertise with higher energy was what dictated his choices.


Imitating was easier, and Noah could create tissues that he had already studied in the past. Pure creation, instead, was challenging and required tests to see if his products worked as intended.


It was needless to say that the tissues built through pure creation suited his individuality better. Still, Noah wasn't skilled enough to make an entire living being without taking inspiration from the world.


Also, certain body parts were too perfect for what he had in mind, so he couldn't ignore the examples that the world provided.


June remained in the separate dimension and left it only when the Elbas family contacted her for specific meetings or assigned her missions.


That rarely happened though, so she spent most of her time training near Noah, who was entirely captivated by his project.


Noah and Thirty-seven had started to work together at some point since they needed to make sure that they were working toward the same goal.


They had both planned that the modifications of the Body-inscription spell had to lead to some advanced version of the living weapons. Yet, they needed to set a direction so that their researches could eventually fuse into a single ability.


Nevertheless, they quickly found common ground. Thirty-seven would try to modify the spell so that Noah would only need to transfer the will of the Albino Snake into the new body before inscribing it on his skin.


After deciding on their direction, Noah and Thirty-seven returned to their work and focused on completing their separate projects.


It only took a few years for both of them to complete their works. Thirty-seven even finished before Noah since his project only required him to modify certain parts of the Body-inscription spell.


The only parts that required special attention were the modifications to specific core aspects. Still, the automaton did its best to keep as much of the original diagram as possible.


On the other hand, Noah had needed a bit more to complete the body made with dark matter.


There were many instances when he had to rebuild entire parts of the Blood Companion because they caused instabilities in its form. At times, some of its organs wouldn't function correctly, which forced him to analyze and recreate tissues again.


Noah eventually completed his work, and that signaled the beginning of the last phase of his project. It was time to hunt down the Albino Snake and finalize the creation of the Blood Companion.





A vast black cloud started to compress, revealing Noah's features. The gas gathered on his palm, where it formed a small orb that Noah stored inside his space-ring.


There was enough room for the body of the Blood Companion after the years spent experimenting and testing. It wasn't a problem to store his creation now.


Thirty-seven came close and handed him a piece of leather that had a series of inscriptions on its surface.


"Just fuel it and place it on the ground," The automaton said. "The inscriptions will do the rest."


The piece of leather contained the modified version of the Body-inscription spell. Thirty-seven had created a disposable item capable of deploying the inscriptions necessary for its functioning so that Noah could perform the ritual wherever he wanted.


Noah didn't expect to find too many dangers on his path, but the mountain chain between the two areas of influence was a rank 6 danger zone. It was better to make upgrades to his arsenal as soon as he could.


June was there too, and she and Noah exchanged a quick kiss before he stepped on a teleportation matrix and disappeared from the separate dimension.


She would have loved to come with him even to relive the moments spent in the wilderness in the other Mortal Lands. Yet, she had to be available in the eventuality that the Elbas family summoned her.


Noah used three teleportation matrices in a row to reach the closest spot to his target. According to his investigations, the Albino Snake had escaped along the eastern coast of the old continent after the dimensional portal appeared.


That area wasn't exactly safe since the old academy was in those territories. Still, Noah had no intention to risk meeting the silver-haired Royals again and decided to avoid entering in the Utra nation.


The last teleportation matrix had brought him on the southernmost side of the old continent, and Noah flew above the sea until he crossed the eastern border of the Utra nation.


Then, he kept flying for a few days and landed on the eastern coast only when he felt that he had put enough distance between him and the old domain of the Elbas family.


At that point, Noah started to look for the traces of the Albino Snake and its pack.


Luckily for him, that side of the old continent was mostly uninhabited. After all, the Elbas family had pushed as many assets as possible to migrate to the new continent.


Noah found himself in a wild environment where only magical beasts tried to thrive even if the destructive effects of the dimensional portal were about to reach those lands. They were mostly creatures in the human ranks that ate each other to make up for the low density of Breath in the air.


Of course, Noah completely ignored them as he looked for the traces left by the Albino Snake, and they weren't hard to find due to the massive size of that creature.


Noah followed those traces until he found himself in front of the familiar mountain chain that signaled the end of King Elbas' domain and pressed forward while keeping his awareness to its peak.


It seemed that even the mountain chain had been affected by the appearance of the dimensional portal. Many creatures had migrated and mixed themselves with the environment of that danger zone, making it more crowded and chaotic.


Noah felt the urge to hunt the few powerful creatures that he found among those mountains, but he suppressed it to focus on the mission. There would be time to eat once he improved his power.


Tracking down a creature in the fifth rank wasn't a hard task for him, especially since he knew what he was looking for. Noah soon found himself in a valley between two tall mountains, and he saw a scene that made some of his oldest memories resurface.


He saw a small and white mountain surrounded by a sea of snakes.
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                        Noah's level was too low back then to understand the rank of the Albino Snake. He had needed William to confirm that the creature was a rank 5 magical beasts.


Yet, he could understand its exact level of power now that he looked at it from his position in the sky.


The Albino Snake had recreated the same environment of Twilboia Cliff. A swarm of snake-type magical beasts in the human ranks surrounded its huge body and took bites of each other whenever their hunger became unbearable.


As for the leader of that pack, it was a magical beast at the peak of the fifth rank.


'I just have to dodge its beam,' Noah thought as he let memories resurface in his mind.


Albino Snakes had the strong bodies usually seen in any snake-type creature, but their most threatening feature was their ability to condense light in their scales and release it in the form of a beam from their mouth.


As their innate ability suggested, they were magical beasts with a light aptitude. The records that Noah had reviewed before going into that mission even specified that simple protections wouldn't work against that attack.


Still, those same records described that species as a peculiar kind of magical beasts.


Albino Snakes didn't always exist in nature. Their species was the result of a mutation that happened in an extinct type of snakes called Dark-scaled Snakes.


The Dark-scaled Snakes were said to have an innate flaw since they shared some blood with the dragons. Their hunger and aggression would often go out of control due to the instability hidden inside their bloodlines.


That eventually forced the cultivators of the past to create massive hunting parties meant to exterminate the threat of Dark-scaled Snakes. They managed to do that without leaving even one of them alive, but they didn't predict that some specimens would develop a natural mutation to ensure their survival.


In the face of extinction, some of the Dark-scaled Snakes gave up on their connection with the dragons and evolved into the current Albino Snakes, which had a more peaceful behavior.


The new nature of the species allowed some of them to escape the extinction and thrive in danger zones that the humans rarely visited.


Of course, Noah knew that most of that story had probably a lie. It seemed more reasonable that the hunting groups had missed the mutation and ignored the new species because it had white scales instead of black.


It was only a few centuries after that clearing operation that a few experts had managed to find a connection with the now-extinct Dark-scaled Snakes species.


Noah now knew why such a powerful beast could conceive that training system. It was like the Albino Snakes to be less violent than other creatures and sleep for most of their time.


Yet, the fact that it was a relatively intelligent species didn't mean that the specimen in front of him wasn't unique. It would be impossible for another beast to feed only on newly advanced rank 4 creatures for who knew how long.





Noah's target was patient and could control its hunger, which was something that even he couldn't do.


Noah remembered how he didn't even have a dantian when he first met the Albino Snake. Its simple breathing had almost killed him, and he had managed to survive only thanks to the Body-inscription spell.


It felt only fated that the same creature would be the one allowing him to use that spell again.


'Hope you still remember how to snore,' Noah thought as black smoke started to come out of his figure to create a scaled armor. Four copies of the divided Demonic Sword appeared around him too, and four fuming arms quickly wielded them.


The white mountain on the ground began to move at that point. The Albino Snake's senses couldn't fail to notice the appearance of such a potent threat, and they awakened it from its slumber.


The ground and the surface of the mountains next to that valley began to tremble as the Snake moved, but Noah's attack landed before it could even show its face.


A deep red mark appeared on the massive body of the creature, and blood soon started to fall from that injury.


Noah had intended to cut the Snake directly in half, but it seemed that even his most powerful ability wasn't enough to inflict a deadly injury. His slash had been able to leave deep wounds on multiple spires, but it didn't reach the internal organs.


He wasn't surprised about that. The Snake was a creature at the peak of the fifth rank. Just one step forward would have made it enter the realm of the sixth rank, making it impossible for him to hunt the specimen.


However, Noah could still hurt it in that state, and the wounds weren't light either. He could kill it if he just invested some time on that hunt.


A loud hiss resounded in the area, and Noah felt the will of the Snake trying to affect his mental sphere. It was using the innate ability given by its higher level to take control of all the beasts nearby.


However, Noah's mind was strong enough to suppress the urges given by the pack leader, and the beasts belonging to different species felt the need to retreat rather than obeying it.


Noah knew the reason for that. The Albino Snake was asking to protect it with their bodies while it prepared a counter-attack. It wasn't a surprise that they left.


Also, they belonged to different species. The orders of a snake couldn't affect a dog, even if they came from a creature in the fifth rank.


Noah didn't wait for the Albino Snake to prepare a battle strategy and pressed on with his offensive.


A series of powerful inscribed items fell from Noah's position toward the white mountain that was finally starting to show its face. They were mostly Instabilities, but there were some Hidden Threats along with other disposable weapons that Noah had created while he was experimenting with the higher energy.


There was a significant problem in that hunt. The only ability that Noah could use to really hurt the Snake was the second form of his martial art. The others were powerful, especially after he had reached the liquid stage, but they still couldn't compare to the fusion of martial arts and spells wielded by a hybrid.


His physical strength was useless too since the Albino Snake was more potent than him. Being at the peak of the fifth rank put it on a completely different level.


Still, Noah had no intention to get close to the creature. Albino Snakes couldn't fly, which meant that Noah could stay in the sky and keep attacking it until it died.


Nevertheless, the Snake wouldn't go down without a fight. Its scales started to shine, and a white beam came out of its mouth when it opened its maw to aim at the fiendish figure in the sky.



						




                    


                
				
                    922. Leap

					
					

                    
                        Noah's world suddenly became white as the noise of the detonation of his disposable weapons spread in the area. He didn't remain still though and quickly used the Merging spell to sprint away from the Albino Snake's attack.


The beast's attack was quick, but Noah had his fuming armor and had acted in time to dodge most of the destructive power of the white beam. Only the left side of his protection got destroyed as he escaped from the area of effect of the light.


A series of hisses of pain followed that attack, and Noah heard even the Albino Snake's cry among those sounds.


The detonation of his inscribed weapons had spread chaos in the pack. Almost all the creatures in the human ranks had died in the explosions. The few of them that had survived had suffered grave injuries too since the disposable weapons were items in the fifth rank.


The shockwaves that they had created were enough to kill anything in the human ranks.


The Albino Snake had suffered only some minor injury, but the explosion had forced it to stop its light beam and focus on protecting its body. Noah had predicted such an outcome, and he had already prepared himself to launch another series of attacks.


Noah executed the second form of his martial art again as soon as he came out of the beam. A fissure appeared among the light still lingering in the environment, and more deep wounds formed on the curled body of the Albino Snake.


Then, Noah attacked again and again, taking advantage of every second that the Snake was giving him to inflict as much damage as possible.


Noah managed to launch only three attacks before the Snake reacted. Angry hisses sounded in the area as the beast lifted its head again and threw another light beam.


Noah couldn't face the beam head-on. The Albino Snake was at the peak of the fifth rank, and its attacks could injure him gravely if he were to let it hit him directly.


The difference between the strength of their bodies was enormous even if they were both in the upper tier of the fifth rank, and Noah was a hybrid. He couldn't compare with a magical beast that had almost stepped into the last part of the heroic ranks.


However, Noah didn't need to get close to the creature, and the fact that it couldn't fly allowed him to take complete control of the flow of the battle.


Noah would dodge whenever the Albino Snake launched one of its beams and throw disposable weapons to force it to stop its offensive and give him time to attack.


The Demonic Form prevented him from suffering any injury, and the Snake saw wounds piling on its body as the fight kept going.


That was the difference in power between a cultivator and a magical beast. The Albino Snake was far stronger than Noah when it came to basic abilities, but he had the wits to choose the battle style that gave him more advantages.


The fact that it couldn't fly also helped a lot in the matter. The Snake was unable to face Noah as long as he stayed in the air.





Still, the peaceful behavior of that species was just a natural consequence of their calculative minds. Albino Snakes weren't on the level of intelligent beasts when it came to their thinking ability, but they came quite close to them.


Also, Noah's target was unique, so it wasn't a surprise that it could resort to simple tactics.


The Albino Snake's body was a mess of blood and cuts after it exchanged multiple attacks with Noah. Still, it could keep fighting at full strength since the stamina of a beast at that level was nigh-endless.


Yet, it began to escape toward the area of influence of the Empire, breaking every small hill that it found along its path.


Noah chased after it and felt forced to shorten the distance between them to keep pressing it with his offensive.


The Snake was slower than Noah since it didn't have spells, and there were many hindrances on its path. However, it could reach the central territories alive if Noah didn't continue to attack it at that pace.


Nevertheless, the Albino Snake suddenly leaped, and its massive body twisted mid-air so that its head could reach Noah in an instant.


The action of the Snake had been too sudden and quick for Noah to react in time. Less than a second before, he was chasing after the creature and launching as many black lines as he could. The instant after that, he was inside its throat, being pushed down by the contracting muscles of the beast.


It became evident in his mind that the escape had been just a trap, and Noah had fallen for it.


Noah had no idea that the Snake could jump so far up in the sky. After all, he had been at a few kilometers from the ground during the chase.


Yet, the massive physical strength of the beast allowed it to shoot relatively high if it managed to coordinate its body.


Noah didn't panic though. He was shocked that a magical beast could prepare such a trap, but he saw that as an opportunity to affect its internal organs.


The muscles kept on pushing him along its body, but Noah released a wave of flames and waved his Demonic Sword like crazy to launch as many black lines as possible.


His flames didn't manage to hurt the creature, but they weakened the layers of muscles and gave a chance to the black lines to seep through them and reach for its internal organs.


The Albino Snake hissed in pain at that point. Its scales began to shine again, and white light accumulated where Noah was.


Noah continued to attack even as the light surrounded him. He knew what was coming, but the only thing that he could do to stop it was killing the Snake before it completed the ability.


The Snake hissed at the sky and released another beam of light while Noah was still inside its body. The light running through its throat destroyed the Demonic Form and exposed Noah to its destructive force.


Nevertheless, Noah ignored the pain and focused on reforming the four additional arms with his corrosive smoke.


The situation wasn't ideal, but Noah managed to materialize two of them right in the middle of the storm of light and launched a weaker version of the second form of his martial art.


The attack cut the beast's throat and opened a path toward the internal organs, and Noah didn't hesitate to keep his offense going.


The battle had become a matter of attrition now. The first body to give up would become the other's prey.


Noah's slashes eventually managed to pierce through the Snake's body, creating an opening where he could escape. Still, he continued to attack the creature from the inside until he cut away an entire section of its body.


When that happened, Noah's bloody figure reappeared in the open.
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                        A torrent of blood fell from the severed parts of the Albino Snake's body.


Noah let the red cascades submerge him as he remained in the air to stare at the falling creature. He had ended up severing its body into two parts when he was inside its throat, but that didn't seem enough to kill the beast.


The headless part of the Snake convulsed and moved even after it crashed on the ground, but Noah's attention was on the other piece of the body since he felt a pair of reptilian eyes fixed on his figure.


The hatred contained in those eyes was so intense that Noah could almost understand what the Snake was feeling at that moment. He could imagine how suffering that kind of injury now that it was so close to the sixth rank had ruined its plans.


Of course, the Snake couldn't create proper thoughts. Its anger was an instinctive reaction to the fact that Noah had severed most of its body. As for what concerned the depths of that feeling, Noah could only imagine it.


The Albino snake straightened up what remained of its body as its scales lit up again. It seemed that it had given up on escaping and wanted to vent its anger on the human figure floating at some meters above its head.


However, the activation of its innate ability only made it lose more blood. Also, the light beam that came out of its mouth was far weaker than before since there were fewer scales gathering light now.


Noah didn't even bother to dodge the incoming attack. His skin was already a mess due to the prolonged period inside the Snake's throat, and uncovered muscles were visible in certain spots.


He had already tasted the best that the Albino Snake could do. That weakened attack didn't even trigger his instincts.


Trails of black smoke appeared on the sides of his torso and condensed to form four additional arms. The light that was submerging him couldn't stop them from wielding the four copies of the divided Demonic Sword.


Noah executed the second form of his martial art and created an empty area between him and the Snake, making the light in that trajectory disappear without leaving any trace.


A large cut appeared on the Snake's mouth, which stopped its offensive only for an instant before it relaunched its light beam.


Noah didn't move. He let the white light submerge him again before performing his most potent attack once more.


The empty areas created by his slashes resembled the death zone that the Albino Snake used to have at the bottom of Twilboia Cliff. They represented an unsurmountable barrier that destroyed any hope.


Only then did Noah realize how much he had grown. He had reached the point where he could play around with a dying creature at the peak of the fifth rank without risking anything.


Pride, ambition, and hunger filled his body as he repeated that exchange of attacks until the Snake stopped launching light beams. His instincts were almost going crazy at that scene due to the relationship that he had with that creature.





However, Noah's mind was calm, and his face was expressionless.


'The joy of a beast can't satisfy me,' Noah thought as he started to descend toward the tired beast.


The Albino Snake was a mess. It gasped for air as a natural reaction to its exhaustion, but it failed to realize that there were no lungs on that part of its body.


A large red puddle had formed under it. The beast had lost so much blood from the injury inflicted by Noah that it could barely rely on its nigh-intelligent mind.


There were other deep cuts on the rest of its body too, especially on the skin around its mouth. Noah's last offensive had turned that body part into a broken mess.


Yet, its reptilian eyes were still focused on Noah. They followed him as he descended and reached to touch it.


The Albino Snake felt outraged, but it was too tired to react. So, it let Noah touch its skin.


Noah sensed how sturdy the white scales were and sighed. He could tell how much energy those tissues contained, and he could understand that the creature had lived for more than a millennium at least.


The life of such an old and powerful being was in his hands now, and he had no intention to preserve it.


"The world has given you a good bloodline and an amazing mind," Noah said as roars backed his words. "Today, you didn't lose because I have trained more, or due to a bad battle plan. You lost because you are only a beast, while I am much more."


The Snake hissed, but it didn't move. Noah didn't know how much it had understood, but it almost appeared as if it agreed with his words.


"I will give you a chance," Noah continued, and his aura suddenly turned sharp and colder before he decided to add something. "Don't make me regret it."


The Albino Snake understood the threat and lowered its head. It was as if it was surrendering on its own. Still, Noah didn't need a subordinate. He required a will capable of learning and using the body that he had created with his dark matter.


He meant those words though. A magical beast at the peak of the fifth rank had managed to hurt him using a trap, which meant that a hybrid or a cultivator could do much more in that situation.


Noah didn't even know his battle prowess when it came to facing cultivators in the liquid stage, but he knew that it wouldn't be a one-sided fight.


That unfairness for such a patient being was something that Noah wanted to fix, even if that meant talking with a dying creature to increase the chances of success of the procedure that he was going to execute.


The Albino Snake died a few moments after he finished speaking. The injuries had become too much to endure, and it had lost way too much blood. Noah had sealed its fate since he neared it.


Noah didn't hesitate anymore after the Albino Snake died. He quickly went to store the other part of its body while taking out the piece of leather that contained a series of inscriptions.


Noah placed the item on the ground and its contents spread on the terrain around it, creating a formation that stopped enlarging when it became more than ten meters large. Then, he picked the other part of the Snake and placed it on the formation.


The shining lines lit up as soon as the massive reptilian head entered in their form, and the skin of the body piece began to burn to force the will of the creature to come out in the open.


Noah just needed to defeat it before he could complete the creation of his Blood Companion.



						




                    


                
				
                    924. Ritual

					
					

                    
                        A huge, ethereal snake formed at the center of the formation, and it began to struggle as soon as it realized that it could move.


Invisible boundaries kept the Snake's will confined inside the lines of the formation, but they wouldn't hold for long if Noah let it act freely.


Thirty-seven had taken inspiration from the work with the living weapons to create that version of the Body-inscription spell. Still, he couldn't focus on the sturdiness of the formation since it had multiple features that were absent in the original ability.


After all, there was no Beast Core at that time. Noah would need to link that will with the body made of higher energy directly inside the formation if he wanted to meet the requirements necessary for the creation of a tattoo.


That was an essential procedure to create a connection between the Blood Companion and Noah's mind. Thirty-seven had to sacrifice the sturdiness of his formation to add those features.


Noah looked at the struggling will and summoned a series of ethereal swords that pierced the Snake multiple times and forced it to calm down. However, he could still see an intense hatred in its eyes.


Thirty-seven's version of the spell didn't require a complete subjugation to work. The main issue was that Noah wouldn't use the blood of the creature during the ritual, so there had to be some collaboration in the procedure.


Of course, Noah could keep attacking the will until almost nothing of the Snake was left, but that would only hurt the final product. The will would have lost most of its instincts by that point, making it unsuitable for controlling the new body.


Noah spread his consciousness inside the formation and tried to use his pride to make the will comply with his needs. Yet, the Albino Snake had been a creature at the peak of the fifth rank. Noah's dignity as a beast wasn't enough to make it kneel.


The will soon started to struggle to break free again, and Noah felt forced to unleash another series of ethereal swords to calm it down.


It soon became evident that a normal display of power wouldn't work since the Snake began to throw itself at the invisible barriers after a few instants.


With his pride and experience in mental battles being useless, Noah felt that he had only one approach that could convince the Snake to follow through the ritual without turning it into nothing more than dense mental energy.


Noah focused on his ambition and released a roar at the sky that expressed all his desire to cultivate.


The air became tense after his roar, but the Snake became interested in the intense emotion that Noah had shown. All of a sudden, Noah had become interesting in the eyes of the will.


"I will reach the stars," Noah said with words mixed with roars when he saw that the will was looking at him. "You can decide whether to disperse or follow me."


There was a limit to how much the will understood of his words. Its focus was on the meaning carried by the roars and on the captivating ambition that Noah was capable of releasing.





Magical beasts didn't ponder about their existence in their lives. They just followed their instincts and grew more potent as a natural consequence of their hunger.


They had never felt the ambition to reach higher stages. They had never dreamt about the higher ranks in the same way as the cultivators.


The Snake could only wander in the intense ambition that Noah's consciousness carried. It was an addicting feeling. It was as if the will had finally found a meaning behind the countless hunts to appease its hunger.


It must be said that the Snake could only relate to Noah's consciousness because he was a hybrid. His thoughts and emotions carried aspects that magical beasts could understand.


There was no explicit agreement. At some point, the formation sensed the Snake's willingness to follow Noah, and its lines shone with a brighter light.


That was a signal for Noah. It meant that the ritual was ready to enter the last phase.


Noah stepped inside the formation and took out the condensed body that he had built in the separate dimension. The black orb started to float inside the light, and a gentle pressure pushed both the dark matter and the will toward Noah.


The orb and the will fused while they converged toward Noah's chest. The ghostly figure of the Snake disappeared when it entered the mass of dark matter, but even that vanished once it reached his skin.


Noah suddenly felt pressure coming from the inside of his mental sphere. His focus immediately went over the sea, where he saw that the ghostly figure of the Albino Snake was slowly forming next to the Kesier Runes.


A connection formed too. It wasn't a link as intense as that with the Demonic Sword, but he could feel part of the Snake's instincts and feelings through it.


After all, the Snake was technically alive. Its will had only suffered some slight damage. Its new body lived too, even if it belonged to a new species made by unique materials.


Noah could sense its confusion now, but that was a normal reaction to its new body. The Snake used to have a light aptitude too, so the contrast that it felt was even more significant than expected.


A sharp pain began to spread from his chest as the will became used to the new body. Black lines started to form on his skin and take the shape of a snake as the two completed their fusion.


The drawing didn't stop there though. A pair of large and feathered wings soon appeared on its back, and two claws formed on its sides.


Even someone with only basic knowledge in the magical beasts' field would notice that something was off about that drawing. The snake depicted on Noah's chest seemed to have features that belonged to multiple magical creatures rather than on a single species.


A couple of curved horns appeared on the sides of its head too before the light of the formation vanished.


Noah couldn't help but smile when he felt a familiar pressure inside his mind. It had been a long time since he last had a Blood Companion, and sensing its presence was reassuring.


The lines of the formation retracted inside the piece of leather, and Noah stored it before standing up and analyzing his new tattoo.


His body wasn't bleeding, but it still needed some care. However, Noah could only think about testing his new Blood Companion now.


'Let's see,' Noah thought as he focused on his connection with the Snake. 'I guess I'll go with Snore. It's a fitting name.'


A deep hiss resounded in the area when Noah thought that, and dense black smoke came out of his chest to take the form of a massive figure.


A more than one hundred meters long, winged snake formed right in front of him and turned to give an annoyed glance at its Master.



						




                    


                
				
                    925. Fire

					
					

                    
                        Ravaging Demon had his eyes closed as his mind wandered in the forced enlightenment caused by the oily water of the pool. The laws of the fire element connected with his individuality became faint instincts that he learnt how to control as he remained immersed in that miraculous item.


He felt the intrusion of a foreign substance inside his dantian though. He did not doubt that he was sacrificing part of his potential to obtain the breakthrough that he had waited for years.


Still, that was what he wanted. After all, he had always considered himself a true demon. He would do anything to improve his power.


The entrance of the restricted area opened, and six powerful cultivators walked through it.


The cultivator in the lead of that group was one of the silver-haired members of the Elbas family, First Prince, who limited himself to point in a polite way toward Ravaging Demon.


The cultivators behind him performed quick bows toward the Royal before hurrying themselves in front of the pool to kowtow. The scene was quite peculiar since those five experts were cultivators in the fifth rank!


"Master!" The five cultivators shouted at the same time, and Ravaging Demon could only nod seeing that his disciples had arrived safely in the Royal Academy.


"I hope there were no issues during the transport," Ravaging Demon said as he glanced at the Royal still in the back of the restricted area.


"Of course," First Prince replied. "We have common borders right now. What can even go wrong?"


Ravaging Demon limited himself to nod at that answer and gestured to his disciples to rise. Then, he invited them inside the pool, and they didn't hesitate to undress to join him inside that murky water.


First Prince remained at the back of the area, but there was a pensive expression on his face. It was as if something was bothering him.


Ravaging Demon didn't fail to notice that expression, and he spoke to the Royal without turning. "Are you still worried about the plan?"


"It's not that," First Prince said while shaking his head. "We are sure to succeed. The Hive and the Council will never expect a betrayal right after the end of the war."


"But?" Ravaging Demon asked again, expecting that the Royal had something to say about their strategy.


"But there is a reason why cultivators in the sixth rank tend to avoid going after those on a lower level," First Price said as his expression turned grim. "If all the powerhouses start to act as they wish, there won't be any habitable land anymore."


First Prince's point was reasonable. The power held by rank 6 cultivators was too great, and unleashing it freely on the landmasses would give birth to barren territories.


It was enough to see what had happened in the central areas of the new continent to understand how destructive their power could be.


Also, there were always variables when Breath was involved. The joint front against the leader of the winged beasts had given birth to a harmless species of flowers at that time, but there could be far harsher outcomes if they were unlucky.





What if the next species of magical plants were carnivorous? What if unleashing so much power caused mutations in the creatures nearby? What if the lands involved never recovered from the battles?


Causing a war that would involve the powerhouses could only lead to more destruction.


That would render void the purpose of that battle. After all, there was no point in fighting if the winning forces couldn't seize suitable benefits.


There were more reasons behind First Prince's worries. The Royal was sure that King Elbas would be the next powerhouse to ascend, which meant that the Elbas family would face a period of weakness.


Creating grudges right before that could endanger the position of the Royals in the political environment of those Mortal Lands. There was even the chance that eventual enemy forces would aim to their destruction at that point.


So, breaking unwritten rules worried him, especially since the only allied organization of his family would have someone as untrustworthy as Ravaging Demon as its leader.


Of course, First Prince didn't mention those reasons. The way he saw it, Ravaging Demon was just a tool meant to benefit his family, so he had to keep him on his side.


"Mountains break, and skies fall," Ravaging Demon said after remaining silent for a while. "Do not worry about your resources. I'll compensate the Elbas family if I happen to destroy too many territories."


That answer didn't satisfy First Prince, but it was enough to ensure that the Royals would gain something from giving that cultivator access to the pool.


Still, he felt the need to remind him that his allies were a force that he couldn't ignore.


"I hope you will," First Prince said as he started to cross the entrance to exit that restricted area. "Otherwise, we will make sure that you understand how advanced our inscription masters are. Demons might be flashy and dangerous, but it's in the silent and dark labs that monsters are born."


After that reminder, First Prince exited the restricted area and sealed the entrance, leaving the six cultivators from the Papral nation alone.


A moment of silence followed the Royal's departure, but Ravaging Demon's disciples quickly broke it to express their disagreement.


"Hmph, what can a member of the Elbas family even know about monsters."


"Indeed, they can only hide behind the power of their Patriarch. Anyone can be strong with a pile of inscribed items."


Those complaints continued while the six of them remained immersed in the pool, but Ravaging Demon eventually silenced them.


"Enough!" Ravaging Demon shouted, and his disciples quickly shut their mouths. "The Elbas family is strong, stronger than us. That's the whole reason why I have to take the initiative in the betrayal. The hatred of the world will converge once again on the Ravaging Demon Sect."


The disciples gulped when they heard that. They knew about the plan but imagining both the Hive and the Council coming after them was a dreadful sight.


After all, that wouldn't be the same as the war against the Shandal Empire. The invading forces were far stronger than that organization once they created a united front, while the situation would be far different once they betrayed the alliance.


The Ravaging Demon Sect and the Elbas family would be on an equal ground with the Hive and the Council, which meant that the losses inflicted at the moment of the betrayal would determine their advantage.


Also, that was the reason why they were waiting for the end of the war to act. They wanted to establish pacts with the Empire so that it would be forced to remain outside of that conflict.


"Don't fret though," Ravaging Demon said when he saw that he the hesitation in the eyes of his disciples. "My fire will eventually envelop the entirety of these Mortal Lands and create a path toward the higher planes. Then, I'll destroy them too."
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                        Noah was unaware of the ploy brewing under the surface of that peaceful political situation. He knew that Ravaging Demon was up to something due to the recent ambush, but he couldn't imagine the scale of that event.


Also, both Faith and June were part of the organizations probably involved in the ambush. They had better chances to uncover something due to their position.


Noah was still in the mountain chain between the two areas of influence, but the environment had changed after he created the Blood Companion.


Most of the mountains around him had disappeared, replaced by piles of rubble and large boulders. The ground featured many cracks too, and every lifeform had escaped from that territory in the last hours.


The most evident change though was in the amount of primary energy that filled the air.


The environment had so much primary energy that it even failed to disperse. It was as if that lighter form of energy had replaced all the Breath in the area.


Noah had tested the abilities of the Blood Companion as soon as he completed it, and the results were in line with his expectations.


Snore was a lifeform at the bottom of the upper tier of the fifth rank. However, Noah had built its body with higher energy. That made its abilities stronger than those of the creatures on the same level.


Also, Noah fueled them with his darkness, which further increased the might that they were capable of.


Snore's abilities caused the release of primary energy too, which could work together with some of Noah's spells.


Blood Companions had always been a powerful addition to his arsenal, but Snore was far above Noah's previous ones in terms of utility, sheer power, and future usage.


Noah had kept in his mind one of the major weaknesses of the Body-inscription spell when he had created the body made of dark matter. He couldn't just waste time building a new body every time the old Blood Companion became too weak for his current level.


Snore was a lifeform capable of growth. It was independent, but connected to Noah and submitted to him in certain aspects. The only problem was its food.


As an existence made of higher energy, only Noah's dark matter was a suitable food. After all, that was the only form of energy capable of empowering and nourishing Snore's body.


That meant that Noah had added another expensive asset to his collection. The Demonic Sword needed magical beasts' corpses, while his Blood Companion required his higher energy, which meant large quantities of his darkness.


The trade though was worth the price, especially when he considered that those special lifeforms were beings that could potentially accompany him through the entirety of his cultivation journey.


The situation with the dark matter wasn't dire right now. Noah had reached the liquid stage, and that made the creation of higher energy easier since he would need to condense less Breath.





Yet, he didn't expect his burning heart to remain at that level. His new center of power was bound to improve and harmonize with his existence as his body grew in power.


That would set new limits to what it could contain, and there was even a chance that the changes in his darkness would produce different dark stars in the future.


That didn't happen when his Breath reached the liquid stage. Still, Noah knew that it would be only natural for the dark stars to have different natures once he started to use even heavier elements.


As for what concerned the Demonic Sword, there wasn't a real solution to its hunger. Its situation had also worsened since it had experienced a breakthrough while Noah was testing Snore's abilities.


The Demonic Sword was unique, even among Noah's creations. Its entire structure worked as body, dantian, and sea of consciousness.


Yet, Noah had learnt that he couldn't consider it according to the regular schools. The Demonic Sword was too unique to fit specific labels.


Noah understood its level and knew that its growth was similar to that of the magical beasts. It would evolve once it had eaten enough to reach the breakthrough.


The living weapon's connection with Noah's individuality though worked as a second hurdle to cross to reach the breakthrough, which was why it had remained in the lower tier of the fifth rank for all those years.


Nevertheless, it had started to advance again after Noah had reached the liquid stage. That culminated in the sword progressing in the middle tier while he was busy testing Snore's abilities.


Of course, that was a good thing. Noah would be able to express even more power after the improvement of one of his core weapons.


However, he couldn't help but worry about the consumption of powerful magical beasts' corpses now that his sword had advanced.


Also, he was slightly annoyed that the Demonic Sword didn't advance before the battle with the Albino Snake. He would have avoided suffering injuries if he had access to that sort of power since the beginning of the fight.


Noah knew why the sword had advanced only at that moment.


Snore was different from the sword both in terms of type of living being and purpose in battle. Yet, it was also similar to the living weapon since it was one of the assets that Noah considered special.


The Demonic Sword had forced itself to advance when it sensed the appearance of a strong rival for Noah's affection. After all, he was a father for it.


The fact that both of them shared a connection with him also annoyed the sword. That almost caused him a headache due to the various emotions sent to his mind.


The sword worried that Noah could neglect it now that it had a more powerful asset at hand. Still, it was also proud to be the first of his living creation.


On the other hand, Snore only felt annoyed by that interaction. Its will belonged to a creature that had lived for more than a millennium, and it couldn't be bothered to deal with those petty things.


Also, it was far more potent than the sword at the moment, so he didn't feel the need to mind the emotions radiated by the Demonic Sword.


Snore would rather worry about its Master instead. Now that it had established a connection with Noah's mind, its vision had broadened, and it could understand the reason behind its name.


The fact that Noah still cared about that time when the Albino Snake had almost killed him in his sleep made Snore worried that it would have to face further punishments to relieve its Master's stress.


Of course, Noah wouldn't do that. Snore was his asset now and even an important one. He would do everything in his power to make it grow since that benefitted him in the end.


Just like that, Noah spent his time meditating in that destroyed and shattered territory, pondering about his next move while the two living beings argued in his mind.
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                        Noah didn't leave the mountain chain immediately. His stash of magical beasts' corpses had grown thin in the last period, and that danger zone was the best place where to refill it.


Also, Snore was still becoming used to its body. Coupling its training with his hunts would settle both issues faster.


The Demonic Sword had advanced too, which meant that Noah had to test his battle prowess once again.


Noah spent weeks hunting in the mountain chain to tune his battle style to his new assets. Still, his mind was elsewhere most of the time since he had yet to decide what he would do next.


There were many projects available in front of him. He had yet to create a training method for his sea of consciousness, and he didn't even begin to fuse spells and martial arts.


There was a lot to research with the dark matter too. Noah had only started to use his higher energy as a material, but it contained too much power to be limited in that single field.


The most exciting aspect of the dark matter was how easily it imitated the world. It wasn't just something that could improve Noah's success rate and ability as an inscription master.


Yet, knowing that it had the potential for more incredible things wasn't enough. Noah would have to put years of research in that energy to learn about all its properties and limits.


The main issue was that he had just come out from two long experiments and only the last one managed to improve his battle prowess. Creating the higher energy had opened many paths for him, but that alone wasn't enough.


Cultivators would often lose themselves in their projects. It was normal to ignore the world and its political matter for centuries to complete a technique or an experiment that was vital to their journey.


Noah had done that too when he had to create his darkness. Failing at making his own Breath would have stopped him from growing.


Noah knew that he had it easier than most cultivators. The Divine Deduction technique shortened the time required by all his experiments and allowed him to continue focusing on his actual power even if he was secluded to research something.


Of course, he had never felt once that he didn't earn his current strength. He had started to create even before the events in the Coral Archipelago, and that was the very reason why he had managed to seize Divine Demon's inheritance.


His growth would have been slower without the Divine Deduction technique, but Noah was sure that he would have reached his current state anyway. It would have just taken more time.


The core issue in his indecisiveness was that he didn't know what he needed to prioritize right now. Noah had always gone after what gave him power faster, leaving the projects that would provide benefits in the long run as last.


However, each one of his experiments could take decades now that he was a rank 5 cultivator. His choice was among projects that he could complete in ten years and others that could even take a century!





Anything involving the dark matter as energy would even take more time since there didn't seem to be a limit to what it could do.


Nevertheless, a war was coming, and improving his power as much as he could appeared to be the right choice in his mind.


On the other hand, he wasn't sure that he could complete even his easiest projects before the war resumed. After all, it was about to start again anytime by then.


His choice ultimately fell on creating a training method for his mental sphere.


Inventing a new type of technique in that short time was impossible, and improving his centers of power as fast as he could help in that matter. A stronger mind meant faster reasoning, which would give him an easier time when dealing with the issues connected to his many experiments.


As for his higher energy, Noah wasn't even sure that he could understand the entirety of its potential before his body harmonized his burning heart with the other centers of power.


Also, he would need to remain in seclusion for decades performing tests based on hunches. It was better to focus on his mind and deal with those time-consuming problems after his foundation had grown again.


Noah decided to return to the new continent at some point, but he didn't spend much time in the neutral city anymore. He still executed his tasks as ambassador, but he would often go in the wilderness to hunt.


June had also started to being summoned more often in that period, so he wouldn't gain anything from remaining there.


Noah didn't need a training method for his mental sphere. The devouring abilities of his mental energy could provide him with all the improvements that he needed.


Yet, the drawback of that ability was quite annoying and forced him to spend long periods focusing on recovering the usual sturdiness that the walls of his mind had.


That was the reason why Kesier runes were so unique. They improved the power of the sea of consciousness without weakening its stability. They even enhanced its sturdiness.


Any other training method felt underwhelming when compared to the Kesier runes. Still, that was only normal, and most experts in the fifth rank or above had eventually learnt to accept it.


Noah had accepted that too, but he didn't give up on finding a better alternative training method.


It soon became clear to him that his spherical runes were the best tool for his intentions. They were still helping him modifying the nature of the walls of his mind, and they generated internal pressure, which was good when it came to a lack of sturdiness.


They were similar to the Kesier runes in that sense. Yet, they couldn't match the Kesier runes when it came to their efficiency.


'A pure expression of power,' Noah repeated Thirty-seven's words in his mind as he wandered in the sky above the central territories of the new continent.


He had already asked to the automaton information about the inscription method used to copy the Kesier runes. However, he had only obtained a series of inconclusive answers and a pile of books that described all the procedures involved in that field.


It turned out that copying a Kesier rune required multiple inscription methods which had been partially lost through time. There were formations, a school of runes called Copying Runes, and a vague talent for the Attunement method.


Noah could see himself spending time to learn another inscription method, but creating a copy of the Kesier runes might not be worth the effort.


There was a high chance that he could he would obtain the same results if he spent that time training his mind instead of researching for a method that did that.


So, he had begun to focus only on the core of the Kesier rune. If he couldn't copy them, he would create an item with similar purposes or build something that would focus on the sturdiness of his mind.
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                        Noah had created the spherical rune because he was experimenting on controlling the primary energy back then. Yet, the natives' inscription method had solved that issue before he could find another solution.


His spherical runes had become tools meant to enlarge his mental sphere at that point, and the primary energy inside them was necessary to avoid the discordant aptitude during the experiments with the living weapons.


The arrival of the higher energy had changed how Noah valued his assets. He didn't need to use the primary energy to create anymore, and even the runes that made use of it had become obsolete.


However, that was exactly how everything was supposed to work. The current state of his energies was in line with his individuality.


The primary energy was connected to his destruction. Creating wasn't its purpose, and it didn't suit its nature. After all, it was lighter than his other energies, which made it more fitting as a fuel rather than as a material.


Still, Noah's achievements with the Will-consuming runes weren't worthless. Instead, they opened the path for more spells and creations that would improve his battle prowess further.


Noah could generate more primary energy now that he had added Snore to his arsenal, and that would make the spells that depended on it more potent in battle. It was a cycle that made use of his creations to fuel abilities meant only to destroy.


Of course, they would require modifications to work with the new amount of energy, but Noah had improved both in cultivation level and experience with his creation. Upgrading the saber-shaped runes was easy, especially since he had added them to Snore's body too.


As for his spherical rune, Noah could only think of a way to turn it into a training method for the sea of consciousness. He needed to replace the primary energy inside them with dark matter and modify them so that the effects on the walls of his mind would be softer.


The higher energy was his heaviest energy and created an intense internal pressure once inserted in his mind. That was generally a good thing since it benefited the mind's width and sturdiness at the same time, but it also stressed the center of power a lot.


Even as a rank 5 mage, Noah's mind needed breaks. Only his dantian had become more resilient due to his hybrid status. His mental sphere was still frail.


Nevertheless, the matters that involved the mind were dangerous and could cause deadly repercussions. One error in the calculations could lead to injuries, and they were tricky to heal when they concerned the mental spheres.


Also, he had to be mindful of the long-term effects that putting such a powerful rune in his mind could cause. After all, he knew what constant influence could do on its walls.


Luckily for Noah, he had volunteers that wanted nothing more other than becoming able to control their instincts.


Noah started to spend most of his time in the central territories of the new continent after he set his mind on his latest projects. The Hive had released most of its hybrids there after the invading forces kicked the Shandal Empire away.





Most of those hybrids were unable to control themselves, and the minds of some of them had switched to a full beast mindset already. They couldn't live in the Hive's domes with that behavior. They needed a place where their aggression couldn't cause any damage.


The central territories of the new continent were the perfect place for them since they were mostly uninhabited and barren. Even the wildest hybrids could act freely there and don't bother anyone.


The fauna in that place had become quite peculiar in those years. Danielle and other powerful hybrids that managed to have some control over their minds had become pact leaders that handled the creatures in those lands.


It was as if those territories had become a natural reserve for hybrids, and the arrival of the three rank 5 creatures retrieved in the Shandal's separate dimension had only divided the various packs further.


That limited the number of hybrids lost due to natural causes and created some separated government that mainly discussed how to handle the mindless creatures better.


Of course, there were many experts keeping track of the evolution of that society. The Hive didn't want to fail to notice eventual signs of rebellion and insurgency.


That wasn't a pressing worry though since there weren't enough intelligent beings there. The control of the "government" was more focused on dividing the pacts rather than on gathering them to create a joint front.


Also, the hybrids knew that they need an organization of that world to help them. If they remained in that state, they wouldn't even have a chance to seize independence.


That was why a line of volunteers formed as soon as Noah announced that he was experimenting with techniques that could improve the seas of consciousness.


Noah had said multiple times that there wasn't a real solution to the mental instabilities of the hybrids, not yet at least. The best thing that they could do was to focus on improving their minds so that they could keep their instincts in check.


His experiments went smoothly with so many available test subjects. Some missteps occurred, and there were cases of hybrids injuring their minds through the years, but that was only normal.


A few of them even died during the initial phases of that project since Noah found it hard to balance the power of his rune when it came to rank 4 hybrids.


The experiment didn't concern only giving away runes that applied internal pressure on the mental spheres. Noah would even observe how the continuous exposition to that energy affected the walls of their minds.


Still, he obtained decent results, which eased the tension that had accumulated in the air due to the nearing of the war.


"When do you think the war will start?" June asked as she played with the tattoo on Noah's chest.


"A few years at best," Noah answered as he turned to stare at June lying right next to him.


The two of them were in the training area under the neutral city. June had just come back from one of her errands with the Elbas family, so Noah had used that chance to spend some valuable time with his lover.


"Years…" June murmured as she lost herself in Noah's vertical pupil. "Did we reach the two hundred years mark already?"


"I don't know either," Noah said as his eyes lost focus. "Decades pass every time I test something."


"Do you remember when you almost injured your centers of power to gain a few weeks' worths of training?" June said as the memories from the Royal Inheritance made her smile.


"Of course," Noah replied with a smile too. "You had to teach me how to take breaks."


The two of them remained there for hours before returning to their tasks.


One year later, the invading forces decided that it was time to resume the war.
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                        The decision of the invading forces to attack again didn't arrive due to a specific event. It was an inevitable choice made after they saw that the decades spent in peace had made them surpass their previous level.


After all, more than seventy years had passed since the end of the war. That time was enough to nurture promising cultivators from the human ranks to the heroic ones!


Even old monsters had managed to improve in that period thanks to the experience gained in the battles, the training areas built in the new territories, and the Divine Stele if they had a water aptitude.


The world never stood still. It always moved forward together with the powerful existences living inside it, and it wasn't unusual to see a positive trend after gaining access to so many resources.


Of course, the improvements didn't arrive immediately. The Shandal Empire had burnt and destroyed the structures that it had built in those areas, which meant that the invading forces had to invest before they could seize benefits.


Also, the positive trend didn't concern the Empire since the invaders had confined it in the old continent.


Still, the overall population of the cultivators increased, and they even surpassed their previous level in terms of power.


It wasn't hard to check which organization had improved the most during the period of peace. The Heaven Tribulations were hard to miss when all the invading forces shared borders.


That wouldn't provide a complete overview of their growth since the Tribulations only signaled cultivators approaching the heroic ranks and not those advancing through stages. Yet, they revealed the foundation of those organizations, which could lead to almost accurate guesses about their development.


The Hive stood out thanks to the soldiers from the Odrea nation. Lightning storms continuously fell from the skies above the territories of the Hive and began to slow down only when the war drew near.


Then, there were the other cultivators who had joined the war and other promising talents that had appeared in those years.


The Council and the Elbas family did not doubt that the Hive had gained the most out of the war.


The Elbas family followed the Hive in terms of the number of Tribulations. It didn't have nearly as many, but they were still numerous.


However, everyone in those Mortal Lands had noticed that the Royals had something going on under the surface. Everything had started since the creation of the dimensional portal and had continued when they forced the nobles to join their ranks with incredible promises.


No one dared to underestimate them just because their number of Tribulations didn't match the Hive.


As for the Council, it was even more mysterious.


The sects were quite secretive, and they only sent representatives in the Council. That meant that they could have different policies inside their domains and handle their growth as they wished.





Then, there was Ravaging Demon and the underground operations that seemed allowed by the majority of the Council.


Of the three invading forces, the Papral nation saw the least number of Heaven Tribulations in that peaceful period, but no one dared to underestimate it either.


Noah didn't know who had the idea to resume the war first, but he knew that there had been meetings among the higher-ups of each organization while he was busy with his projects.


At some point, he received a mental message from Elder Julia, and he stopped his experiments to join the rest of the troops in the charge toward the old continent.


Noah sat cross-legged in the sky above the western coast of the old continent. Elder Austin, Elder Julia, and Elder Ingrid stood in the air next to him, and they looked at the human troops deployed on the ground.


There were the higher-ups of the Elbas family and Council in separate groups at some distance from them. Their attention was on the ground too.


There was a large army made of human cultivators gathering near the sea, and many of them were still in the process of getting off the ships that had filled that area of the western coast.


The peripheral territories of the area of influence of the Empire were mostly barren lands filled with slaves and without any real value. The heroic cultivators of the Empire wouldn't bother to defend them, so Noah and the other's role now was to oversee the battle.


Of course, there was a limit to how much those existences cared about battles on that level. There was even a high chance that the Empire wouldn't use precious formations to defend those lands.


Those territories were useful to the Empire only as a source of Vostum, the material that most of its citizens used in their body-nourishing methods.


Still, its population had decreased after the war, and it was about to face more casualties. Losing mining camps was the last of its problems.


The Empire deployed a series of slaves to face the massive army. The clinking noise of the chains on their necks filled the entirety of the battlefield as they moved to face their enemies.


The slaves wore blank expressions. Noah guessed that they were even unaware of the situation around them according to what he knew about the inscribed chains of the Empire.


"This will be a massacre," Elder Ingrid commented as she watched the two armies nearing each other.


The other Elders didn't say anything to confute her words, and Noah knew that she was right too. It was pointless even to guess the outcome of that battle. It was clear that the Empire was only aiming to weaken the invading troops with that wave of slaves.


The battle unfolded as Elder Ingrid had predicted.


The hordes of human cultivators from the invading forces deployed effective combat formations that balanced their offense and defense. Instead, the slaves charged recklessly, uncaring that they were running toward certain death.


Their charge would continue even when some attacks bounced them back of cut away one of their limbs. It seemed that the only thought in their mind was to reach the enemy army.


That tactic eventually led to some casualty in the invader's side. The invaders endured that reckless horde for a while before deciding to switch for a more defensive battle formation.


The slaves charged anyway even when they saw that the invaders were luring them in smart traps or into empty areas that they would fill with attacks. They only cared about hurting their enemies.


Rivers of blood fell on that sandy terrain. The ground became red and turned muddy as corpses accumulated on its surface.


It was an atrocious sight, especially from Noah's position. However, he had played his part already among those human cultivators, and he had survived.


'The struggles of the ants appear pointless in the eyes of the dragon,' Noah thought as his mind wandered in the world of the laws. 'But a sword has no species, nor limits. It only knows that it has to cut to move forward.'
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                        The first battle on the old continent ended with a victory of the invading forces, but none of the higher-ups felt happy about it.


The Empire had managed to inflict decent losses due to the reckless charge of the slaves. Instead, the invaders had only gained territories that had been emptied of their resources already.


The Vostum was a good material, but the invading forces weren't interested in that body-nourishing technique since they had different types of societies. They didn't want every commoner to gain access to the cultivation journey.


The Council and the Elbas family had rendered cultivation techniques more accessible since the fall of the new continent, but they didn't want to imitate the Empire's approach. They wouldn't have a way to keep all those troops under their banners.


The citizens of the Empire had an unshakable faith in Shandal. There weren't oaths or deeds capable of matching such an intense feeling.


Also, having a divine entity wouldn't help the Council and the Elbas family either since those powerful beings would eventually leave the Mortal Lands. Not even Shandal wanted to remain in the lower plane. He was just forced to do so.


The human troops quickly built encampments in the new territories, and even the higher-ups decided to create a few caves. There were even rank 4 cultivators among them, and they felt the difference in the environment as soon as they started to cultivate.


For the natives of the new continent, the old one was simply a barren land. The possibility for those in the human ranks to walk freely and without the need for protection couldn't match the majestic sight of lands coming from a higher plane.


The ground didn't shine, and the air was thin. Their minds felt lighter in the old continent, but those territories lacked the breathtaking aura that filled every corner of the new landmass.


In the new continent, any habitable area was the best training zone in the world. In the old one, the Breath in the air was so scarce that the human cultivators found it challenging to refill their dantians now that they were all gathered in one region.


Of course, that was worse in the territories of the Empire. Still, the old continent had those issues when it came to training areas, which was the reason why Noah had valued the Breath blessings so much before the fall of the piece of Immortal Lands.


The ensuing battles unfolded similarly.


The Empire just threw hordes of slaves at the invading forces, and there was still no sign of a heroic cultivator on its end. It seemed that it was preparing something, but not even the Royals could guess what that was.


The problem was that the Empire had controlled those regions for millennia. There were too many secrets hidden under those exploited lands, and no external force had managed to investigate them properly before.


The threat of the god was too great, so only lone cultivators and experts with political missions had dared to venture inside the area of influence of the Empire. Even Noah had decided to avoid its core territories when he was only a rank 2 cultivator for the same reason.





However, he knew more than most since he had to explore those territories during his search for the remains of the Demon sects. He had never entered the countries meant only for the citizens of the Empire, but he had memorized the areas nearby.


In his mind, the Empire would probably keep using slaves until the invading forces reached its actual countries. In that way, it would only have to face tired troops while having access to the defensive measures in place.


That idea though didn't consider the heroic cultivators.


Noah knew that the Empire had slaves in the fourth rank, but he didn't know how willing it was to use them as cannon fodder. Even as slaves, they were still heroic assets.


Nevertheless, no clue came up in the ensuing battles either, and Noah and the others even began to consider the possibility that the powerful assets of the Empire had just left.


Yet, remaining in the old continent and using its accumulation of resources was still the most probable option, which was why the invading forces never stopped pressuring with their attacks.


All the higher-ups were waiting for heroic cultivators to appear on the other side. They knew that the victories and losses of the human armies were useful only to gain face with the other organizations. They didn't help in the overall situation of the war.


However, they failed to arrive even when the invaders were about to reach their domain.


Noah had already lost interest in those battles. He had been happy that his status had granted him a spot in the first line, but that was because he would have more chances to seize dantians in that way.


He didn't have any grudge with the Empire, and the only thing that interested him was its inventory since he was almost sure that it held techniques and spells of the darkness element.


As for the precious resources and eventual inscribed items with power in the sixth rank, Noah knew that they weren't there. Shandal would keep something so powerful in the separate dimension under the Odrea nation.


Fighting only for the sake of fighting was June's individuality. His depended on the situation, but it mostly required potential benefits to strive toward something.


So, Noah spent most of his time during a battle meditating and managing his headache.


A massive battle was raging on the ground, but Noah had his eyes closed as he sat cross-legged on the air. His focus was on a large and black orb radiating a faint pressure at the center of his sea of consciousness.


The insides of his mind had become less crowded. There weren't sphere-shaped runes on the walls anymore, and only the improved version of the saber-shaped rune remained.


There were also the Kesier runes, and Snore's ghostly figure coiled lazily next to them. Still, there was a large orb rotating right in front of them now.


The orb was the result of Noah's experiments with the training method for the mental sphere. It was a particular type of spherical rune that contained his higher energy and used his pride to alter the radiation that reached the walls of his mind.


Through his tests with the hybrids, Noah had managed to limit the intensity of the dark matter's radiations so that he could train all the time instead of taking away the orb whenever he needed a break.


However, his higher energy was incredibly heavy. His mind could endure it without taking breaks, but that left him with a constant headache that weighed on his head all the time.


Noah had tested and confirmed that his battle prowess wasn't affected by that rune, but the headache was still annoying, and it affected his mood.


A trace of hope appeared at some point. Noah sensed the arrival of a heroic cultivator on the battlefield and opened his eyes to recognize that Icy Cascade was flying behind the troops of the Empire.
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                        Noah hadn't seen Icy Cascade since Chasing Demon's mission when he had to find the remains of the Demon sects. She had been a rank 4 cultivator in the gaseous stage back then, but she had improved in those years. She was now in the solid stage of the fourth rank.


That growth wasn't spectacular when compared to Noah or the other talents of his generation, but the fact that icy Cascade didn't stop improving showed that she had some potential.


After all, only a complete stop in the growth could lead to the stagnation of the centers of power. There was no problem with cultivators who had slow but steady improvements.


More heroic cultivators appeared behind her. They all wore flashy inscribed armors that shone with a dark-red color and stepped forward while glancing at the battlefield with stern expressions.


Then, their focus went on the heroic cultivators of the invading forces on the other side of that region. It was evident that the Empire was ready to take those battles more seriously now that the attackers were nearing the borders of its domain.


"They are the Wardens," Elder Ingrid said when she saw those heroic cultivators. She was aware of the force tasted to defend the Empire's borders since she had handled the Lutren nation for quite some time.


Noah knew about that force too, but he didn't expect that the Empire still had so many powerful cultivators in its ranks.


There were a dozen rank 5 cultivators among those reinforcements and more than fifty soldiers in the fourth rank. Also, Noah didn't see any of them in the battles in the new continent. That meant that they had spent all those years in those areas.


'I shouldn't expect any less by the Empire,' Noah thought as he straightened up his posture.


The Empire was an organization created by a god who had lived for more than fifty thousand years. It had been able to produce two powerhouses, and one of them had even ascended!


The fact that its number of powerful assets appeared endless didn't come as a shocking surprise for Noah. Still, he had to admit that the Empire was revealing itself as a formidable opponent.


Losing the new continent wasn't enough. The most powerful organizations in the entirety of those Mortal Lands attacking it, but it was still capable of holding its ground.


No matter how many cultivators the invaders deployed, the Empire always appeared able to match them.


The members of the Wardens didn't move. They remained in the sky behind the human troops as if waiting for the attackers to make the first step.


That seemed a trap, but Noah didn't sense anything different with his innate awareness. It was as if the Wardens wanted to face the enemy heroic cultivators without making use of their advantage as defenders.


The group of Royals took out a series of inscribed items to study the environment, looking for eventual formations or defenses in place. However, even their advanced scanning methods didn't find anything out of the ordinary.





An exchange of glances happened between the heroic assets of the invading forces at that point. There was a bit of hesitation in their expressions, but the lack of defenses made them decide to advance toward their enemies.


Noah had no intention to reveal Snore so soon. It had been a long time since he had abilities that the world wasn't aware of, and he would prefer to keep it in that way for as much as he could.


Yet, he still wanted to seize dantians to feed his body. After all, the breakthrough of his sword had just increased his need for nutrients.


The situation didn't seem ideal for his usual battle style.


The members of the Wardens remained close without dispersing through the battlefield. They didn't appear inclined to choose different opponents and to fight them separately.


'It might be a good moment to test the new runes,' Noah thought as he stopped at some distance from a short man that radiated the aura of a rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage.


His allies had similar ideas and didn't get too close to the Wardens. However, they still chose opponents that matched their cultivation level.


Noah glanced at the rank 4 cultivators under him. They were imitating the higher-ups by choosing suitable opponents, but they were too close to the experts in the fifth rank.


There were even rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage above them. Being right under them while they fought could kill them in a few exchanges.


Nevertheless, the rank 4 soldiers of the Empire didn't seem to mind that aspect and prepared themselves to face the dubious invaders.


Noah felt a series of glances landing on him. His weaker allies were worried that his renown smoke would kill them even before the shockwaves were released from his battle.


The Demon Prince of the Hive wasn't famous for his consideration in battle. The rank 4 cultivators could hope that the other higher-ups would try to hold back due to their presence, but they didn't have any faith in Noah.


"Shall we rise?" Andrew Elbas gave voice to everyone's thoughts at that moment, and the weaker cultivators under him breathed a sigh of relief when they heard him.


Yet, the Wardens replied by kicking the air under them and releasing a massive amount of Breath that filled that entire area of the sky.


A series of blue lines appeared under the Wardens' feet after that action, and the event wasn't limited to the higher-ups. Even the rank 4 cultivators had executed the same gesture and had blue lines spreading under their feet.


The invaders quickly took a few steps back when they saw that strange phenomenon. They weren't ignorant about what was happening, and they didn't want to face it before understanding its actual power.


The Royals' knowledge covered almost every kind of inscription method, and every sect in the Papral nation taught those techniques. Also, the Elders of the Council had used those formations during the war in the new continent. S,o even the cultivators of the Hive could recognize that ability.


The Wardens were using a battle formation that involved a dozen cultivators in the fifth rank and more than fifth in the fourth rank. It was pointless to say that the power of a technique activated by so many powerful existences was bound to be threatening.


Noah and the others retreated until they exited the range of the technique, but their eyes never left the Wardens. They kept track of how the blue lines spread in the sky and enveloped all the heroic cultivators of the Empire to take the shape of a vast magical beast.


Noah couldn't believe what he was seeing. A vast Tyrannosaurus had appeared and shone with the blue light of the inscriptions that made it.


It even had strange features that didn't match any record about that extinct species. The creature had two long horns, two pairs of massive claws, and three pairs of broad meat wings behind its back.


Also, it radiated the power of a quasi-rank 6 existence.
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                        Noah wasn't surprised that the members of the Empire knew a lot about extinct and ancient creatures. Shandal had lived for so long that he had probably had the chance to study many different species that didn't manage to survive the passage of time.


Instead, what astonished him were the various features of the beast that didn't match the records concerning that species.


There weren't many pieces of information about Tyrannosaurus and their various kinds, but Noah was sure that they didn't have wings. Those two pairs of massive claws didn't match any legend.


Also, the fact that it radiated the aura of a quasi-rank 6 hybrid made that creature appear even more dangerous.


Noah and the others were already on the other side of the battlefield by then. They didn't know how fast the creature was, but they were quite confident that it wouldn't chase them so far away.


After all, the Wardens were there to defend the borders of the Empire. They had already shown that they wouldn't advance further because their task didn't concern any territory outside of its domain.


Still, they remained there, inside the shining magical beast that glanced at them with a challenging gaze.


Noah turned to look at the other higher-ups near him. He had to admit that he didn't know what to do in that situation, but his allies knew far more than him in battle formations.


His focus was on the cultivators in the solid stage of the fifth rank since their judgment was bound to be accurate.


Elder Julia, Elder Regina, and Andrew Elbas wore curious expressions as they inspected the blue beast. They felt that its power surpassed the limits of the fifth rank, but they were also sure that it couldn't compare even to the weakest rank 6 existence in the world.


The Tyrannosaurus seemed weaker than rank 6 magical beasts at the bottom of the lower tier, but it was stronger than any of them. The main question in their mind was whether it was stronger than all of them when fighting together.


The battle between the human troops continued to rage on the ground, and only some of those cultivators had the time to notice the massive blue figure that had appeared above them.


As for the heroic forces of the invaders, they remained still, waiting for the leaders of the three armies to decide if the battle formation was something that they could face.


The fact that there were only those heroic cultivators on the scene wasn't a case. The invading forces had gained more territories to manage in the new continent after the defeat of the Empire.


That forced many experts in the heroic ranks there to handle tasks that human cultivators couldn't even hope to face.


Yet, the three organizations could still deploy them in the war and deal with the consequences of their absence in those territories later. After all, the worst that could happen was the return of those areas to a wild state. That could lead to the destruction of structures built in the past years.





Of course, defeating the Wardens now could only benefit the invaders. Also, their temporary retreat would lead to many casualties in the human cultivators fighting on the ground, which was something that any organization always wanted to avoid, if possible.


That didn't mean that heroic cultivators had to risk their lives to save some human assets. Still, there were methods to test the power of the creature without overexposing themselves.


"A battle formation is inherently weaker than a real creature," Andrew said. "We might test its stability and see if it holds."


The rank 4 cultivators backed down at those words. They didn't want to remain too close when the higher-ups launched spells.


Instead, the Elders of the Council stepped forward and deployed the golden shield that they had used to fend off the explosions of the blue pillars.


Then, Andrew, Elder Regina, and Elder Julia stepped forward to cast spells toward the massive blue creature.


A giant made of water, hundreds of wind blades, and a series of peculiar worm-like puppets appeared in the air and shot toward the Tyrannosaurus in the distance. The energy that those spells radiated as they flew created large cracks on the sky that recovered only a few seconds after their passage.


The creature didn't move. It only unfolded its broad meat wings and waited for the spells to arrive.


The attacks trembled when they neared the battle formation. It was as if an external force was affecting them and shifting their trajectory so that they would land on the wings.


The wind blades were the first to give in to that external force and fly toward the wings. Every heroic cultivator on the scene kept their eyes fixed on Elder Julia's spell only to see it disappear inside the blue light radiated by the creature.


The giant suffered from the same foreign force, but it managed to grab one of the Tyrannosaurus' claws while that pull tried to drag it inside the wings too. The beast though lowered its head and bit the spell's limbs off to remove its handhold.


The giant disappeared inside the meat wings too, and the limbs still hanging on the beast' claw soon turned into Breath that dispersed in the air. Even Andrew's spells had failed to do anything to the battle formation.


As for the worm-like puppets, they reached the Tyrannosaurus and coiled their bodies around its claws to avoid the suction force of the wings.


The creature lowered its head again to free itself from that spell, but the puppets started to bite its radiant skin in a desperate attempt to enter its body. They even exploded whenever the maws of the Tyrannosaurus were about to destroy them.


Their detonation could only slow the creature down for less than an instant, and eventually, all of them exploded to give enough time to one worm to pierce the surface of that battle formation.


The last puppet managed to stab its head inside the creature before the Tyrannosaurus reached it and forced it to explode too. That final detonation caused a series of ripples to spread across the entire beast.


However, the ripples soon stabilized, and the Tyrannosaurus began to shine with a brighter light. Even its power appeared to have increased after that quick exchange.


It wasn't much stronger than before, but that detail didn't escape the focused minds of the rank 5 cultivators of the invading forces. Each one of them understood that the battle formation could heal itself due to the energy absorbed by the wings.


A voice that carried multiple tones came out of the Tyrannosaurus and spread through the sky. "You had to go through me if you want to enter the Empire!"


The Wardens challenged the invaders openly, but none of the higher-ups moved.


It was evident that the words of those soldiers had a deeper meaning. They wanted to scare the attackers off or bait them into getting close again.


They ended up being effective since the leaders of the armies turned and ordered a full retreat.
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                        The Shandal Empire wasn't in a rush to end the war. It was the opposite.


Being against three of the most powerful organizations in those Mortal Lands made the outcome of the war obvious. The Empire couldn't aim for victory without the help of their Patriarch. So, it did its best to appear difficult to conquest and defeat.


There were only two possible outcomes to that war: A complete defeat or a surrender with conditions. Being difficult to conquest would improve the terms of its submission.


The more the invading forces suffered to advance, the more generous their offer to the Empire's surrender would be.


Of course, the invading forces wished for the exact opposite to happen. They knew that destroying the Empire was almost impossible since they were fighting it in its home. Still, showing their superiority on the battlefield could force it to accept harsh conditions.


However, there were many secrets that the Empire had kept hidden from the world during its rule, and facing them in battle turned out to be more troublesome than expected.


The invading army retreated after the appearance of the Tyrannosaurus. Many human troops died due to the sudden withdrawal, but the higher-ups of the organizations didn't mind that.


Their minds could only think of ways to deal with the powerful battle formation and prepare plans in case the Empire had more troublesome assets at hand.


"As long as we disrupt it from the inside," Regina said to the other rank 5 cultivators gathered around her, "We can defeat that thing."


Noah and the others had gathered in one of the encampments built in the newly conquered territories in the old continent. They were having a meeting to discuss how to deal with the battle formation.


They didn't have a problem finding out the main weaknesses of the Tyrannosaurus. After all, the Royals' knowledge of inscription methods was almost boundless, and the Papral nation was the home of those techniques.


The main issue was the power of the Tyrannosaurus.


Battle formations required synchrony for them to work. All those involved in the technique had to execute precise forms together with their companions.


A single misstep could make the formation lose power of directly crumble. That weakness was the main reason why those techniques weren't widespread in the world.


That made the battle formations' field ignored and researched only by experts that had devoted themselves to their organizations. Ordinary cultivators would focus more on their power instead of using their time for something that didn't benefit them directly.


It was needless to say that the Hive didn't know much about that field. Only the Demons knew more about it since they came from the Papral nation.


Generally speaking, battle formations were useful and powerful. They were capable of great might and could turn a group of weak cultivators into a terrifying monster.





Their effects varied too. Cultivators could use them both for offensive and defensive purposes, other than for more specific tasks.


It took time to learn them though. A group of experts needed to train together for extended periods to achieve the synchronization required to activate those techniques.


"Its skin didn't seem too tough," Andrew Elbas said. "But we didn't see all its abilities. Those wings might not be the only troublesome feature of that creature."


The lack of evident weaknesses and insufficient knowledge about the Tyrannosaurus' abilities made those experts decide to take the only approach that could work.


"We need more cultivators," Elder Julia said, giving voice to the conclusion that everyone at the meeting had reached by that time.


A strategy soon formed, and each force contacted reinforcements that would join them in the next attack. Since there was nothing that they could exploit to defeat the Tyrannosaurus, the invaders would overwhelm it with sheer power.


Everyone would launch attacks on the battle formation to keep it busy, while the three leaders of the army would focus on disrupting its interior composition. It was a simple strategy, but the only one available for the invaders.


The Hive decided to deploy Daniel, Danielle, and Elder Justin, other than some more rank 4 cultivators, and it took four months for all of them to arrive since they had to settle matters on the new continent.


The other forces called for reinforcements too, and Noah saw June joining the army of the Elbas family in that period.


Then, once everything was ready, the invading forces decided to attack again, set on defeating that fearsome Tyrannosaurus with their improved firepower.


The human troops started to fight as soon as the battle began. Still, the higher-ups of each organization remained in the air, focused on the other side of the battlefield. The Wardens arrived in a matter of minutes, and they waited in the sky with stern expressions.


Everything was unfolding precisely like the previous battle, but the invaders knew what to expect at that time, and they faced it willingly.


Noah and the others flew toward the Wardens at high speed. There were more than twenty rank 5 cultivators crossing the sky above the battlefield to reach for the Wardens, who had begun to execute the battle formation at that sight.


Blue lines shot in the air and took the form of the familiar winged Tyrannosaurus that radiated the aura of a quasi-rank 6 being. That didn't scare the invaders, who continued to press forward until they were in its range.


Fighting from far away couldn't work if they hoped to defeat the battle formation. Most cultivators specialized in long-distance spells since they usually abandoned martial arts in the heroic ranks, but being closer to their target would produce better effects.


The Elders of the Council created a series of golden shields with their battle formations, and Noah and the others started to prepare spells and launch them at the enormous blue figure.


Noah let his aura go wild while a series of sabers gathered around him. Saber-shaped runes and Ghostly Sabers accumulated around his figure and created rivers of blades that flowed freely in the air.


The Ghostly Sabers didn't change in that period. Yet, the saber-shaped runes had seen an improvement to their structure after his success with the higher energy.


Noah had mixed part of the dark matter with his ambition and greed when he created that new version of his first Will-consuming rune. Now the black sabers came out directly with power near the peak of the liquid stage and continued to grow as they absorbed primary energy.


They still needed his darkness to come out in the open, but the fact that his higher energy was involved in the rune in his mind made every copy far stronger than Noah's current power.


'I can't use the Demonic Form with everyone so close to each other,' Noah thought as he controlled the sea of sabers. "But this should make up for that."


After that, he controlled the sabers to fly toward the massive beast that had already unfolded its wings.
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                        The Tyrannosaurus didn't do anything while the invaders assembled around it and prepared their spells. It was as if the cultivators of the Empire were challenging them.


Of course, that wasn't just pure confidence in the power of the battle formation.


The wings of the Tyrannosaurus absorbed attacks and turned them into a fuel that empowered that ability further. It was evident that the cultivators of the Empire wanted to exploit the ability to face the more than twenty rank 5 cultivators.


Also, that was another show of power. If the Empire managed to win again, it would force the invaders' hand and demonstrate that it would be hard for them to win. Every action of the Wardens was for the sake of obtaining better terms for the surrender of the Empire.


The attackers started to throw their spells at the battle formation. Various attacks of multiple elements flew through the air and targeted the massive blue figure that remained still at the sight of those abilities.


The traction force of the meat wings pulled most of those attacks inside their structure, and only the spells of the three leaders managed to land on the Tyrannosaurus body. They had little effect though, and the creature was quicker than the last time when dealing with Elder Regina's puppets.


The beast then shone with a brighter light after that exchange. The spells that it had absorbed increased its power, pushing it closer to that of an actual rank 6 creature.


Noah felt the connection with his sabers vanish after they entered inside the wings. It seemed that only attacks that had the power of the solid stage could ignore the traction force.


Also, there didn't seem to be a limit to how much the wings could absorb. Even the remains of the leaders' spells went right inside them without causing any adverse reaction.


However, the invaders knew that there had to be limits to the level of power that it could reach.


The main issue with battle formations was that cultivators were handling them. If the Tyrannosaurus became too powerful, it would begin to affect the soldiers of the Empire inside it.


The experts in the fifth rank would be able to handle that stress for a while, but there were rank 4 cultivators inside it too. They were bound to fall apart if the battle formation became too powerful for them.


Nevertheless, the Wardens soon showed that they had a way to lower the level of their creation.


The Tyrannosaurus spread its maws and released a pillar made of blue light that the Elders of the Council promptly blocked with their golden shields. That attack had been sudden, but the invaders were expecting some ability from that battle formation, so they reacted in time.


Still, the Elders handling the golden shield coughed blood after blocking that blue pillar. It was evident that they wouldn't be able to stop too many of them.


The other invaders hesitated at that point. The pillar had the power to kill most of them in one attack, and it wasn't advisable to face it without the proper protections.





Launching more spells that couldn't escape the traction force would only give the Tyrannosaurus more fuel for its abilities, which would lead to the destruction of the golden shields faster.


However, the soldiers of the Empire were done waiting. They had already proven their point by then, and giving their opponents time to think of a solution for that issue was suicidal.


The Tyrannosaurus swung its four claws, and a series of massive blue slashes came out of them. They ran through the air and targeted the weakest rank 5 cultivators in the invaders' group.


Those handling the golden shields managed to block some slashes, but some attacks reached a few cultivators that dodged or deployed defensive abilities.


The slashes had a power slightly above the peak of the fifth rank, but all the attackers had come prepared and owned defensive items. Some of them were just disposable talismans, but others were proper inscribed items with power in the upper tier.


The members of the Elbas family even had multiple defensive items that created a series of barriers right on top of their skins!


As for Noah, no slash came in his direction, which allowed him to focus all his attention on his sabers.


Noah didn't use the Ghostly Sabers at that time. He couldn't alter the power of that spell, and it had already proven itself useless against that kind of opponent.


Instead, he deployed his saber-shaped runes again and spread his aura in the environment to quicken the creation of primary energy.


The cultivators who didn't have access to a form of attack that could reach the power of the solid stage of the fifth rank moved their focus on defending those that could. Noah saw Daniel and the other Elders gathering around him in a protective stance while he waited for his saber-shaped runes to grow.


Similar scenes appeared in the other groups, and only Noah, one Elder from the Council, and some Royals ended up preparing attacks even if they weren't rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage yet. That put them on another level compared to their peers in the liquid stage, even if their spells still couldn't match those of the three leaders.


Noah waited until his saber-shaped runes reached the solid stage before launching them at the Tyrannosaurus that had kept on throwing blue slashes at the golden shields.


The weight that his spell had in his mind was immense and worsened his headache, but he held on and forced the sabers to fly in a straight line toward that massive creature.


Other spells flew together with Noah's runes. There were the attacks that the leaders had used previously together with fiery beasts and a massive golem that could run on the air.


A large area of the sky shattered when those attacks landed on the Tyrannosaurus.


Noah's sabers stabbed the blue skin of the creature, but they didn't manage to go any deeper than a few centimeters. The eagle and ape made of fire grabbed the creature's claws and kept them still to let the flames affect them.


The worm-like puppets bit the blue skin as soon as they managed to land of the creature, and Andrew's water giant enveloped the head of the Tyrannosaurus in an attempt to restrict its movements.


The golem pounced the creature and tried to fold its wings. As for Julia's wind slashes, they followed Noah's sabers to help them piercing the blue skin.


Having so many cultivators dealing with a battle formation started to push it to its limits. There were too many powerful attacks aiming to restrict or harm the creature that it couldn't even react.


The light radiated by its body though suddenly became dimmer, and Noah felt a dangerous sensation coming from the Tyrannosaurus.


A massive shockwave came out of its figure and shattered the spells clinging on its body, turning them into energy that its wings quickly absorbed.


Then, it spewed another blue pillar that landed on the golden shields and made the Elder creating them cough blood again.
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                        The last exchange forced the Tyrannosaurus to use a lot of energy. Its power started to near the limits of the fifth rank after the shockwave and the blue beam.


Noah and the others couldn't see the state of the cultivators inside the battle formation. Still, seeing how the light radiated by the creature had dimmed made them understand that their attacks were effective.


The same could be said for the invading side. The cultivators in charge of the golden shields and those targeted by the slashes had suffered from those attacks. Only the cultivators in possession of powerful defensive items and those capable of launching spells with power in the solid stage were in perfect shape.


There was hope to win the battle with those forces, but the fight was slowly turning into an endurance match, which was what the Shandal Empire wanted. The Wardens wished to resist for as long as they could.


Of course, that bothered the invading forces since they didn't want to deploy even more cultivators before entering the domain of the Empire. After all, there was still the chance that the defenders had some strategy to deal with that.


Hope had started to appear though. The last exchange had revealed many abilities of the battle formation, along with some evident weaknesses.


The Tyrannosaurus didn't appear able to refill its energy on its own. It always relied on the Breath absorbed from the enemy spells to launch powerful counterattacks. The only basic offensive that it was capable of was the blue slashes, but they were manageable.


Only the recent shockwave and the blue beams were troublesome to handle, but they consumed a lot of the energy contained in the creature's form. Fending off the spells without absorbing anything had made its power fall already!


Also, the Tyrannosaurus didn't appear able to move freely. There had been times where it could have charged and inflicted a lot of damage, especially on the golden shields, since they were mostly meant to fend off energy.


If the Empire wanted to win that battle, standing still and limiting itself to counterattacks wasn't the right approach.


"Can you two take care of the wings?" Andrew Elbas asked with a mental message sent through a special inscribed notebook that only the higher-ups of each force had.


That message echoed in the minds of the rank 5 cultivators on the scene, but everyone understood who he meant with his words. There were only two experts on the scene who had access to precise attacks with power in the solid stage.


Noah and Elder Julia exchanged a glance before nodding toward the leader of the Royals' faction. Both of them didn't know if it was possible to cut away the wings from a creature made through a battle formation, but they trusted Andrew's expertise enough to follow his strategy.


Elder Julia summoned hundreds of wind slashes that rotated around her body as she waited for the perfect chance to strike. Noah did the same with his saber-shaped runes, even if he needed to wait to push the power of his attack to its limits.





There was only so much that Noah's mind could handle. Manipulating spells that were far above his centers of power in terms of strength was a problematic matter that required mental energy and most of his focus.


However, he knew that he could push the saber-shaped runes a bit further instead of stopping to the beginning of the solid stage.


Noah had never stopped spreading his aura in the environment to increase the amount of primary energy available for him. That area of the sky had all the fuel that he needed, but it quickly vanished as his more than a hundred sabers fed on it.


The other invaders and the Tyrannosaurus continued to exchange attacks while Noah and Elder Julia prepared their offensive. Another series of blue beams and powerful spells flew back and forth between the two sides that only managed to weaken each other without causing casualties.


However, the invaders ended up being on the losers' end after they fought without Noah and Elder Julia's support. The Tyrannosaurus' light dimmed only by a little, while the cultivators managing the golden shields began to look pale.


It wouldn't take much before the invaders found themselves without defenses. All of them would be too busy blocking the creature's attacks to launch spells if the golden shields were to fall.


The sabers around Noah had started to near the halfway mark in the solid stage though. That level of power was the best that he could handle without losing his control over his spell. Still, it was enough for him to join the offensive again.


A simple nod was enough to make Andrew and Elder Regina aware that the two cultivators from the Hive were ready, and they didn't hesitate to launch another series of spells toward the tall creature.


The Tyrannosaurus reacted in the same way as before. It kept its wings unfolded and launched blue slashes toward the incoming attacks. Still, all of a sudden, a lump of black flames appeared under its body, and a series of saber-shaped runes came out of it.


Noah had resorted to the Warp spell to exploit a blind spot in the battle formation, and his runes crashed directly on the base of the three pairs of wings.


The entire beast started to flicker at that point, but it promptly released another shockwave to fend off the incoming attacks. Noah's runes became dust in less than an instant, and even the other higher-ups' spells became simple energy under that defensive measure.


Nevertheless, Elder Julia made her move at that point and unleashed her wind slashes. They went above the creature before it could even spew more blue light and crashed on the base of its wings.


Noah's sabers had already damaged that area, and the Tyrannosaurus had lost a lot of energy using that last shockwave. Its sturdiness depended on its level, and now it was close to the peak of the fifth rank.


So, it wasn't a surprise when Elder Julia's attack managed to cut away three wings in one go. Those shining body parts drifted away from the creature, and the light around them dispersed, revealing a few rank 4 cultivators.


Those soldiers of the Empire had pale expressions, but they didn't suffer any apparent injury. Their current state was only a consequence of Elder Julia forcefully cutting them away from the battle formation.


Andrew and the others didn't waste that chance and launched another series of spells that crashed on the Tyrannosaurus' body. The impact released shockwaves that killed those rank 4 cultivators in an instant, with only one of them surviving since it was at the peak of that rank.


The Tyrannosaurus revealed an ugly expression at that sight but didn't lose its cool. It just released more blue slashes toward the invaders.


Yet, black flames appeared under the creature's body again, and saber-shaped runes came out of them. Noah's spell landed on the remaining wings and cut them away.
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                        Noah's second wave of saber-shaped runes managed to cut away the remaining wings, which dissolved after separating from the Tyrannosaurus body and revealed a group of cultivators in the fourth rank.


They didn't last much since the other rank 5 cultivators in the invaders' group launched attacks without caring about their power anymore.


The meat wings capable of traction force were no more. Now even the cultivators that didn't have access to attacks with power in the solid stage could join the offensive against the battle formation.


The rank 4 soldiers of the Empire who were still in the sky outside of the Tyrannosaurus died when the more than twenty spells arrived. Their inscribed armors couldn't protect them from the shockwaves released by so many attacks in the fifth rank.


The light radiated by the Tyrannosaurus kept on dimming as the attacks landed on its body, and its skin started to become ethereal as it lost power. Human shapes became visible inside the beast as the offensive continued, and the invaders began to understand how that situation was affecting the soldiers performing the battle formation.


The soldiers of the Empire had pale expressions as they executed forms to keep the battle formation active. What had been a powerful technique capable of threatening their enemies had become nothing more than a defensive measure against the relentless barrage of attacks.


Noah and the others soon understood that they had been both right and wrong when evaluating the power of the battle formation. It appeared to be true that the Tyrannosaurus had limited maneuverability and seemed stuck in its place, but its strength didn't come only from the energy absorbed.


The creature suddenly released a burst of blue light and spewed a series of beams that the invaders quickly blocked with their methods. The golden shields protected part of them, but the others had to rely on their assets to defend themselves.


Noah saw a blue pillar coming in his direction and roared. The world turned black for an instant before the powerful attack swept him and torn his skin apart.


His flames had managed to block most of its power though, and they were still burning around him. His half ethereal half white fire had successfully turned a deadly attack into something that his body could handle.


The sudden burst of power of the Tyrannosaurus had come from the Breath of the soldiers of the Empire, but they didn't manage to make it return to its original power. They could only make it reach the level of a creature slightly above the fifth rank.


Noah's flames had been able to weaken the blue beam since the Tyrannosaurus had attacked multiple targets at the same time, and his fire was a weapon fitting of a beast in the upper tier of the fifth rank.


The light that swept Noah after that only had the power of a spell at the bottom of the solid stage, which was something that his body could handle.





Noah felt his skin cracking and suppressed Snore's instinct to come out and protect him. There would be time for the Blood Companion to make its appearance, but now he preferred to suffer a few injuries rather than revealing his most potent weapon.


His companions didn't have the privilege of choice in that situation.


Each separated beam had the power that neared the peak of the fifth rank. Most of the invaders had to resort to inscribed items to hope to survive that attack.


Luckily for them, they had come prepared for that eventuality since they knew the strength of their opponent. Yet, not all of them could block the full might of those attacks.


The weaker rank 5 cultivators among the invaders had to deal with the shockwaves released by the beams. Also, that blue light was hard to defend against, so others had to face part of its power directly.


Injuries piled on in the invaders' side. Some of them even saw their limbs explode as the blue light swept them.


Noah could see June gritting her teeth and enduring the part of the beam that the inscribed items of the Royals didn't manage to block. However, the light suddenly vanished when it pierced her skin. It was as if something had devoured it.


Of course, June was using her orange Breath when fighting together with the Royals and the Council. It was needless to say how badly that affected her battle prowess, mostly since she had founded her individuality on her higher energy after reaching the fifth rank.


Nevertheless, she still resorted to her dark sparks once the blue light threatened to enter her body. Yet, her action had been subtle, and everyone was busy dealing with the pillars, so no one noticed that irregularity.


Only Noah could notice that because his attention had gone on her as soon as he blocked his beam. His instincts had screamed at that sight, but he suppressed his wild emotions to focus on the battle formation.


The Tyrannosaurus appeared spent after that last attack. Its power was falling inside the solid stage of the fifth rank, and it kept on going down since the soldiers weren't using their Breath to refill it.


It seemed that the battle formation had finally pushed the cultivators of the Empire to their limits since cracks began to spread on the skin of the creature. Its blinding blue radiance had turned into nothing more than a pale halo too.


The three leaders of the armies were the only ones that had managed to come out of the last exchange completely unharmed, even if Elder Julia had been the only one of them to resort to an inscribed item. Yet, they were ready to put an end to a battle that had already cost them too much.


Their usual spells flew through the air and landed on the Tyrannosaurus body. They finally disrupted the stability of the battle formation that began to fall apart, releasing the cultivators inside it.


The soldiers of the Empire didn't wait for the second wave of attacks. They retreated at high speed and disappeared in the territories behind them in a matter of instants.


Some remaining rank 4 cultivators weren't fast enough and remained trapped inside the water arms of Andrew's giant that killed most of them, leaving only two of them alive. They would be necessary for the interrogations later on.


As for the rest of the invaders' group, those who could move and didn't suffer any severe wound pressed forward. They chased after the Wardens, who had already disappeared from their sight.


Noah was one of them, but his chase was less cautious since his innate awareness gave him a clear idea of where the danger lurked in those lands. There were threats everywhere, except for the area right before the Empire's domain.


The scenery changed as Noah advanced. Massive walls appeared in his vision, and a series of tall buildings filled the world on the other side of those defenses. Also, in the distance, he saw a small structure floating at a few kilometers from the ground.
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                        The domain of the Empire appeared far different from the regions inside its area of influence. It lacked the barrenness and aura of desolation that filled the territories occupied by the slaves.


Instead, it was gaudy and full of life. Noah could sense countless humans going on with their daily lives in that environment filled with cities and tall structures.


The density of Breath was still low, but it didn't reach the standards of the peripheral territories. It seemed that the Empire had invested a hefty sum of Credits to keep its domain suitable for cultivators.


There were some traces of decay. Noah could see how some buildings had cracks on their surface or were in desperate need of maintenance. Still, that only concerned the minority of the structures.


Noah committed to memory the scene on the other side of the defensive walls. The Empire had arranged its population in large districts that had their most well-kept buildings at their center.


Those districts were similar to the domes in the Hive's domain, with the only difference that they were everywhere and that they occupied most of those lands.


It was as if the entirety of those regions functioned as habitable areas managed by small and separate governments made of heroic cultivators. Those rulers could also be soldiers in the fourth rank according to what Noah could sense.


Some powerful auras came from the district directly under the defensive walls and the innermost regions, while the strongest one came from the floating structure in the distance.


'Wardens, normal soldiers, experts, and powerhouse,' Noah thought as he analyzed the layout of that organization. The disposition and power of the districts gave him a clear understanding of how the Empire divided its assets.


"Prince," Elder Julia said as she neared him, "We must go."


Noah nodded at her words, but he kept his eyes on the Empire for one last second before turning to join his allies in their retreat.


They had won the battle against the Wardens, and the human troops had defeated their enemies in the meantime. Yet, almost all the assets in the fifth rank had suffered injuries.


The invaders had won, but the Empire had managed to make them pay an annoying price. Those powerful assets would now need to spend some time recovering and reorganizing before attempting the attack on the lands beyond the walls.


Also, the assets of the Empire were packed. Each district bordered multiple quarters, which meant that the invaders couldn't launch an attack unless they were ready to face the full might of that organization.


The three attacking forces would need to deploy the entirety of their assets and inflict as many losses as they could if they wanted to avoid ending in a war of attrition. The only issue was that they didn't know if it was possible to avoid such an outcome.


The troops retreated in one of the encampments that they had built in those years. No meetings happened after the battle. All the higher-ups of the armies had silently decided that they would focus on recovering before planning their next move.





Noah had it easier than his peers. Any injury on his body would take more energy to heal, but his regenerative properties were off the charts. Also, the blue beam had only affected his skin, which was the easiest body part to fix.


He spent his time before the meetings meditating and focusing on training his centers of power. The power of the new saber-shaped runes left him satisfied, and they even had properties that he didn't have the chance to show against the Tyrannosaurus.


Since there was higher energy in their structure, the runes could abandon their solid form and turn into a black gas without losing the power that they had accumulated.


That feature wasn't useful in the battle against the Tyrannosaurus, but Noah knew that it would come out handy against cultivators. Anything that made his attacks less predictable could make the difference between victory and defeat in a battle.


His sessions of meditation mainly focused on the path in front of him. He had settled the issues with his centers of power after the improvements to his spherical runes, but he had just begun to improve his battle prowess.


There were parts of his existence that he had yet to learn how to express since they weren't a pressing matter. Still, he felt that he was now ready to face the next challenge in his journey. He had to invent a field that fused martial arts and spells into a single school.


Noah had other projects on hold. The miraculous properties of his higher energy still had a lot to reveal, and his burning heart had yet to harmonize with his existence.


However, Noah felt as if he had focused only on his creation lately. His destruction had to evolve too, and he couldn't help but prioritize it now that his creation put him on a path that would require decades to study.


Noah had always prioritized immediate power over long-term projects. His personality didn't only dictate that approach, but it suited the requirements that the world had when it came to survival.


As he meditated, he analyzed the second form of his martial art, which was his only example of the field that mixed martial arts and spells.


Nevertheless, he soon understood that he couldn't use that attack as an inspiration for his future techniques. The origin of the second form of his martial art came from the Three Forms of the Ashura, and Noah had been lucky enough to find two spells that could replicate its requirements.


Yet, that couldn't happen twice. Noah couldn't rely on his luck when it came to his power. Also, he didn't want to spend years of research to find spells and martial arts that he could fuse into a stronger technique.


Noah wanted to invent a proper school, a new field of techniques that only unique beings like him could execute.


Of course, Noah wouldn't bother to make the field generic. He couldn't care less about other hybrids, especially since his project would take far longer if he aimed to invent a school that any being similar to him could study.


He had already decided to make it as specific for his situation as possible, and he was ready to resort to the higher energy if his researches required it.


The only issue was to find a starting point that could become the core of the new school. Something that could evolve in many forms according to the technique that Noah wanted to create.


He needed to find a way to link physical strength, Breath, and mental energy into sets of techniques that he could use for different purposes. In his mind, it would be better if he managed to create three sets that covered movement, offense, and defense.


There was no need to start with pure creation from the beginning though. Noah had always found himself more comfortable in using what he had at hand to gain experience in a field before proceeding in inventing something original.
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                        Noah had to start from the basics. He needed to find something that could connect martial arts and spells so that he could build the foundation for his school.


That part turned out to be easy. Only the body could be the core of each technique since it linked both dantian and sea of consciousness together. Also, the Breath and the mental energy were easy to control, while the flesh had limits to its movements.


The "how" wasn't an issue either since spells could have various effects, especially those of the darkness element. Noah only needed to pair a powerful spell with a martial art that suited its effect. The physical strength of his body would do the rest.


Creating a martial art was tricky, but it was possible. Noah had done it in the past, and his current Dragon's claw was something that he had made as soon as he had become a hybrid.


The main problem was making a spell from scraps.


Noah had done that too. He had studied the Will-consuming runes precisely for that purpose in the past, and his saber-shaped rune was his first original spell.


The spherical rune had helped him creating the higher energy, but it had acted more as a cultivation technique rather than as a spell. Noah didn't think that it suited his plans, so he didn't consider it helpful for what it wanted to do.


As for his other spells, Noah had only modified them to suit his needs and to match his individuality. They wouldn't accept his darkness as a fuel otherwise.


During his analysis, Noah found flaws even with his saber-shaped rune. It wasn't a matter of its structure or functioning. What bothered him was the fact that he had taken inspiration from Ravaging Demon's spell to create it.


'They are all copies,' Noah thought at some point, but a more profound understanding soon dawned upon him. 'No one is ever truly original. Cultivators look at the legends of the past before paving their roads. There is nothing wrong with using concepts that others have already used. No one would pursue the laws otherwise.'


That realization gave him some peace. He understood that he had spent so much time trying to find something original that he had forgotten his place.


Noah was only a rank 5 cultivator. That level of power put him among the higher-ups of a lower plane, but it was still nothing when compared to the might of Heaven and Earth.


He had yet to learn how to wield laws, but he wanted to create something entirely new already. His ambition was blinding him. It tried to push him on a path that only divine entities could tread.


Taking something from the world and reshaping it to your image wasn't a misstep in the journey. Dantian absorbed laws to push existences toward a unique state. Therefore, he could do the same with spells and martial arts.


As long as they suited his individuality, he would be on the right path.


His peace vanished when his focus went on the laws. It became evident that he needed to follow where his individuality was going, but he needed to wield the laws if he wanted to express it on a level that suited his rank.





'I should focus on what I have at hand before diving into another project,' Noah thought when he understood that he couldn't control when his mind entered the world of the laws. 'Enlightenments will come naturally as my expertise increases. I can't let my greed stop my improvements.'


Noah was beginning to understand what Chasing Demon and Shandal had warned him about. The intensity and vastness of his individuality wanted to push him toward projects that he couldn't approach yet.


There were two spells that he could work with already. He only needed to create martial arts that matched their effects so that he could obtain the same burst of power that he had with the second form of the Dragon's Claw.


It was better to focus on them and improve his expertise in the field for the time being. That would enhance his battle prowess immediately and still give him a good foundation.


'I need to learn how to create dust before creating a world,' Noah thought as his mind became calm again. 'I need to sharpen my destruction before spreading it through the Heaven and Earth's domain.'


The leaps in his power made him feel good, but they left him lacking in specific fields that were necessary for his journey. After all, he had seen it happening with his body since he didn't know how to find peace in his hunger.


Only half a year passed before the leaders of the armies summoned everyone again. That break had been necessary to gather more assets for the assault on the Empire's domain and to heal the injured.


The army didn't see many changes in its structure. There was only a sheer increase in the number of troops of various ranks. Even the cultivators in the fifth rank had seen some reinforcements joining them as they approached what was meant to be the last stage of the war.


There would be nothing else to conquest if the invaders took over the entirety of the regions in the eastern part of the central areas. Yet, they aimed to force the Empire to admit defeat and accept harsh terms for their surrender.


In that way, the invaders would salvage the researches and resources in its possession and gain more than a few regions that barely satisfied the needs of human cultivators. Total destruction wouldn't benefit them at all.


The massive army marched across the land that had seen its last battle until it reached the tall defensive walls that separate the area of influence of the Empire from its actual territories.


The human troops standing on the ground raised their heads to look at the figures walking on the sky at that point. They needed the help of the heroic cultivators to destroy that hindrance.


"Who wants to do the honors?" Andrew Elbas asked, moving his gaze between Elder Julia and Elder Regina. Rank 5 cultivators had joined the army in the six months of break, but those three were still the leaders of their respective factions.


Elder Julia shrugged her shoulders at that sight, and Elder Regina gestured to Andrew that he was free to act as he wished. The Royal felt satisfied with those answers and proceeded to cast a spell.


A torrent fell from his palm. The water created a cascade that gave birth to rainbows as the sunlight crossed it. Yet, when it reached the defensive wall, it pierced its hard material and dug a fissure right in the middle of its structure.


The fissure eventually reached the ground and spread, creating a large passage where entire platoons could pass.


That was the signal that the human cultivators had been waiting for, and they charged right through the passage. The heroic cultivators in the sky did the same, but they felt forced to stop their advance since they found a series of blue Tyrannosaurus of various levels waiting for them.
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                        The battle in the sky started even before the army on the ground met its enemies. The heroic cultivators on the invaders' side didn't fear the Empire's battle formation anymore, and they promptly divided themselves into groups to face the Tyrannosaurus that suited their level.


There were nine Tyrannosaurus. Three of them were similar to the one faced by Noah and the others in the previous battle. Instead, the others barely neared the fifth rank in terms of power.


It seemed that the Empire was short of rank 5 cultivators that knew how to perform the battle formation. Otherwise, there would be no point in creating six of them that any expert in the fifth rank could destroy.


Still, the invaders had prepared strategies for similar events. The various groups that they had formed were one of them.


Noah was with the higher-ups of the Hive. Since there were only three quasi-rank 6 Tyrannosaurus, the three forces could divide themselves according to their faction.


A crucial aspect of each group was the number of cultivators capable of launching attacks with power in the solid stage, which Noah and Elder Julia covered when it came to the Hive's team. Another important aspect was the defense, but the Council had deployed enough Elders to offer a golden shield to each group.


As for the other rank 5 cultivators, their role was to defend until those capable of an offensive in the solid stage destroyed the wings. At that point, everyone had to focus on attacking.


The battle on the old continent had already proven itself to be different from the war in the new one. Back then, the Empire had relied on formations powered by the marvelous ground of the piece of Immortal Lands.


Instead, it was now using techniques that no other organization in the world knew. Even the Royal family only had a few studies when it came to battle formations.


It couldn't be helped. Relying on formations in the new continent was only normal since its ground diminished the consumption of such inscriptions. Using them in the old landmass could make the Empire go bankrupt due to the immense quantity of Credits that it would need to fuel them.


The battle formations used the cultivators as their fuel, and the Empire had plenty of them. Also, they were quite effective since they forced any attackers to face them directly and suffer some injuries.


The only flaw in the Tyrannosaurus was that they found it hard to inflict casualties in the enemy army. The invaders were too cautious and prepared, while the battle formations had evident weaknesses that they could exploit easily.


Noah and Elder Julia took their time to cut away the wings of their target. They didn't have multiple cultivators able to express the power of the solid stage, so they could only take things slowly.


However, they had many rank 5 cultivators set only on defending them, which made their role safe. The only tricky part was controlling their attacks so that they would dodge the Tyrannosaurus offensive and still hit the wings.





More than ten exchanges had to happen before Noah and Elder Julia managed to destroy all the wings. The blue light around them dispersed at that point, and a series of rank 4 cultivators appeared. That event was the signal for the other cultivators of the Hive to start their offensive.


The Tyrannosaurus was a formidable opponent even after it lost its wings. After all, its power resembled a quasi-rank 6 creature, even if it had many flaws.


Those who weren't capable of launching an attack with power in the solid stage could only see the Tyrannosaurus' light dimming by a little every time of their attacks landed on its body.


The group needed to weaken it a bit before all the Elders could hurt it. There was little that the other experts could do while its power was still above the fifth rank.


Nevertheless, the battle went well. Noah and the others had many defenses in place and managed to slowly exhaust the Tyrannosaurus until the entirety of its blue body shattered and revealed the cultivators inside it.


The fight was far from over though. The soldiers of the Empire had the chance to escape back then due to the defensive walls and the injuries suffered by the invaders.


Yet, they had nowhere to run now. Those experts were fighting above their homes, and showing their backs to their enemies could only worsen that already tragic situation.


It was better for them to fight, especially since they had an unshakable faith in Shandal and his Left Hand, who was still managing the organization.


Noah chose his target in an instant. He was one of the few members of his group that had come out of the battle completely unharmed, and he didn't hesitate to dive toward a fight.


Elder Julia was fine too, and she led the path toward the enemies that were waiting for them. The other Elders were injured, but they didn't dare to remain behind during such a crucial moment. After all, Noah and Elder Julia's performance had been inspiring in their eyes.


As for Noah, he had decided to charge right at the soldiers of the Empire because he had recognized Icy Stare among them.


She had managed to escape death with the Second Life formation the last time, and her cultivation level had suffered a blow due to the consequences of the miraculous inscription method.


Still, there she was, standing proudly on the air and radiating Breath in the liquid stage of the fifth rank. Also, she was keeping her cold gaze on Noah as her long blonde hair fluttered in the wind.


It was as if she was challenging him to come, and Noah didn't hesitate to accept her provocation since his awareness didn't sense any particular danger. If the Empire had managed to create a formation capable of hiding itself from him, he would face the consequences of his actions.


The other Elders of the Hive followed close behind him, and Noah couldn't help but curse at that sight. He couldn't use his full strength when it came to battles alongside his companions. His corrosive smoke was too wild.


However, he didn't slow down when flying toward Icy Stare. He wasn't the same newly advanced rank 5 cultivator as before. Now his body was in the upper tier, their cultivation levels matched, and he had many tools that he didn't have the chance to test against cultivators yet.


The Black Hole spell appeared on his palm and floated until it took its position above his head. The Demonic Sword split, and Noah wielded the two halves. Ethereal and material sabers formed a sea that surrounded him.


Noah's figure became unclear too, and he sprinted as the Merging spell pushed his speed to the limits.


He ended up arriving near the soldiers of the Empire at the same time as Elder Julia, with the only difference that he had already swung his blades by the time that he stopped.
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                        Two black lines shot from Noah's swords and flew toward Icy Stare. The slashes were far faster than usual due to the momentum built with the Merging spell, but Icy Stare had learnt to know her opponent in the last war.


The air behind her had already turned into ice by the time that Noah's slashes appeared. Various figures formed inside it and began to fly toward the incoming attack.


Her allies weren't affected by the frozen sky since Icy Stare had limited the area influenced by her individuality. Still, that didn't diminish the number of figures that she was able to create.


Noah saw hundreds of shapes made of ice coming in his direction, but that didn't stop his charge. Even if he wasn't using the Demonic Form spell, he felt that he would be able to face those attacks head-on.


Of course, Noah didn't need to be so reckless, especially now that he was on Icy Stare's level. He could express all his experience without resorting to irresponsible tactics.


The black lines crashed on the figures made of ice and cut tens of them before Icy Stare's spells managed to block them. Yet, Noah's attack exploded into a cloud of corrosive smoke at that point and continued to wreak havoc inside the army created by his opponent.


At the same time, Noah roared and unleashed a wave of flames that made the world lose its light for an instant. His attack destroyed most of the remaining icy-figures and melted the ice that had begun to spread between him and his opponent.


Icy Stare maintained her cold expression as she looked at that scene. She wasn't surprised in the slightest that Noah could face her attacks even after she had advanced to the liquid stage.


Icy Stare had already suffered due to her arrogance. The Second Life formation had saved her life at that time, but she had learnt her lesson. She wouldn't commit the same mistake twice.


In her mind, she couldn't underestimate Noah Balvan anymore. It would be better if she overestimated him. In that way, she was sure that she could always predict all his hidden cards and avoid ending up like the last time.


It had been hard for someone like Icy Stare to reach that conclusion, mostly since she had lived for much longer than Noah. Still, she wasn't delusional. The Demon Prince of the Hive was worthy of her respect, and she needed to face him carefully.


On the other hand, Noah felt extremely confident. It would be enough for him to unleash Snore to gain an immediate advantage in that battle. Yet, he held himself back and decided to rely on his other spells.


The dark sphere was still growing above his head, but his Ghostly Sabers were ready, and his runes were bordering the limits of the liquid stage in those instants.


Noah slashed again and controlled his spells to shoot forward. Other icy-figures formed inside the frozen sky behind Icy Stare and flew toward the incoming attacks, but that clash ended up differently from the previous one.





The saber-shaped runes had already surpassed what an ordinary liquid stage cultivator could handle. Icy Stare was an expert and had plenty of experience when it came to battles, but even her army of icy-figures couldn't survive against that offensive.


The saber-shaped runes tore apart any figure that they met. Weapons and magical beasts of various kinds had their bodies filled with holes and shattered into countless shards after the clash with Noah's attack.


They managed to block the runes at some point, but Noah's offensive wasn't over. The Ghostly Sabers flew freely through the sea of icy-shards. They aimed for Icy Stare, and they lost only a small part of their power due to the mental energy still contained in the remains of the spells.


The black lines did the same, and they had no problem cutting through those remains to reach for Icy Stare.


The cultivator of the Empire found two different types of attacks coming in her direction and could only resort to the frozen sky behind her back to block them.


Icy Stare retreated among the ice that she had created with her individuality, and Noah's attacks clashed directly on it. The black lines exploded in a cloud of corrosive smoke soon after they met the defensive measure, but the Ghostly Sabers continued for a while before stopping.


Noah could sense through his connection with the Sabers that some of them had managed to enter Icy Stare's body before being destroyed. Those mental weapons had managed to stay only for a few instants inside her though, so they had done little damage.


The chaos of the battlefield had exploded around Noah while he was busy exchanging attacks with Icy Stare.


Elder Julia had started to fight with a solid stage cultivator of the Empire and had moved their battle higher in the sky. The other Elders of the Hive had done the same, even if some of them had preferred group fights.


Noah could sense Elder Austin and Elder Ingrid battling at some distance against two cultivators of the Empire that matched their cultivation level. Daniel and Amos Udye were doing the same in another corner of the battlefield.


As for Elder Justin and Danielle, they had chosen to engage in one versus one battles against other experts.


Most of the higher-ups of the Hive were on the battlefield, and only those that covered strategical roles or were incapable of attending had remained in the new continent.


Elder Colleen had to manage the Coral Archipelago, and the two Demons were still in Shandal's separate dimension. The powerful hybrids captured there had remained in the central territories too since their mental instabilities made them unsuitable for that kind of battlefield.


Also, the Hive didn't want to reveal all its assets. So, it tasked the hybrids with the control over the nature reserve before going to war.


There were more rank 5 cultivators of the Empire on that side of the battlefield. Each Tyrannosaurus with quasi-rank 6 power needed at least ten of them to reach that level.


However, the Elders of the Council that had previously taken care of the golden shield were handling them. That prevented them from ganging up against the cultivators of the Hive.


There were similar scenes on the other sides of the battlefield. The Elbas family and the Council had managed to defeat their Tyrannosaurus and were currently facing the experts.


Those two factions didn't require additional help since they had deployed enough assets in the fifth rank, but they were having a hard time finding a quick victory nonetheless.


The human troops had their messy battle on the ground, and the rank 4 cultivators were fighting in the air right above them to avoid the shockwaves released by the higher-ups. Chaos reigned everywhere, and most one versus one battles often interfered with the fights nearby.


Nevertheless, a change happened after the heroic cultivators had immersed themselves in their battles. The central buildings of the districts near the floating structure started to shine before releasing massive arrows made of blue light.
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                        The arrows were fast, and their size didn't affect the speed that they were capable of. They were made of a pure blue light that left a shining trail wherever they flew.


Noah had sensed the danger thanks to his increased awareness, but he had understood its origin only after the arrows appeared. After all, his senses were screaming non-stop due to the many powerful cultivators fighting around him. There was a limit to how accurate his perception could be in that situation.


Also, he wasn't one of the targets of the arrows. They were aiming for the leaders of the factions.


Elder Julia saw the attack and retreated. Each arrow had the power of the peak of the fifth rank, and there were four of them targeting her.


Luckily for the Elder, the arrows didn't seem able to make sharp turns since they only managed to shift their trajectory slightly when she performed an evasive maneuver.


However, they were fast and massive. The shockwaves that they created flung Elder Julia in the distance, even if she had stepped away from their trajectory.


Noah's eyes widened at that sight, and he started to retreat. He wasn't worried about Elder Julia's state since the sudden attack didn't hit her directly. The problem was the enemy in the solid stage that was now lacking an opponent.


The man in the solid stage that Elder Julia had fought until then reacted as Noah feared. He analyzed the battlefield for less than an instant before diving from his higher position in the sky to help Icy Stare.


The fact that she was having trouble against Noah was evident. It wasn't hard for the solid stage cultivator of the Empire to choose who to help, especially since Noah's status made him famous.


Taking down the Demon Prince of the Hive would show how hard it was to defeat the Empire. That higher-up of the defending army couldn't let go of such a chance.


Noah didn't care about fame, and that battlefield wasn't the right place where to test how well he would do against an enemy in the solid stage.


He retreated without any hesitation and spewed flames on his path to hinder the charge of the cultivator hunting him. However, that only gave him a few seconds since Elder Julia's opponent used a defensive spell to cross the flames and launched an attack once he was close enough to his target.


Noah saw three metallic birds forming right in the middle of his flames. They started to flap their wings as soon as their bodies stabilized, and they shot at high speed against him, uncaring of the fire that surrounded them.


Noah could only think about his survival in that situation, which pushed him to let go of any restraint.


Black smoke started to come out of his body and took the shape of a scaled armor in a matter of instants. Four arms formed from his fuming torso too, and they wielded the copies of the Demonic Sword that had appeared while Noah cast the Demonic Form spell.





Noah executed the second form of his martial art and launched the Black Hole spell that had hovered above his head until then. After that, he turned to continue his retreat.


He didn't want to spread his corrosive smoke near his allies, but there was a cultivator in the solid stage against him. Noah wasn't going to hold back in that situation.


A fissure appeared among the sea of flames, but the metallic birds didn't disappear with Noah's attack. Cracks spread on their dark-silver bodies, but they kept flying toward him at a slower speed.


They met the Black Hole spell at that point, and an explosion happened. Still, even that attack couldn't block all the birds. Two of them fell apart during the detonation, but the last one used the metallic shards of its companions to protect itself and heal part of its body.


Noah stopped retreating when he sensed that. The spell of a solid stage cultivator was scary and powerful, but it seemed that he could handle it if he used his most potent offensive.


He felt ready to face him if necessary. After all, he knew that Elder Julia would soon rejoin the battlefield.


Four arms rose once again from his torso, but a dangerous sensation suddenly appeared on his right. The temperature around him dropped, and he noticed that ice was spreading in that area of the sky.


Noah didn't even have time to curse since dozens of icy-figures took form in the frozen sky and shot toward him. It seemed that Icy Stare had managed to follow him since he had stopped to launch his previous attacks, and she had cornered him in a challenging situation.


Another fissure appeared among the black smoke released during his escape. Noah didn't stop the second form of his martial art since the remaining bird was still the most dangerous attack coming at him.


As for the icy-figures, he spewed flames at them, hoping that they would gain him enough time to deal with whatever would come next.


The corrosive smoke had affected the structure of the metallic bird, and the slash destroyed it once for all. Instead, the flames wrecked the icy-figures and melted their shards, but they didn't manage to reach the frozen sky.


Noah saw more shapes taking form inside the ice spreading around him and sensed that the solid stage cultivator was about to cast another spell since he had caught up with him. The same scene was about to repeat itself, and Noah didn't know if he could handle it without revealing Snore.


However, a torrent of wind blades suddenly swept an area inside the black smoke and revealed the solid stage cultivator who used five metal birds to protect himself. Elder Julia reappeared on the battlefield too, and she nodded at Noah before shooting toward her opponent.


Noah's reptilian eyes became cold at that point. He could focus on his sneaky opponent now that the Elder was keeping the major threat busy. Also, he was already in his Demonic Form. He could worry less about his safety.


A horizontal fissure appeared in the army of icy-figures and turned them into nothing more than shards and maimed shapes. The second form of his martial art reached for the layers of ice too, and it pierced them without any problem.


Noah spread his consciousness when he saw that the ice had stopped spreading. His senses sharpened as he searched for the cultivator that had tried to trap him into fighting against the solid stage expert.


A tremor swept Icy Stare as soon as Noah found her. She had started to retreat when Elder Julia returned, but Noah had turned his attention toward his original opponent too quickly for her to escape the range of his senses.


It didn't take much for her to sense a pair of vertical pupils on her back. Icy Stare didn't need to turn to know that Noah was right behind her, trying to hunt her before she could return to her allies.
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                        Icy Stare didn't commit a mistake. She didn't underestimate Noah, and she had even predicted that he would block her superior's attack.


Her problem was that Elder Julia had returned on the scene too soon, even after she had endured the shockwaves generated by the arrows. She didn't try to sneak up on the solid stage cultivator of the Empire either before rejoining the battlefield.


Icy Stare could only guess that Noah was so important to the Hive that even its higher-ups would ignore the possibility of taking a powerful opponent by surprise to help him.


The cultivators of the Empire didn't have that mentality. That organization had never been short on assets, and its members rarely valued themselves as more important than their mission.


They had learnt to sacrifice everything for the greater good of their god. The only real recognition they could get would arrive once they reached the sixth rank and became a powerhouse.


That was the reason for her flawed judgment. Elder Julia had come back as soon as she could to help Noah, which put Icy Stare in a troublesome situation.


Icy Stare left a trail of ice as she retreated to return to her allies. Countless shapes formed inside those frozen areas too, but nothing seemed able to stop the Demon Prince of the Hive chasing after her.


Noah waved his blades non-stop as he charged directly through the thick ice and half-formed figures. The Demonic Form gave him all the protection he needed, and his physical strength made him ignore any hindrance on his path.


Also, the corrosive smoke released by his figure and the black lines shooting from his weapons destroyed any form of defense that tried to slow down his advance. Icy Stare would be able to stop him only if she decided to go all out.


However, that would require her to freeze a larger part of the sky, which meant that she had to remain in the same area for a few seconds. That delay would be enough for Noah to catch up, so she could only resort to those improvised methods.


Noah kept on slashing and charging through the ice. Saber-shaped runes had appeared around him too and were already feeding on the primary energy created with his attacks.


Even if Noah had acted as soon as he found his opponent, Icy Stare still had a chance to reach a couple of her allies that were fighting against Daniel and Amos.


Noah didn't want his battle to end up in a group fight. It would be harder to kill anyone if he had to disperse his Demonic Form to avoid hurting his allies. So, he kept on chasing and pressing Icy Stare, waiting for a chance to appear.


Noah was faster than his opponent, even if he was flying through a frozen sky. He was slowly catching up with her, but her allies were drawing near too. Still, Noah managed to obtain a clear vision of Icy Stare at some point. His smoke had destroyed enough ice that he could see the back of his opponent and her head.





The walls of Noah's sea of consciousness trembled as soon as he caught a glimpse of Icy Stare. A long ethereal saber formed in front of him and shot toward his opponent.


The Mental Saber spell was an attack that Noah rarely had the chance to use. Most of the heroic assets of the world knew about that ability, and they would do their best to avoid giving him a clear shot.


Also, cultivators in the fifth rank were resourceful. They had ways to deal with mental attacks, even if they remained hard to defend against.


However, Icy Stare didn't have time to cast specific spells. She could only activate a generic defensive item when she sensed the ethereal saber coming in her direction.


A green vortex appeared behind her. It attracted any form of energy through its suction force and destabilized it in the process. When Noah's mental attack reached it, its body became even more ethereal, but part of it crossed that defense and landed on Icy Stare's head.


The walls of Icy Stare's mental sphere shook after the impact with the ethereal saber. The tremors weren't strong since Noah's spell had lost part of its power, and her mind was sturdy, but she still slowed down her retreat.


Also, the ice around her stopped spreading, which limited the creation of icy-figures.


Icy Stare's focus was on stabilizing her mind. She couldn't do anything to escape from the range of Noah's martial art.


Noah was already wielding the copies of the Demonic Sword and fusing them into one slash by the time Icy Stare's managed to stop the tremors. Her consciousness had returned only to make her aware of the immense danger behind her back.


It was in the instant right before Noah launched his attack that the central buildings in the districts near the floating structure lit up again and shot another series of blue arrows.


Noah had paid more attention to those areas after he saw the first series of arrows. That made him aware that one arrow was coming in his direction as soon as they left the shining buildings.


'Not now!' Noah cursed in his mind as he saw the giant arrow targeting him.


He had noticed the attack in time to dodge it while avoiding the shockwaves that it created. Yet, he would need to start the evasive maneuver now to do so. If he wanted to escape from that powerful attack, he had to stop his martial art.


Noah would be lying if he said that he didn't think about suffering an injury to kill Icy Stare. However, he was right in the middle of a battlefield filled with heroic existences.


That thought had arrived after he stopped his attack and flew downward to step out of the arrow's trajectory. It was needless to say that there was a lot of dissatisfaction in his mind too.


The arrow flew past Icy Stare without causing her any harm before disappearing on the horizon. The cultivators managing that defensive measure had protected her at the last second, giving her a perfect chance to regroup with her allies.


Icy Stare didn't hesitate to pick up speed again and fly toward the group fight. Her mind still felt a little sore, but she was overall fine.


Noah saw her reaching for the cultivators fighting against Daniel and Amos and dispersed the Demonic Form. He needed to help them now, and he couldn't do it with the corrosive smoke threatening to kill them.


However, a white light suddenly burst out of Daniel's figure and filled that area of the sky before Icy Stare could reach it. When the light dispersed, everyone could see how one of his opponents had become nothing more than a pile of bones.


Daniel had killed a rank 5 cultivator in the gaseous stage!


Still, a familiar red light surrounded the pile of bones and replaced it with a series of bones belonging to multiple magical beasts.
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                        The Second Life formation was still in place, and all the invaders became aware of that after Daniel killed his opponent.


They had always known that the Empire was bound to have robust defensive measures in its main territory. Still, they had believed that having more assets would eventually grant them a victory.


However, that belief had started to waver as the invaders learnt about the many defenses of the Empire.


There were battle formations capable of injuring rank 5 cultivators, arrows flying through the battlefields and disturbing fights, and even the Second Life formation. On top of that, the Empire had many powerful cultivators ready to fight for their lives.


Also, the invaders didn't know if the Empire had some other defensive methods hidden somewhere.


The situation couldn't help but appear grim. Casualties were inevitable in a war, but the Empire seemed capable of making the invaders suffer.


Hesitation spread among the attackers. Many of them wondered if they should give up on those lands and let the powerhouses handle the war. However, they quickly suppressed that thought.


They were fighting for techniques and resources useful in the cultivation journey. Taking the Empire out of the political picture would give to the other organizations more lands where they could grow.


Letting the powerhouses handle the matter would remove any gain from the eventual victory. If a battle between rank 6 cultivators were to happen in those lands, there would be nothing to retrieve afterward.


Also, the fact that the Empire was doing its best to appear challenging to conquer now didn't mean that it would be like that forever. Each defensive measure depleted a large number of resources. After all, they were formations that could threaten cultivators in the fifth rank!


The invaders could use the same approach that they had used in the new continent and slowly exhaust the reserves of the Empire. That would go against their original idea to assert their dominance right away, but it would still place them in a favorable position.


Of course, they would still try their best to defeat the Empire as soon as possible, even if they knew that the war might take a while to end.


Icy Stare kept on flying toward her ally, uncaring that Noah was right behind her, ready to join the group battle. On the other hand, Daniel and Amos were pressing the remaining cultivator with a sea of spells.


Multicolored flames created whip-like forms that tried to entangle the soldier in the gaseous stage of the fifth rank. A halo made of pure white light surrounded them to enhance their destructive properties.


The expert of the Empire could dodge the multicolored fire, but the light around the flames flickered from time to time and radiated a dangerous shockwave every time its brightness spiked.


Noah couldn't help but analyze Daniel's light in the back of his mind. Its energy carried properties similar to the corrosive smoke of the Demonic Form, but it was in the shape of a calm halo that hurt everything that it touched.





Also, Daniel's light didn't have the same violence as Noah's smoke. It didn't express a destructive meaning. It was something similar to a forced purification.


'Similar effects with opposite meanings,' A random thought appeared in Noah's mind as he chased after Icy Stare, who had started to use her ice to help her ally.


Icy Stare knew that such improvised attacks couldn't stop Noah. So, she chose to do her best to keep her ally alive to preserve her chance to survive.


Hundreds of icy-shapes flew toward the duo from the Udye family. Daniel and Amos had to redirect their attacks toward Icy Stare's spells since the threat of a cultivator in the liquid stage was too great for them to ignore it.


Daniel's light expanded and created a spherical defensive membrane that melted the outer layers of the icy-shapes when they touched it. Amos supported him by enveloping their figures with his multicolored flames.


Amos and Daniel would have a hard time if Icy Stare focused all her attention on those spells. Yet, she could only launch basic attacks that reflected her individuality with Noah chasing her.


The flames and the white light defeated the last of the icy-shapes right before crossing the layer of multicolored flames. Still, there were now vulnerable spots in their protections, and the cultivator in the gaseous stage didn't hesitate to exploit that temporary weakness.


A small lightning bolt flew through the empty spots of the duo's defenses and exploded when it crossed the layer of flames. The detonation made the fire and light disperse and replaced them with a gray cloud.


Icy Stare reached her companion at that point and started to cast a spell only to interrupt it when she saw two black lines coming in her direction. Layers made of ice appeared in front of her as she resumed her retreat, taking her ally with her.


It didn't pass enough time for icy-shapes to form though. Noah's slashes pierced right through the ice and reached for the cultivators behind it before exploding into a cloud of corrosive smoke.


Everything had happened so quickly that both clouds were still in place even when Noah reached his companions. Only then did the gray smoke disperse to reveal the two nobles.


Daniel was fine. A dense layer of light acted as a second skin and made his entire figure shine. Yet, there were cracks in that protection, which indicated that the lightning bolt had managed to inflict some superficial damage.


On the other hand, Amos had lost part of his torso in the explosion. Almost the entirety of the left side of his upper body was gone, and Noah could even see his internal organs from his injury.


There was something peculiar about Amos' stance too. He stood in front of Daniel, right in the trajectory where the lightning bolt had flown. It seemed that Amos had decided to step forward right before the lightning bolt exploded to protect Daniel.


That kind of injury wasn't enough to kill him. Amos' expression was grim due to all the pain he was experiencing, but he was alive, and his centers of power were intact.


Regrowing the internal organs and arm lost in the battle wouldn't be a problem with the right drugs. The important thing was that his journey as a cultivator wasn't over.


Daniel placed his hand on the left side of Amos' neck, and his second skin shattered to converge its light on his wound. Relief soon appeared on Amos' expression, and his injury stopped bleeding in a matter of seconds.


Noah's eyebrows arched when he saw that Daniel's light had that ability. He didn't know how strong its healing properties were, but it was something that expressed his individuality nonetheless.


Amos nodded at some point, and Daniel retracted his hand. The three of them then turned to look at the black cloud since it had finally started to disperse.


Once the cloud vanished, Noah could see red light enveloping a magical beast cut in two halves and Icy Stare's escaping figure.
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                        Icy Stare had managed to escape from Noah's attack once again, but her ally wasn't as lucky. By the time the black cloud dispersed, the Second Life formation had already replaced the cultivator in the gaseous stage with a magical beast.


The Hive had managed to kill two experts in the fifth rank, but the Second Life formation had rendered those achievements vain.


Icy Stare was too far away by then. She had kept on retreating toward the floating structure and had yet to charge the course of her flight. Noah could only think that she had decided to withdraw for good, that her role in the first battle over the Empire's domain was over.


Noah glanced at Amos before studying the entire battlefield. The invaders were doing well overall. A few casualties among the rank 5 cultivators of the Empire had happened, but the Second Life formation had always intervened to save their lives.


However, the same didn't happen for the heroic assets in the fourth rank. They would die without any hope to see a red light bringing them back from the dead.


As for the invaders' side, it saw casualties among its ranks too, but in far lower quantity. The three forces outnumbered the assets of the Empire and could use that advantage to limit the losses suffered on the battlefield.


Still, the formations of the Empire were annoying to deal with. Many powerful cultivators had suffered injuries when they fought against the Tyrannosaurus, and the blue arrows worsened their situation.


Even if the invaders saw fewer deaths, the quantity of wounded and incapacitated cultivators on their side was immense.


Noah was about to send Amos away and search for a suitable battle when the central buildings in the districts near the floating structure lit up again and released the now-familiar blue arrows. There were two of them coming in his direction at that time, but one was slightly tilted and didn't point at him.


It took Noah less than an instant to understand that Daniel had become a target too, and quick math in his mind made him realize that his ally wouldn't have to face the shockwave if he relied on his speed. Even Amos would be in danger since there was a limit to how fast he could fly with his injury.


Noah didn't say anything and grabbed the two nobles from their robes before throwing them upward. Then, he activated the Merging spell to follow them and perform an evasive maneuver.


Daniel and Amos became aware of what had happened only when they saw the arrows missing them by a few hundreds of meters. Still, they managed to stop their momentum only when they were even farther away from their original position.


Noah reached them one instant later, and he resumed his analysis of the battlefield without even glancing at them.


"Thank you," Daniel muttered. He knew that he wouldn't have dodged the arrow if it wasn't for Noah.


Even as a cultivator of the light element, Daniel didn't have access to a defensive spell that could protect him from that powerful arrow. Noah didn't have it either if he didn't count Snore, but his awareness allowed him to react in time to escape that attack.





Amos didn't say anything. His life wasn't in danger, but he was in no condition to fight. It would be better if he left the battlefield immediately so that he could start to recover.


Meanwhile, Noah found his other allies.


Elder Austin and Elder Ingrid were busy fighting two rank 5 cultivators in the liquid stage, but it seemed that they had the upper hand in the battle. Elder Justin was against a soldier on the same level, and they appeared to be even. Danielle was in a similar situation, but the threat of the arrows was affecting the power that she could express.


The Elders of the Council were handling the cultivators in the gaseous stage. The enemies outnumbered them, but there was an Elder in the liquid stage among them who balance their power.


The only ally that was in trouble was Elder Julia. She didn't lack the expertise or power to match her opponent in the solid stage, but the many arrows flying toward her kept interrupting her offensive.


The same went for Elder Regina and Andrew Elbas. They were against opponents with a similar cultivation level, but the blue arrows aimed at them tilted the scales of their battles toward the enemies.


Noah didn't use much mental energy during that battle. The runes used the primary energy in the environment, and he had relied on the mental spells only a few times. Also, he had activated the Demonic Form only for a short while, and the same went for the Black Hole spell.


He had mental energy to spare, especially in a place where he found it hard to go all out.


Noah activated the Divine Deduction spell and reviewed the few exchanges with Elder Julia's opponent. He soon accepted that he didn't feel confident in facing him without Snore's help. Yet, he wouldn't be alone in the battle, and his support could benefit the entire war.


Noah turned toward Daniel, but the latter spoke before he could even say a word. "Go, I'll just use the divine emblem if an arrow comes in my way again."


Daniel knew that Noah couldn't act as a bodyguard. His power gave him the chance to make a real difference on the battlefield, and restricting him to one place would be an insult to his strength.


Noah limited himself to nod at Daniel before activating the Merging spell to fly where Elder Julia and her opponent fought. The two of them exchanged a series of powerful attacks that affected a large area of the sky and shattered the air with every clash.


Countless wind slashes assaulted a series of metallic birds. Elder Julia's offensive appeared endless, but she hid much more under that sheer display of power.


Her individuality made her attacks hard to sense, and she could create slashes anywhere in the area that her consciousness could cover. On the other hand, the cultivator of the Empire had sturdy and robust birds that could withstand dozens of those attacks before showing some cracks.


The only issue was that Elder Julia could attack him from any side while the birds had a limited area of effect. The leader of the Empire was a bad match for the Elder.


However, five shining arrows suddenly flew through the barrage of wind slashes. They forced Elder Julia to stop her offensive and retreat.


She had learnt to sense that defensive measure by then, but her opponent would always try to hinder her path with his metallic birds. His timing was quite impressive too, which made her guess that he was in contact with the cultivators controlling the shining buildings.


Elder Julia ended up suffering small injuries and depleting a lot of energy with every clash, but something was different at that time since no birds appeared on her path.


When she turned to look at her opponent, she saw that a black cloud had appeared in its place.



						




                    


                
				
                    945. Idea

					
					

                    
                        Noah had released two black lines as soon as he saw the blue arrows forcing Elder Julia to perform an evasive maneuver. His attack stopped the solid stage cultivator's offensive and forced him to use his metallic birds to defend himself.


The black lines couldn't pierce the cultivator's spell, but Noah detonated them once they were close enough to inflict some damage. The corrosive smoke that they contained enveloped Elder Julia's opponent in a threatening cloud.


A series of wind slashes soon pierced the cloud and ravaged its insides. Elder Julia had immediately understood what was happening, and she didn't hesitate to launch an attack once the arrows had flown past her.


The black smoke affected the power of the slashes, but they still managed to reach its center, where the expert of the Empire was using his defensive methods to fend off the corrosive gas. It was needless to say that the arrival of the new threat forced him to reveal more of his power.


Noah felt a dangerous sensation surging from the back of his mind and warning him that something was coming. He couldn't pinpoint the cause due to the many threats on the battlefield, but he retreated anyway.


Messing with cultivators in the last stage of the fifth rank wasn't a matter that he could take lightly. He was a hybrid in the upper tier, and his abilities were already above those that cultivators on his same level were capable of casting.


Nevertheless, he knew that one serious attack from someone in the solid stage could hurt him badly, and he preferred to avoid that outcome.


The cause of the dangerous sensation turned out to be both the districts near the floating structure and the cultivator inside the black cloud. Two blue arrows shot in his direction, and a series of metallic feathers came out of the remains of the black smoke to reach for him.


Noah promptly activated the Merging spell to escape from the trajectory of the spells. He didn't need to use that ability, but he wanted to put as much distance as he could between him and the feathers to counterattack.


He was already far away when the arrows crossed his previous position, but the feathers were still after him. Noah could only turn at that point and use the saber-shaped runes around him to face the incoming spell.


A loud clash happened. Metallic feathers and black sabers met mid-air and destroyed themselves. Noah's runes had reached the power of the solid stage by that time, and the soldier's spell wasn't as sturdy as the birds. Both attacks failed to cross the opponent's barrage.


The cloud of black smoke had dispersed when the feathers shot toward Noah. The expert of the Empire reappeared in the open, showing how both Noah and Elder Julia didn't manage to inflict much damage.


There were metal feathers all over his body, and the same birds from before circled him at high speed to create a protected area with the soft shockwaves that they released.





A few trails of blood seeped through the feathers and flowed alongside his body until they fell below. The cultivator of the Empire had suffered some light wounds, but it was unclear who caused those injuries.


Still, his expression showed his immense anger and irritation.


"Iron Feathers is an expert with earth aptitude," Elder Julia's voice resounded inside Noah's head at that moment. "Be careful, Prince. His attacks might appear straightforward, but he has a large variety of them."


Elder Julia continued to convey what she had learnt about Iron Feathers during their battle. The truth was that she didn't want Noah to join her fight, but the blue arrows were giving her a hard time.


She needed help, and Noah could hurt her opponent. Also, he was the only one in the Hive who could help her without risking his life.


After all, Noah had been a lone cultivator and had survived dangerous missions. His survival instincts were some of the best among the heroic assets of the entire world. There weren't many cultivators that had experienced so many adventures and benefited from all of them.


"Arrows," Noah replied and activated the Merging spell again to sprint downward. Elder Julia understood the meaning behind his word and performed an evasive maneuver too.


Less than an instant later, four blue arrows crossed their previous positions and disappeared in the distance.


Elder Julia couldn't hide her surprise. She was a whole stage above Noah, and her mental sphere was almost on par with her cultivation level. According to common sense, she had to sense the arrows before him.


Yet, Noah had perceived the incoming danger even before it left the districts. Elder Julia couldn't do that. It was as if Noah had predicted that the Empire would aim for the two of them.


"Can you predict the future now?" Elder Julia asked as she launched another series of wind slash. From her tone, Noah could sense that she wanted a serious answer.


"Beast instincts," Noah calmly replied before slashing multiple times with his weapons. Both attacks slowed down once they neared the metallic birds tracing circles around Iron Feathers. However, they didn't manage to stop them completely.


The wind slashes clashed with the birds and feathers, but they didn't do much. Iron Feathers' defenses were too strict to suffer from an attack that he had already seen before. The same happened for the black lines, and Noah had to make them detonate, hoping that they could affect him.


Another black cloud appeared in the cultivator's spot, but the smoke dispersed quickly since Iron Feathers controlled his defenses to expand their aura of influence.


Noah could finally see Iron Feathers' state now. The expert of the Empire had a few cuts on his shoulders, and various spots on his body lacked skin. It seemed that the corrosive smoke had managed to seep through his defenses at some point.


Still, those small wounds meant nothing, especially for a cultivator in the solid stage. His anger came from the fact that someone on a lower level was interfering with his plans.


Noah's status didn't mean anything in his eyes now. Iron Feathers could only see a cultivator that didn't respect his power.


Iron Feathers couldn't let that happen any longer. Massive four-winged birds appeared out of nowhere and joined the other smaller ones in their flight around him. They even tried to imitate the cries of beasts similar to them. However, they only managed to produce clinking sounds as their beaks opened and closed.


The aura that he radiated was violent and filled with his feelings. Noah could understand the mindset of his opponent, with one look at how his influence was affecting the entirety of the area.


"We can take it slowly," Elder Julia's voice resounded in Noah's mind. "There has to be a limit to his reserves, and we are two against one."


Noah wanted to agree with her words, but he had an idea about taking someone's dantian even with the Second Life formation.
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                        Noah didn't know much about the Second Life formation. He had learnt a bit about its functioning and requirements from Andrew Elbas, but even the Royals couldn't be sure about every detail.


After all, that was a legendary formation that those Mortal Lands didn't see for millennia. The records concerning it were bound to be imprecise and fragmented.


Still, even that little information gave Noah an idea. The Second Life formation would activate only after a cultivator's death, which meant that he could seize anything he wanted from his opponents before that moment.


In theory, Noah could eat the dantian of his opponent before killing him. Even a miraculous formation couldn't affect his meal once the Breath inside that center of power became primary energy for his body.


Of course, Noah had thought about that when he first saw the Second Life formation, but he never had the chance to test it out. Everyone in the world knew about his hybrid status, and none of them would ever let Noah become too close in battle.


However, his recent breakthroughs and upgrades of his techniques gave Noah some confidence. It wasn't ideal to use that confidence against a cultivator in the solid stage, but Elder Julia was with him, and he knew that her abilities could create the chance for a sneak attack.


"Yes, we could take it slowly and drain him," Noah said to Elder Julia with a mental message sent through his inscribed notebook. "But we can also try to take him out in one assault."


A cold light shone in Elder Julia's eyes when she heard those words. If that idea came from any other cultivator in the liquid stage, she would ignore it. Yet, she became interested since it came from Noah.


"Speak," Elder Julia said, but Noah suddenly waned her about the arrival of the arrows. The two of them then performed evasive maneuvers to dodge the incoming attacks while keeping their attention on the environment.


Iron Feathers couldn't take the initiative in the battle. As much as he hated to admit it, Noah was strong, and his abilities could threaten him.


Fighting when outnumbered was tricky, mostly since both his opponents were dangerous existences. Iron Feathers could only wait for the two of them to attack or the arrows to make a move.


When the blue arrows forced the two cultivators of the Hive to move, Iron Feathers controlled his three four-winged birds to shoot toward his opponents.


Noah couldn't help but curse in his mind when he sensed that two birds were coming in his direction. He could understand that Iron Feathers was mad that he had interrupted his battle, but he didn't expect him to be so set on killing him.


What was worse was that those massive birds were stronger than the previous ones. They were faster and bigger, but their bodies appeared thinner and less stable.


Noah knew that he didn't have time to activate the spells required by the second form of his martial art, and his saber-shaped runes were still absorbing primary energy.





However, he had something powerful that he could put to use immediately without any preparation.


Noah roared and slashed with his weapons. The world lost its light for an instant as his flames, and black lines clashed with the four-winged birds coming toward him.


Metal shards fell off their bodies as the attack swept them, but they continued their charge through the sea of flames and corrosive smoke nonetheless. Theirs was a suicidal charge aimed only to kill their target.


Noah felt an immense amount of danger coming from those constructs. Black smoke started to come out from his body, and his figure became blurry as he activated the Merging spell.


Nevertheless, he didn't run away from the birds. Instead, he charged directly at them.


The saber-shaped runes formed a conical cocoon to increase his piercing ability, and he synchronized the slash of his weapons so that they would release the black lines when they collided with the birds.


The fact that his martial arts had ranged effects didn't mean that they were meant for long-distance battles. Noah's specialty was still the melee combat, and his forms were more potent when executed directly on his opponents.


A silent clash happened mid-air. Both Noah and the birds continued to fly in their respective directions even after they met, but the effects of the impact revealed themselves soon.


The saber-shaped runes in front of Noah fell apart, and deep cuts appeared on his shoulders even if the scaled armor was almost complete. However, the birds had it worse since a long cut severed their bodies in half.


Noah didn't stop flying forward and shouted a series of mental messages directed at Elder Julia. "Can you hide my presence?"


Elder Julia had dealt with her four-winged bird by then and felt relieved to hear that Noah was fine. Still, his question caught her by surprise.


"It would only last for a few breaths," Elder Julia said after a short moment. Her individuality could work as a cover for certain existences, but Noah's aura was too violent for her to hide it.


Also, they were against a cultivator in the solid stage. There was a limit to how much she could do in that situation.


"I'm coming toward you," Noah said when he heard her answer. "Pressure him when I make my move."


The four-winged birds behind Noah exploded in a storm of metallic shards when their bodies fell apart. Yet, he had never stopped flying forward, so he had escaped their area of destruction before it even started.


Noah reached Elder Julia instantly, and a strong gale came out of her body to fend off the corrosive smoke that he was releasing.


The gale carried subtle effects too. It struggled to seep through the black cloud forming around Noah, but it hid his aura when it reached his body. Then, black flames appeared in multiple spots around Iron Feathers, and black lines came out of it.


The cultivator of the Empire controlled the two-winged birds around him to fend off the attacks and the black smoke that they released in their explosion, but Elder Julia stepped in at that moment.


A torrent of wind slashes swept Iron Feathers, and Elder Julia used all her tricks to force her opponent into a defensive stance. Some of her attacks would be invisible or hide under other spells to unleash their power when they were close enough to inflict some damage.


Noah's offensive didn't stop either, and the black cloud around Iron Feathers grew as his attacks kept on exploding against his defenses.


Nevertheless, the blue arrows soon appeared and forced the offensive of the cultivators of the Hive to a stop. Also, Iron Feathers followed the arrival of the arrows with a torrent of metal feathers that shot toward the cloud created by Noah.


Elder Julia performed an evasive maneuver, but nothing came out of the black cloud next to her. The arrows and feathers pierced it without meeting any resistance, and their passage dispersed the smoke, which revealed no one inside it.
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                        Iron Feathers felt confused when he saw that Noah wasn't inside the black cloud. However, that feeling only lasted for an instant since a dangerous sensation rose from the back of his mind and forced him to focus.


Iron Feathers turned as he followed the origin of that sensation and saw Noah charging at him. He wasn't using the Demonic Form because Elder Julia's spell wouldn't have been able to hide him otherwise, and he had even dispersed his other spells.


The Demonic Sword laid on his shoulder, and he kept his arms spread as he neared the cultivator of the Empire. Elder Julia's protection had lasted enough to get Noah close to the expert, but there were still fifty meters left to cross to reach him.


Noah could cross that distance in less than an instant, but Iron Feathers had all the time to control his defenses too. The few feathers remaining around his body and the two-winged birds around him pointed at Noah as they prepared themselves to attack.


However, Noah had already attacked. The walls of his mental sphere had started to tremble since he saw Iron Feathers turning, and an ethereal saber formed in front of him. The Mental Saber spell to shoot toward his opponent while he was still busy controlling his metal weapons.


As a mental attack, the ethereal saber was extremely fast. Also, Noah was close to Iron Feathers already, so his attack landed on his head even before he could understand what threat was coming for him.


Iron Feathers lost control of his spells when the saber hit his sea of consciousness. His vision went dark, and his consciousness retracted inside his sphere to stop the tremors that swept its walls.


Generally speaking, Noah's mental attack would often incapacitate his opponents for a few seconds, enough for him to complete the preparations for the second form of his martial art. Still, Iron Feathers was an old monster in the solid stage with a mental sphere that matched his dantian in terms of power.


His mind carried the experience accumulated through centuries of cultivation and battles. The Mental Saber spell incapacitated him only for a fraction of an instant before reopening his eyes and using all his concentration to reclaim control over his metal weapons.


Yet, Noah had reached him at that point.


Noah looked at Iron Feathers' bloodshot eyes and couldn't help but feel some respect for that existence. He could see how the cultivator of the Empire didn't stop the tremors in his mind and was forcing himself to regain control of his mental faculties in a desperate attempt to survive.


Iron Feathers was mighty and worthy of the respect due to a cultivator who had reached the last stage of the fifth rank. Still, Noah had to kill him to tilt the scales of the war on the invaders' favor and to seize his dantian.


The metallic feathers and birds shot toward Noah as he swung his arms toward his opponent. Iron Feathers wasn't ready to give up just yet. After all, he only needed to kill Noah before he could touch him.





A metallic bird aimed for Noah's right shoulder, but he didn't do anything to stop it. A feather went for his left eye, and Noah tilted his head to dodge it. Another bird tried to target his heart, but the Demonic Sword shot forward to slow down its assault.


A third bird tried to attack from his left side now that the living weapon was gone, but Noah's hand shot to grab the metallic pupped by its neck. Then, Noah's right hand touched Iron Feathers' low-waist.


Iron Feathers saw everything happening in slow motion. Noah blocked only the attacks that could threaten his life and let the others stab his body. His expression didn't change either. His reptilian eyes expressed only determination and didn't show any pain or struggle.


Then, Iron Feathers saw Noah's right arm reaching for his low-waist. Noah had arched his fingers during the attack, and his opponent couldn't help but think of his hand as the claw of a magical beast. Noah's pointy black nails helped in conveying that image too.


Iron Feathers hoped that his skin and muscles could resist for even an instant so that he could use his spells to stop the assailant. After all, his body was in the sixth rank of the lower tier. There was a chance that it could give him an instant.


However, he understood that all his hopes were nothing more than dreams when the tip of Noah's nails touched his skin.


Noah didn't feel any resistance at all as he trusted his arm forward. His hand pierced Iron Feathers' low-waist and came out from his back, holding a mixture of blood, muscles, and organs. There was even a shining spherical organ in Noah's palm, which made him retreat his arm quickly to secure it.


Iron Feathers' eyes had widened when he lost his connection with his dantian. He glanced at the arm stabbed in his waist before moving his gaze toward Noah, who was observing him.


Noah's vertical pupils trembled. It seemed that he was ready to launch another Mental Saber spell. Yet, no attack formed in front of him. Noah had just prepared the attack in case the cultivator of the Empire tried to kill himself before he managed to eat the dantian.


After all, Noah didn't know the limits of the Second Life formation. The centers of power were part of an entity, especially when it came to existences in the fifth rank. They would express their individuality and be connected forever with them.


There was the chance that the light of Second Life formation would envelop Iron Feathers' severed dantian even if it were outside his body. Noah couldn't risk that. He had to expose Elder Julia's hiding abilities and suffer a few injuries to reach that result.


So, Noah prepared a Mental Saber spell in case Iron Feathers tried to use his mental energy to control the metallic weapons around him.


Noah retracted his arm and threw the contents of his palm in his mouth before grabbing the expert again. His eyes never left Iron Feathers during the process, but he could see how the cultivator of the Empire lost every hope when his dantian entered Noah's mouth.


A dense amount of energy filled Noah's body. His cells destroyed Iron Feathers' solid Breath and turned it into primary energy that nourished all his tissues.


His wounds stopped bleeding and started to heal under the influence of that intense wave of energy, but Noah's focus was on the Breath of the earth element still inside his body.


After every part of Iron Feathers' Breath became primary energy, Noah felt confident that he had severed any connection the expert had with the second life formation and decided to release him.


Iron Feathers fell, and red light surrounded him when he crashed on the ground. Noah didn't feel anything happening inside him. His theory appeared to be on point. He had successfully exploited a flaw of the Second Life formation.
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                        The metal birds and feathers fell apart and turned into energy that dispersed in the environment when Iron Feathers died. Noah checked his body for a while, but he saw no changes in the primary energy nourishing his tissues.


The Second Life formation had replaced Iron Feathers' corpse with the body of a magical beast, but the contents of his dantian had remained inside Noah.


'That was dangerous,' Noah thought as he bathed himself in the surge of energy that was filling every inch of his body. The amount of power contained inside the dantian of a solid stage cultivator in the fifth rank was immense, and it forced his injuries to heal.


It also pushed his body deeper into the upper tier, even if the growth was even lower than he expected.


Noah felt surprised for a second, but he soon found the cause behind that event. The tissues of his heart devoured all the primary energy that converged there. It seemed that his organ had become a bottomless pit capable of absorbing all the nourishment that it could find.


'Four centers of power,' Noah thought as he heaved a helpless sigh. 'I had to predict something like this. Having faith in my body is one thing, but I can't expect it to evolve into a higher form on its own miraculously.'


The addition of his burning heart had increased the requirements of his body, which was something that Noah had overlooked until then. The reason for that was that his center of power was slowly harmonizing with the new organ. It was pushing it toward a different type of existence.


Noah could already predict that his body would require even more nutrients in the future, but he accepted it. After all, he was already lucky that his hunger didn't increase because of that.


'I should be able to face a solid stage cultivator head-on if I use Snore,' Noah evaluated as he waited for his body to recover. He had suffered multiple injuries during the battle against Iron Feathers, and each one of them was quite severe.


Only his skin and muscles had suffered though. Noah had been careful and had planned all his moves thoroughly. Even his last charge hadn't been as reckless as it seemed.


First of all, he had used one of the features of Elder Julia's individuality. Some of the higher-ups of the other organizations knew that she could hide her attacks well, but most of them weren't aware that she could use that ability on cultivators.


Of course, that secrecy had vanished since everyone had seen Iron Feathers fall. Still, the outcome made it completely worth it.


Then, Noah had prepared himself to face Iron Feathers' counterattacks. He had dispersed his spells and used only the Mental Saber spell when his cover vanished.


In the end, the Demonic Sword and his body had done the rest. It didn't matter that some metal weapons had injured him or that Iron Feathers had a rank 6 body in the lower tier. As long as Noah could touch a human directly, he would be able to kill them.





The battle had shown him that some of his abilities could match the cultivators in the solid stage.


His martial arts were superlative. His body was in the upper tier, his dantian was in the liquid stage, and his Demonic Form had reached the middle tier too. With his darkness expressing his individuality, those assets together created attacks that surpassed the limits of the liquid stage.


The spells of a cultivator in the solid stage were still more potent for now, but the simple martial art wasn't the strongest weapon in Noah's arsenal. When he coupled it with his Demonic Form, its power would match the experts in the last phase of the fifth rank.


A dangerous sensation startled Noah awake and forced him to perform an evasive maneuver. A series of blue arrows soon crossed his previous position and disappeared in the distance, but his mind kept sending alert messages.


Noah kept on flying in random directions as the central buildings in the districts near the floating platform continued to launch blue arrows toward him. It seemed that the Empire was pissed about the recent event and wanted to make his stay in the battlefield as hard as possible.


However, Daniel and Amos' opponents had died, Icy Stare had escaped, and Iron Feathers had lost his dantian. The Second Life formation had saved them, but the Empire's side lacked assets that could focus Noah now.


The relentless assault of the arrows didn't lead to anything, and the central buildings soon stopped shooting them. After all, Noah only needed to activate the Merging spell to dodge them, while the Empire had to use many resources to create that attack.


With no one there to force Noah in a corner, focusing him ended up wasting resources.


"Can you still fight?" Elder Julia said after the assault of the arrows ended. Her question had a deeper meaning since it was evident that he had yet to empty his centers of power. The Elder was asking if he still wanted to help even after he had done enough already.


Noah nodded, and the Demonic Sword split into two sabers when it sensed his intentions. He didn't hope to retrieve more dantians since the cultivators of the Empire would be aware of his intentions now, but he could still help the invaders' side in its victory.


The Hive could then use his actions to request more resources once the Empire decided to give up. He could obtain many benefits since they were connected to the achievements obtained in battle.


Noah and Elder Julia began to fly side-by-side to join the fights happening everywhere on the battlefield. They initially respected the cultivators that were testing themselves in one versus one battles, but they soon helped them too since the greater good of the invading forces came first.


Red lights started to appear more often as Noah and Elder Julia helped in clearing the battlefield from the presence of rank 5 cultivators of the Empire. The number of powerful assets of the defenders decreased quickly since all the Elders they helped joined them in their sweep.


They then moved their attention to the other factions and helped them to end their battles as quickly as possible too. The invaders could finally start to assert their dominance at that point, and both the Council and the Elbas family accepted the help of the Hive even if they were slowly gaining the upper hand already.


All the experts in the fifth rank of the Empire eventually retreated or died under the positive trend started by Noah and Elder Julia. The Second Life formation prevented most casualties, but the red light didn't arrive for some cultivators who died on the battlefield.


As for the blue arrows, they became less dangerous once all the assets started to work together.
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                        The battle had become one-sided as soon as the invading forces gained the smallest advantage. It was enough for them to have one solid stage cultivator in the fifth rank free to help in other fights for the situation to snowball.


Noah had helped Elder Julia, they had helped all their allies, and all the assets of the Hive had supported the other factions. The outcome was a complete defeat of the higher-ups of the Empire. The Second Life formation had saved most of them, but some died nonetheless.


The weaker assets of the Empire felt forced to retreat at the sight of that event. They knew that stronger cultivators rarely joined battles on a lower level, but the fight was over. Remaining on the battlefield would push the higher-ups of the invaders to intervene to limit the casualties on their side.


It wasn't a matter of honor or fear of future retaliation anymore. The strongest existences of the Empire had lost. The weaker one could only accept that they had no power over that battle anymore.


With the retreat of the weaker assets, the invading forces obtained the overwhelming victory they had desired, and they had to thank the Hive for that.


Of course, most of the credits for that achievement went to Elder Julia. After all, Noah had been able to pull that sneak attack off only thanks to her individuality. Still, Andrew and Regina felt that they would have reached the same point anyway, so they tried to avoid the topic while staring at their armies.


It was all about timing. It was customary for the first significant victory to influence the entirety of the battlefield. The Hive had only happened to succeed before the other factions.


Elder Julia didn't mind that the Council and the Elbas family avoided acknowledging the merits of the Hive. That wasn't the best moment for negotiations anyway, and there were more pressing matters to handle too.


Almost all the cultivators of the invading forces had suffered injuries, but the battle had ended far faster than they expected, which meant that most of them had energy to spare. They could still fight, and the Empire was at its lowest right now.


Everything was for the sake of improving their image on the Empire's mind. An overwhelming victory would lead to favorable terms for its surrender. Reaching as far as the floating structure during their first assault might even force the Empire to give up on some of their heroic assets to avoid extinction.


All the higher-ups appeared to agree that pushing a bit forward was the right choice. There didn't seem to be any threat ahead. The rank 5 cultivators of the Empire would be out of the picture for a while too. The only form of defense in sight was the blue arrows, but they weren't a problem with so many powerful invaders.


The invaders left those that had suffered severe injuries behind and started to advance toward the floating structure. The regions under them appeared uninhabited, with only the human cultivators still busy retreating filling that environment.





There weren't any citizens or commoners. Just empty districts and retreating human assets.


That sight worried the invaders since they had seen how the Empire like to act when it was about to lose territories. They advanced carefully, looking for any trace of formations on the ground to see if their opponent planned to blow everything up.


However, they didn't find anything out of the ordinary, except that those districts appeared older when they analyzed them up close. Each one of them had training areas suitable for cultivators in the fifth and fourth rank, but they didn't feature anything special.


There wasn't any defense in place, and the buildings meant for the human assets lacked the proper density of Breath most of the time. There were only a few habitations that could help rank 3 cultivators improve, while most of them were regular training areas that could barely meet the standards of those in the second rank.


The domain of the Empire appeared far worse off than the invaders had predicted.


The environment started to improve as they neared the floating structure. The districts still lacked defenses, but there were good training areas, at least. They weren't on the level of the Capital of the Utra nation, but they were good nonetheless.


Traces of defensive inscriptions began to appear eventually. They weren't intricate lines, but they had the potential to express a lot of power. They also seemed to connect every district from that point onward.


The heroic cultivators of the invaders could only slow down their exploration at that sight. They didn't want to trigger any unknown formation, especially since they didn't know the nature of such inscriptions.


They didn't appear too dangerous according to the experts of the Elbas family's evaluation, but it was better to be careful in that situation. After all, they were in the open and near the central regions of their opponent. Anything could happen there.


The human troops of the Empire were still retreating behind them. The heroic assets of the invaders had surpassed them as they explored those regions, and their human assets were chasing after them to inflict more damage.


It felt strange that the Empire wasn't showing any resistance when so many enemies walked on its ground and sky. Yet, the invaders soon considered the possibility that their opponent had nothing else to deploy.


Its most potent formations were in the new continent, and both landmasses had the Second Life formation. All its heroic cultivators had escaped, had died, or had been injured by the after-effects of the formation. The blue arrows were threatening only when coupled with warriors on the battlefield.


The floating structure radiated an eerie aura, but it didn't seem that its features could spread on the regions nearby. That left the invaders with many training areas in a desolate environment with a series of mysterious but straightforward inscriptions.


The Empire revealed the ability of those inscriptions soon though. As the invaders were about to enter the region with the floating structure, the lines in the districts lit up. It was needless to say that the attackers retreated immediately at that sight.


A series of human figures flew down from the floating structure and reached for a series of districts. There were inscribed chains on their necks, and each one of them was a heroic cultivator. There were even a few of them in the fifth rank!


Noah and the others had imagined that the Empire had restrained itself from using all the slaves in the first phases of the war, but they didn't expect it to have such powerful existences.


Nevertheless, the bodies of the slaves melted down when they landed on the central buildings of the districts, and a blue light started to spread from them alongside the lines on the ground.


In a matter of seconds, blue light filled the entirety of the central regions of the Empire.
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                        The blue light expanded, only to stop at the beginning of the inscriptions on the ground. The heroic assets of the three invading forces had already escaped from the central regions of the Empire and were staring at the sudden event with curious expressions.


As the experts of the Elbas family had predicted, that formation didn't have offensive properties. It was different from the blue pillars in the new continent. That blue light was denser, and it didn't seem able to harm the attackers even when they tried to touch it.


The blue light worked as a barrier, but it didn't have only a simple protective layer. It was a large dome that covered the entirety of the central regions and the floating structure and its insides. It was as if a solid substance had enveloped that area of the world.


The retreating troops of the Empire eventually reached that area and crossed the blue dome without any problem. Yet, the human cultivators of the invading forces slammed into that protection.


The cultivators of the Empire appeared able to move freely inside that blue world. The dome didn't even block the passage of Breath, which meant that those regions wouldn't be affected by the formation.


The invaders weren't interested in the nature of that defensive method. After all, the formation was relatively simple, and Andrew Elbas even described some of the features that he could understand with an inspection of his consciousness.


The problem was in its power. The blue light radiated an aura that seemed to surpass the world of the heroic cultivators and stepped inside the divine ranks, even if only by a little.


'A quasi-rank 7 barrier,' Noah thought as he suppressed a curse from escaping his mouth. He didn't expect the Empire to have something like that, and he could predict how troublesome it would be in their strategy.


Andrew Elbas and the other experts of the Royal family started to launch attacks and use inscribed items to study the blue dome. The more tests they performed, the uglier their expressions became.


The mood of the invaders dropped when they saw the changes in the faces of the Royals. The other organizations wouldn't have any chance against that defensive method if they could worry even the most advanced force in the inscription field.


After a series of long and extensive tests, Andrew Elbas made a summary of the properties of the dome. "This light has no offensive features, but it's different from most barriers. Its insides are filled with light too. Every part of the dome has the same sturdiness as the external layer."


Andrew's last words confirmed the fears of his allies. The fact that even the insides of the dome were part of the defenses made the formation far more challenging to handle. It meant that they would have to slowly dig through the light if they wanted to reach the regions inside it.


However, the dome radiated a quasi-rank 7 aura. Even making a crack on its external layer would require the help of the powerhouses. Digging through it in a short period would require an actual god.





"The Empire has triggered the formation with the lives of powerful cultivators too," Andrew Elbas continued. "This makes it far harder to find a countermeasure. Unorthodox techniques usually have other unorthodox techniques as a weakness. We would need to sacrifice lives to create something capable of destroying this blue light."


At those words, the mood of the invaders plummeted. They had enough assets to match those sacrificed by the Empire during the activation of the formation, but none of them would be willing to give their life for the task.


"What about King Elbas?" Elder Regina asked, without even minding if the Royals find her words disrespectful.


She couldn't see any way out of that situation. The citizens of the Empire could walk freely inside the blue substance, while all the other cultivators couldn't even scratch it with their strongest attack.


Only the maximum expert in the inscription field with a rank 6 cultivation level could find a solution. There was no one else inside the entirety of those Mortal Lands with enough knowledge and power to defeat a defense that neared the divine ranks.


Andrew shook his head at her question and replied after heaving a sigh. "I'm afraid the Patriarch can't cancel this formation unless he spends enough time and resources for the task. Even the testing phase would require sacrifices."


Elder Regina went silent after Andrew's explanation. No force would be willing to give away their precious heroic assets, and they didn't even have that kind of power over them.


It was one thing for them to die in battle. Yet, giving their lives for experiments that would only lead to the destruction of a formation was a waste.


The Empire was cornered, and it had isolated itself in a small area of the old continent. It was still a threat since it had managed to salvage most of its powerful assets, but it had decided to seclude itself to save its domain.


Its surrender would have led to a similar outcome. The only problem was that the invaders had lost their advantage over their enemy. Their impossibility to breach that formation made the Empire impossible to bully into submission. It could even decide not to have any negotiation at all.


Of course, that would lead it to a slow but constant weakening since it had isolated itself to such a small area. The invaders didn't know how many resources the Empire had accumulated through the years, but they were sure that it wouldn't keep the formation up to see its power declining incessantly.


After all, the Royals were confident that the formation would require resources every once in a while. Protections with power in the divine ranks had to have a steep cost when it came to the energy necessary to function.


"What do we do now?" Elder Julia asked, even if she knew the answer to that already. She felt annoyed that the blue dome would stop the Hive from seizing the most significant share of the rewards, but she still wanted to hear the opinion of her allies.


"I think it's time to start negotiating the Empire's surrender," Andrew Elbas said while wearing an ugly expression. That event was supposed to be a good thing. Still, he couldn't help but think how hard the Empire would make it for them since it owned such an excellent defensive method.


Elder Julia, Andrew, and Elder Regina stepped forward and sent a few mental messages in the blue light. A passage soon opened in the dome, and the three leaders stepped forward, uncaring that the light solidified behind their back as they moved toward the floating structure.


The war had come to an end, but there was anxiety on the invaders' side. The Empire had lost a lot and was bound to lose more. Yet, it had managed to play its enemies when their victory was so close.


Now they could only hope that the fear of a prolonged siege would force the Empire to give in to their requests.
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                        Noah and the others regrouped with the injured assets to summarize the situation. The sudden appearance of the blue dome had startled the heroic cultivators that had remained behind, but its properties surprised them even more.


The dome had cut off the invaders from the core regions of the Empire, taking away any advantage that the Hive had gained by exposing the properties of Elder Julia's individuality. It was up to the leaders of the armies now to seal a deal that could benefit their organizations.


As for the other assets, they settled in the regions on the other side of the defensive walls. After all, the districts already featured many habitations that they could use. There was no point in building a poor encampment with so many buildings available.


Still, they decided to take control of the districts near the defensive walls to avoid affecting the negotiations. That matter was quite tricky due to the outcome of the war. The invaders had won, but the Empire had put them in a position where they couldn't advance any further.


Noah could guess that Elder Julia and the other leaders would have a hard time negotiating the terms of the Empire's surrender. Yet, there was a high chance that the powerhouses would settle everything privately, so the solid stage cultivators there would act only as messengers.


The wounded cultivators started to treat their injuries while they waited to hear the results of the negotiations. Others even organized events to celebrate the end of the war and discuss their achievements in battle.


After the leaders returned from the blue dome, the atmosphere among the three factions would become tense again. The war had only delayed the various investigations that concerned the ambush at the exit of the Odrea nation, but no one had forgotten about it.


Once the Empire went out of the political scene, the Hive, the Council, and the Elbas family would have to face the issues accumulated during their period as allies.


There was bound to be a period of peace after the end of the war, but that truce would be frail, ready to fall apart at the first sign of conflict.


Noah didn't care about the incoming political struggles. The fact that the Chasing Demon sect and the Elbas family seemed to have a secret alliance bothered him from time to time. Yet, he couldn't do anything to affect the situation, mainly if his power remained in that state.


He had realized something on the battlefield. His battle prowess was already stepping outside the limits of the liquid stage, even when he didn't use the most potent weapon in his arsenal.


The power that he was capable of expressing due to his many assets was unheard of. The fact that he was the creator of those weapons and abilities made his achievement even more incredible.


Noah had understood that his individuality hid an endless potential. His greater drive was his boundless ambition in the end. It didn't surprise him that his existence wouldn't put limits on his abilities.





However, there was a lot of work to do to express all his potential. Only his higher energy would require countless experiments to see how far it could go. As for the school that fused martial arts and spells, Noah was working on it while he waited for the return of the leaders.


He didn't feel like celebrating. In his opinion, he had met a barrier that he couldn't piece, and he had only his power to blame.


The more he climbed the ranks of the cultivation journey, the more he was forced to face monsters that had lived for centuries and millennia more than him. The simple exploration of the Empire had made him encounter divine items and the will of a god!


'I wonder if it will be the same in the Immortal Lands.' Noah thought as he tried to create a martial art that could fit the Merging spell.


He had been forced to rely on the Hive a lot during his journey through the heroic ranks. That was mostly about resources and studies, but he had benefited from carrying its banner too.


The other organizations couldn't target him openly since there was such a powerful force backing him. That had given him time to grow and become the threatening existence that he was now.


However, he didn't like that situation. It wasn't about the Hive. He felt grateful for all its help, and he had friends among its ranks. Still, the limits imposed by the political system continued to bother him.


'I'm thinking about this again because I'm close to ignore these restrictions,' Noah thought, suppressing the topic in the back of his mind. It wasn't his first time thinking about that. After all, he was still a lone cultivator in his mind.


He had never been blinded by loyalty or faith. He felt a sense of belonging to the Hive, but he wouldn't die to protect it.


Nevertheless, he knew that the strongest existences in the Hive had a similar mindset. The aim of every ambitious cultivator was the higher plane. Chasing Demon and the others like Noah wouldn't sacrifice their organization for that purpose nor sacrifice themselves for its sake.


'Maybe that's why we couldn't rout the Empire,' Noah concluded before a sudden dangerous sensation hit his mind.


That feeling startled Noah, mostly since it disappeared after a few instants, replaced only by a tense atmosphere that weighed on his mind.


Noah interrupted his experiments and came out of the training area that he had taken after the invading army settled in the various districts. His consciousness expanded to analyze the site, but he didn't find anything out of the ordinary.


Even the other cultivators didn't notice anything and continued with their celebrations or recovery. He seemed the only one to have sensed that sudden event.


Noah had learnt to trust his awareness over the decades. His survival instinct was something unique to his peculiar existence. Even the other hybrids couldn't match that ability since their minds were still in the middle of becoming used to their mental instabilities.


The tension didn't go away as time passed. It remained there and grew in intensity with each passing second. It was as if a catastrophe was about to happen, but Noah couldn't pinpoint its cause no matter how he looked.


The other higher-ups soon noticed his abnormal behavior. Their expressions became severe at that sight. After all, they knew that Noah didn't act causally or without any reason.


They reached him in the sky and started to imitate the behavior of his consciousness. Their analysis of the environment though gave the same results. They couldn't find anything out of the ordinary.


A voice suddenly resounded in the minds of the heroic cultivators. It belonged to their respective leaders and announced the end of the negotiations. Yet, as the leaders were about to explain their deal, flames expanded to cover the entire area.
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                        Dodging the flames was impossible. The fire had spread so quickly that Noah didn't even have time to activate one of his spells before it swept him and his allies.


The two beings connected to him reacted due to their instincts. The Demonic Sword and Snore argued a lot, but they bypassed Noah's thoughts and followed his survival instincts as soon as the danger in his mind reached its peak.


The Demonic Sword hid inside his robe, and a dense black membrane appeared over his body as the flames enveloped all the regions inside the defensive walls of the Empire. They even crashed on the blue dome, but they didn't manage to do any damage to that structure.


However, the various districts fell apart in less than an instant. They turned into ashes as soon as the flames touched them, and even their remains vanished.


Any form of vegetation on the ground burned, and the terrain itself took fire. What had once been the home of the strongest organization in those Mortal Lands became nothing more than a black land filled with cracks and burning boulders.


The scene became a spectacle of red shades with the occasional blue light of the dome managing to cross the sea of flames and shine into the world. The red sea remained in place for a while. Then, it retracted and condensed in the form of a man that gazed at his destruction with a satisfied smile.


His expression became slightly annoyed when he saw that the blue dome didn't suffer any damage, but his smile widened when he looked at the invading forces.


There were only a few cultivators still standing in the air. Elder Regina and a few rank 5 cultivators stood behind a massive golden door that had managed to absorb most of the power of the flames. Still, their bodies had countless burns, and some of them showed charred bones too.


The activation of the golden door wasn't intentional. That protection was an item that the Council had given to Elder Regina to preserve her life. It was an inscribed shield that would activate on its own if she was to face a deadly attack.


The Elders near her had managed to use the protection provided by the golden door to save their lives. Yet, the human cultivators and those in the fourth rank weren't as lucky. Even their ashes had disappeared from the area.


On the other hand, Andrew Elbas had reacted in time. A giant made of ice had surrounded all the assets of the Royal family and had prevented them from suffering any injury.


Still, Elder Regina felt that his timing had been off. The giant had appeared even before the arrival of the flames, and Andrew didn't have the thinking speed necessary to perform that action in time.


The giant wasn't an automatic defense. Elder Regina could be sure of that because she had felt a surge of power coming from Andrew as soon as the first flame appeared.


That was her issue in the matter. If her senses didn't deceive her, she felt sure that Andrew Elbas had activated his defensive item before the flames started to spread!





Also, the ice giant had been able to block all the flames, which made her even more suspicious. After all, her item had been able to save her life, but it was a generic shield meant for every situation.


In Andrew's case, instead, the ice giant appeared meant to weaken attacks of the fire element. The leader of the Royal's army had a water aptitude. Still, the fact that he owned such a powerful item capable of countering the fire element sounded too coincidental.


As for the assets of the Hive, only Daniel, Elder Julia, and some other Elders were still in the sky. Noah, Elder Austin, Amos, and most of the weaker cultivators were nowhere to be seen.


Those still flying were full of injuries, and only Daniel seemed somewhat better off. He had activated the divine emblem at the last second, and its light had protected those around him.


However, he didn't manage to recharge the item entirely in those years, which made it capable of expressing only a power similar to the sixth rank.


"Ravaging Demon!" Elder Regina shouted toward the cultivator that had launched the flames. "How dare you attack us after everything the Council has done for you!"


Suffocating pressure followed her words. Ravaging Demon unleashed the entirety of his aura and showed to the world that he was a complete rank 6 cultivator!


The invaders still in the sky could finally understand how a single cultivator had managed to unleash such a destructive attack. In their minds, the powerhouses were able to shatter entire regions with a wave of their hands.


"I've requested two things when I sealed the deal with the Council," Ravaging Demon announced. "I wanted part of Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance and the freedom to act as I wished. Regina, I've betrayed my brothers and sisters. You had to expect this."


Elder Regina spat a mouthful of blood and began to cough after those words. Her condition was far worse than her companions since she had been the first to face the flames that had surpassed the golden door.


She didn't give voice to any curse though. She only tilted her head to stare at Andrew Elbas, who had a worried expression on his face.


"You can drop the act," Elder Regina said as blood kept on flowing from her mouth. Her complexion paled after that effort, and she lost her foothold for a second as her consciousness wavered. Yet, one of the Elders behind her grabbed her and helped to stabilize her condition.


"I'm not here to mess with the Council today," Ravaging Demon said as he moved his gaze toward a spot where the defensive walls had crumbled. "I just want to retrieve what is rightfully mine."


Elder Julia and the other Elders of the Hive trembled when the Demon's gaze swept them to land in a spot nearby. They understood who his target was at that point, and gloom appeared on their expression when they realized that they had no power over that situation.


Noah had risen in the sky before the other cultivators and had been farther away from them when the flames spread. The defensive walls had crumbled over him when the fire reached that spot and Ravaging Demon's focus was on those burning debris.


As higher-ups of the Hive, the Elders knew that Noah had retrieved Divine Demon's inheritance, and Ravaging Demon's words made sense when they considered that event. The new powerhouse of those Mortal Lands wanted to obtain the legacy of his Master.


Ravaging Demon stretched his hand, and his mental energy went toward the burning debris. It was about to seep through them when his connection with his consciousness wavered, which dispersed those condensed mental waves.


"Who dar-," Ravaging Demon's started to curse, but his body stopped moving all of a sudden, and a white flower started to grow on his stretched hand.
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                        Time stopped for everyone in the area, and even the flames still lingering on the ground froze. Only the flower on Ravaging Demon's hand kept on growing.


Ice started to spread from the flower. It covered Ravaging Demon's hand and reached for the rest of his arm. Yet, when it was about to freeze his shoulder, the powerhouse tightened his fist and broke the ice.


Ravaging Demon didn't show any annoyance. Instead, he appeared in a daze as memories from more than a thousand years ago resurfaced inside his mind.


"I thought you were dead," Ravaging Demon said without even spreading his consciousness to analyze his surroundings. "No need to hide. I know that you are protecting the boy."


Two figures appeared from behind the crumbled defensive walls at his words, and time started flowing again after they stopped in front of the debris that had submerged Noah.


The Elders of the Hive heaved a sigh of relief when they saw the two Demons arriving in their aid, and Elder Julia couldn't help but nod when she saw that Flying Demon had reached the solid stage.


There were now three rank 5 cultivators in the solid stage in the Hive, and two of them were existences that had been trained by a god!


The forces of the Council and Elbas family showed surprised expression when the two Demons arrived. The Royals were mainly amazed that the Hive had managed to hide such powerful assets for so long.


On the other hand, there were a few Elders that knew the identity of the two powerful cultivators and finding out that they had survived the destruction of the Demon sects surprised them to no end. The fact that they had stopped Ravaging Demon from seizing Noah made the scene even more nostalgic.


One side featured Divine Demon's faction, while the other had the reason for the destruction of the Demon sects. It was as if history was repeating itself.


"One thousand years spent with a divine inheritance, and you have managed to reach the sixth rank only now," Dreaming Demon said while wearing an indifferent expression. "Pathetic."


"Rufus has run away and hid while you bathed in riches," Flying Demon said while wearing the same expression of his lover. "It seems that Master made a mistake. You were never meant for greatness."


Ravaging Demon's smile reappeared after he heard the two Demons, and he started to laugh loudly right in front of the tense invaders. The appearance of two solid stage cultivators didn't bother him in the slightest. After all, he was a powerhouse now.


"I know what you are trying to do," Ravaging Demon said as he rotated his hand, and a small flame appeared on his palm. "You think that Chasing Demon will come here in time to save the boy if you give your life to block the next attack. You are delusional. This is already my second flame."


The fire in Ravaging Demon's palm shone brightly and seemed to contain more power than his previous attack. Elder Regina could immediately understand that her golden door wouldn't save her life if those flames were to reach her.





"Destruction that generates destruction," Dreaming Demon said. "You haven't changed at all. I can't say otherwise, but my path has never been so hopeless."


"Also, you have misunderstood one thing," Flying Demon said as soon as his lover finished her line. "There is no chance that Divine Demon's heir would let others handle his battles."


As soon as the Demon finished speaking, Ravaging Demon sensed an intense surge of energy coming from the ruins under his old companions.


***

Turning time back a little, right after the sea of flames destroyed most of the Empire's domain.


Noah found himself under a pile of debris when he regained consciousness. A sharp pain filled the entirety of his body, but his mind was fine, so he focused on understanding his state.


His dantian and burning heart were ok, but a curse tried to escape his mouth when he saw the state of his body. Only half of his torso had remained intact. It seemed that the flames had managed to touch him before Snore intervened to protect him.


The left side of his body was gone or heavily injured, and there were patches of scorched skin everywhere. There was no trace of his left arm, and only half of his left leg had remained. Also, the left part of his face was a mess, and his left eye was gone.


Noah understood that only an existence that was above the fifth rank could hurt him so badly and without leaving him any chance to react. Guessing that the culprit was Ravaging Demon happened quickly too since he could feel his individuality on his wounds.


'He held back,' Noah concluded in his mind. Even with Snore's help, he was no match for a powerhouse. The fact that he was still alive meant that Ravaging Demon wanted to capture him alive.


'The Divine Deduction technique,' Noah found the answer to his doubts once again. Divine Demon's technique was the only asset in his possession that could force the powerhouse to keep him alive.


The arrival of Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon caused tremors in the environment that Noah didn't fail to notice. He could sense how Flying Demon had advanced after inheriting Shandal's individuality, but he knew that they wouldn't be enough to take him out of that situation.


'Where is the damned ring,' Noah thought as he struggled among the debris to find the black space-ring. He used to wear it on his left hand, so it had to be somewhere near him.


A black shadow moved among the debris and appeared in front of him at that point. Noah saw the Demonic Form releasing a low grow as it pushed his space-ring toward him with its tip. It seemed that the weapon had looked for the storage device while he was unconscious.


There were a few cracks on the sword, but it was overall fine. The fact that Snore and the Demonic Sword had put aside their divergences had given Noah a chance to join the battle against Ravaging Demon.


After all, he still had Divine Demon's rank 5 drugs inside the ring, and it also had multiple pills created by Daniel during his stay in the other Mortal Lands. The higher energy in his heart was fixing Snore's body too.


Noah was far away from his peak, but he didn't have a choice in that situation. He had to fight.


***

Dense black smoke seeped out from the debris under the two Demons, and a draconic roar echoed through those regions. Even the humans on the scene could sense the intense anger contained inside that cry.


The smoke became even denser, and scales began to take form as Snore solidified its body. A pair of feathered wings appeared only to flap and push the Blood Companion upward. Its reptilian head then came out of the debris, carrying a badly wounded Noah, who was sitting right in the middle of its horns.
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                        Everyone on the scene could see how bad Noah's situation was. Half of his face was a mess of charred skin and fuming patches. The left side of his torso was non-existent, and burns filled the rest of his body.


However, his figure radiated a surge of energy so intense that it was even affecting the air around him. The sky twisted wherever he passed, and small cracks appeared behind him as he rose while sitting on Snore's head.


Divine Demon's rank 5 drug was the cause of that strange phenomenon. It forced the regenerative properties of Noah's body to surpass their limits for a brief period. Still, he had to add many nutrients to make it work properly on his hybrid body.


Noah had emptied his stash of Daniel's pills and pieces of powerful magical beasts while he was under the debris. The immense energy they carried started to heal his body right away when coupled with the rank 5 drug and his innately high recovery speed.


New tissues would grow from his burns as Snore rose in the air to reach the two Demons. New skin appeared on the burned patches all around his body, and muscles formed on the missing part of his torso.


The process wasn't by no means immediate. Even all those nutrients couldn't fix Noah's body in time for his battle against Ravaging Demon. However, they helped in hastening Noah's recovery. By the time he arrived next to the Demons, there were already short bones stretching from his torso and left leg.


"You know," Flying Demon started to speak as he analyzed the massive snake coiling around the three of them. "I thought you were into dragons, not snakes."


"Can you fight?" Dreaming Demon asked, ignoring her lover, who kept his gaze on the Blood Companion enveloping them in a protective stance.


"I don't think I have a choice," Noah said with a voice mixed with growls. "Do you have the divine item?"


Dreaming Demon snorted and showed a bottle containing a pink liquid. The smelly fluid filled only three-quarters of the container, and the Demon revealed the reason for that with her next phrase. "How do you think we stopped him before?"


"Why does it have wings?" Flying Demon continued to ask about the Blood Companion, uncaring that Ravaging Demon showed a powerful flame only at a few hundred meters from them. "I like the horns. The claws are fine too. They add a nice aura to this creature."


Noah glanced at Flying Demon before turning to speak toward Dreaming Demon. "Is this an after-effect of the new individuality?"


"No," Dreaming Demon said as she heaved a helpless sigh. Yet, she couldn't stop a smile from appearing on her face when she looked at her lover. "He is just happy that he is on my stage now."


The trio conversed as if there wasn't a powerhouse threatening to unleash another sea of flames right next to them. Of course, they were buying as much time as they could so that Chasing Demon could come in their help. Still, Ravaging Demon was letting them act as they pleased since he had already done his math.





He had time to launch another attack. Chasing Demon was probably already on his way to those lands, but he wouldn't be able to stop the next flame even if he flew at full speed.


Ravaging Demon could take a few seconds to study the heir of his Master and see how he interacted with his old companions. Also, seeing that Noah was still able to talk so casually made him interested in Snore and his body.


According to his calculations, the first sea of flame would have left Noah in a nigh-dead state. Ravaging Demon had planned to burn most of his body and dantian with that attack and save only his mental sphere since it contained the Divine Deduction technique.


However, Noah had come out from the debris on his own, and half of his body was almost intact. Also, the various nutrients that he had used were healing him quickly. Ravaging Demon could even see his tissues growing with his bare eyes.


"You aren't bad at all," Ravaging Demon said while the trio kept bickering. Noah and the two Demons became silent when they heard those words and started to use mental messages to communicate.


They had always known that wasting time wouldn't work against such a canny existence, but it didn't hurt to try their chances. Still, now they had to prepare an actual battle tactic, and the fact that they were against a cultivator in the sixth rank didn't leave them many approaches available.


"Can we defeat him?" Noah asked through a mental message directed to both Demons.


"We can only try," Dreaming Demon answered using the same method. "I can weaken his connection with the spell with the divine item, but that will require all my concentration."


"I can hold back the flames for a breath of time," Flying Demon added. "The individuality of a god is incredible, but I can't do more due to my current power. You will have to exploit that chance on your own."


"Not on his own," A fourth cultivator joined their mental conversation at that point. Elder Julia conveyed that message as she neared Noah and the two Demons. She couldn't leave the three of them when their opponent was a powerhouse.


"I'm counting on that breath of time," A fifth voice joined the mental conversation. Elder Regina flew toward the group of the Hive too and prepared her most potent spell as she tried to ignore the Blood Companion.


Ravaging Demon had said that he wouldn't target the Council in that battle, but his words meant nothing to Elder Regina. Nothing would stop him from turning toward his old allies once he had seized Noah, so she had better chances of surviving if she worked together with the Hive.


The assets of the Elbas family didn't move and remained behind the protection of the ice giant. June was among them, and she used all her focus to suppress her worry for Noah.


She had understood a bit more about the secret pacts of her organization. She didn't know about Ravaging Demon's betrayal, but she had seen how Andrew Elbas had activated his defensive item before the flames even began to spread.


However, June was stuck in that situation with the other Royals. It was evident from their expressions that some didn't know about the arrival of the Demon either. Still, she couldn't act as she wished there. Andrew would prevent her from leaving even if she wanted to blow her cover.


"You can't defeat me no matter how many ants join you," Ravaging Demon said as he saw the cultivators coming in Noah's help.


"Just go for it then," Noah said with a metal message as he nodded toward Dreaming Demon. "I'll use something that might go through the flames."


As he said that, black clouds accumulated in the sky, and strands of corrosive smoke started to come out of his body. Then, sparks crackled on Snore's horns.
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                        The corrosive smoke of Noah's Demonic Form spread over Snore's body, and the crackling noise of the sparks running through its horns intensified. A scaled armor appeared over his body too, and it filled his missing pieces of flesh with its dangerous gas.


The black clouds gathering in the sky didn't carry Heaven and Earth's aura, nor had lightning bolts running through their surface. The world had reacted to the appearance of Noah's sparks since they resembled those used during the Heaven Tribulation.


Elder Regina and Elder Julia prepared their attacks too. A series of brown worm-like puppets formed in front of the leader from the Council and countless wind slashes began to rage behind the Elder of the Hive.


Dreaming Demon took a sip from her bottle at that point. The divine liquid entered her body and enhanced the power of her sea of consciousness. Her eyes started to exude a pink radiance too as the miraculous item showed its effects.


"Are you ready?" Ravaging Demon asked in a mocking tone. He had waited for his opponents to prepare all their attacks because he felt the need to prove that he was worthy of the sixth rank.


After all, the Demons' words were on point. Ravaging Demon didn't manage to reach the sixth rank on his own even if he had done everything in his power to seize as many benefits as possible.


Betraying his Master and the Demon sects wasn't enough, and even obtaining Divine Elder Tabitha didn't help his cultivation journey. Instead, Divine Demon's weakest student had managed to reach the last stage of the heroic ranks on his own, surpassing Ravaging Demon by more than a century.


Ravaging Demon took that event as an insult to his individuality. In his mind, he was the only cultivator worthy of being called "Demon".


So, he had to prove that he was superior to the cultivators that still followed Divine Demon's teachings. He had to show to the world that his betrayal was the right choice.


Ravaging Demon didn't wait for an answer at that time. A tremor swept the small flame in his hand before it expanded at high speed in every direction.


Noah and the others couldn't react in time to the spreading of the flames. The speed of a spell in the sixth rank wasn't something that their eyes and mind could see, especially when they were so close to Ravaging Demon.


However, the divine item was enhancing Dreaming Demon's mind. It made her able to sense the incoming attack and to interfere with it.


The air around the rank 5 cultivators trembled for an instant as Dreaming Demon consciousness affected the laws inside it. The same space started to bend to her will and act as she wished.


Her mental waves eventually reached the sea of flames coming for them. The destruction contained in the fire was so intense that some of Dreaming Demon's thoughts burned when they tried to affect their structure. Still, her will eventually seeped inside them and modified their purpose.





The sea of flames started to retract as Dreaming Demon's will replaced Ravaging Demon's. It was as if the fire had suddenly changed target and worked in favor of the rank 5 cultivators.


Yet, Ravaging Demon promptly expanded his consciousness and destroyed Dreaming Demon's will, which made him take control of his flames once again. That battle of wills had lasted for a little more than an instant, but that provided a window where Dreaming Demon's allies could act.


Flying Demon's individuality surged, and time stopped flowing in the piece of the sky in front of him. Both the sea of flames and Ravaging Demon stopped moving, and dozens of white flowers grew in the environment to spread thick layers of ice.


The scene turned into a large sculpture of ice, but Noah and the others knew it wouldn't last. Flying Demon had been able to stop the powerhouse only because he had exploited the moment when Ravaging Demon focused on his flames.


When time stopped flowing for Ravaging Demon, and his flames, Noah, Elder Julia, and Elder Regina unleashed their attacks.


The earth puppets and the storm of wind slashes shot forward to crash on the flames frozen in place. The crackling of the sparks running through Snore's horns intensified and created a sphere made of black lighting right above its head before releasing a dense bolt that had the vague shape of a sword.


Black smoke covered the sword-like lighting too, increasing its speed and adding corrosive properties to its form.


The three attacks had the power of the solid stage of the fifth rank, and they were even above the average of what cultivators on that level could launch. That matter wasn't too surprising when it came to the two Elders since they had used their strongest spells, but it was astonishing when considering Noah's level.


Elder Regina wanted to avoid studying the power of the Blood Companion since she was working with the Hive at the moment. Her idea was to remain polite and ignore the battle prowess of the Demon Prince.


Yet, she couldn't help but feel surprised when she saw that Snore was capable of such might. Noah using lightning bolts that resembled a Heaven Tribulation made her even more astonished.


The Blood Companion alone appeared to be a remarkable creature. A strange matter made its body, and its physical features belonged to different magical beasts.


Elder Regina was sure that Noah had built the creature. Something like that couldn't exist in nature, mostly since its power was hard to evaluate. Snore radiated the aura of a magical beast in the upper tier of the fifth rank, but any expert would place it far higher in the food chain when looking at it.


The three attacks slammed on the sea of flames and began to pierce it to reach Ravaging Demon's motionless figure. The Demons' attacks had weakened the power of the fire by a lot, but the three spells still struggled to move through the frozen flames.


That was only normal. The powerhouses wouldn't be so exceptional if a few rank 5 cultivators could defeat them when working together. Even one at the bottom of the sixth rank, like Ravaging Demon, was on a completely different league when it came to sheer power.


The worm-like puppets were the first to stop. Elder Regina's attacks had good piercing properties, but they required time to put them into use. Ravaging Demon would regain his ability to move soon. She couldn't rely on that skill.


The Elder decided to make the puppets explode as soon as they met their first hurdle, and their detonation opened a small path where the lightning bolt and the storm of wind slashes could proceed further.


The next one to give up was Elder Julia. Her attacks were frail and struggled to survive inside that scorching sea. The wind slashes couldn't stay for long in that environment, even with the ice suppressing the intense destruction radiated by the flames.


Elder Julia could only condense all her slashes into a small spot to open a path for the fuming lightning bolt.
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                        Noah's attack was dense, and it carried the intrinsic piercing properties of the lightning element. It was even a copy of the Heaven Tribulation, which made it one of the strongest kinds of lightning bolts in the world. Also, Snore's horns had condensed the black sparks to make it more potent.


The black smoke radiated by the lightning bolt improved its already high piercing ability, and the spells of the Elders left a path where it could pass without wasting too much energy. It had to clash with the flames multiple times, but it still managed to cross the entirety of the scorching sea to reach the figure at its center.


A loud explosion followed the impact between Noah's attack and Ravaging Demon. The ice that was spreading in the area frozen in time shattered at that point and a large cloud made of corrosive smoke enveloped the powerhouse.


The sea of flames dispersed when it freed itself from Flying Demon's ice. The rank 5 cultivators didn't know if their offensive had worked, but they felt happy to see that they had survived Ravaging Demon's second flame.


"Did you hit him?" Elder Regina asked, disrupting the silence that had fallen on the area after the flames dispersed.


"The attack landed," Noah said with a rough voice that was a mixture of roars and human words, "But I lost the connection with the lightning bolt right after the impact."


Elder Regina wanted to ask how a cultivator with a darkness aptitude could create a spell of the lightning element, but she suppressed her curiosity. That wasn't the right situation to investigate Noah's power.


The group eventually turned toward Dreaming Demon whose sea of consciousness was still under the effects of the pink liquid. The four of them could use their mental waves to investigate the area inside the black cloud too, but they didn't dare to expose themselves to a rank 6 cultivator.


After all, Ravaging Demon had a sea of consciousness in the sixth rank. Weaker cultivators had to be careful when interacting with the mind of such a powerful existence.


The powerhouse could have mental attacks or use his superior mental waves to startle those who tried to probe him. Among those on the scene, only Dreaming Demon could investigate his status without risking to suffer an injury.


Dreaming Demon's mental waves had started to reach for the area filled with corrosive smoke even before the four cultivators' gazes went on her. However, a series of flames sprouted from the black cloud and burned the gas, revealing Ravaging Demon's figure.


The powerhouse was still smiling, but his expression wasn't as happy as before. Also, the upper part of his robe was in pieces, with only a few ragged strands hanging out of his belt.


There was a large hole on his left shoulder, and his arm didn't fall only thanks to a small strand of skin that kept it attached to his torso.


The five cultivators had managed to injure Ravaging Demon, but his wound was nothing serious. It wouldn't affect his battle prowess.





However, the scene that followed the powerhouse's reappearance ruined the mood of the rank 5 cultivators. Ravaging Demon's shoulder turned into flames that remained in place for a few seconds before solidifying again in the form of a perfectly healthy shoulder.


The Demon now appeared completely fine, with only his ruined robe to indicate that Noah's attack had hit him.


Noah and the others revealed ugly expressions. They could try to attack him again since Dreaming Demon didn't deplete her divine item during the last offensive. Yet, the result would be the same. They had already used their most potent attacks in the end.


The Divine Deduction technique made Noah analyze all his possibilities in less than an instant. He evaluated battle plans of various kinds, and there were even some that included the detonation of his space-ring.


Nevertheless, all of them led to the same conclusion. Noah and his four allies would die as soon as Dreaming Demon used all her pink liquid.


The Demons and Elders had similar thoughts. They considered and evaluated every battle plan that came to their minds. Still, there was no way out of that situation. The sheer power of a rank 6 cultivator made every trick pointless. The difference in their level was too large.


'I was too slow,' Noah thought as he accepted that he could die in the following exchanges. 'I might have killed him if I were near the peak of the fifth rank.'


His mind sharpened as he thought that. Noah was ready to die, but he would fight until the end. He would show to that old monster what he had managed to achieve in two hundred years of relentless training.


Still, Ravaging Demon didn't raise his palm like the last time. He didn't show to the rank 5 cultivators his third flame. Instead, his gaze went on the sky to stare at something that Noah and the others couldn't even sense.


A massive figure covered the sun at that point. The entirety of the Empire's domain went dark as something enormous cut off the sunlight.


Noah and the others raised their heads, but a mountain fell in front of them, causing an earthquake to spread in the regions nearby.


Massive cracks appeared on the ground. The falling mountain had avoided all the assets of the invaders that were still on the battlefield, but it hit Ravaging Demon, who didn't even try to move. Also, it created multiple clouds of dust after its impact with the ground, which blinded the cultivators on the scene.


Noah wanted to investigate the cause of that sudden phenomenon, but a familiar aura soon spread in the environment. All the surviving members of the Hive couldn't help but smile at that point since they knew that their Patriarch had come.


Everyone's gaze went on the sky, and astonishment spread among the various groups. The scene above them was too spectacular for them not to lose themselves in their amazement.


There was a massive giant in the sky. It had a humanoid body and facial features that vaguely resembled Chasing Demon. The titan carried a mountain in its right palm, while the other was still stretched toward the ground.


Chasing Demon sat on the giant's shoulder. His gaze went on the surviving cultivators of the Hive for a short second before focusing on the spot where the mountain had hit Ravaging Demon.


Ravaging Demon's laughter echoed through the battlefield at that point, and flames spread from the mountain that had just fallen, turning it into a pile of ashes that dispersed in the wind.


His figure became visible again. There were multiple spots where his body was nothing more than a mass of flames, and even a corner of his head lacked its tissues.


"You raised them well," Ravaging Demon said as he showed his arrogant smile once again. "They have managed to seize their only chance to survive. They won't have one the next time."


Chasing Demon listened to his words but didn't answer. Instead, he controlled the titan to launch the second mountain at him.
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                        Noah and the others retreated when they saw the massive titan throwing the second mountain toward Ravaging Demon. They could finally escape now that Chasing Demon was here.


As for who would win that battle, there was no doubt in the assets of the Hive's minds. Ravaging Demon was only a newly advanced rank 6 cultivators who even a few experts in the fifth rank had managed to hit. Instead, Chasing Demon had lived for more than a century as a powerhouse.


The Patriarch of the Hive was even in possession of the divine puppet retrieved in Shandal's separate dimension. The fact that he had reached the sixth rank on his own was proof of his superior talent too.


The other assets of the Hive retreated when they saw Noah and the Elders flying on the other side of the destroyed defensive walls. The experts of the Council did the same, and they stopped near the five who had fought the powerhouse.


The Hive and the Council had formed a silent alliance in those short minutes. The fact that the Elbas family was probably working together with Ravaging Demon's factions made the two of them natural allies.


Also, they were the organizations that had lost the most in Ravaging Demon's sudden attack. All their human cultivators and experts in the fourth rank were gone. They had suffered casualties even among those in the fifth rank.


That loss could put the Elbas family directly at the peak of those Mortal Lands. The alliance between the Hive and the Council appeared mandatory in that situation. There was even the foundation for future cooperation.


If Chasing Demon were to win, the Royals would only have a rank 6 cultivator on their side. Annexing the remains of the Ravaging Demon sect wouldn't help the Elbas family take the spot of the strongest organization since it would have two powerful enemies near its borders.


Without the protection of a god, that could only lead to a slow and constant suppression from the enemy forces. The Royals would end up like the Shandal Empire, even if with fewer limitations.


The assets of the Elbas family wanted to retreat too to avoid suffering from the shockwaves released in the battle between the two powerhouses. However, there was distrust in the experts of the Hive and the Council.


Both sides didn't know if they would fight in that situation. Yet, they were bound to discuss once they grouped again, which could only lead to conflict.


A pyre surged and destroyed the second mountain. Ravaging Demon appeared among the ashes and flames still lingering around him, but his body was in a poor state.


Almost the entirety of his lower body had turned into flames, and the same went for half of his head. It was clear that he was using a powerful defensive spell, but the impacts with the mountains had affected him.


Pieces of flesh replaced the flames after they condensed, but that process didn't happen on all his injuries. His head healed completely, but his lower body struggled to return to its original form. Only a leg reappeared, while the other was still in its fiery shape.





"This life," Ravaging Demon spoke as he glanced at the massive titan high in the sky, "Does it come from her? How can a Demon care so much for someone else?"


Chasing Demon didn't answer, but a faint trace of sorrow appeared on his expression. Yet, his memories didn't stop him from launching another attack.


The titan started to descend, leaving the Patriarch of the Hive in the air. Its enormous body fell from the sky and picked up speed as it aimed for Ravaging Demon.


A strong wind began to blow due to the movements of the puppet. Its body was so massive that its fall caused storms to spread through those destroyed regions.


Its brown body slowly turned red as the friction with the air increased its temperature. In that status, the titan resembled a meteorite with a humanoid shape ready to kill any lifeform on the ground.


The heroic assets on the scene showed worried expressions, and even Noah began to take steps back at that sight. The fall of the titan was akin to a natural catastrophe. There was a chance that the entire region wouldn't survive that attack.


He was even injured. He had yet to absorb all the nutrients inside him, but they wouldn't be enough to heal his body completely. Noah needed to rest to stabilize himself, and facing such a mighty event could only worsen his condition.


The Royals retreated too at that point. It didn't matter if the Council and the Hive suspected them. Being too close to that battle would kill even the strongest cultivator among them. Escaping was their only chance to survive.


No one could bother about starting a fight while something so dangerous was happening right next to them.


The titan continued its descent as everyone evacuated the area. Then, when it touched the ground, a cloud of dust filled the entirety of the Empire's domain.


The ground cracked and shook. Any lifeform in the area vanished as the shockwave spread. The mountains in the distance crumbled, and every building in the territories outside of the defensive walls fell apart, unable to withstand the immense power released in the impact.


The shockwave hit Noah and the other escaping assets too, but they had been quick in their decision to retreat, and that force only made them reach a higher speed.


Of course, the human cultivators and experts in the fourth rank of the Elbas family couldn't escape the range of its destruction. Some of them became nothing more than a bloody mass of flesh, while others felt their internal organs exploding due to the might of the impact.


The rank 5 cultivators were fine though. The losses of the Royals were still below those of the other organizations.


Once the shockwave dispersed, the escaping assets stopped to analyze the outcome of the impact. The dust settled and revealed a series of flame snakes flying above Ravaging Demon in a defensive stance. The giant stood above those creatures and limited itself to study them.


The experts in the fifth rank immediately noticed that there was something wrong with the scene. They could accept that Ravaging Demon had managed to endure the two mountains, but the titan was on another level. Its power could level entire nations!


They couldn't believe that those flames belonged to Ravaging Demon. After all, Noah and the others had managed to hit him. He would have used the fiery snakes against them if they were part of his power.


The answer to their doubts arrived quickly. A crowned silver-haired cultivator had appeared on the scene while the titan was falling. His flames had made those snakes, and they could stop the titan because he was on a superior level.


"So," Chasing Demon said without turning his head toward King Elbas, "You will interfere."


King Elbas was about to answer when a series of precise lightning bolts hit the heads of the snakes and dispersed them. Even Great Elder Diana had joined the battlefield.
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                        Four powerhouses had gathered above the Empire's domain in a matter of minutes. Their sides seemed set. They saw Chasing Demon with Great Elder Diana, and King Elbas with Ravaging Demon.


The rank 5 cultivators in the distance could only retreat even further at that point. They were strong experts close to the last stage of the heroic ranks, but they couldn't remain too close when four powerhouses threatened to unleash their power.


Their cultivation level varied though. Noah and the others couldn't discern who was the strongest among them, but the behavior of the rank 6 existences revealed that detail.


Both Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana had disregarded Ravaging Demon and were eyeing King Elbas with stern expressions. It was evident that the Patriarch of the Elbas family was the most significant threat in that situation.


Noah had it slightly better than his allies and the other heroic assets. His instincts gave him a vague idea of who would be more dangerous to face, and the answer was King Elbas.


'He should be only a bit stronger than Great Elder Diana,' Noah thought as he analyzed the powerhouses while retreating. 'Yet, I can't imagine him losing.'


Noah didn't know the reason behind that feeling. No matter how hard he studied the situation, his mind couldn't picture a situation where King Elbas would lose.


'How many inscribed items does he have?' Noah thought at that point. His instincts had never failed to guess a situation correctly. If they felt that King Elbas couldn't lose, then there was a high chance that they were right.


That's why he thought about the inscribed items. They were the only variable that could make him triumph every time, even if his ally was just a newly advanced rank 6 cultivator.


Also, King Elbas was the leader of the most advanced organization in the inscription fields. He had even created the portal toward other Mortal Lands!


Noah wouldn't be surprised if the powerhouse had countless inscribed items on himself. He would find it strange if he didn't.


"Ravaging Demon dies today," Chasing Demon said as he looked toward King Elbas. His statement sounded like a promise when it reached the other powerhouses, and Great Elder Diana nodded to show that she would help fulfilling it.


"He is with me," King Elbas said in a plain tone. There was no fear in his voice, even with two powerful cultivators targeting him with their stern gazes.


Ravaging Demon kept on smiling as he watched the atmosphere becoming tense. He seemed to enjoy that his sole presence was the cause behind the possible clash between the strongest existences in those Mortal Lands.


"Stop me then," Chasing Demon said as he waved his hand. The titan had floated in the air after the fiery snakes blocked it, but it descended again at that gesture.


Ravaging Demon didn't move. He was right under the titan and stared with a fearless expression at the massive punch coming in his direction. The sole fist of the giant was as big as a mountain, and it created storms as it reached for the ground.





King Elbas sighed and pointed the giant with his right hand. A drop of blood came out of his index. It shot like a bullet toward the massive puppet that was about to punch the ground.


The drop of blood took fire during its flight, turning into a fiery phoenix that released a shrill cry spread through the battlefield. The soundwave was so powerful that cracks appeared in the sky and forced the rank 5 cultivators in the distance to cover their ears. It even stopped the titan's movements for an instant.


The cry gave enough time to the phoenix to reach the titan before it resumed moving. Still, a series of precise lightning bolts created a net that blocked the dive of the fiery bird.


The titan moved again and finished his attack, punching the ground where Ravaging Demon was standing. Due to the interruptions, the giant wasn't able to express its full power, but its punch created deep fissures nonetheless.


However, flames soon spread from the cracks on the ground and gathered in the air to take Ravaging Demon's form once again. His body appeared fine at that time, but his complexion was pale. It seemed that he didn't heal but just recovered his original shape.


Noah memorized every scene that he saw from the safe position reached during his retreat. The powerhouses were god-like creatures capable of destroying entire regions with a simple spell in his eyes. Also, they appeared incredibly hard to kill. Ravaging Demon was the weakest among them, but Chasing Demon could only hurt him with three attacks.


The phoenix exploded into countless small flames at that point. They flew toward the empty spots in the net of lightning and tried to cross Great Elder Diana's blockage.


Yet, small lightning bolts came out from the lightning bolts that made the net and aimed for the tiny flames. King Elbas' spell didn't have any chance to survive under that attack, and all his flames vanished in a few seconds.


The giant raised its humanoid head, and a crack appeared on the lower part of its face to take the form of a mouth. From Ravaging Demon's point of view, it was as if a massive cliff was forming right under him.


A series of small puppets came out of titan's mouth. They were smaller versions of the giant and were only twice a human's size. Yet, they had darker bodies, which signaled the presence of metallic features in their structure.


Ravaging Demon saw thirty or so puppets rising in the air and trying to encircle him in a raw battle formation. Each one of them executed different battle styles, even if their movements were clunky.


Still, they were puppets that radiated the power of the sixth rank. The Demon could guess that they could explode to release their energy. Nevertheless, escaping from them wasn't an option, mostly since the net of lightning blocked the path above.


Ravaging Demon decided to release his third flame. A sea of fire expanded from his palm and engulfed both puppets and giants.


A series of explosions followed the spreading of the flames. The puppets detonated when their bodies started to destabilize, and they created a storm of debris and metallic shards that raged inside the fire.


The titan straightened itself in the middle of the fiery sea. Ravaging Demon's fire didn't appear able to hurt it, and his flames only made its body turn red since they increased its temperature.


The sea eventually retracted, and an even paler Ravaging Demon reappeared. He wore a tired expression, but his smile was still in place as if mocking any effort to make him submit.


The giant raised its hand to grab him when he returned material, but King Elbas sighed again and used his finger to make a long wound on the back of his forearm. Then, he swung his arm, and an invisible slash cut both the net and the titan's arm.
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                        It took Noah a while to understand that King Elbas' slash wasn't invisible. The blood that came out of his forearm had taken fire during the attack and had created flames so fast that none of the rank 5 cultivators on the scene could see them.


The net made of lightning bolts fell apart once a fissure spread on its surface. Its orange sparks dispersed in the air as the links crumbled. Still, cracks continued to appear in that area of the sky even after the spell was gone.


The slash even severed the titan's arm, which fell on the ground, creating another series of earthquakes. Ravaging Demon had managed to escape from its grip before it hit the terrain, and he had transformed in a series of flames that flew toward King Elbas.


Chasing Demon acted and controlled the giant so that its mouth would aim for the escaping flames. The insides of the titan started to tremble at that point. A condensed shockwave came out of its mouth in the form of a low cry, which reached its target instantly.


The trails of flames shook when the cry hit them. Most of them struggled to resist that attack only to disperse in the air. The fire that survived condensed into Ravaging Demon's figure, which had many missing body parts.


Both his arms were nowhere to be seen, and he only had his left leg. Half of his waist had disappeared too, and all his injuries leaked massive quantities of blood even if his Breath tried to close them.


Also, no flames appeared to rebuild his missing parts. Ravaging Demon was bleeding for the first time since the beginning of the battle, and he didn't seem able to suppress his injuries!


The offensive against him didn't stop there. Great Elder Diana pointed both her indices toward the wounded Demon, and small sparks came out of them. That attack consisted of minute lightning bolts capable of flying even faster than King Elbas' slash.


Holes appeared on Ravaging Demon's body as the lightning bolts hit him. The pressure caused by that relentless offensive forced him to perform evasive maneuvers. Still, they only managed to limit the amount of damage that the Patriarch of the Council could inflict.


Those lightning bolts were too fast and small. Ravaging Demon couldn't dodge them even in his flame form, and King Elbas' attacks weren't precise enough to intercept that offensive.


The Council and the Hive were finally gaining the upper hand in that battle. After all, they only wanted to secure the kill on Ravaging Demon in that situation. As for King Elbas, they could think of a way to deal with him in the future.


However, King Elbas didn't want to lose his ally. Ravaging Demon was only a newly advanced rank 6 cultivator. Still, his sole presence could help him balance the political environment that was bound to appear once the factions returned to their homes.


King Elbas sighed for the third time, and an orb appeared next to him. The sphere emitted a multicolored light whose brightness flickered continuously. It could radiate the brightest white light before turning into a black radiance that obscured the area around it.





"I hope you are worth it," King Elbas said as he glanced at the escaping Ravaging Demon before launching the orb toward the center of those regions. The light radiated by the sphere became unstable during its flight until it burst outward, enveloping the entirety of the battlefield with its chaotic aura.


Great Elder Diana didn't think much about the orb at the beginning. King Elbas didn't throw it at her, so she continued to focus on the new powerhouse before it managed to escape.


Yet, she started to lose control of her spells after the chaotic aura spread through the sky. She would still launch her attacks, but they became imprecise and messy when they tried to aim for Ravaging Demon.


Great Elder Diana retracted her indices at that point and shot an angry glance at King Elbas before shouting words that echoed through the entire area. "Since when did you study my individuality?"


King Elbas laughed, seeing that his creation had managed to incapacitate the second-strongest powerhouse of those Mortal Lands. His aura surged as his bloodline gained more importance due to that achievement.


Of course, a normal inscribed item couldn't stop a rank 6 cultivator. The orb was a disposable weapon in the sixth rank built only to counter Great Elder Diana's precise lightning bolts.


King Elbas had begun to create countermeasures to the other powerhouses since the battle against the quasi-rank 7 winged beast. The data gathered in that fight had given him a clearer idea of the abilities of the other rank 6 cultivators and made it easier to create something that could weaken their individualities.


Great Elder Diana's greatest strength was the precision of her lightning bolts. Cultivators with a lightning aptitude wouldn't be able to control their attacks most of the time due to the intrinsic wildness of their element. Yet, the powerhouse of the Council had turned that weakness her iconic ability.


King Elbas had built an item that unleashed a chaotic aura in the environment, creating an area where Great Elder Diana couldn't make use of her troublesome abilities. That chaos would affect even other cultivators, but they would apply harsher restrictions only on Diana's individuality.


Ravaging Demon had never stopped moving, and he had continued to fly toward King Elbas even during the detonation of the multicolored orb. However, when he was about to reach his ally, the titan released another cry.


Ravaging Demon's body was a mess. Blood leaked from the missing pieces of flesh and the holes created by the minute lightning bolts. The dense shockwave made him puke blood when it swept him, and even his consciousness wavered after that last attack.


The loss of focus put a stop to his flight and made him fall. The Demon wasn't unconscious, but he struggled to fend off the effects of the shockwave.


Chasing Demon waved his hand, and the titan started to run toward the falling Demon. Its feet eventually stepped on the air, making it sprint in a diagonal trajectory through the sky as it tried to intercept its target.


King Elbas' complexion paled at that point, and a single drop of black blood came out of his mouth. He then picked the blood and flicked it toward the giant, hitting it right before it could punch the falling Demon.


Flames spread through the entirety of the titan's body when the black blood touched it. That fire appeared able to affect its massive form since the rocky terrain that made it turned into lava that fell toward the ground.


The giant cried again as if expressing its unwillingness to fall apart before it could complete its task. However, King Elbas' flames were too powerful and liquefied its entire body before it could reach Ravaging Demon.


Chasing Demon's attack died with its arm stretched in a desperate attempt to reach its target.
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                        King Elbas had managed to defeat the attacks of two powerhouses and save Ravaging Demon at the same time. The latter eventually regained his foothold and resumed his flight toward the leader of the Royals.


Great Elder Diana couldn't interfere with him. She could use abilities that didn't rely on her precision, but their power would be lower than her main attacks. King Elbas would fend them off with some casual spell.


She was even on the other side of the battlefield, so she didn't have time to fly through the chaotic area and intercept Ravaging Demon before he reached King Elbas.


On the other hand, Chasing Demon was near the Patriarch of the Elbas family and could see Ravaging Demon rising in the sky toward his ally. His titan was no more though, so he lacked offensive methods at the moment.


Both Great Elder Diana and Chasing Demon had yet to attack King Elbas directly. They had avoided bringing their battle on that stage to maintain the focus on Ravaging Demon.


Once the three powerhouses started to attempt to their lives, the battle would gain different features. It wouldn't be a struggle to seize or prevent an advantage anymore. It would become an actual war between the three major organizations of those Mortal Lands.


The truth was that no one desired an all-out war. The three organizations lacked the assets necessary to pierce the defenses of their enemies, meaning that a proper battle among them couldn't lead to benefits.


After all, the three of them didn't manage to rout the Shandal Empire even when they were at their peak and were fighting together. Going against each other after suffering all those losses would be suicidal since none of them could gain anything from their enemies.


Chasing Demon found himself in a pickle. Attacking Ravaging Demon in that situation would force King Elbas to deploy more spells. Instead, attacking the Patriarch of the Royals would take away his attention from his ally.


That would create a window that Great Elder Diana could exploit, giving her more chances to finish Ravaging Demon. Yet, it would also start a war against the Elbas family since it couldn't ignore a direct assault to its powerhouse.


Countless thoughts surged inside Chasing Demon's mind as he looked at the flying Ravaging Demon. The hatred for Charming Demon's death still burned inside him, but he had to consider other aspects due to his political status.


The Hive was flourishing under his rule, but it had just suffered huge losses. Bringing it into another war would be a poor decision, especially since it could seal an alliance with the Council and suppress the Elbas family.


Also, the Hive could execute secret plans against the Ravaging Demon sect in complete safety with the separate dimension. Obtaining the location of its assets wouldn't even be a problem since the Council was bound to have countless reports about them.


In the end, Chasing Demon thought about the inheritance of his Master. His two old friends were improving, but they needed his protection to focus on their cultivation without worrying about the enemy forces. The same went for Noah, which Divine Demon had chosen personally.





Chasing Demon could choose to pursue the approach that gave him the highest chance of success in his vengeance, or avoid war and focus Ravaging Demon with his attacks. The first option would put Noah and all the assets of the Hive at risk, while the other would probably lead to the escape of his sworn enemy.


A series of boulders appeared around the Patriarch of the Hive. They morphed into tall puppets that had sharp claws instead of hands. They didn't have detailed facial features, but horizontal cracks spread on the lower part of their faces to form large mouths.


The puppets began to fly in a straight line toward King Elbas. They raised their claws while their insides trembled to charge a weaker version of the titan's sound attack.


King Elbas' eyebrow arched at that sight. He felt that he had underestimated Chasing Demon's hatred when he saw that he had decided to attack him. He wasn't scared about those spells, but defending himself and saving Ravaging Demon at the same time would force him to waste another powerful inscribed item.


Still, the puppets made a sharp turn and dived toward the rising Ravaging Demon as annoyance filled King Elbas' mind and the blood flowing out of his forearm turned into flames.


It turned out that Chasing Demon had decided to prioritize the Hive over his revenge. Targeting King Elbas had only been a distraction that had forced the latter to prepare a defensive spell.


Ravaging Demon was a mess. His body was nearing a critical state, and his consciousness was still recovering from the titan's cry. When he saw the puppets diving toward him, his expression turned ugly, and his smile finally disappeared from his face.


Massive quantities of blood came out of his mouth as flames spurted from his injuries. It seemed that he was neglecting his state to turn himself into fire to avoid the incoming attack.


Yet, the cracks on the puppet's heads spread at that point, and a series of dense shockwaves came out of them, engulfing Ravaging Demon with their tremors.


The Demon saw his flames falling apart, and the sound attack made his mental sphere struggle to maintain control over his Breath. He stopped flying to stabilize his condition, but that break made the puppets reach him before King Elbas could activate a different spell.


The puppets slashed with their claws, which fell apart once they pierced Ravaging Demon's skin. Their rocky limbs took fire when they came in contact with his insides, but they managed to inflict more injuries nonetheless.


King Elbas suppressed a curse when he saw that Ravaging Demon was risking his life. The puppets wouldn't be too dangerous in a normal situation, but his ally was already nearing his limit.


The flames accumulated around him morphed to turn into small fiery birds that flew in Ravaging Demon's aid. They crashed with the puppets and made their bodies crumble. However, the destruction of the rocky constructs released the energy that they contained.


A series of explosions swept Ravaging Demon, engulfing his form into a cloud made of dust and rocky debris. King Elbas could only dive toward his ally at that point, and flames burned the entirety of the cloud when he reached it.


Once the cloud was no more, everyone on the battlefield could see an unconscious Ravaging Demon floating in the air with his body filled by ugly wounds.


Great Elder Diana and Chasing Demon prepared other spells while King Elbas analyzed the unconscious Demon. The latter was alive, but it was so weak that his figure barely emitted any aura.


King Elbas took out a large orb from his space-ring at that point, which sucked Ravaging Demon in its insides before exploding, filling the sky with a bright white light.


When the light dispersed, a pale and conscious Ravaging Demon was standing right next to the powerhouse of the Elbas family.
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                        Ravaging Demon was injured, but King Elbas' item had managed to stabilize his condition and wake him up. The other powerhouses couldn't understand how weak he was, but there was a constant in the battle that made them realize how powerful the Elbas family was.


King Elbas appeared prepared for anything. It didn't matter if it was countering an individuality or healing a rank 6 cultivator in a matter of seconds. The Patriarch of the Elbas family had an inscribed item ready for that.


Every major asset in those Mortal Lands had always known that King Elbas was an astonishing existence. After all, the dimensional portal had shown that his expertise in the inscription field surpassed any school in possession of other organizations.


Yet, Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana felt that they had underestimated him after seeing him in action. Holding him in high regard wasn't enough to evaluate the kind of threat that he could pose to them.


King Elbas and Ravaging Demon floated closely in the air. It wasn't possible to target only one of them anymore, mainly since Diana couldn't rely on her precision at the moment.


Launching an attack toward Ravaging Demon would involve King Elbas too, which went against what Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana had tried to avoid for the entirety of the battle. It was time to decide how far they were willing to go to prevent the Royals' faction from acquiring a second powerhouse.


Chasing Demon had taken his decision previously, but he didn't discuss the matter with his natural ally. Great Elder Diana could decide to continue with her offensive, which would force the Patriarch of the Hive to help her.


The two of them exchanged a long glance after they analyzed the scene. The powerhouses were too far away to interact through their consciousnesses, but one of them had already shown his stance. It was up to Great Elder Diana to decide on their next step.


Nevertheless, King Elbas' patience had reached its limits by then. He had to waste two inscribed items in the sixth rank and even use his black blood twice to save Ravaging Demon.


The value of a powerhouse was far above that of his creations. King Elbas could always make more of them, while he couldn't decide when a new rank 6 cultivator would appear. Even the miraculous pool was a variable since it would generally kill half of the experts that immersed themselves in its oily waters.


With the Shandal Empire out of the political scene, the Elbas family needed another organization as an ally to match its enemies. Otherwise, it would have to face their suppression, which would ultimately lead to its destruction.


Powerful inscribed items could only slow down that outcome. After all, the Empire had relied on many miraculous formations but had ended up in a poor situation anyway.


Inscribed items and formations could support the cultivators and tilt the scales of a battle on one side, but they couldn't win wars on their own. There had to be powerful assets using them and exploiting the chances that they created.





King Elbas waved his hand, and multiple disposable weapons appeared in the air around him. There were swords, spears, orbs emitting various radiances, and even puppets with intricate formations on their bodies. Also, each one of those items radiated the power of the sixth rank.


King Elbas didn't activate the weapons, but he spoke with an annoyed tone to announce his stance to the two powerhouses targeting Ravaging Demon. "This is only a fraction of my assets."


It was needless to say that the sight of so many powerful weapons made Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana hesitate. Each one of those items was able to match the power of their spells. Some of them even had mysterious effects that the powerhouses couldn't discern in that situation.


Of course, both Chasing Demon and Diana had inscribed items of their own. They were still cultivators that had reached the last stage of the heroic ranks and had accumulated riches for the entirety of their long lives.


Yet, they weren't sure if they could match the accumulation of the best expert in those Mortal Lands.


Silent moments passed while the four powerhouses eyed each other with a mixture of hesitation and annoyance. They wanted to get out of that situation after they made sure that they would have the upper-hands in the next years. However, it didn't seem possible to reach that result without investing many resources.


The atmosphere became tense as the seconds passed, but a fifth powerful aura appeared in the area before the rank 6 cultivators could act.


"Attack now, and this part of the continent will sink," God's Left Hand said as she rose above the blue dome. "This goes against our negotiations. King Elbas, I'll join the battle if you unleash those items. It's in my right to do so."


God's Left Hand's appearance surprised the powerhouses and the rank 5 assets in the distance. The leaders of the armies didn't have time to describe the negotiations to their allies due to Ravaging Demon's sudden appearance, but they nodded when questioning gazes landed on them.


The next exchange could destroy those regions once and for all, leaving only the blue dome intact. King Elbas' disposable weapons would be already enough to make most of those shattered lands sink underground. Their clash with his opponents' offensive could remove that entire area from the old continent.


Nevertheless, that would go against the pact sealed between the invading forces and the Empire. The only organization outside of those negotiations was the Ravaging Demon sect, but it didn't have the power to affect that situation.


God's Left Hand's stance was clear. She eyed Ravaging Demon and King Elbas while battle intent spread through her aura. It was evident that she had decided to side with Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana.


King Elbas revealed an ugly expression. He felt that he could defend against three powerhouses if he were to fight in his domain, but he could only rely on his inscribed items there.


He wasn't worried about his life though. He had so many lifesaving methods that made him confident in surviving the clash with a god, even if only for a few seconds. The problem was Ravaging Demon.


"What if they start to attack?" King Elbas asked as he eyed the powerhouses at the edges of the battlefield.


"They would have broken the pact then," God's Left Hand said without any hesitation. "I will side with you in that case."


King Elbas nodded at her words and stored his weapons back in his space-ring. Then, he started to fly away from the battlefield, and Ravaging Demon followed closely behind him.


Noah gazed at the expressions of his Patriarch and knew that the battle was over. Everyone lost that day, and the various organizations had only set the foundation for future wars.


Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon glanced at him, and the three of them exchanged a cold gaze that carried a deeper meaning. They knew that they would raid the Ravaging Demon sect next.
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                        The assets of the various factions started to leave the battlefield. The powerhouses moved with them, and the three organizations regrouped in different areas under God's Left Hand's stern gaze.


Noah glanced at the battlefield as Chasing Demon flew toward him. The terrain had become black due to Ravaging Demon's flames, and cracks filled every region around the blue dome.


Devastation spread in every corner of what had once been the home of the most powerful organization. The area appeared even more wrecked than the central regions of the new continent after they saw the battle against the quasi-rank 7 winged beast.


It couldn't be helped. The old continent was frailer than the new one. The amount of damage that the powerhouses could do there was immense, and even a few spells could turn entire regions into wastelands.


Noah's gaze went on the various cracks only to notice that not even a drop of blood had remained on the ground. Those regions had seen the death of countless cultivators. Yet, the battle of the powerhouses had erased every trace of their existence.


Elder Austin, Danielle, and Amos had disappeared during Ravaging Demon's sudden attack, and no one had seen them after that.


Of course, everyone in the Hive knew that they had died. Daniel's divine item had managed to save only the Elders near him, and Noah had survived the first flames because Ravaging Demon wanted him alive.


The fact that he had suffered fewer injuries than expected was just a case. After all, no one could even begin to predict that he had a Blood Companion made only of higher energy.


Noah had never been the sentimental type. Even Lily and William's deaths couldn't make him mourn. He had become more open to his human side across the years, but that aspect of him had never changed.


Death happened more often than anyone liked it, especially when it came to the cultivation world. Natural catastrophes or the whims of powerful existences could take the lives of beings that had trained for centuries in less than an instant.


Some called that fate, but Noah knew that it was a matter of luck. Cultivators could train as hard as possible and prepare for every eventuality, but there was always something that could take their lives if they didn't stand at the top.


The recent battle was the proof of that thought. Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana had done their best to kill Ravaging Demon, but King Elbas' interference had ruined their plans.


One being at the top of the world had been able to turn the tables of an otherwise helpless battle. That was how influential the strongest cultivator in those Mortal Lands could be.


'Still,' Noah thought as he moved his gaze away to join his allies in their retreat, 'Even he couldn't do anything against the leader of the winged beasts. The peak doesn't exist here. We are just ants trying to raise our heads for the first time.'





The death of those rank 5 assets put him in a sour mood. In the travel back to the territories of the Hive, Noah's mind wandered among his plans to become stronger, even if a few memories appeared from time to time.


Those memories mostly belonged to his interactions with Elder Austin. Noah remembered their battles in the new continent when the Hive had yet to claim some territories under its banner. He recalled the lessons concerning the individuality and the times when he had needed to hurt his hybrid body.


There were memories about Danielle too. Noah didn't forget how she had forsaken her pride and her faith toward her ancestors to grant a better future to the natives of the other Mortal Lands.


They were both dead now, but they had managed to affect Noah's cultivation journey, even if only in a small part. Mourning for them was almost a waste of time in his view, but forgetting them would deny the benefits that Noah had gained thanks to them.


Silence reigned among the assets of the Hive as they reached the Coral Archipelago to return to the southwestern coast of the new continent. Chasing Demon disappeared while the survivor used the teleportation matrices on the islands, and he didn't leave any order behind.


Everyone understood that the time for words would come after they had recovered from their injuries. Their focus had to be on sorting their gains and return to their peak.


The rank 5 cultivators dispersed when they reappeared in their respective domes and regions. Noah and the two Demons reappeared together in the central territories of the continent, but they only exchanged a nod before separating.


Noah turned in the direction of Divine Market city after the Demons left. He didn't know how the recent events would affect the political situation there, but it wasn't his problem anymore. There was only one thought in his mind now. He wanted to become able to survive the attack of a powerhouse.


Ravaging Demon had left with King Elbas, but he was too eccentric to remain behind the protection of the Royal family. He was bound to expose himself at some point, and the Hive had to be ready for that chance.


After all, King Elbas' inscribed item had stabilized his condition, but he had remained injured. Noah didn't know how long it would take to the Demon to heal, but his wounds would delay his hunt for the Divine Deduction technique.


Noah had a rank 6 cultivator targeting him now. His mental state was in complete battle mode, even in the safety of the Hive's domain.


The other higher-ups would handle the meetings with the Council, and the two organizations would create strategies and plans to deal with the new powerhouse. Yet, Noah had to make himself able to stand against him or at least survive one of his attacks.


"Starve them," Noah said in a mental message directed toward Thirty-seven. It was time for the hybrids to join the political struggle and help the Hive in its wars. The fastest method to achieve that was to stop the growth of their bodies and focus only on enhancing their minds.


His second rune would help in the process, but many of them would go crazy. Still, he didn't care since he could turn every failure into materials for the living weapons.


Noah returned in the separate dimension after settling the matters with the hybrids. His consciousness went on the large wounds on his body, but his intentions had nothing to do with the healing process.


Noah remembered the flames burning his flesh. He used his connection with Snore to revive the sensations that had filled his Blood Companion's body during Ravaging Demon's attack.


He felt the intrinsic destruction of the flames. They had carried a suicidal feeling, a desire to burn everything that existed, even themselves.


'A destruction so pure that it doesn't fit the cultivation journey, nor any living being,' Noah thought as he meditated in his mansion inside the separate dimension.


His remaining hand opened at that point, and a black flame appeared in his palm.
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                        The flame trembled violently in Noah's palm. It radiated destruction that wanted to affect the entirety of the world and the same fuel that was creating it.


Of course, Noah was restraining its destructive effects and letting it affect only the air around it. The flame was a copy of Ravaging Demon's individuality, so it shouldn't create primary energy with its aura. Yet, the fact that the dark matter was an evolution of Noah's darkness made primary energy appear nonetheless.


The output of primary energy was inferior to his other abilities though. The fire was different from his lightning bolts. Its destruction spread even on the primary energy that it created, diminishing its quantity in the air.


'What a troublesome individuality,' Noah thought as a small spark appeared next to the flame. Seeing the product of Ravaging Demon's existence up close gave him ideas on why the powerhouse had taken so much to reach the sixth rank.


Noah didn't know about the Elbas family's pool, so his first guess was that Ravaging Demon had needed a lot of time to overcome the natural flaw of his individuality. His flames were a power that couldn't go along with any form of life, and his destruction was too pure to belong to someone that wanted to grow.


There was destruction in Noah's individuality, but that aspect of himself came from Heaven and Earth's mistake and his magical beast side. It wasn't something that could hurt him. The primary energy that it created was the main nutrient of his body!


Instead, Ravaging Demon's individuality could only lead to one outcome. It could only burn everything.


The black spark became bigger and started to interact with the flame. To Noah's surprise, the two elements didn't attack each other. Instead, they began to exchange part of the dark matter that made their form as if they were trying to fuse.


Countless ideas surged inside Noah's mind. He had expected the two elements to destroy each other due to their conflicting individualities, but they appeared attracted to each other. Their structures even started to merge in some spots!


The flame and the spark managed to fuse only a small part of their dark matter but continued to interact without hurting their respective structures. Noah felt that something was missing when looking at them. That seemed to be the reason why the merging stopped.


Noah activated the Divine Deduction technique at that point, which made him consider an exciting option.


'I've initially thought about the dark matter as the material to create a personal world,' Noah thought as countless options appeared in his mind. 'What if I need to replicate all the elements to reach that result?'


That reasoning seemed to lead him in the direction of the first spell that made use of his higher energy. That ability would be different from Snore since Noah wouldn't have to build anything beforehand.


For now, it was mostly speculation in his mind. However, Noah could imagine how he would eventually become able to deploy his world whenever he wanted once he managed to copy all the elements.





As for its effects, Noah couldn't predict them. It was all in his head anyway, so he quickly put the matter aside to focus on other pressing issues.


A rank 6 cultivator was hunting him. Every second had to be used to improve his battle prowess. He couldn't waste time daydreaming about the potential of his abilities.


His body was still recovering, and it would take a few months to return to his peak. Even Divine Demon's drug couldn't hasten the healing process too much due to the immense requirements of a hybrid.


Still, the same would apply to Ravaging Demon due to his high cultivation level. The powerhouse was bound to need a few years to heal from his injuries completely.


Also, Noah had no intention to stay put in that period because of his injuries. One of the perks of being a hybrid was that he could focus on many projects, even in his poor state.


Noah couldn't resume the creation of martial arts because he had a few missing limbs, but he could analyze them with the Divine Deduction technique to complete the theoretical work. Meanwhile, he could apply his new flames to his battle style and handle the growth of the hybrids.


Those beings would suffer a lot in the next period because the Hive desperately needed powerful assets to replace the losses sustained during the war. Starving the hybrids to focus on improving their mental capabilities would make many of them go mad, but that was the fastest approach to obtain valuable warriors.


As for his new flames, the fact that he lacked an arm didn't hinder his ability to forge. He could implement them into Snore's body and improve its overall strength.


Months quickly passed while Noah remained in his mansion inside the separate dimension. Elder Julia would contact him from time to time to update him on the political situation of the outside world. Still, she only reported a tense atmosphere, without any actual fight among the organizations.


It seemed that every force was dealing with their losses and preparing for the inevitable clash that would happen in the future.


There was no news about Ravaging Demon, but the Hive held many meetings with the higher-ups of the Council to seal a lasting alliance.


Among the three invading forces, the Council had suffered the most from the powerhouse's actions. Ravaging Demon didn't only kill many powerful assets during his sudden attack. The sects under his banner had even revolted and claimed a part of the Papral nation, undermining a large part of the Council's foundation.


A third of all the sects under the Council had abandoned its rule. They had created independent regions inside the Papral nation, creating a force similar to the Coral Archipelago in the days after its independence. The only difference was that it had far more assets since they belonged to sects that had thrived for a long time inside one of the strongest organizations.


Also, it had the backing of the Elbas family, which provided that new force with inscribed items meant to defend its borders.


As for the Shandal Empire, it delivered the resources promised during the negotiations for its surrender. They covered many battle formations and some inscription methods that had disappeared from the world for millennia.


However, the Empire didn't give the Second Life formation, and the invaders had limited leverage since the blue dome would make the Empire survive for many years anyway.


A few spells of the darkness element arrived at Noah too, but he didn't analyze them while he was busy recovering and improving Snore. Even his Demonic Sword needed to heal, so he didn't manage to cultivate much in those months.


Yet, Noah started to leave the separate dimension often once his body and sword returned to their peak. Improving Snore was something that he could do in his spare time, but he needed to complete his fusion of martial arts and spells, other than refilling his stash of magical beasts' corpses.
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                        Noah completed the improvements on Snore's body between his hunts and his experiments with the martial arts. The thought of focusing on recreating other elements had crossed his mind, but he eventually suppressed it.


He didn't know what triggered his ability to recreate elements. There wasn't any fixed pattern. It was a sensation that started from his instincts and dawned upon him once it could take the form of thoughts.


That field was too vague to explore when he had so many projects ready for him.


His stash of corpses returned to its previous state quickly since the domain of the Hive was incredibly large by then. The hybrids that failed to maintain their reason helped refill his space-ring too since the creation of living weapons was still on hold.


As for his martial arts, Noah had chosen to create forms that could match the Merging spell to add a powerful device to his survivability. Having a movement technique that could match the might of the second form of his martial art would be a great addition to his arsenal.


Finishing to improve the Blood Companion gave him time to inspect the spells obtained from the Shandal Empire. They were two diagrams with power in the fifth rank and meant for darkness cultivators, but only one of them appeared suitable for his darkness.


The first spell had healing effects. Its name was Dark Womb, and it enveloped a cultivator in a thick membrane that accelerated the recovery of tissues and centers of power.


However, Noah's individuality didn't fit that ability at all. He had initially thought that the healing properties inherited by the Yin body would help him activate the spell, but his darkness appeared incapable even to create the membrane.


Of course, Noah didn't give it to the inventory of the Hive even if he couldn't use it. His higher energy had just started to show its true potential. There was a chance that it could become a fuel capable of activating spells that didn't match his individuality.


Yet, Noah would have to modify the diagrams of the spells and rebrand them so that they could use his dark matter. That was something akin to creating a new inscription method, which was impossible now since his higher energy had yet to reveal all its properties.


The second spell made use of a peculiar property of the darkness element. Its name was Black Mark, and it worked as a venom capable of weakening any living being over time.


It was different from the Death Area spell. The Black Mark spell added a layer of toxic Breath to every ability and affected the centers of power of any existence once it entered their system.


Noah had fewer hopes for that spell, but it turned out that the destruction of his individuality suited the venomous properties of the Black Mark perfectly. It changed the structure of the actual venom, but it kept its insidious power.


The spell required a few modifications to express its full potential when paired with Noah's darkness, but it was a useful ability that would make his attack far more dangerous. That even applied to his mental attacks since the venom had ethereal properties.





The tests with his martial arts went well. Noah eventually created forms that could express his physical strength and match the effects of the Merging spell.


The process took two years, and there were still a few adjustments that he needed to complete before he could use it in battle properly. However, the most challenging phase was over. Noah had almost taken the first step toward the creation of his school.


Meanwhile, he increased the pressure that the second rune in his mind applied to its walls. A headache was nothing compared to the threat of a rank 6 existence aiming for the Divine technique inside his sea of consciousness.


Faith reappeared in that period, and she managed to visit Noah a few times since she knew about the separate dimension. She used those visits to give him a complete overview of what she had discovered about the Ravaging Demon sect in those years, and what she found sounded problematic most of the time.


Ravaging Demon's followers had roots everywhere inside the Papral nation and in a few regions of the new continent. The damage that their betrayal had done to the Council was immense, especially since they didn't limit themselves to leave.


Many of the rebels were experts that covered essential roles inside the Council and owned secret information. They had used their knowledge to raid important buildings and places inside the new and old continent to seize as many resources as they could.


Also, the fact that the old continent had seen a continuous emigration of assets for the new continent allowed them to claim a large area of the Papral nation under their banner.


Faith believed that Ravaging Demon would reappear there once his issues were gone, and she agreed to ambush him with all their firepower at that point. However, the Elbas family's protection made the task quite dangerous, especially after losing so many resources.


The two of them even talked about June. She had yet to reappear since the end of the war against the Empire, but Noah understood her actions. Every asset under the Royals was busy preparing for the imminent clash, and she couldn't disappear for a few years anymore.


Those times were too tense. Even the smallest clash would bring the organizations back into an all-out war. Still, none of them would be able to seize a complete victory due to their poor state, rendering all their struggles pointless.


It would take a while for Noah and June to see each other again, and they would probably stand on opposite sides of the battlefield by then.


Something unexpected happened in that period. Elder Julia received a sudden communication from Chasing Demon that led her to join a meeting that saw the powerhouses of both Hive and Empire.


When she returned from the meeting, she contacted Noah and the two Demons in a hurry to reveal that the Empire had asked to be part of the destruction of the Ravaging Demon sect.


That was an odd request for an organization that had just lost a war. The Empire even had restrictions when it came to its influence on the political environment. Still, God's Left Hand didn't hesitate to reveal why she wanted to help the Hive.


The powerhouse of the Empire had been discreet with her communications, and she didn't even release her plan. However, she admitted rather quickly that she wanted to work with the Hive only because of Flying Demon.


God's Left Hand had seen Flying Demon in action. She could immediately link his individuality to the god that had left her to follow God's Right Hand in his journey in the Immortal lands.


Hence, seeing Shandal's individuality again gave her a hint on the current situation.


Two identical individualities couldn't appear in the cultivation world, but Flying Demon's aura had features that only Shandal could have. So, God's Left Hand could guess that he had met her Patriarch somewhere.
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                        The Hive wasn't worried about God's Left Hand's offer. The negotiations for the surrender of the Shandal Empire didn't allow it to attack any of the invaders. Also, it limited the influence that it could have on the political environment of the world.


The invaders had cut it off from any event, allowing it to survive only inside the blue dome and in the wrecked regions around it.


That wasn't an ideal solution for the Empire, but preventing its destruction was already an outstanding achievement. The blue dome had even allowed it to retain many powerful assets and resources, making its situation less dramatic than it looked.


Noah and the Demons discussed God's Left Hand's offer in private. Chasing Demon had already agreed to send them in the blue dome to see what the Empire could give them, but the trio wanted to set their story straight first.


The matters of the separate dimension under the Odrea nation were a secret that only the higher-ups of the Hive knew about. The fact that Shandal's will resided in a palace filled with divine items wasn't a piece of information that they could share with the rest of the world.


God's Left Hand's interest in Flying Demon hinted that she wasn't aware of the separate dimension. Revealing to the powerhouse of the Empire that her Patriarch had enough items to save his organization didn't seem the best approach.


Yet, the three of them didn't have a way to justify Flying Demon's individuality. It made them wonder if Chasing Demon had revealed something already and whether they could speak openly to the powerhouse of the Empire.


Any message directed to Chasing Demon remained unanswered in that period. Noah and the Demons had a special relationship with him, but it seemed that he was too busy to handle those small matters.


His silence was a sign that he trusted the three of them though, so they prepared for their trip back in the old continent.


The truth was that the Hive would accept any help at the moment. Even dealing with the organization that they had fought only recently was better than remaining alone to see the Elbas family growing thanks to its alliance with the Ravaging Demon sect.


The alliance with the Council would eventually arrive too. Still, that matter was more complicated since there were grudges between Chasing Demon and the organization in charge of his old home. Both of them needed to look past their old conflicts if they wanted to focus on the Ravaging Demon sect.


There was someone else willing to join Noah and the Demons in the trip to the blue dome. About half of assets salvaged from the Odrea nation had remained behind during the war against the Empire. The wanted to enjoy their well-earned break from the struggles of the battlefields.


All of them had benefited from the resources of the Hive, reaching the heroic ranks in no time and managing to heal injuries that they had carried for decades.





However, there was a loud question in their minds that no resources and techniques could silence. They wanted to know why they had to suffer for so long if their Patriarch had died more than fifty thousand years ago.


Noah didn't tell them about Shandal's separate dimension, but the libraries of the Hive described how the Empire had fallen and reappeared across the years.


That inevitably left the citizens of the Odrea nation full of questions that undermined the very foundation of their determination. They eventually felt that their struggles to survive had been pointless.


Disheartened cultivators would lead to stagnating heroic assets. Those experienced soldiers couldn't explore the depths of their individualities if their minds were stuck on existential dilemmas.


Noah had given a vague explanation to the citizens of the Odrea nation once he learnt about their problems. It was in the Hive's interest to remove their bottlenecks, but Noah intended to make them drop their desire to join the meeting with the Empire.


That negotiation was too important to let cultivators full of anger and hate join it. Any outburst wouldn't endanger their lives because of the pacts in place, but it could affect the meeting negatively.


Nevertheless, the cultivators of the Odrea nation didn't want to drop their requests. They had already figured out that Shandal had something to do with their prolonged imprisonment. They could find peace only by meeting those responsible for their suffering.


Noah eventually agreed to let a few of them join him and the Demons in their trip to the Empire.


Lisa's familiar face soon appeared in the area of the separate dimension that the trio was expanding to reach the regions near the blue dome. She had managed to become a heroic cultivator in the years after her liberation. Yet, she was still at the bottom of the fourth rank due to her past injury.


There were two men with her. They both were rank 4 cultivators in the liquid stage of the fourth rank, and their stern expressions showed how determined they were to hear the Empire's version of the story.


Noah's gaze went on one of those men. He was tall, with bulging muscles visible even if he wore a loose robe. His skin was dark, and he had short curly hair. Still, his facial features were soft and reminded Noah of a woman from more than a century in the past.


Lisa couldn't help but avoid Noah's gaze when she sat at some distance from the three rank 5 cultivators. Her behavior made him understand that the man had some connection with Nina and that Lisa had probably brought him along to appeal to Noah's good-will.


"You can speak," Noah said when he noticed that the man stared at his back with an intense expression.


The man's eyes widened, and he fell to his knees to kowtow toward Noah. Lisa and the other cultivator did the same when they saw him leaving the Demons to near them.


"L-lord Demon Prince," The man said as he raised his head to look at Noah's floating figure, "I'm Luke, Nina's grandson."


Noah didn't answer but continued to inspect Luke with a cold gaze.


"Why are we dealing with the Empire?" Luke eventually asked when he saw that Noah had no intention to help him through his questions. "Why aren't we avenging the countless deaths that have swept out home due to the whims of a god?"


Noah didn't answer immediately. He knew that it was hard for such a young heroic existence to accept Shandal's actions, but there wasn't much that he could say to lift his morale.


The unfairness of the human world was something that he had accepted even before transmigrating. There were no real answers to Luke's question.


"Because we can't," Noah eventually said. "Find your peace or the power to claim your vengeance. Anything else is a waste of your breath."


Noah was about to turn then, but he added something with a voice that was a mixture of human words and growls before rejoining the Demons. "Be sure to behave there."
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                        Noah's threat silenced the three cultivators from the Odrea nation. Still, they didn't feel angry about it. The sole fact that he had used his precious time to answer their questions made them appreciate their savior even more.


The truth was that they knew their place. They were just pawns caught in the middle of a game played by a god. They were the nameless casualties that any war had, and they could only blame their bad luck for that.


Joining the meeting with the forces of the Empire served the sole purpose of freeing their minds from the emotions that clouded their path. The other cultivators saved from the Odrea nation shared their feelings and wanted to see their envoys face the force that had kept them imprisoned for years.


Noah and the Demons stretched the separate dimension until they reached the area under the blue dome before contacting the forces of the Empire. After receiving their answer, they set up a door that led to one of the large fissures in those regions.


The world suspected that the Hive had a secret method to transport its troops. The other organizations couldn't explain the events in the Utra nation otherwise. Also, there had been many occasions where the timing of its reinforcements was off.


Nevertheless, suspecting something was different from being sure of it. The Hive could turn a deaf ear to any accusation since the other organizations didn't have any proof.


Resurfacing at the bottom of one of the fissures served that purpose too. Placing the exit under the blue dome would give unnecessary hints to the Empire.


Noah and the Demons dug their way toward the dome and sent another message to their contact. A tunnel appeared in the ground inside the light at that point, and six heroic cultivators appeared behind the protection radiating a divine aura.


They were three women and three men, and they gestured to the group from the Hive to step forward. The blue light didn't hinder their passage, and a new world unfolded once they crossed the borders of the dome.


Countless presences appeared in the range of their consciousness, and the noise caused by the cultivators training on the surface reached their ears even if they were underground.


The Demons and the trio from the Odrea nation marveled at the properties of the blue dome. That divine defensive method appeared to block any noise and aura from its insides other than preventing any consciousness from inspecting those areas.


Noah stopped once all those inputs reached his mind. He wasn't stunned by the sudden flow of information. Instead, the aptitudes of the six cultivators at the peak of the fourth rank that had welcomed them left him speechless.


The Demons didn't understand the reason behind his behavior at the beginning since they couldn't discern their aptitudes as fast as him. Noah wouldn't be able to do it either in standard cases. Still, that situation was anything but ordinary.





Noah could feel a sense of familiarity coming from three of them and a conflicting sensation from the others. It didn't take him even a second to realize that he was facing cultivators with light and darkness aptitude!


"Did you think you and Daniel Udye were the only ones in the world?" A familiar voice resounded in the underground tunnel, and Icy Stare's figure soon became visible to the group.


After fighting with her so many times, Noah didn't feel any danger coming from her. Icy Stare had been a worthy opponent when he was in the gaseous stage, but he had eventually outclassed her.


Noah had fought against a rank 6 cultivator and could express the battle prowess of an expert in the solid stage of the fifth rank. He had entered a world that she couldn't even hope to reach with her current power.


"Why did the Empire keep them hidden?" Noah asked. Having cultivators with the rarest aptitudes could enhance the image of any organization, especially if they had managed to reach the heroic ranks.


"Why bother revealing them?" Icy Stare said as she neared them. "They are below average when compared to other cultivators. All their power comes from techniques and spells created by others, which is why they are stuck at this level. It's not worth to invest more resources on them."


Noah could understand her point of view. Spells and techniques of the darkness and light element cost a lot, and those expenses would be pointless if the nurtured cultivators didn't become stronger than experts with common aptitudes.


Failing to create a unique cultivation technique in the human ranks was a common occurrence. Yet, those six cultivators couldn't make it even when they were at the peak of the fourth rank.


That put them below the average of the cultivators approaching the fifth rank. The experts that had hopes to grow on that level were existences that had started to explore their individualities and were developing their power alongside them.


As for how did the Empire get six cultivators with the rarest aptitudes, Noah didn't even need to think about it. Most citizens of the Empire were cultivators, so spotting commoners with those aptitudes was easy.


"Why showing them now then?" Noah asked. He couldn't understand why the Empire would welcome them in that way.


"To make you understand that we are far from doomed," Icy Stare said as she gestured to the groups to follow her.


The cultivators exited the tunnel and resurfaced in the district that had generated the blue arrows during the last battle. The six cultivators with rare aptitudes dispersed at that point, but the group from the Hive was too focused on the floating structure to care about their departure.


"The Empire still thrives," Icy Stare said as she rose in the sky to fly toward the floating structure. "We expected you to give up once you saw our divine defensive item, but Ravaging Demon's appearance has taken us by surprise. Now we need more territories to stop our decline."


Noah and the others followed her, but their eyes remained on the large landmass floating in the sky. It was as if an entire region had gained the ability to fly and didn't want to return to the ground.


Luxurious palaces and tall castles appeared on the surface of the floating structure. Countless shining lines filled its barren ground, which created a multicolored scene that made the base of the buildings shine with blinding light.


"God's Left Hand is waiting for you in that castle," Icy Stare said while pointing at the tallest structure on the right side of the flying region. "Follow me."


The group followed her and moved toward the tall castle. Noah's gaze often went on the center of the region to inspect a towering structure that resembled a mountain. That was the only spot in the entire area where there weren't inscriptions.


Icy Stare noticed his gaze and spoke while wearing a proud expression. "That's the throne of the Almighty. When he sits there, his divine aura spread through our regions and enlightens the path toward the higher ranks."



						




                    


                
				
                    967. Offer

					
					

                    
                        The scene from above the floating structure was breathtaking. Every building in that area was a training area suitable for beings near the peak of the heroic ranks. It was as if the Empire had converged the riches accumulated through the years to build a paradise for cultivators.


The air there even resembled that of the piece of Immortal Lands. The Breath in the environment was so thick that the formations on the ground remained active without a power source.


Three structures stood out from the rest of the buildings. There was the tall castle on the right side of the floating region, the mountain-like building at its center, and a dark tower on its left area.


The castle and the tower leaked a powerful aura that carried a violent feeling. Noah felt as if he was in front of natural calamities, ready to unleash their blind rage to the world.


Instead, the mountain gave off a static feeling. Everything around its area appeared motionless as if stuck in time. The only word that Noah could find to describe its aura was "eternal", but he wasn't sure that his consciousness could comprehend the true might of that structure.


Icy Stare landed on the surface of the flying structure when the group drew near God's Left Hand's castle. They walked on the shining lines that filled the ground an among the luxurious buildings meant for the best heroic cultivators of the Empire.


It was needless to say that living among the powerhouses was a big deal for the citizens of the Empire. Icy Stare gazed at those buildings with reverence and envy, revealing that even someone on her level didn't have access to those areas.


Dreaming Demon didn't care much about the structures. Her attention was on the shining lines under her, which she studied as they walked through the floating region.


Her expression soon showed amazement and zeal, and her eyes darted among the various lines in a messy attempt to memorize them.


"Don't bother," Icy Stare said when she noticed the Demon's actions. "This is a replica of the Second Life formation already. It barely works as it is. Coping a few lines won't even produce effects."


Noah and Flying Demon's eyes went on the ground at her words. The miraculous formation that had created so many problems in the war was right under their feet. They couldn't contain their curiosity.


"How did you manage to deploy something so complex in the new continent?" Dreaming Demon asked.


"We didn't," Icy Stare answered. "We increased the range of this structure so that it could reach those lands."


Icy Stare's reply appeared honest, which surprised the three rank 5 cultivators. Yet, they understood why she didn't bother to hold back pieces of information.


The lines on the ground were so intricate that even their powerful minds found them hard to memorize. The leaked complex auras too, which made them impossible to understand on the spot.





Icy Stare knew that Noah and the Demons had no chance to learns something from that scene. King Elbas was the only existence in the world that could understand something from those short glances, but even he would have to struggle to memorize it.


A few sparse auras appeared from time to time as they walked. There were some cultivators currently living there, but they didn't seem interested in meeting the group from the Hive.


Noah and the others didn't ask anything either to preserve some politeness. They just took note that there were even rank 4 cultivators on that fantastic structure. The Empire probably rewarded those habitations to soldiers that had accumulated significant battle merits, without minding their cultivation level.


Noah's sensed a familiar aura at some point. His head turned toward a building filled with windows that showed a cultivator immersed in a cylindrical container filled with a dark-red liquid.


"You pulled a nice trick on him," Icy Stare explained. "The Second Life formation has brought him back, but his existence can't find the right harmony since you took away his dantian. He has yet to wake up."


The man inside the container was Iron Feathers, the solid stage cultivator that Noah and Elder Julia had killed in the last battle against the Empire!


Iron Feathers had his eyes closed as he floated inside the dark-red liquid. He appeared to be in a coma even if his aura flickered from time to time.


Icy Stare continued to explain as they walked past him. "His consciousness is trying to wake him up, but his survival instinct stops him at the last second. We are trying to rebuild his dantian with the studies about the hybrids."


Noah felt that she had directed her last line toward him, but he ignored it. His expertise in that field was only for the Hive to use. He would benefit if the other organizations were to waste resources in endless experiments.


The group eventually reached the castle only to discover that its insides were less flashy than they expected. There was barely any furniture, and the most peculiar aspect of the main hall was the strong wind blowing inside it.


The wind grew more intense as the group climbed a series of luxurious stairs to reach the upper parts of the castle. It soon started to gather in the form of small tornadoes that flew into different rooms before disappearing from their sight.


It was a system of gales that created windstorms that disappeared inside the castle.


Noah and the others could guess that the system was part of God's Left Hand's cultivation technique, but the oppressing aura coming from the top of the castle claimed the entirety of their attention.


Icy Stare escorted the group until they reached a large door that stood at the end of the staircase. A whistling noise came out from the empty spaces between the door and the walls, signaling the presence of strong gales on the other side.


"I can't proceed further," Icy Stare said as she gestured to the group to cross the entrance.


The door opened when Noah and the Demons touched it, revealing God's Left Hand's figure sitting on top of a massive tornado in a cross-legged position.


The gales leaking from the tornado pushed the rank 5 cultivators backward, but they deployed their auras to fend off that pressure and protect the trio from the Odrea nation.


The storm calmed down when God's Left Hand opened her eyes, and the winds slowly dispersed as she floated back on the floor where a throne waited for her.


"Please sit, envoys of the Hive," God's Left Hand said as a series of praying mats appeared in front of her. "We have much to discuss and a lot to plan. Let's not waste our time."


Noah and the Demons stepped forward, followed by the trio from the Odrea nation. However, they didn't sit straight away to stick to the approach that they had planned.


"Speaking of wasting time," Noah said while wearing his usual cold expression, "What is the Empire willing to offer?"
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                        The group from the Hive knew about the restrictions on the Empire. That organization didn't have many ways to interact with the political environment. They couldn't even attack any force thriving in the rest of the world.


The Hive would be happy to receive any help. The only issue was that Noah and the others didn't know how the Empire could improve their situation against the Ravaging Demon sect and the Elbas family.


That was why Noah had chosen to start the negotiations by asking what the Empire was willing to pay. It was pointless to hear its requests if it didn't have anything valuable to offer.


God's Left Hand felt surprised when she saw the trio in the fifth rank staring at her without any fear. Noah and the Demons were too conscious about their advantage in that situation to show any form of weakness.


However, the powerhouse of the Empire had lived for a long time, and she had managed most of the political matters since she was the weakest rank 6 asset in her organization. Her experience when it came to negotiations far surpassed that of his guests.


"As expected by the cultivators chosen by the Almighty's will," God's Left Hand said as she laid a series of delicacies and wine on the praying mats. "You have abandoned any formality because I can't touch you. Nice guts."


Noah and the others disregarded her praise to focus on her first line. God's Left Hand had admitted that she was aware of the presence of Shandal's will somewhere in those Mortal Lands!


"I understand your confusion," God's Left Hand said when she saw the expressions of her guests. "The Almighty has tried different approaches across the millennia. Me and Right Hand have been informed of his mission since we reached the sixth rank."


"Why didn't you save the Empire with his it-," Dreaming Demon started speaking, but the powerhouse's aura suddenly spiked and cut her question short.


"I don't want to know where His will is," God's Left Hand explained. "I don't want to know what His separate dimension contains. I don't want to know anything at all. Are we clear?"


Her aura kept on increasing in intensity after she finished her question. Her veins bulged as her pressure almost hurt the cultivators in front of her. A few drops of blood came out of her eyes too.


The fact that she threatened her guest's lives had activated the restrictions one her, causing internal injuries. However, God's Left Hand didn't appear to care about them.


She wanted to show her determination when it came to her previous statement, and the group from the Hive could only nod to answer her.


Her pressure dissipated when God's Left Hand saw that gesture, and she resumed to speak in a calm tone. "The Almighty suspects that a large number of cultivators outside of Heaven and Earth's system will rise to the Immortal Lands. Making the Empire survive is my challenge, my struggle to reach the sky. I can't receive His help."





The cultivators from the Odrea nation didn't understand what she meant with her words, but the trio in the fifth rank felt conflicting emotions surging inside their minds.


On one side, they found God's Left Hand's decision idiotic. After all, her Patriarch had so many divine items that the entire world would collapse under their might. No cultivator could resist that temptation, especially those labeled as "Demons".


On the other, the powerhouse's faith in Shandal's mission left them speechless. She was willing to let her organization fall apart to abide by the task of her Patriarch.


Facing the hurdles that the world put in front of her without help would surely help her individuality. Still, the other option didn't prevent that from happening.


"Did you have the chance to save your people?" Luke said at some point. He didn't understand the most of that conversation, but it sounded that God's Left Hand was purposely refusing to make use of a powerful asset to improve her individuality.


The powerhouse looked toward the trio from the Odrea nation with a curious expression. She felt surprised when she saw rank 4 cultivators with Noah and the Demons, but understanding dawned upon her when she took a second look at their faces.


"I see," The powerhouse said. "You have helped the Almighty greatly. Your perseverance is commendable. Those of you who survived have received the best reward."


"What reward?!" Lisa exploded at that point. She had seen too many of her warriors die and too much suffering to hold back in that situation. "We gave our lives countless times over a lie, over the sick game of a failure of a god!"


God's Left Hand's eyes darted for a second when she heard the insult toward her Patriarch. However, she quickly remembered that any action against the rank 4 cultivators could kill her.


As her mind calmed down, her aura went on her throne, which sent Breath through one of the shining lines nearby. After a few seconds, a bright circular glass came out of that same line, and the powerhouse threw it toward Lisa.


"The Almighty recorded his mental state," God's Left Hand said. "I've isolated the emotions that He felt when He looked at the Odrea nation. You'll see how your struggles have stirred the determination of a god."


The trio from the Odrea nation touched the glass and closed their eyes, ignoring everything around them. Noah glanced at them to make sure that the glass was harmless before speaking again toward the powerhouse. "My question is still the same."


Noah didn't care that the powerhouse knew about Shandal's will. His position in that negotiation remained the same. It was pointless to hear her conditions if she had nothing valuable to offer.


"The Empire can give you five uses of the Second Life formation," The powerhouse said.


"Twenty, and the expenses are on the Empire," Noah replied. "Also, this is offer can only open the negotiations. I hope you weren't betting everything on the formation."


God's Left Hand scoffed and revealed a smile before continuing with her offers. "The Almighty has explored this world. The Empire knows all its secrets, and it is willing to share a few of them."


"We'll take all of them," Noah promptly replied. "What more?"


God's Left Hand's smile slowly faded as the negotiations continued. Noah would always ask for more than she offered, and he always requested her to add other assets on her plate.


Dreaming Demon and Flying Demon would intervene whenever the powerhouse mentioned items that Noah wasn't knowledgeable about. A decent offer formed as the trio did their best to rip the Empire off.


God's Left Hand massaged her temples when her side of the deal was over. She felt a headache rising at the thought of the massive amount of resources that she was about to give away for her simple request.


"The Empire can't fight to conquer other lands," She said when it was her turn list her requests. "Yet, our restrictions say nothing about empty territories. We only want you to leave the regions of the Papral nation without an owner."
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                        The restrictions on the Empire declared that it couldn't attack any of the forces on the world. Those limitations applied even to the Ravaging Demon sect, even if it wasn't one of the invading forces.


With all the world's territories divided among the organizations and powerful packs of magical beasts, the Empire was bound to remain confined in the small area around the blue dome. However, the restrictions said nothing about ownerless regions.


God's Left Hand's request saw the Hive leaving some regions empty once the attack on the Ravaging Demon sect began. That would allow the Empire to expand and leave the territories in the old continent's central area.


Anyone could understand that it would take centuries for the territories around the blue dome to recover from the powerhouses' battle. The amount of damage that they had suffered went far beyond what conventional methods could fix.


The Empire would need to invest resources that it didn't have to accelerate the restoration of the ground. It would need to pour Breath and other nourishing substances before seeing something growing in those lands again.


Those expenses would slow down its already endangered growth. It was more reasonable to migrate somewhere else.


However, the southern side of the old continent had the dimensional portal turning the area into a wasteland, and its central regions were either destroyed or under the invaders' control. The negotiations for the Empire's surrender had even taken away its domains in the other Mortal Lands, leaving it only a few choices available.


The new continent was entirely under the control of the three invading forces. So, the Empire could only migrate in the other world and clear some danger zones, or exploit the imminent attack on the rebellious sects in the Papral nation to expand.


The group of the Hive had yet to discuss the number of regions needed to comply with the Empire's request, but they were hesitating already.


Accepting those conditions would help the Empire grow again, opening it to possibilities that the invaders had removed with the war. The Hive's group didn't know if their enmity with the Ravaging Demon sect was worth the risk of helping one of the biggest threats in the world recover.


That was a choice that could lead to awful consequences in the future. It might endanger the well-being of all the invading forces. After all, it concerned the return of powerful organization into the political environment.


Of course, the Empire would be restricted even if it was to expand. Yet, it was unclear for how long the restrictions applied on it could stick.


Noah and the Demons discussed through mental messages while they pondered over the situation. The advantages that the Hive would receive from that negotiation were immense, but they didn't know if they were worth the risk of saving the Empire.


Nevertheless, they agreed to that condition in the end. The group's decision didn't take into consideration the entirety of the world. It was a selfish act that saw only the benefits that the Hive would receive.





"Is this good for you too?" God's Left Hand asked the trio from the Odrea nation after the rank 5 cultivators accepted her terms.


They raised their heads to nod toward the powerhouse before diving back into the piece of glass. It was possible to understand from their expressions that their mental state had improved after taking a peek at that item. The only strange aspect was that they were crying, and their tears resumed to flow once their minds entered the glass again.


The group from the Hive remained in that hall for a few hours to review the details of their agreement and enjoy the delicacies offered by the powerhouse. They eventually had to abandon any claim over the Papral nation to force the Empire to agree to everything they had set before.


They didn't swear an oath when the negotiations ended. There was no need to waste a precious inscribed item to handle those matters. The Empire would give only half of what it had promised and slowly send the rest of the resources as it gained territories.


After the meeting ended, the group from the Hive returned on the fissure, where the entrance for the separate dimension was with only part of the promised goods. The Empire would send the rest after it organized the complex matters like preparing the Second Life formation for the new cultivators.


The Hive wasn't committing any crime by setting secret agreements with the Empire, but Noah and the others wanted to avoid claiming the attention of the other forces anyway. It was better for such pacts to remain concealed for as long as they could.


Noah initially had some reservations about using the formation. The powerhouse had explained that it needed a link to the cultivators' existence to bring them back. That would make them lose part of their individualities during the rebirth, which caused their loss in terms of cultivation level.


Also, the number of resources required to bring the cultivators back depended on the energy contained in their beings. Noah soon found out that hybrids weren't eligible for the formations, which made his hesitation vanish.


According to the powerhouse, reconstructing an entire hybrid body was something that the Second Life formation couldn't do. It worked for humans since it preserved their minds and most of their individualities with its connection, but it wasn't meant to do the same with the bodies.


It was as if the formation could work only when there were two significant variables. It couldn't function when the body became a major aspect too.


Noah took the piece of glass in his hands during the trip back to the new continent. A series of images and emotions filled his mind when his mental energy entered the inscribed item.


He felt hopeless, lost, and without any will to live left inside him. Yet, the Odrea nation entered in his vision at that point, and many images scrolled past his eyes. They had a chronological order and showed multiple battles fought by the inexperienced soldiers of the Empire.


The helpless struggles of the citizens of the Odrea nation seeped through him and made him feel as if something in the world could reflect his mental state. However, their determination to survive rekindled his will to defy Heaven and Earth and proceed on living through his cursed existence.


The emotions were so vivid that Noah had almost forgotten about himself. He felt and saw as Shandal when he looked at the glass, and the sensations of a god were enough to make even his cold existence struggle to remain calm.


Of course, Noah didn't care about those images. His only interest was in the point of view of a god since it could reveal hints concerning the world of the laws.


His decision turned out to be correct since he entered that peculiar mental state when he sensed the laws.
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                        Noah was in the liquid stage of the fifth rank now. His path toward the sixth rank required him to learn how to wield the laws to aim to become one eventually.


However, the laws were elusive, and Noah couldn't touch their world whenever he wanted. He had interacted with them far more than other cultivators at his level, but he wasn't able to control them yet.


His abilities made use of his understanding already, but it wasn't a proper control. It was only a natural consequence that came with his improvements.


That was why he would seize any chance he found to make contact with the world of the laws. He managed to reach that state more often since he had improved his second rune, but those moments were still sparse and unpredictable.


Seeing the world through Shandal's eyes gave him a vague idea of the mindsets that divine entities had when interacting with matter. They didn't think. Their whole beings appeared made of emotions.


That realization matched his leading theory about the laws, even if he knew that Shandal didn't put all of himself in those memories.


Noah saw the laws as soft instincts that helped any cultivator in matters involving their individuality. They were something that experts could wield and turn into weapons, but they were mostly passive knowledge about a specific field.


Noah's understanding of his creation had increased while he built Snore's body. The laws of that path had fused with his dantian and were part of him now.


That improved his ability in his inscription methods even if he didn't deploy the laws to help him. It was as if he could suddenly understand and predict more when it came to creating.


Noah didn't use the laws to become better. The laws were part of him, so he was better.


The same went for his destruction. The battles fought in the last period, and his exchange with Ravaging Demon had improved his understanding of the laws relative to that part of him.


His abilities grew stronger because he knew how to destroy better. That improvement even increased the amount of primary energy created due to the influence of his individuality.


Abilities meant for destructive purposes came to his mind too. It was as if his mind had tuned with that aspect of his individuality and helped him find better ways to put it into use.


Also, his projects required the entirety of his individuality. Noah destroyed and created at the same time, and the relative laws helped him through an endless cycle of passive knowledge and enlightenment.


That was why his project with his school of attacks saw so many successes in such a short time. Noah was becoming able to create stronger abilities faster, which most cultivators in the liquid stage of the fifth rank couldn't even come close to do.


Of course, those advantages had drawbacks. Noah could fight stronger cultivators when he went all out, but his individuality also required more time to grow.





That affected his overall growth as a cultivator. Noah's improvements were by no means slow, but they weren't as monstrous as before. His individuality was too vast to resume his old standards.


Noah remained immersed in Shandal's memories until the group returned to the new continent. He gave the piece of glass back to the trio from the Odrea nation at that point and left with the Demons to sort the gains obtained in the negotiations.


The Empire had yet to give everything that it had promised, but the Hive should receive what it had established by the end of the week. After all, the most delicate matter concerned the Second Life formation. The others were just about transcribing old books and gathering many resources.


Since Noah had lost access to the formation even before he could decide upon that matter, he felt eager to see the pieces of information that the Empire had amassed thanks to its god.


Noah knew that there were a few rank 6 danger zones, but the sea's fauna remained unclear, and there were bound to be many valuable places hidden somewhere.


His expectation turned out to be on point when the detailed map of those Mortal Lands arrived through an orb that the Hive had chosen to communicate and exchange items.


Noah and the Demons could see how the Empire had described the danger zones of both landmasses in great detail. The focus mostly on the level and peculiarity of the creatures habiting them.


The same went for the sea. The danger zones there didn't have many fixed borders, but the Empire had used the hunting areas' width to make an educated guess.


The Empire had even listed the rank 6 magical beasts confirmed in the sea. There were seven of them scattered through the waters, with only the two Mosasaurus sharing the same hunting zone.


The map said that there could be other creatures on that level in the sea, but Shandal didn't bother to explore it in detail. Most of his knowledge came from casual strolls that he would make every time his boredom got the best of him.


The magical beasts weren't the only exciting aspect of the map. Those drawings described even many peculiar areas that Shandal found too low-level to investigate in-depth.


There were descriptions about the two danger zones that divided the old continent into three parts. It had vague comments in other areas like the valley previously habited by the Albino Snake and its pack. According to the map, Twilboia Cliff had a high density of Breath because a calamity had killed all the magical beasts.


That left a series of powerful corpses on the ground, which eventually fused with the rocky terrain there, creating an area with a high density of Breath.


That land had lost its value due to the dimensional portal in the Utra nation, but the map had mentioned it nonetheless. The Hive could rely on that resource to look for possible sources of income that Shandal had ignored through the millennia.


Noah and the Demons' focus was on the sea since they had already seen the most secret place in the entirety of those Mortal Lands. There was nothing more hidden than Divine Architect's separate dimension, and they had already taken everything they could before its destruction.


The sea had a few areas with peculiar features, but they were always near the hunting areas of the creatures in the sixth rank. Only one of them was far away from any reported monster, but Shandal described it as a "tunnel that would probably bring more troubles than benefits".


It was needless to say that Noah's curiosity spiked when he learnt about that tunnel. However, he had to help the Hive with the Ravaging Demon sect before pursuing his desires.


The Hive was still waiting for the Council to answer their offer and create an alliance. After that, they would start a war against the new force that was trying to climb the political ladder.
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                        Reports about the situation in the Papral nation accumulated while the Hive and the Council were busy negotiating the terms of their alliance. The whole world was going through a period when all the organizations reestablished pacts to define their political sides.


Noah went back to his mansion inside the separate dimension after parting ways with the Demons. He knew that Elder Julia would try to keep him away from the imminent attacks at the Ravaging Demon sect since he was a high-value target. Yet, he wanted to fight, which meant that he had to prepare for the eventual fight against a powerhouse.


His tests with his new school of attacks proceeded steadily. His mind frequently touched upon the laws as he studied forms that he could pair with some of his spells.


Noah perfected the technique that made use of the Merging spell and moved his research forward. He soon learnt how to diversify his creations. After all, each martial art could use multiple spells, which increased their power according to how harmonized they were with the basic form.


The Demonic Form spell and the Black Mark spell could virtually suit any martial art since they added general enhancements to every ability. The consumption for each technique increased when Noah activated both spells, but power output reached insane levels.


Noah felt that he wouldn't have any problem fighting a solid stage cultivator in the fifth rank if he became experienced with his current project. His offensive was slowly entering a realm that liquid stage experts shouldn't even begin to consider!


Also, Noah felt that he was finally obtaining tools suitable for his species. He could feel all his strength being put to use when he performed the techniques from his new school.


The new techniques allowed him to express the entirety of his existence, without holding back any of his unique features to suit the human standards.


Years passed as all the organizations in those Mortal Lands reorganized and established new alliances. Their main priority was to recover from the losses suffered during the war, but that didn't stop them from planning the next battles.


The Council and the Hive managed to abandon their past grudges and seal a lasting alliance that saw them cooperating for the next three thousand years.


That alliance was different from the pacts signed whenever a significant crisis or opportunity appeared. It was an agreement that featured detailed laws connected to a series of punishments for any transgressor. The Hive and the Council even created teams of powerful cultivators with the sole task of overseeing and enforcing those rules.


Such teams had cultivators from both organizations and featured leaders who had authority over both forces' assets. They couldn't order rank 5 cultivators around, but their influence in the alliance wasn't little.


The alliance even saw the possibility of both organizations to fuse in the future. That outcome was unlikely, but it improved the relationships among the sects and the invisible domes, creating a more friendly environment.





Only time would tell if those pacts would lead to a genuine friendship between the two organizations. All they could do for now was focusing on the destruction of their common enemy.


Once the Hive and the Council finished handling the matters connected to their alliance, it was time to attack the Ravaging Demon sect.


The rebellious sects had taken control of most of the Papral nation during the years after Ravaging Demon's appearance. Their Patriarch didn't show himself since the battle near the blue dome, but they had continued to expand their domain even without him.


The Council had suffered too much to deploy troops to defend those poor territories. The war and the rebellion had taken away almost half of its assets, which prevented it from starting long battles right away.


However, it could start pressuring the Ravaging Demon sect to draw out its Patriarch now that the Hive was on its side.


The higher-ups of both organizations held long meetings meant to prepare a solid battle plan. Still, it soon became evident that a massive mobilization of troops could only trigger the Elbas family's reaction.


Another all-out war would hurt everyone, both attackers and defenders. Claiming vengeance was necessary, but resorting to expensive plans that would hurt their growth wasn't worth it.


The meetings went in a different direction after that realization. Both organizations would rather use small groups made of powerful experts rather than risking their already suffering foundation.


The idea came from the Council, but it had taken inspiration from the Hive's attacks on the Utra nation. The guerrilla-style battles seemed the best tactic to use against their enemy.


That approach would make it hard for the Elbas family to send reinforcements, and it would force the sects under Ravaging Demon's banner to assemble. The alliance could launch a massive attack at that point and end the Ravaging Demon sect once and for all.


The plan worked perfectly in theory. The rank 5 cultivators chosen for the attacks could always destroy the regions if they didn't manage to win against the enemy forces.


Any outcome would lead to a victory since they would be fighting over the enemy's territory. It was enough to create chaos, kill a few Elders, and run away to complete the attacks.


There was a problem with that plan though. The guerrilla-style attacks had worked for the Hive because it owned Divine Architect's separate dimension.


Boundaries and defenses were powerless against that tool. The Hive could take any force by surprise, ignoring any protection in place. Almost no one was safe against the separate dimension.


Still, that meant revealing the existence of the separate dimension to the Council or giving some clues about it, at least.


It had been different with the Udye family and Faith. The nobles couldn't break the pact with the Hive, and Faith was Noah's friend. There was no risk of exposing the separate dimension.


However, the situation was different when taken into consideration the Council as a whole. Great Elder Diana alone would manage to get that information from any Elder involved in the attacks.


The Hive had to give up something to proceed with its plans. It didn't reveal the separate dimension, but it took upon itself the task to create items capable of suppressing their allies' consciousnesses.


In that way, the Elders of the Council could make use of the separate dimension without being able to learn anything about it, even if it forced the assets of the Hive to accompany them.


It didn't take much to ideate the item required for their cooperation. Thirty-seven and his disciples came up with a blueprint in a few months and perfected the product in little more than a year.


The inscribed item came out as a helmet capable of cutting off any external input once worn. It worked as an oath though, meaning that the cultivators had to accept its effects for them to activate.


After the Council and the Hive surpassed that last hurdle, they could finally divide their most potent assets into teams and start their raids on the Papral nation. As for Noah, he chose to attack alone.



						




                    


                
				
                    972. Raid

					
					

                    
                        Noah walked through the tunnels of the separate dimension alone. There was a map provided by the Council in his hands which depicted the territory of the Papral nation in great detail.


The map covered even the area of influence of the nation. It spanned the regions from the end of the mystical fog to the beginning of the sea on the northern coast.


Some regions had a few red dots marked on them, which resulted from the Council's investigation and hypotheses. They indicated the rebellious sects and the important structures conquered during the rebellion.


His target was a new sect that had appeared during the last five hundred years. Its name was True Mountain sect, and it had gained fame quickly among the Council's ranks due to its members' power.


The sect was the result of an internal fight that happened in a major sect. A rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage named Elder Marco had taken the best disciples from the original organization with him and founded the True Mountain sect.


After Ravaging Demon's appearance, Elder Marco joined the revolt against the Council, revealing that he had managed to reach the solid stage in those years.


It was needless to say that the alliance's higher-ups had expressed their complaints when Noah had chosen to go after such a powerful cultivator alone. However, his status in the political environment and his many achievements forced the Elders to accept his request.


They didn't like that he wanted to go alone either, but Noah had his reasons for that. His battle prowess had increased in those years, and he wanted to test it without foreign eyes on him.


After all, the alliance required for the cultivators of the Hive to accompany those of the Council due to the inscribed helmets forced on them. Noah's companion would have been an Elder of the allied force, and he didn't want to make his strength famous so soon.


The Hive left Thirty-seven the task to perform the calculations required for those precise attacks. The automaton had even linked the map to the separate dimension, so anyone could know which exit to use.


Of course, the Hive had placed incomplete exits beforehand. The cultivators in the separate dimension only needed to pour Breath in their lines to make them appear in the outside world.


Noah reached his destination in less than an hour and proceeded to sort the insides of his space-ring. There was no need for hoods or covers in those attacks. The Ravaging Demon sect had to know who was after it.


Coldness started to come out of Noah's eyes as his darkness went on the lines under him. His Breath completed the exit, which illuminated the area and engulfed him in its white halo.


When Noah's regained his vision, he was in the middle of a mountain path, with a dozen human cultivators starting at him in confusion.


"Is this the True Mountain sect?" Noah asked, and the pressure radiated by his sea of consciousness forced those cultivators to answer. They limited themselves to nod since the air had become too suffocating for them to speak.





Noah sensed the presence of a few rank 4 cultivators coming in his direction. He wasn't using any concealing technique, so the whole sect became aware of his arrival.


Another powerful aura burst from the peak of the mountain. Noah sensed that it belonged to a solid stage cultivator in the fifth rank and that it was about to converge toward him. However, before it could touch his consciousness, Noah waved his hand, and a series of Instabilities shot in various directions.


A dense black gas surrounded his figure as the Instabilities detonated. They were his improved disposable weapons created with his higher energy. Each of them had power in the upper tier of the fifth rank and had equally strong saber-shaped runes as their spikes.


The amount of destruction that they unleashed was immense. All the buildings on the path fell apart under the might of the explosions. The same road cracked and sank downward, toward the base of the mountain.


The detonation of the instabilities affected even the mountain in its entirety. An earthquake swept the area, and large fissures appeared on its rocky sides, making boulders fall toward the ground.


The sect's defensive measures took care of external threats, but they couldn't handle a sudden attack coming from behind them. Also, Noah's Instabilities were powerful. Any standard protection would have crumbled under their might.


The explosion propelled the saber-shaped runes, which shot forward and created an array of flying blades that filled the entire mountain. The few lucky cultivators that had managed to escape the detonation of the Instabilities had to face the fury of the runes, which ended their lives in a few slashes.


Of course, the few survivors were heroic cultivators. The human experts had died as soon a whiff of the weapons' aura spread in the environment.


Noah remained inside the protection made of dark matter as destruction spread in every corner of the True Mountain sect. The area was bound to have some protected training areas that his Instabilities didn't manage to affect, but he didn't care enough to search for them.


His focus was on the solid stage cultivator, whose aura was still on the mountain peak. It seemed that the expert didn't dare to chase after him while his runes filled the sky.


When the storm of blades ended, Noah came out of the dark matter and rose in the sky.


The result of his destruction appeared in his view while his consciousness remained fixed on the mountain peak. The sect once had hundreds of buildings built inside the mountain's side, but the Instabilities made everything fall apart.


There was only a messy pile of rubble there now, and no one would be able to guess that a powerful sect had once habited in that area.


"To think that you came to me willingly," A deep voice resounded in the area, and a figure flew from the mountain peak to descend toward Noah. "Patriarch's reward will be incredible!"


A middle-aged man with short black hair and a small scar that ran vertically through his mouth appeared in front of Noah. He didn't have any beard, and his description matched the Elder described in the Council's map.


Noah had already deemed words pointless by that time. Black smoke started to come out from his body, and his dark matter began to condense under him. He was going all out. He couldn't underestimate a cultivator in the solid stage even if he had the means to kill him.


Nevertheless, his innate awareness suddenly sensed danger coming at high speed from behind him. Noah's hand shot backward and grabbed the cause of that sensation. It turned out to be a spear made of ice that fell apart once he applied some pressure.


A second powerful presence appeared at that moment and revealed a rank 5 cultivator in the liquid stage.



						




                    


                
				
                    973. One-sided

					
					

                    
                        It was common for such a powerful sect to have more than one rank 5 cultivator, but Noah didn't sense the second presence until the attack reached his back.


Noah turned to stare at the woman that had appeared on the ground. She was tall and had long blonde hair falling behind her back. There was a thin layer of ice covering her exposed skin and robe. It seemed that she had already activated a defensive spell.


A perfectly square opening in the ground behind her radiated a faint blue light that Noah connected to inscriptions. He could guess why he didn't sense her presence before. The opening probably led to a training area that had many protections.


"Are you regretting this already?" Elder Marco said as he flew toward the other Elder. He placed himself between her and Noah with the intent of stopping the invader from focusing her first.


"Carmen," Elder Marco continued as he tilted his head to look at the Elder under him, "Seize any opening. I'm more than enough for him, but I don't believe that the Hive will send him alone in a mission without protections."


Elder Marco didn't transmit that conversation through his consciousness. He used his voice and made sure that Noah heard it.


Elder Carmen nodded at his words and prepared a series of icy-spears that floated behind her back as she waited for the battle to start. Her eyes remained fixed on Noah, who had turned into a fiending creature wearing a scaled armor by then.


Snore's body had solidified too. The enormous snake protectively coiled around Noah and unfolded its feathered wings before hissing menacingly. He was ready to fight.


Elder Marco felt completely confident since he knew that Noah was weaker than him by a full stage. Yet, his opponent didn't try to escape even when Elder Carmen appeared.


Also, the fact that Noah had come alone gave him a bad feeling. He couldn't believe that the Hive had accepted to send its Demon Prince without informing him that a solid stage cultivator ruled the sect.


Of course, Elder Marco couldn't imagine that Noah had chosen him as a target to test his strength. There had never been a cultivator on a lower stage treating a more potent existence as a training dummy.


He guessed that the Hive had messed up when it planned its attacks and had sent Noah into a location far more dangerous than expected.


Noah's aura didn't reveal anything. There wasn't his usual violence, nor the coldness that preceded his battles. Elder Marco expected to see at least a faint trace of fear, but it seemed that Noah's mind had become blank.


Elder Marco gave up on making that battle more satisfying at that point. His Patriarch's target was right in front of him. There was no reason to delay his capture further.


The air above him condensed and took the form of countless needles. A barrage of sharp spikes filled the sky and tilted toward the massive figure of the snake.





A sudden dangerous sensation surged in Elder Marco's mind right after he deployed his spell. Noah's figure became blurry and black cracks appeared in the sky between him and Elder Carmen.


A faint dark shape preceded the cracks. It was as if something was moving so fast that it destroyed that part of the sky with its passage.


Elder Marco was a solid stage cultivator that had trained for a long time. He recognized a movement ability when he saw one. Yet, he didn't have time to warn Elder Carmen since his consciousness had perceived the attack too late.


His mind wasn't at fault. He would have sensed that attack an instant before if Noah targeted him. However, the black shape went after Elder Carmen, meaning that his mind didn't register it until it perceived energy release.


The black shape was too fast for him to do anything about it. Elder Marco could only see the cracks in the sky spreading until they reached Elder Carmen, where they suddenly stopped.


The black blur stopped moving after it crossed Carmen and took the shape of a fiendish form donning a scaled armor. Noah had reappeared wielding the Demonic Sword with one hand and while releasing dark matter.


Elder Carmen had remained stunned for the whole duration of the event. The intensity of the danger in her mind was so great that her consciousness had frozen out in fear. Only her right hand moved, and she used it to point toward Noah's previous position.


Noah and Snore's previous figures vanished into a cloud of black smoke. The speed that he had reached was so high that he had left after-images in the sky!


The cracks in the air soon closed, until all the sky returned to its original state. The only difference was that Noah now stood motionless behind Elder Carmen.


Elder Marco saw the scene unfolding in slow motion. It was a red line at first. A long but superficial wound appeared on Elder Carmen's body and traced a diagonal cut across her torso and waist.


Then, blood started to come out of her wound, but its quantity was too high for the kind of injury that she appeared to have received. In the end, the entirety of her upper body exploded into a rain of blood and internal organs, leaving only Elder Carmen's waist and legs behind.


Elder Marco felt amazed. He had never seen a battle between existences at the same level being so one-sided. Elder Carmen couldn't even react in time, and her protective layer of ice crumbled completely at Noah's passage.


As for Noah, his hand quickly shot toward the insides of her low-waist to seize her dantian. He ate it in one bite, but he didn't remain immersed in the sensations that it caused. There was Elder Marco still in front of him. That wasn't the time to evaluate how much he had improved.


Noah had always known that creating an individual school would make his prowess reach unseen levels, but he had been surprised too. Elder Carmen couldn't even react when it happened.


"You think you can come into my home and destroy anything that you like?!" Elder Marco shouted at that point. Refilling the assets in the fourth rank was already a troublesome matter, but Noah had killed the only other rank 5 expert of the sect.


The True Mountain sect was no more, destroyed in a few exchanges against the Demon Prince of the Hive. That realization made him snap. It was as if he had wasted the last five hundred years of work.


The spikes in the sky began to fall. They pierced the air, creating large areas where the world's fabric broke and connected it with the void.


Nevertheless, Noah stared at the incoming needles without any fear. He knew exactly how to block that attack.


Snore raised its reptilian head and spread its maws to release a series of black flames. When they reached the spikes, a sea of fire appeared in its place, destroying many of them.



						




                    


                
				
                    974. Shor

					
					

                    
                        The sea of flames radiated a feeling of pure destruction while it spread in the sky and engulfed the barrage of spikes. The fire devoured most of Elder Marco's spell, protecting the part of the terrain where Noah was standing.


The rest of the spikes crashed on the terrain and destroyed most of the environment. Large cracks spread around Noah, who didn't move his eyes from the cultivator in the sky.


He could see Elder Marco's expression turning into one of pure astonishment at the sight of those flames. The attack that had destroyed his spikes was almost identical to that of his Patriarch!


His surprise didn't stop there. Seeing that Noah owned flames capable of imitating Ravaging Demon's individuality was already incredible. Yet, the fact that they could match a spell cast by a solid stage cultivator made them even more impressive.


Snore let out a proud hiss and rose in the sky to face Elder Marco. The cultivator was about to prepare another spell when he sensed danger coming toward him.


The Blood Companion's body turned into smoke, and a black shape pieced it to shoot toward Elder Marco. Cracks spread in the sky at the shape's passage, and part of the dark matter fell into the void among them.


The attack aimed directly at Elder Marco at that time, so his mind could sense it in time to deploy countermeasures. The air in front of him hardened and formed a series of spiked shields with the same shape.


Noah crashed into the spiked layers and stopped after breaking through them. However, Elder Marco had already left his previous spot.


The broken shards of condensed air began to take the form of a sphere meant to trap him at that point. Yet, four additional arms rose from his torso and wielded the copies of the Demonic Sword that had appeared next to him.


Elder Marco prepared an offensive spell high in the sky when another incoming danger forced him to dodge again. A fissure appeared right next to him, and the condensed air that he had prepared before disappeared without leaving any trace.


The Elder was about to turn toward Noah, but Snore had reformed in the meantime. Black sparks filled the Blood Companion's horns and condensed between them to create a massive lightning bolt that shot toward the solid stage cultivator.


Elder Marco couldn't believe his eyes. A liquid stage cultivator was able to corner him!


Nothing like that had ever happened in the history of the world. Even the most monstrous cultivators had managed to fight head-on with experts on higher stages only thanks to particular items of favorable situations.


Instead, Noah was fighting him fairly. He didn't use any sneak attack or troublesome tactic. The Demon Prince of the Hive was deploying his best techniques and gaining the upper hand in the battle with them.


Elder Marco felt a tinge of respect surging inside him. Noah was even better than what the reports said. He was a real monster capable of ignoring the common sense at the foundation of the cultivation world.





However, pride soon suppressed that feeling. After all, Elder Marco was still an expert that had reached the solid stage. He couldn't let a junior think so poorly of him.


"Don't die on me too soon!" Elder Marco shouted before releasing a loud laugh. The air in a large area of the sky became still, and the lightning bolt flying toward him slowed down, hindered by the dense atmosphere.


Noah's eyes sharpened at that sight. His mind sent warnings coming from every direction, but he couldn't pinpoint the exact nature of the attack.


The lines of the Divine Deduction technique began to consume mental energy to improve his mind's capabilities. Noah knew that he was insanely strong for his level, but he couldn't underestimate a cultivator in the solid stage.


His consciousness couldn't understand what Elder Marco was planning even after activating the Divine technique. Noah decided to resume his offensive at that point, but a sharp pain suddenly spread from his chest.


Noah quickly retreated as his mind analyzed the insides of his torso, and blood filled his mouth. He soon discovered that the air inside his lungs had turned into sharp spikes. They had pierced his organs and were trying to reach for his heart.


His higher energy expanded to fend off the threatening spikes, and Snore reformed around him, covering half of his body with its gaseous properties. A roar came out of his mouth too, and the world lost its light for a second.


Noah spewed a trail of flames toward the dense atmosphere to destabilize the Elder's spell and clean his lungs with that tainted air.


The truth was that he didn't expect Elder Marco to have access to such a powerful ability. Noah had never imagined that even the air inside his body could become a weapon under that old monster's influence.


He knew the reason behind his miscalculation though.


Noah rarely found himself fighting cultivators that had a mental sphere more advanced than his. The improved awareness due to his hybrid status gave him a keener perception too.


However, Elder Marco had cultivated for far longer than him. He had taken his time developing an alternative training method for his sea of consciousness. That put his mind above his dantian in terms of advancement in the fifth rank, far above Noah's level.


The Elder had even hidden his strategy. Increasing the density of the air around him had been part of his plan. It made Noah unable to realize that the air inside his lungs was turning into spikes since his mind sensed too many threats.


Elder Marco didn't let go of that chance. Spikes formed everywhere around him and destroyed the lightning bolt still in place. Then, they gathered to take the shape of gales that shot toward his target.


Noah had suffered injuries twice already. The first time had been when he had slammed on the spiked shields and the second one in the last exchange.


His understanding of a solid stage cultivator's actual prowess in the fifth rank expanded as the battle continued. He had always known that those existences wouldn't be easy to kill, but he couldn't be sure about how hard they were to fight.


Most of that came from his lack of experience in battles at that level. However, he was gaining a raw estimate of where he stood compared to those old monsters.


'I fall a bit short,' Noah thought as the feathers on Snore's wings rose to point at the incoming gales. Black sparks also appeared on its horns, and dark flames gathered at the top of its throat.


'But this doesn't mean that I must lose,' Noah calmly concluded inside his mind as Snore launched its attacks.


A series of lightning bolts and violent flames crashed on the gales made of sharp spikes, and feathers chased closely behind them, ready to destroy anything that survived that offensive.
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                        A loud crash of powerful attacks happened in the sky above the remains of the True Mountain sect.


The lightning bolts pierced the gales' loose structure and destroyed many spikes before exploding into crackling dark sparks. The flames swept the artificial winds too and enlarged, covering a large chunk of the sky with their destructive might.


Only a few gales managed to survive those clashes, but they soon found a barrage of sharp feathers in front of them.


Noah didn't build Snore's wings to help it fly better. They increased its agility mid-air, but that wasn't their main purpose. Each feather was an improved version of the saber-shaped rune that used large quantities of dark matter. Noah had to build them one by one before fixing them to Snore's body.


They had become body parts of the Blood Companion once Noah perfected his creation. Still, they had remained disposable weapons that Snore would take a while to regrow.


Of course, they were so troublesome to implement in the Blood Companion because their might was incredible. Noah had made sure that all of them had a starting level at the bottom of the solid stage and could grow as they absorbed the primary energy in the environment.


Such a powerful attack would generally weigh a lot on his mind. However, Noah had limited their maneuverability to relieve part of their pressure. Also, Snore's consciousness shared part of that burden, making them even more comfortable to handle.


Noah and Elder Marco had gone through a few exchanges already. Primary energy filled every corner of the battlefield and struggled to leave the area due to its high quantity.


The feathers had an innate traction force due to Noah's greed. The primary energy converged toward them as they flew toward the gales and increased their power when it fused with their structure.


By the time they reached the few surviving winds made of sharp spikes, their power had surpassed Elder Marco's cultivation level!


The feathers overwhelmed the gales and continued to fly toward the incredulous Elder, who could barely understand what was happening. They pierced the remaining dense air around him and aimed for his figure.


Some of them didn't manage to change their trajectory enough to hit him, and others had lost too much power due to the condensed air. Yet, many feathers still swept Elder Marco, who found himself engulfed in that barrage of sharp runes.


Noah used that chance to deactivate the Divine Deduction technique. His mental sphere was still far away from reaching a critical state, but he had kept the Demonic Form active for the entirety of the battle. He couldn't afford to waste too much mental energy, especially since he had also activated the Black Mark spell.


A sudden surge of energy appeared in Elder Marco's position. Noah sensed the power of the peak of the solid stage coming from that spot and saw a gray light coming out from inside the barrage of feathers.





The runes slowly fell apart. Even the higher energy in their structure lost its stability and dispersed in the air, revealing a poor-looking Elder Marco that held a cracked talisman in his hands.


The cultivator had resorted to a disposable inscribed item to fend off Noah's attack, but his condition appeared terrible nonetheless. His robe was full of holes, and black spots filled the skin underneath them.


His legs were nowhere to be seen, but there were only superficial injuries on the rest of his body. It seemed that he had managed to activate the talisman right before the feathers could reach his internal organs.


An ugly expression lingered on Elder Marco's face. He could now understand the real power of the hybrids and why they were so troublesome to face.


The superiority of the magical beasts when it came to their bodies was one of the cultivation world's pillars. Yet, that feature became almost unfair when existences paired them with the abilities of a cultivator.


Elder Marco had hit Noah twice with abilities fueled by his Breath in the solid stage. On the other hand, Noah had landed only a blow on him. That would typically give the upper hand to Elder Marco in a battle between humans. However, the actual damage suffered by him and Noah differed in severity.


Noah had taken Elder Marco's legs and poisoned him with one attack. Those injuries were bound to affect his battle prowess, even if only slightly. Instead, Noah had a few cuts on his body and injured lungs, but those wounds didn't affect him at all.


The resilience of a hybrid was showing its importance in the battle. Humans were too frail to endure the same powerful attacks repeatedly.


Elder Marco understood that he needed to end the battle quickly. Otherwise, Noah's incredible body would slowly tilt the scales of the fight in his favor.


Noah felt able to read what was happening inside the Elder's mind. He knew that the next exchanges would decide the battle's outcome, so he had to prepare for anything that the old monster had in store for him.


"You know," Elder Marco said, "My individuality isn't related to spikes and needles. It's about control over the air. I make it take that form because it's easier to turn it into a weapon, but it seems that it won't be enough against you."


Elder Marco's aura spread, and a sense of stillness filled the world. His consciousness affected the air and tried to reach for Noah, but the dark matter of Snore's body fended it off.


Noah could see some similarities with Dreaming Demon's individuality. The difference was in the subtlety of their mental waves. Dreaming Demon took control of the matter of the world delicately, while Elder Marco's approach was forceful.


That led to a difference in what they were able to obtain through their influence. Dreaming Demon could even fuse with Heaven and Earth's will and predict future events with her individuality. As for Elder Marco, Noah had yet to see the full potential of that unique existence.


Noah didn't wait for the Elder to complete his preparations. Additional arms wielded copies of the Demonic Sword to perform the second form of his martial art. Snore spewed flames and launched lightning bolts too.


The attacks struggled to fly through the condensed air. They managed to cross a large chunk of the sky thanks to their might, but it seemed that Elder Marco had paid particular attention to the space between him and his opponent.


Meanwhile, his control over the sky expanded and reached the air behind Noah, affecting even his movements. It was as if the air had turned into a dense liquid that hindered anything trying to move inside it.


"Let's see how you handle the fall of the sky!" Elder Marco shouted as he raised his hand before swinging it down with a sharp movement.


Noah didn't even know what to look for since his mind sensed danger everywhere around him. However, when the Elder completed his gesture, he felt the entirety of the sky weighing on his back and flinging him on the ground.
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                        Noah felt an immense force weighing on his shoulders and pushing him at high speed toward the ground. There was nothing that he could do to stop himself. Even his hybrid strength enhanced by the Demonic Form spell couldn't stop his fall.


The large area of the sky condensed by Elder Marco slammed on the ground, crushing the already broken mountain and leveling the terrain. The dense air didn't stop there. It continued to descend, creating a rectangular hole that kept on becoming deeper.


The region occupied by the True Mountain sect had become unrecognizable after the battle had gone on for a few exchanges. Noah's sudden arrival and consecutive attacks had already ruined the scenery significantly. Still, Elder Marco's last spell was causing cracks to appear in the entirety of the region.


The condensed air began to disperse after it had dug a hole a few hundred meters deep. Its disappearance left a space where the debris accumulated at the sides of the rectangle could fall.


Noah was at the bottom of the hole when the debris began to fall over him. His body felt sore, but it was in one piece. He had a few broken bones, but the Demonic Form and Snore had managed to absorb most of the spell's power.


Elder Marco coughed a mouthful of black blood as he admired the result of his spell from high in the sky. That attack had required a great deal of focus from him, so his suppression on Noah's poison had wavered for a few seconds.


That massive display of power wasn't efficient to use. It consumed a lot of energy, and it didn't focus its damage on one point. It could be perfect against large magical beasts, but it was a bit wasteful against cultivators.


The spell was by no means weak. Its large size made it unsuitable for targeting cultivators due to their small bodies, especially in a one versus one battle. The actual area that would hit them was only a minute part of the attack, which meant that most of the condensed air would end on the ground.


Nevertheless, that was the safest and most challenging to avoid attack in Elder Marco's arsenal. He could cast it from a safe position, and it worked as natural protection while he prepared it.


Even the joint attack of Noah's second form and Snore elements wasn't enough to pierce it.


'Can he do it again?' Noah thought as he rose in the sky. Yet, the same dangerous sensation as before filled his mind before a massive weight fell on his shoulders again and pushed him back on the ground.


Noah felt his bones crackling during the impact. Elder Marco had launched another one of those large spells and had flung him on the ground again.


The hole became more profound as the area of condensed air continued its descent. It leveled the previous debris that had fallen inside the rectangular chasm and dug for a few more hundred meters.


Elder Marco spewed another mouthful of black blood. Noah's poison managed to cause some damage every time he focused on casting that spell. Still, he inflicted more wounds on Noah in that way, so he felt satisfied with that outcome.





The expert had found a way to avoid facing a hybrid body's troublesome features and suppress Noah. Suffering some minor wound to end the battle safely was worth it.


On the other hand, Noah was in a pickle. He could feel that his Black Mark spell was continuing to damage the Elder's body, but he knew that he was suffering far more.


Also, he didn't know if Elder Marco was nearing his limits. He wasn't aware of a solid stage cultivator's full potential, so he guessed that the expert could continue with that tactic for a while.


Noah was still okay, at least when it came to the world of the hybrids. Many of his bones were either cracked or broken, and his internal organs felt heavy after enduring that pressure.


Quick math in his mind revealed that Elder Marco could kill him if he had the power to cast that spell nine more times. Noah would even become slower as time passed, meaning that most of his strategies would become useless.


He felt that he had only two choices. He could dig a way out of that situation and call it a day, or try to defeat Elder Marco in the next attacks. The only problem with the second option was that he didn't have a promising offensive strategy.


He had already thought about digging a tunnel only to sneak on him once he resurfaced somewhere else. Yet, Elder Marco was high in the air, and Noah didn't have anything to cover his presence.


The Elder would notice the sudden attack and cast another of those large spells. After all, he only needed to sense the threat's origin to decide which area to flatten.


The only approach that could make an attack successful saw him piercing the condensed air formed while the Elder cast the spell and reach for him with the movement technique. The issue was whether Noah owned an offensive capable of doing it.


'Any solid stage cultivator can make me go all out then,' Noah thought as a black sphere formed on his palm on began to float next to him. 'I guess thinking about killing them while being in the liquid stage is already a great achievement.'


The Black Hole spell had an innate gravitational pull that made the primary energy in the air gather around its form. Its power increased quickly, and it soon reached the standards of the solid stage.


Elder Marco sensed that Noah was up to something. However, there was virtually no drawback in waiting for his opponent there in the sky. Also, there were various formations in the nearby regions so that Noah couldn't escape underground.


Of course, the Elder didn't know about the separate dimension. He guessed that Noah was trapped there with him now. The territories nearby had sects under the Ravaging Demon sect too. There was no chance to escape with standard methods.


However, Noah had no intention to escape. He had come there to destroy the True Mountain sect, and he would do it as long as he had a chance to succeed.


Four fuming arms wielded copies of the Demonic Swords. Yet, they didn't fuse into one slash. Noah was waiting for everything to be ready before unleashing another new technique.


The dark sphere in front of him started to morph at that point. It became an irregular shape that floated toward the various Demonic Swords and covered their form with its energy.


The Demonic Form enlarged when that happened, but Noah didn't feel surprised since he had already tested the technique in private. The quantity of corrosive smoke released during that process was immense too due to that power-up.


Another layer of a dark substance covered his weapons. That was Noah's Black Mark spell, which increased the overall power of the attack.


Then, Noah rose in the sky and slashed with his weapons at the first sign of danger.
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                        Noah's scaled armor morphed when the power accumulated by the Black Hole spell converged inside it. It took a tall irregular form that vaguely resembled a six-armed dragon.


Elder Marco didn't hesitate to relaunch his large spell as soon as he sensed Noah rising from the hole. However, a massive figure appeared in his vision when the air around him started to condense.


It was a gaseous shape. It had six arms stretched forward with claws pointing in the Elder's direction, and a reptilian head with open maw between them.


Its body was a cloud of violent black smoke that left a corrosive trail from its back. Still, its form condensed as it flew toward Elder Marco, and it slowly took the shape of a six-armed dragon.


The dragon clashed with the condensed air spreading to complete the spell. To the Elder's surprise, the creature broke through the dense atmosphere without any struggle and continued to fly toward him.


Elder Marco felt threatened. He wasn't sure if the attack could reach him, but his mind warned him that direct contact with it would be fatal.


The condensed air suddenly started to retract and accumulate in the space between him and the dark shape, slowing down its advance and giving him more time to evaluate the threat. Yet, lightning bolts soon flew toward him from a different direction, followed by dark flames that radiated a destructive aura.


That was a proper siege. Elder Marco felt like retreating at the sight of those attacks, but his experience in battles at that level revealed a second option.


He had already seen how Noah's abilities tended to assume draconic shapes. The many reports about him suggested that he had fused with a magical beast of that species too.


When the Elder looked at the reptilian form breaking through his spell so quickly, he couldn't help but link its appearance to a variation of Noah's Demonic Form. After all, he couldn't believe that the Demon Prince could vanquish his attack without relying on his hybrid's strength.


An idea quickly formed in his mind. He could end the battle in one blow if he managed to kill Noah while inside the six-armed dragon. The attacks of the winged snake would vanish as a consequence of its owner's death.


He didn't need to escape or defend. Elder Marco only had to destroy the main spell of his opponent.


The condensed air changed shape under his will. Most of it had already accumulated between him and the dragon, so it was easy for him to create something powerful in a few instants.


A massive drill formed in front of the dragon and started to rotate. Its motion created storms all around its shape, which applied a pulling force to the environment's air.


Winds gathered around the drill, increasing its shape and its rotating speed. Even the black smoke that made the dragon began to waver as it flew toward the tip of the Elder's spell.


The two attacks clashed, and shockwaves flew everywhere as pieces of both spells fell apart in the impact. Cracks that led to the void filled the sky around them, and a large area became an unstable mess that very few cultivators would dare to cross.





Elder Marco focused all his consciousness in increasing the rotation speed of the drill. His attack became stronger even as the six-armed dragon marched through its dense shape.


Noah's attack eventually lost too much smoke, and its stability wavered, giving a chance to the drill to destroy it in one go. Elder Marco prepared himself to restrain the Demon Prince at that point, but his expression froze when he saw no one inside the dragon.


His consciousness quickly spread to find Noah. He couldn't believe that the Prince was capable of such might without putting his body on the frontlines!


Nevertheless, it was already too late. Elder Marco found his target only when a dark shape appeared on the corner of his eyes.


Time slowed down for him in that situation. His eyes became able to make out Noah's blurry features breaking the sky. The Elder could only condense the air around him in a desperate attempt to survive before his vision went dark.


Elder Marco's head exploded as Noah stopped behind him. His hands shot to stop his corpse from falling and stabbed his low-waist to seize his dantian.


'I did it!' Noah couldn't help but shout in his mind. The battle had been close, but he had successfully defeated a solid stage cultivator in the fifth rank on his own!


He had to resort to a little ploy though, and luck had played a part in his victory too. Noah had planned to use the destruction generated by the two attacks to take his opponent by surprise. Yet, he didn't expect the Elder to focus all his consciousness on the drill.


That made it easier for Noah, who had planned to repeat the process until his enemy's condition reached a critical point. The Elder had made a mistake during the exchange, and he had paid the price with his life.


Noah believed that he would have won anyway if the Elder didn't have other disposable items or secret abilities. Yet, managing to kill him without suffering additional injuries was the best outcome that he could hope for.


Noah threw the bloody dantian in his mouth and seized the Elder's ring. He was about to fly toward Elder Carmen's corpse to find her storage item too, when his stomach became tense and forced him to bend.


Vomit came out of his mouth. Noah spewed the Elder's organ pieces along with the Breath contained inside the center of power.


He continued to spit for a while. His body didn't seem able to relax until it expelled anything belonging to Elder Marco. An oily liquid rose from his throat at some point, and Noah joined his palms to let it fall there.


His condition improved as the oily liquid left his body. That substance was the cause behind his state. Noah wanted to analyze it and understand the reasons for the violent reaction of his body.


A smelly scent filled his nose as Noah spit the liquid inside is joint palms. It didn't resemble anything peculiar. He couldn't sense any Breath or aura coming out of it.


However, his mental energy became restless when he tried to investigate its fabric. Some foreign understanding tried to enter Noah's mind at that point, but he promptly cut his connection with those tainted mental waves.


The lines of the Divine Deduction technique began to shine as he kept on looking at that strange water. His brows furrowed as his mind tried to recall any memory that could help him understand the nature of that substance.


Noah came up with a vague hypothesis after a while. There were unanswered questions when it came to the behavior of the Elbas family.


There were only rumors when taken on their own. Still, they formed a pattern when pieced together, starting with the Royals claiming that they could force breakthroughs in heroic cultivators.
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                        June had told Noah that there was a mysterious pool at the end of the Royal Inheritance. The claims that the Elbas family gave the chance for breakthroughs to the nobles came right after June's team found it.


The war against the Shandal Empire then revealed that some nobles had experienced sudden breakthroughs. That phenomenon wasn't limited to them either. Some Royals had advanced faster than expected too.


In the end, there was the cooperation between the Elbas family and the Ravaging Demon sect. The fact that a rank 5 cultivator stuck at the peak of the solid stage for so long had managed to advance right after the first sign of their alliance was suspicious too.


It was safe to assume that even Elder Marco had gone through the same process. After all, even his breakthrough had been equally surprising.


Everything seemed to fit the idea forming inside Noah's mind. The foreign understanding that had tried to reach him was even another clue that supported his hypothesis.


The pool retrieved in the Royal Inheritance appeared to have the ability to force breakthroughs in heroic cultivators. Yet, Noah's body found its waters toxic, which was why he decided to refuse the understanding that they gave.


There were some dark areas in his reasoning. Except for the actual proof that the oily liquid had some connection with the pool, Noah was unaware of its drawbacks.


Such a miraculous item was bound to have massive repercussions on the centers of power of the cultivators. Even the natives' transformation forced them to abandon their individualities, and that process was less invasive.


'Some nobles have never reappeared,' Noah thought as the Divine Deduction technique helped him gathering all the pieces of information that he could find. 'And my body rejects this liquid, meaning that it can't be anything good. I've never seen a magical beast being picky about food unless it has evident negative effects.'


An inscribed bottle appeared in his hands, and Noah stored the liquid inside it before putting it back in his space-ring. He wasn't qualified to analyze that substance. It was better to leave the matter to Thirty-seven or Daniel.


The destruction caused by his battle against the True Mountain sect appeared in his eyes when Noah moved his focus back on the environment. He expected to see reinforcements coming soon, so he didn't want to remain in the area for much longer.


Noah dived toward the ground and searched the spot where Elder Carmen had died. He quickly found her space-ring, and he returned in the location of the separate dimension's door after seizing it.


He had no time to look for the secret areas of the True Mountain sect. They would be troublesome to find and open due to the defensive inscriptions there.


The alliance had predicted that the entrances to the separate dimension would break during the raids. It was part of its plan to deploy Thirty-seven's disciples in each location to keep them functioning so that the attackers could retreat at any time.





In Noah's case, the destruction had been so thorough that the disciple in place had to rebuild the exit multiple times to keep it active for the whole duration of his battle.


The door released a light that enveloped Noah's figure when he activated it. The scenery of the separate dimension soon appeared in his eyes, as well as a familiar face that he didn't see for a long time.


"Demon Prince," Elder Roy said as he performed a polite bow, "I hope your hunt was fruitful."


Noah's consciousness swept Roy's centers of power to check on their state. Many years had passed since the Elder had recruited him in the Chasing Demon sect, and many events had filled that long period.


Elder Roy was still a rank 4 cultivator, but he had managed to reach the solid stage. Noah had outclassed his growth, but the Elder had found his path only after Thirty-seven joined the Hive.


Noah nodded. That casual meeting reminded him of how much he had grown, especially since he had just overpowered a solid stage cultivator.


"Get to the fifth rank," Noah said as he walked past him. "The Hive needs to recover from the war."


There wasn't much more that he could say to him. Their relationship had become stale since the Hive claimed its independence. Noah had been too busy becoming stronger than anyone in his generation to mind social interactions.


However, seeing that the older generation's experts were catching up eased his worries about the Hive's situation. There were still many promising assets, and its foundation was finally on par with the other organizations.


With the hybrids, the cultivators from the Odrea nation, and the many recruits that joined every day, it was only a matter of time before the Hive reached that level. It only had to turn that foundation into powerful Elders now.


The insides of the Elders' space-rings appeared in Noah's mind as he walked toward a specific teleportation matrix. There were riches of various kinds inside them, but they mostly suited his two victims' elements.


There were a few valuable items, especially in Elder Marco's ring, since he was the sect leader. They consisted of inscribed weapons and some scrolls, but nothing surpassed the fifth rank in terms of power.


That amount of riches was average for rank 5 cultivators. Only cultivators that had encountered inheritances or were in similar lucky situations could get their hands on items that surpassed their power.


Noah didn't know if the True Mountain sect's secret areas hid something else, but he wouldn't risk his life to look for them. What he had obtained was already enough, and it wasn't even the main goal of his mission.


He had obtained what he wanted. The Ravaging Demon sect had lost two rank 5 cultivators, and he had tested his new abilities in a real battle. Also, he had seized essential pieces of intel from the Elders, which would help create a complete picture of the enemy's situation.


Noah returned to the gathering point of the alliance after using a series of teleportation matrices. It was a structure built in one of the destroyed areas under the control of the Hive.


A series of amazed glances landed on his figure when he entered the large hall filled with Elders from both organizations. There were large maps that depicted the territory of the Papral nation and piles of notes next to them.


The outcome of the first raids had already become a public domain for the most part. After all, there were many eyes on the Ravaging Demon sect. Also, some of the Elders that had rebelled had done so to become spies for the Council.


Reports arrived continuously on a large crystal placed at the center of the room that created an ethereal screen where it listed all the major news. There were even kill counts when it came with the experts directly involved with the raids.


Noah could see his name on the screen. He was almost at the top of the list, second only to Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon.
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                        Elder Marco and Elder Carmen's names stood next to Noah's. He felt amazed to find that the alliance had become aware of his kills so quickly. Still, the matter became doable when he thought about how the Council used to habit those lands a few years ago.


There were bound to be remains of investigative items and formations in the Papral nation. One of the strongest organizations in those Mortal Lands couldn't give up to their domain without activating some countermeasures.


Dreaming Demon and Flying Demon's names were above his. They stood on the same line and top of the list, and they had four targets next to theirs.


Noah recognized them from the data gathered about the Ravaging Demon sect in that period. The Demons had killed one cultivator in the solid stage, one in the liquid, and two in the gaseous.


The Demons had been among the cultivators that had suffered the most from Ravaging Demon's betrayal. Their anger wasn't something that they could vent with a few raids.


They had chosen to attack without bringing Elders from the Council, and they had targeted a region that had two different sects. No one in the alliance had dared to complain about their plan either since they knew their identities.


The Council found it necessary to accommodate the Demons as much as it could. After all, part of their suffering was its fault. The sole fact that they had managed to forsake their past grudges to focus on Ravaging Demon was already a great result.


Noah couldn't help but apply his previous discovery to the current assets of the Ravaging Demon sect.


It had been part of the Council, which had many heroic cultivators at the apex of its power. However, its number of powerful assets was abnormal, and there were a few cases of sudden breakthroughs when it came to old cultivators.


Noah didn't think much about it at the beginning. They were just targets that he had to kill to make Ravaging Demon come out. Yet, now they had become part of a ploy that had been in place for many years, probably decades!


He could see the strings of the Elbas family behind the power of the Ravaging Demon sect. There was a chance that everything was only the product of his imagination. Still, many clues stated the opposite too.


"Where are Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon?" Noah asked, breaking the silence that his arrival in the hall had created.


"They went out again," Elder Regina said after she saw that the other Elders in the hall hesitated to reply. She even threw a small orb in Noah's direction to update him about the other raids' results.


Noah caught the orb and inspected it with his mental energy. A list of all the achievements and pieces of information gathered after the battles appeared in his mind.


Some of the attacks of the alliance had failed. The Ravaging Demon sect had deployed powerful defenses in essential locations, and the raiding teams there couldn't find a way to cross them in a short time.





Those weren't common defenses placed at the borders of each domain. The separate dimension would directly ignore them in that case. Instead, they were formations placed directly at the center of each sect and capable of hindering any intruder.


The alliance knew that the Ravaging Demon sect didn't have that kind of inscriptions. It wasn't a field that the Council specialized in. Also, those defenses seemed to target the effects of the separate dimension.


It was as if the Ravaging Demon sect knew that its enemies had access to that tool, even if it had never suffered from the separate dimension before.


All the clues led to the Elbas family again. The Royals were the only force capable of creating those defensive items in a few years and predicting the kind of attacks they had to stop.


"Notify me if something changes," Noah said before leaving the structure. He was still tired from the previous battle, and his injuries had just started to heal.


Noah had only changed his robe before visiting the structure, but there were many things that he wanted to before fighting again. The first one was healing, and the second was analyzing his current power thoroughly.


The recent battle had given him a clear idea of where his battle prowess stood compared to solid stage cultivators. Noah had used all his abilities against Elder Marco, and the fight had been close nonetheless.


'I can face weaker solid stage experts,' Noah concluded as he returned in the separate dimension. 'As for the stronger ones, I can only rely on my body for now.'


Noah gave the bottle containing the oily water to Thirty-seven before returning to his mansion. The images of his battle against Elder Marco filled his mind for the entirety of the trip, and he couldn't help but feel satisfied with his new abilities.


His movement ability fused the Merging spell with a martial art that used a mixture of brute force and a specific rhythm. Noah's legs would imitate the effects of the Merging spell to enhance them and rely on their physical power to push his speed to the limit.


The acceleration that Noah obtained with that technique was incredible. Its only issue was the lack of maneuverability due to the momentum that it was capable of providing. He could make sharp turns, but he couldn't curve his trajectory accurately.


Snore's flames and feathers were incredible too, especially the latter since they weren't limited to its level. The Blood Companion revealed itself to be a fantastic helper, with the only difference that Noah had finally removed the limitations on its growth.


As for the ability that had given him the chance to win, Noah found it even more potent than he expected.


Using the Black Hole spell to overcharge the Demonic Form spell gave birth to the third form of the Dragon's claw martial art. Noah slashed his six arms without fusing them and threw all the black smoke around him along with the attack.


That gave birth to a gaseous shape that took the form of a six-armed dragon. Its power was immense since it fused all the second form's strong points with his other spells. The only issue was that the scaled armor would disappear after launching that attack.


The same went for the copies of the Demonic Sword and all the Black Hole spell's energy. Noah remained defenseless for a few seconds after using the third form of his martial art, but its power made it worth it.


After all, Elder Marco had used the entirety of his consciousness to focus on his drill, but Noah's attack had managed to match it for a few seconds. That was enough to prove how powerful it was.


'I've obtained these results by creating martial arts for preexisting spells,' Noah thought as he meditated while his body absorbed nutrients to heal. 'How much power can I obtain if I create specific spells?'
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                        The rounds of raids on the Ravaging Demon sect's territories eventually ended. All the experts involved in the battles held a series of meetings to summarize the situation.


The battles of the alliance in the Papral nation had been mostly successful. The only failures happened whenever the raiding teams met formations and inscribed items that targeted some of the separate dimension's capabilities.


The alliance's kill count had reached eleven rank 5 cultivators of various stages and multiple assets in the fourth rank. The losses of the Ravaging Demon sect had been immense. It lost half of its strongest experts in just a few attacks.


Of course, the alliance didn't expect that trend to continue. The raiding teams had exploited the subtlety of the separate dimension well, but its enemy was bound to resort to countermeasures.


The spies inside the Papral nation reported that most sects were moving in the locations that had survived the attacks. All the Ravaging Demon sect's remaining assets amassed in three regions to prepare for the next waves of attacks.


The rest of the Papral nation became empty of humans, and the packs of magical beasts didn't hesitate to swarm them now that their enemies had disappeared. It took only a short period before those regions fell into a wild state.


The forces of the alliance remained silent in that short period. Their enemies moved through teleportation matrices, which prevented eventual offensive operations. Also, some of their assets had to recover.


Noah didn't fight anymore after the battle in the True Mountain sect. His injuries weren't severe, but the damage on the bones required some time to heal. His position on the leaderboard fell by a few spots, but he didn't care about it. He didn't need fame. His priority was on the path ahead.


The Demons claimed the first spot though. Their fury against the Ravaging Demon's underlings was boundless, and they vented it even on sects that didn't have any rank 5 experts.


However, even with all the separate dimension's advantages, their enemies still had many powerful cultivators in their ranks. Simple sneak attacks could only make the raids easier.


The Ravaging Demon sect had inherited part of the Council's strength after the rebellion, but it could only retreat in front of the alliance. The Hive still had fewer experts than the other organizations in the world, but they were so strong that no one would consider it inferior.


The Hive was a relatively young organization. It was normal for it to have fewer assets in the higher ranks. Yet, no one could match the quality of its experts.


Noah alone raised the standard. After all, he was a cultivator capable of defeating existences on a higher stage!


The reappearance and battle prowess of the Demons declared that the Hive owned the most talented cultivators. The only organization that could claim that spot was the Elbas family, but its fame mostly came from the incredible King Elbas.





The alliance observed the Ravaging Demon sect's behavior for a while and kept part of its attention on the territories of the Elbas family.


Ravaging Demon had yet to show his face again. No one had seen him after the battle above the blue dome, and even the recent raids didn't make him appear.


A peculiar event happened in that period though. The alliance was still deciding on its next step when cultivators started to clear and habit the peripheral regions of the Papral nation.


They were nothing more than settlements with only human cultivators led by a few experts in the fourth rank. The alliance didn't mind them since they appeared as nothing more than hunting parties. Only the Hive knew that they had come to conquer some regions once the situation stabilized.


The alliance had yet to divide those territories, and it wouldn't do so until the threat of the Ravaging Demon sect vanished. Also, it was in no hurry to conquer them since they were part of the old continent.


Only the most affectionate assets of the Council wanted their old home back to restore their face. After all, the Ravaging Demon sect's rebellion had been something unexpected, but that they could prevent in many ways.


Still, Ravaging Demon had helped the Council claiming the entirety of the Papral nation in the past. The losses that they had suffered during his betrayal had come after many advantages seized thanks to him.


The alliance decided to assemble the armies once every expert had recovered from their injuries. Nothing peculiar had happened in those regions, so the attacking forces felt the need to pressure the Ravaging Demon sect before it came up with other countermeasures.


They didn't opt for the separate dimension though. That had to be a frontal attack that saw the Council and the Hive going against their common enemy. All the world had to see that scene.


Three armies formed. The plan was to apply pressure on all the crowded areas at the same time and see if they could force Ravaging Demon's hand. Of course, the powerhouses of both organizations would lie in wait for him.


Noah and the Demons became the army's leaders tasked to attack the Four Sigils sect, which was the new name given to one of the crowded areas. Some assets of the Council would join them, together with weaker cultivators from both organizations.


There were even human cultivators, although not as many as during the war against the Shandal Empire. They were mostly assets that showed no talent or determination for the cultivation journey, and experiencing a battle could help them.


"How do you want to drive them out?" Flying Demon said as he stared and the array of tall structures under him from the sky.


"Prince, do you have something to throw at them?" Dreaming Demon asked as she turned toward Noah. There were assets of the Council among them, so she preferred to use his title when talking with him.


The army had gathered in the region occupied by the Four Sigil sect, and the heroic assets were analyzing it from their position in the sky.


Their target appeared as a marvelous city. It had four huge pagodas on its corners and a series of peculiar buildings among them. A series of mountains encircled those structures and worked as natural protection. They had faint traces of inscriptions on their rocky surface, meaning that they were part of the sect's defensive formations.


The Council's intel had revealed that the Four Sigil sect had four rank 5 cultivators in its ranks, but only one of them was in the solid stage. With Noah and the Demons there, that threat was manageable.


The only problem was its defenses. They could tilt the scales of the battle in favor of the sect.


Noah shrugged his shoulders before waving his hand. Dozens of spiked spheres appeared in front of him and began to fall toward the mountain chain.
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                        Those Instabilities were all inscribed weapons with power in the fifth rank. Their tier varied, but there were a few of them in the upper level.


Noah's body was in the upper tier, and the Demonic Sword was still in the middle tier. Both of them required a large number of nutrients, but they had also become picky about them.


Magical beasts in the lower tier of the fifth rank could barely satisfy their hunger. They preferred to hunt powerful prey to keep their carvings in check for more extended periods.


However, there was a limit to how many powerful creatures habited the territories of the Hive. Noah had managed to refill his stash thanks to the hybrids, but he often had to rely on weaker beasts to satisfy his hunger.


That made him gather many corpses belonging to weaker creatures. They were mostly big beasts though, which gave Noah enough materials to spare for some side projects, namely his disposable weapons.


His higher energy improved the final products' quality, allowing him to use many weaker materials to create valuable items. Noah could use many peak rank 4 body parts to mass-produce Instabilities with power at the bottom of the fifth rank.


Also, the saber shaped-runes used as spikes didn't depend on the material used. Noah tuned their level according to how much the sphere could hold, making the weapons threatening even if their overall power put them in the lower tier.


Noah could refill his stash of Instabilities by sparing a few tissues from his meals, and he gladly did it since it improved his expertise with the dark matter. They were simple creations, but the experience was something built through countless hours spent training.


The Instabilities fell toward the Four Sigils sect under the cold eyes of the Demons. They watched as the mountain chain around that large city lit up to create a defensive shield. Inscribed arrows shot from some buildings too.


The arrows destroyed some bombs, but there were too many of them. Noah's Instabilities fell on the golden shield, covering the city to release their destructive might.


The bombs hit by the arrows exploded too, and a barrage of fuming spikes spread on the sky above the Four Sigils sect.


Of course, the assets in the four rank on the scene had retreated a bit when they saw that the Demonic Prince had taken the initiative. They didn't want to be too close when rank 5 cultivators acted.


The light radiated by the golden shield flickered under the assault of the Instabilities. Each one of them was similar to a spell launched by a rank 5 cultivator, and more than forty bombs were exploding right above its surface!


Cracks appeared on the shield, and golden shards fell on the city. Some saber-shaped runes even passed through the fissures and aimed for the buildings below.


The arrows stopped them, but the explosions still raged in the sky, and the light of the shield dimmed as cracks accumulated. Then, the light completely vanished, and the mountain chain returned to its natural state.





The storm of spikes flew toward the city at that point. Countless saber-shaped runes with the power of the fifth rank threatened to crash on the structures on the ground and unleash destruction among the cultivators inside them.


Nevertheless, the pagodas lit up, and a wide array of inscriptions spread from them to cover the entire city. A series of golden beams then shot from the four tall structures and aimed for the spikes, destroying them at the slightest touch.


Noah's eyes sharpened at the sight of the beams, and the Demons turned toward him to nod. He had shared his theory about the Royal's pool with the Hive's higher-ups, and their opinions matched his.


Still, there was a lack of actual proof since both Thirty-seven and Daniel were having issues analyzing the oily water.


The quality of the defenses of the Ravaging Demon sect's regions though showed how comprehensive its cooperation with the Elbas family was.


The Four Sigils sect should only have a few defensive formations according to the Council's intel. Instead, it had inscriptions capable of countering multiple kinds of threats.


The lines on the ground probably had the purpose of defending from the separate dimension. Something like that wasn't something that the Ravaging Demon sect experts could have built in a short time. Only the Elbas family had inscription masters with that level of expertise.


The nods of the Demons meant that there might be more surprises once the attack started.


The golden beams destroyed the saber-shaped runes before they could even touch the ground. Some of them managed to make a few buildings crumble, but that amount of damage was negligible.


The Demons acted after the destruction stopped.


Flying Demon deployed a layer of ice at the base of the mountains that spread over them as it made its way toward the city's insides. Dreaming Demon closed her eyes, and the light of the formation dimmed as her consciousness invaded it.


They had to take down those defenses before diving toward the city. They couldn't barge in recklessly now that they suspected that the Elbas family had been there.


The pagodas' light fought against the spreading ice, but the latter seeped in some blind spots anyway. A few buildings started to freeze, and ice flowers grew on their surface.


The flowers radiated Flying Demon's individuality. They worked as the cores in a formation, giving more power to the ice that continued to reach the city's center.


The golden beams struggled to escape Dreaming Demon's control. Yet, they only manage to bend their light without succeeding in reaching for the layer of ice.


Panicked human cultivators began to exit their habitations and assemble in a battle formation at the center of the city. A few rank 4 experts also came out in the open to avoid the effects of the Demon's attacks.


Noah observed the scene with the utmost attention. The higher-ups of the Ravaging Demon sect had to appear soon. Otherwise, he and the Demons would level that city before the battle even started.


As he had predicted, four figures suddenly shot in the air and stopped at some distance from the trio in the fifth rank. They were the four experts reported by the Council.


The Demons continued to attack the city even after those enemies appeared. They had to damage its defenses as much as they could before the rest of the army invaded. However, their enemies couldn't let them continue.


There were two Elders in the liquid stage, one in the gaseous, and one in the solid. They were barely a threat in front of experts that had managed to survive the attack of a powerhouse.


Yet, a series of inscribed items soon appeared in front of them and radiated auras with power at the peak of the fifth rank. The two cultivators in the liquid stage even started to execute strange forms to activate a battle formation.
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                        Noah didn't fear any of those enemies. His current battle prowess gave him enough confidence to fight all of them at the same time even!


He didn't know if he could defeat them, especially since they had powerful inscribed items. Still, he was confident that he could slow them down to buy some time for the Demons.


A faint smell reached Noah's nose and reminded him of the taste of Elder Marco's dantian. A smirk appeared on his face when he identified the origin of that smell. The auras of the two liquid stage cultivators spread that hateful carried that hateful scent everywhere they went.


Noah wouldn't have been able to sense it before the battle against Elder Marco. Yet, his body could now perceive the presence of the oily water after it had a taste of it.


After all, it was something that it hated, much like the Heaven Tribulations. Noah's body had developed natural awareness against it.


The forced breakthrough didn't come with evident advantages, but Noah knew that individualities couldn't express their full power if the enlightenment weren't natural. The two liquid stage experts were bound to have flaws in their battle prowess, and he wanted to exploit that.


Black smoke came out of Noah's skin as his figure became blurry. The Ravaging Demon sect didn't gather much intel from the raids due to their abruptness, so his abilities were still unknown to the enemy forces.


Noah sprinted forward, leaving cracks in the sky behind him. He reached the four enemies before the scaled armor could even form, but his Demonic Sword was ready to slash at the two liquid stage experts.


A faint golden light had begun to shine around the two cultivators since they had started to execute the battle formation. An array of scales had formed around them by the time Noah reached their position.


The other two cultivators activated their peak rank 5 items too. The black cube in the solid stage expert's hands expanded to create a large form that the sunlight seemed unable to illuminate. The last enemy threw a blue powder in the sky that surveilled the area, taking various shapes as it floated.


The golden scales cracked under Noah's attack, but the black cube's expansion blocked it and pushed him backward. A metallic sound resounded in the sky as the slashes slammed on that dark fabric, leaving no marks on it.


Noah's legs landed on the cube, delivering two powerful kicks that didn't manage to slow down its expansion for even a second. He wanted to remain there and deploy all his attacks, but the blue powder went after him, taking the shape of a giant eagle in the process.


The world lost its light for an instant, and a wave of half-white half-ethereal flames came out of Noah's mouth and engulfed the blue eagle.


The creature changed form during the impact. Trails of dense blue powder came out of the flames and turned into a series of small snakes that pounced at Noah.





The Demonic Form's corrosive smoke hindered their advance, but a few of them managed to pierce the spell to reach for him. Still, they only found a cracked sky waiting for them.


Part of the blue powder fell into the void as Noah sprinted away. He analyzed the expanding black cube as he flew around it, but he couldn't find any weak spots in its structure.


The situation didn't bother Noah too much. The Demons could continue to damage the city's defenses while the four experts were busy activating those powerful items.


However, he still wanted to test his strength. After all, it rarely happened that something could resist his brute physical power so easily.


Four additional arms wielded copies of the Demonic Sword as Noah executed the second form of his martial art. The air in the trajectory of his attack disappeared, but the black cube remained in place, and only a few cracks appeared on its structure.


A clinking sound echoed in the sky again after the impact. Noah remained still when he saw that even his second-most powerful attack couldn't pierce the cube.


He felt something strange inside that metallic material, but he couldn't understand anything else from that simple observation. Still, he opted not to use the Divine Deduction technique since he didn't know how the battle would unfold.


Buildings started to fall as Flying Demon's spell spread through the entirety of the Four Sigils sect. The golden beams became dimmer too as Dreaming Demon's consciousness damaged the sources of their power.


Panicked human and heroic cultivators filled the streets of the city. All the sects' assets had come out in the open by then, but their only hope was in their leaders.


The defenses were slowly falling apart, and the rest of the attacking army stared at the process in awe and eagerness. Their moment was about to come, and everything had been possible due to the experts fighting above them.


The blue powder came after Noah again, but its power had fallen since some of it had ended into the void. He felt almost tempted to ignore it and continue to focus the cube. Yet, he ultimately decided to sprint again and continue his assault in another spot.


The powder radiated the power of the peak of the fifth rank, but it wasn't too scary. It was annoying to deal with. Noah didn't want to waste time with that troublesome item. He preferred to find a way inside the cube to hunt the experts before they prepared their countermeasures.


The entirety of the sect became a frozen scenery in the next few minutes. No more lights came out of its buildings either, and the heroic cultivators on the scene had to use defensive spells to protect the human assets. Even the slight contact with the ice could freeze their entire figures.


Flying Demon was a solid stage cultivator though. There was a limit to how much those weaker assets could fend off the ice.


A series of cracks soon spread on the surface of the black cube, and a golden light came out of its insides. The item eventually fell apart to reveal a massive golden Tyrannosaurus!


The Ravaging Demon sect's solid stage and gaseous stage experts stood side-by-side with the giant creature as they retook control of their inscribed items.


Surprise spread among the attacking troops. That golden figure was too similar to the battle formation of the Shandal Empire not to notice the backer of those rebels.


All three invading forces had obtained the teachings of that battle formation, but there was only one force that could modify and deploy it in such a short time. It became evident to everyone that the Elbas family supported the Demon sect with its experience in the inscription field.


Noah stared at the Tyrannosaurus and recognized the troublesome wings behind its back. However, its power didn't reach the sixth rank. It only lingered in the solid stage.


"I'll take the big guy," Noah said, and the Demons revealed a cold smile as they glanced at the remaining two enemies.
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                        Noah had chosen the Tyrannosaurus as his enemy mostly to test himself, but there were other reasons behind his decision. The Demons were the perfect experts to deal with any eventual defense deployed by the Elbas family while the allied forces regrouped.


It was better if Noah took care of the most troublesome enemy while they managed the rest. After all, only one of their opponents in the fifth rank was in the solid stage. The had plenty of room to focus on the entirety of the battlefield.


The Tyrannosaurus was different from the battle formation deployed by the Shandal Empire. It wasn't only the different color of its light. Its form appeared far denser, and it only had a pair of arms and wings.


It didn't even require the same number of heroic assets. Only two rank 5 cultivators in the liquid stage had been enough to summon it.


The power of the Tyrannosaurus appeared different too. Noah didn't feel as if he was facing a formation. His senses told him that he was facing an actual magical beast.


Noah's eyes sharpened as he sprinted toward the tall beast. Pieces of information resurfaced in his mind as he tried to remember anything connected with that ancient species.


He had the faint sensation that the Elbas family had deeply modified the battle formation, making it resemble the beast that it tried to reproduce.


That meant that he could use the legends and old reports studied by chance when he was in the academy or searched for creatures suitable for the fusion.


As if to prove his instincts wrong, the Tyrannosaurus spewed a golden beam aimed at the dark shape reaching for it. Its arms also slashed the air and released golden blades that flew toward the same target.


Those were the same attacks used by the Empire's battle formation. It seemed that the Royal's version of the technique didn't abandon those features.


Noah ignored the incoming attacks. He was far faster than them. By the time they reached his position, he had already moved forward, leaving only a trail of cracks waiting for them.


The cracks expanded once he reached the belly of the beast. A large patch of the sky fell apar as he made a sharp turn upward while releasing two quick slashes.


The slashes slammed on the creature's golden body, but they were unable to do much damage. Only a few deep marks appeared on its belly, but the wings promptly absorbed the energy still lingering in the environment to heal them.


'Are my instincts wrong?' Noah thought as he rose above the Tyrannosaurs' head to prepare another attack. However, the tail of the creature suddenly appeared on its path and cracked at him.


The scene seemed to freeze for a moment. The cracks in the sky stopped spreading, and most of the black cloud around Noah vanished during the impact.


'They weren't wrong,' Noah thought as he looked above his head. His hand kept the golden tail stuck in an immovable grip, and his fingers had stabbed that dense light, creating cracks through that body part.





After making direct contact with the creature, Noah could sense that the Tyrannosaurus' physical prowess was on par with magical beasts near the peak of the fifth rank.


'It's as if I'm fighting a proper hybrid for once,' Noah revealed a cold smile as he thought that. 'I should let it know why a human form is the best for this strength.'


Noah didn't feel any fear. Instead, his pride as a creature on the same level spiked when he found an opponent that could take his blows.


He had found some of them in the other Mortal Lands too, but they were hybrids that could barely maintain their sanity. They were no more than beasts once they suffered a few injuries.


However, there were two experts in the liquid stage controlling that powerful body now. Noah knew that there wasn't the risk of them losing control of their mental faculties.


He couldn't help but feel excited at the thought of measuring himself against something that resembled him.


The Tyrannosaurus spread its maw as golden light gathered in its throat. It was about to tilt its head to aim toward Noah when the latter abruptly pulled.


The cultivators on the scene had begun to fight after the Demons destroyed the defenses of the city. Both humans and heroic cultivators had engaged in messy battles in the mountains around the city.


Yet, the golden light above them suddenly started to shift, which created rotating shadows under them. Many couldn't help but stop their battles to stare at the sky, and what they saw made them forget where they were.


It seemed that the massive Tyrannosaurus was flying in circles. Nevertheless, they soon noticed that something was off.


Its tail remained tense and pointing at the center of those circles, where a small fiendish figure was filling the environment with black smoke. It took those assets a few seconds to realize that the Demon Prince of the Hive was flinging the Tyrannosaurus around as if it was a small creature.


Noah pulled the beast's tail as he rotated on his position. The force that he applied was so intense that the Tyrannosaurus didn't have the chance to stop its motion.


It would have been different if the creature was a real magical beast or a hybrid. Still, two cultivators were controlling and creating that huge body, and they couldn't find their balance while also keeping the battle formation active.


Their expertise in that technique was minimal too, so they didn't want to risk the golden beast's integrity to attempt to restore their balance.


Noah rotated to build momentum before throwing the Tyrannosaurus toward the Four Sigil Sect. A golden meteor fell under both armies' incredulous eyes and slammed on the frozen buildings, spreading earthquakes that affected even the territories after the mountain chain.


The dust eventually settled, but tremors continued to spread through the lands. The Tyrannosaurus' fall had affected even the environment under the city, which continued to experience earthquakes.


The Demons had fought against the other two experts in the meantime. They had the upper hand through the entirety of the battle, but their opponents had a series of peak rank 5 items that prevented them from expressing their full power.


The black cube had reformed after the Tyrannosaurus' appearance, and it had kept the duo from the Ravaging Demon sect safe. Instead, the blue powder had become a pile of ice shards after only a few exchanges.


The gaseous stage cultivator though had deployed a series of whips that could act on their own and a dozen puppets with the shape of armored knights to replace it.


Using so many items at the same time strained its mind to no end, but they allowed the duo to match the two Demons who assaulted them relentlessly.


The Tyrannosaurus' fall diverted their attention from their battle and made them stare at the destruction unfolding in the city. When the dust settled, they could see that the golden creature was at the bottom of a series of caves dug under the city.
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                        The light radiated by the tall beast illuminated the tall caves that made the city's underground world. The area was vast and polished, which hinted that they weren't simple tunnels dug to transport items.


An eerie aura came out of that cavity too. The Demons couldn't help but notice that panicked expressions had appeared on their opponents.


The human cultivators and experts in the fourth rank resumed their battles, but the higher-ups remained still.


Noah and the Demons seized that chance to send a series of mental messages to their allies in the Council to question them about the underground structure. However, they received conflicting answers.


As cultivators who had lived through many ploys and near-death experiences, Noah and the Demons could guess when someone was trying to hide intel from them.


The alliance between the Council and the Hive had set the basis for mutual trust, but they didn't have to reveal everything about their organizations. Secrets had to exist, and the trio from the Hive felt that they had found one of them.


Noah moved his attention to the eerie aura. A calming sensation accompanied it and filled the entirety of the underground structure. It spread on the Four Sigils sect too since there was a large fissure at its center now.


A series of defensive formations activated after the breach. Layers of golden shields and armored puppets appeared on the surface of the city to protect that entrance.


Noah and the Demons had found themselves in a similar situation many years in the past. They were in Divine Architect's separate dimension, under the raining Heaven Tribulation, when they saw the Mortal Palace appearing.


Their instincts as lone cultivators had made them ignore the danger and go after that mysterious place in the past. They didn't even have to look at each other to make the same decision in the present.


They could avoid the Tribulation in the past. Now, they had to defeat their enemies first. Their greed for resources couldn't overcome their anger toward Ravaging Demon.


Noah had no intention to chase the Tyrannosaurus inside the hole. The defensive formations would put him at too much of a disadvantage, even after his improvements.


The Tyrannosaurus didn't want to remain down there either. Noah could decide to help the Demons and come after it together with them if it didn't help its companions in the sky.


The two liquid stage cultivators inside the golden creature had understood that they weren't a match for Noah in a melee battle. The Tyrannosaurus' physical strength was above his, but they didn't know how to use it properly due to their inexperience. 


Noah's body was part of his existence, while the golden creature was only a weapon in those experts' hands. There was an intrinsic difference in how much maneuverability they could have. It was only normal for Noah to be able to express far more power than his opponents.





The Demons resumed their fight while Noah watched the Tyrannosaurus crossing the golden puppets and rising in the sky again. There were cracks over its body due to the last impact. Still, they were already healing due to the energy absorbed by the wings.


Noah had understood that his normal tactics wouldn't work against his opponents. The fact that the liquid stage cultivators relied on a battle formation made them quite hard to kill.


It wasn't a matter of abilities. Noah could dodge all the attacks of the creature, and his strongest technique could match its offensive.


The only problem was its regenerative ability. The pair of wings absorbed the residual energy of every spell that passed near it.


That allowed the battle formation to keep an intact structure and fight as long as the cultivators controlling it had enough energy. That gave a chance to the Tyrannosaurs to last more than Noah when it came to exhaustion.


Noah knew that very well. The third form of his martial art could create a mess there, and his saber-shaped runes could try to sever its wings. Yet, he felt that he had a more straightforward method to deal with that creature.


The Tyrannosaurus waved is arms to launch a series of golden slashes, but Noah had already started sprinting by that time. Cracks spread in the sky as he dodged the incoming attacks and reached for the maw of the beast.


Noah delivered a powerful punch on the creature's head, and golden shards shot everywhere as cracks appeared on that spot. The Demonic Sword left his grasp and stabbed those fissures to increase the amount of damage inflicted.


The Tyrannosaurus' tail tried to crack at him again, but Noah had predicted that attack. He sprinted away as soon as the Demonic Sword spread some corrosive smoke inside the creature and reached for another part of its body.


Noah reappeared on the right side of its torso, and his fingers arched to form claws that ripped off the beast's golden scales. The Demonic Sword quickly stabbed that spot again before Noah grabbed it to sprint toward another body part.


The Tyrannosaurus couldn't keep up with Noah's speed, and all its attacks were unable to touch him. Also, relying on his physical strength prevented the accumulation of energy in the air, which negated the wings' ability.


Noah roared, punched, and stabbed as he sprinted around the massive beast. Cracks appeared and vanished as he continued to move in different spots to damage and destabilize the battle formation.


That was a battle style suitable only to hybrids. It was an approach that allowed him to release only a small amount of energy while inflicting a good number of injuries.


Noah was relentless in his offensive. Golden shards fell toward the frozen scenery as he kept on ripping the Tyrannosaurus apart. The mighty and scary figure had turned into nothing more than a maimed and broken creature after a few minutes.


Signs of destabilization began to appear in its shape. The golden scales started to tremble as Noah's assault continued, and many of them lost its solid form to return to a state of pure light.


Noah noticed that phenomenon but continued with his offensive until a clear opening appeared in the beast's body.


The experts inside the battle formation were so busy trying to stabilize the technique that they didn't notice the different smoke that had begun to enter the Tyrannosaurus. They only took it as Noah's usual corrosive gas.


However, their froze in place when they saw the massive reptilian head solidifying right next to their position. Their survival instincts spiked at that point, but it was too late for them to do anything.


Snore released a wave of flames and a sword-shaped lightning bolt right in the center of the Tyrannosaurus, and the golden beast's figure exploded into a storm of shards.


A gray cloud followed the shards, but Noah quickly waved his hands to disperse it and catch the experts' falling space-rings. As for their bodies, only a few bloody patches of tissues had survived the last attack.
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                        Noah shook his head when he looked at the two space-rings in his grasp. The number of resources inside them was decent, but his thoughts were on the two liquid stage cultivators that had died under his attacks.


They had relied on a battle formation that they couldn't operate fully to improve their chances of survival, but the variety of their attacks had diminished due to that decision.


Noah would have had a harder time dealing with multiple spells of various natures. Yet, the two experts would have died far sooner without the protection of the golden scales.


Battle formations, inscribed items, and similar methods were helpful to cultivators. Still, there wasn't much that they could do if the existences using them were weak or had evident flaws in their individuality.


'Power comes from within,' Noah gave to the matter one last thought before moving his attention elsewhere.


The Demons had ended their battle before Noah. It had taken them some time to get past all the protections and weapons of their opponents, but they were too experienced not to win that fight.


Noah turned toward them only to see Flying Demon throwing two frozen human figures in his direction. He winked at him before focusing on the protected area in the middle of the city.


Flying Demon's ice had sealed the Breath inside the dantians of the two experts, preventing it from dispersing in the environment. Noah immediately ate them to obtain their nutrients.


Noah's focus went on the underground structure too. The golden shields prevented the eerie aura from leaking on the surface, but a strange sensation still lingered around the area.


The human cultivators and experts' battles in the fourth rank continued even if the fight was virtually over. The trio from the Hive could use that moment to focus on the caves before someone from the Council intervened.


After all, that territory was the target of the army led by Noah and the Demons. The Council couldn't claim the entirety of its resources if the trio were to seize them in that situation.


The defenses in place to defend the underground structure were powerful. Their level lingered in the space between the fifth and quasi-sixth ranks, which showed how important those caves' contents were.


Noah and the Demons took their time to destroy the defenses without wasting too much energy or endangering themselves. Dreaming Demon hindered those formations' responsiveness, creating opportunities that her companions exploited to destroy those inscriptions.


The armored puppets fell apart without even being able to attack once, and the golden shields eventually followed that trend. The eerie aura resumed to spread in the city when the protections vanished, and the trio began their descent toward the caves.


There weren't many things that could surprise Noah and the Demons. They had dealt with gods rising into the starry sky and explored the researches of experts capable of probing other Mortal Lands with their creations.





However, being immersed in a divine aura gave birth to mysterious and deep sensations even in such seasoned cultivators.


Noah and the Demons could sense the trace of divine once they touched the eerie aura. Their minds began to wander in the world of the laws on their own. It was as if they had entered a realm close to those profound rules.


Nutrients filled Noah's body, but he couldn't pay attention to them in that situation. His mind was lost as understanding dawned upon him. The feeling was similar to when he touched the winds in Shandal's dimension, even if it was far softer and gentler.


A general idea about the caves' nature was already forming in Noah's mind, but Dreaming Demon solved any doubt when the trio touched the ground.


"Divine Elder Tabitha," Dreaming Demon said in a soft tone. Flying Demon nodded at her words, while Noah inspected that aura with a newfound interest.


Even if the Demons had lived in that nation more than a thousand years ago, they didn't know where Divine Elder Tabitha had placed her inheritance.


It wasn't a surprise that the forces of the Council didn't want to give a clear answer. That place was the foundation of their power, as well as the reason behind Ravaging Demon's betrayal.


Noah could see how the cold expressions of the Demons softened as memories resurfaced in their minds. It wasn't easy for them to suppress their emotions in that situation.


Still, they had endured a lot already. Falling prey to their emotion would only threaten the stability of the alliance and endanger the position of the Hive in the world.


"Let's steal from a god," Flying Demon eventually said as he steeled his resolve. His lover caressed his shoulder before walking in front of him, toward the cave where the eerie aura was more intense.


Noah didn't speak and left the Demons handle their mental state. He was their friend, but only they could know the full extent of the scars that still burdened their minds.


It wasn't his place to say anything. The best he could do was to cover for their lack of focus.


The trio advanced through the cave, paying the utmost attention to their surroundings. Those tunnels had a rectangular shape and sharp corners. Also, it seemed that they underwent constant maintenance since there wasn't even a slight crack or trace of dust inside them.


The aura intensified as the trio moved forward. They soon reached a large underground area where a series of columns surrounded a tall statue built at its center.


"It's her," Dreaming Demon said as the statue appeared in their vision. It depicted a woman dressed in a long robe that covered even her hands. Her eyes were closed, and she had long hair that reached her waist.


Her face expressed a peaceful feeling, capable of calming down even the most violent of the beasts. Even Noah's hunger dispersed in front of the aura radiated by the statue.


Noah couldn't help but think about Faith for a second. She didn't resemble Divine Elder Tabitha, but their auras were similar.


That could have been the reason why the Council wanted to keep her on its side even after her unruly behavior had come out. Her organization probably saw her as the rightful successor of its Divine Matriarch.


"You came," A voice suddenly spread in the underground hall, and the trio quickly prepared themselves to fight. That voice belonged to Ravaging Demon, but the three of them couldn't sense his presence anywhere in the area.


"Can't you see it?" Ravaging Demon said as he walked from behind the stature. He appeared as an average human in that situation. There wasn't any sign of his mighty cultivation level.


"I thought that my flames would be able to burn too after I reached the sixth rank," Ravaging Demon said as helplessness appeared on his expression. "I failed."


Ravaging Demon sighed and gestured to the trio to follow him as he flew toward the ceiling of the hall. Noah and the others didn't even bother to look at him before contacting the alliance's powerhouses.
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                        Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana had been ready for the eventuality of Ravaging Demon's reappearance since the beginning of the attack. As soon as the trio in the underground structure gave the signal, they moved in their direction.


A series of shining lines appeared on the ground of the hall, and a blinding halo filled the area for a few seconds before Chasing Demon's figure appeared on the scene.


A lightning bolt pierced the ceiling of the hall and stopped mid-air. The sparks condensed on the spot and took the form of Great Elder Diana's figure.


The two powerhouses had arrived in only a few instants!


Ravaging Demon looked at the two powerhouses with a plain expression. It was as if he didn't care about the threats that had appeared with the only task of killing him.


"You failed to see the biggest flaw in your plan," Chasing Demon said as he rose into the air toward his sworn enemy. "You have never been worthy of the Immortal Lands."


Ravaging Demon snorted when he heard that remark, and his sharp words followed it, "I don't base my individuality on a dead lover and call it life at least!"


"There is only one rule in the cultivation world," Great Elder Diana said as she joined the conversation. "You know that very well. Power is right. Weakness is wrong."


"Power," Ravaging Demon said in a soft voice before exploding in a laugh and resuming to speak in a loud tone. "I stand here, at the last stage of the heroic ranks, and you dare to talk to me about power? I seized every chance, just like all of you did. Don't lecture me about the cultivation world. I'm the embodiment of its true aspect!"


The trio from the Hive listened attentively to the discussion, but an awful smell reached Noah's nostrils as they remained on the floor of the hall. In his mind, he could now confirm that Ravaging Demon had made use of the Royal's pool.


Any small advantage could determine the outcome of a battle. That was true at any rank, especially when the mindset of a cultivator directly influenced the individuality.


Noah knew that Ravaging Demon had no chance against those two powerhouses, but the Elbas family's backing worried him. He couldn't believe that the Royals had let them come so close to their target without preparing some traps.


That was the reason why he sent a message to Chasing Demon, explaining the secret behind Ravaging Demon's breakthrough. He didn't dare to say it publicly because that could reveal his relationship with June, and he was sure that his Patriarch would be mindful of that too.


Chasing Demon revealed a smile when he heard Noah's message, but his expression soon turned sour. No one could understand his thoughts until he began to speak. "You betrayed everything and everyone for what? You ended up cheating your way to this level anyway. How can you even think that you can compare yourself to us?"


Ravaging Demon's laugh froze when he heard those words. He had no idea how Chasing Demon had learnt that information, but he had exposed the biggest flaw in his individuality!





After all, Ravaging Demon truly believed that he was the perfect demon and the only cultivator worthy of that title. The fact that he didn't manage to improve on his own was a crack in his belief that had haunted him since he reached the peak of the fifth rank.


He had initially thought that his individuality was too vast and required more time. Yet, that belief had slowly turned into delusion after he spent hundreds of years stuck at his previous level.


Ravaging Demon could only blame Heaven and Earth at that point. Changing path would probably kill him since his entire existence had destruction as its foundation. He had to cling on every other explanation to maintain his sanity.


Still, the flaw remained there, and it became heavier inside his mind as time passed. It continued to grow even as he spent decades immersed in the oily water of the Royal's pool.


Now, Chasing Demon had given voice to his flaw, making it more real than ever.


Ravaging Demon's body began to tremble, and small pieces of his skin turned into flames as they lost their harmony. Even his face suffered from that destabilization, and his frozen smile deformed further during that process.


"You can't even handle failures," Chasing Demon said after heaving a helpless sigh. All his hatred seemed pointless when he saw how fragile his sworn enemy was.


However, the hatred didn't disappear. Ravaging Demon had to die. It was a vital matter for him.


Chasing Demon reached forward, but a confused expression appeared on his face. His Breath came out of his hand, but it refused to form violent spells.


"You can't fight here," Great Elder Diana said as she created a platform made of Breath to lift Ravaging Demon through the fissure in the ceiling. "No one has ever managed to fight next to Divine Elder Tabitha."


Chasing Demon nodded, and the three powerhouses flew outside of the underground hall, leaving Noah and the Demons alone. The three of them exchanged a glance and hesitated before deciding to follow the rank 6 cultivators.


They were inside Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance ground, but the Council had owned that place for more than a thousand years.


The Ravaging Demon sect had done the same in that period. It was unlikely that those strong organizations had left resources laying around for the trio to take.


Instead, spectating a battle among cultivators in the sixth rank could provide significant insights into the laws' world. The three of them could see how the powerhouses wielded their laws according to their individuality.


Noah and the Demons resurfaced and found themselves in a thick forest. Noah could sense how the area's lifeforms had fled due to the three powerhouses in the air.


The trio flew away too, but only to find a safe spot to inspect the powerhouses' battle. After all, even they couldn't do anything when it came to fights on that level.


Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana circled the motionless Ravaging Demon and prepared their offensive spells. That resembled an execution since their enemy didn't appear willing to react to those threats.


Nevertheless, a fourth powerful presence appeared in the sky above them and claimed their attention.


"I wouldn't do it if I were you," King Elbas said as he spread his aura to announce his arrival into that battle. The four powerhouses had converged into the same battlefield once again.


"You," King Elbas said as he eyed Ravaging Demon, "I'll help you become a god. Now fight."


Ravaging Demon's figure stabilized when those words echoed in the environment. He didn't care if King Elbas' promise sounded absurd. He was willing to cling to anything as long as he could hope to reach the Immortal Lands.


"You owe me one," Great Elder Diana said as she flew upward to face King Elbas.


Chasing Demon limited himself to nod before focusing on his opponent, who had started to laugh again.
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                        Ravaging Demon laughed and exploded into a sea of flames. An intense sense of destruction filled the area and created large patches of void in the sky.


Chasing Demon didn't move. The flames engulfed him, but a metallic membrane came out of his skin and covered his entire body.


When the flames retracted and condensed to retake Ravaging Demon's shape, the membrane around Chasing Demon broke and revealed that he didn't suffer any injury.


The metallic shards of the membrane fell on the ground as Chasing Demon observed his opponent without revealing the slightest tinge of emotion. There was only coldness in his eyes as he looked at the man that he had hated for more than a thousand years.


The ground rose after the metallic shards stabbed the terrain. Hundreds of humanoid golems formed and flew in the sky as they punched toward Ravaging Demon. The gravity around him increased too, and pressed on his form, slowing down the spreading of his flames.


Ravaging Demon managed to turn into a sea of flames right before the golems reached him. A few of them exploded in the impact, but many endured the fire and waited for their caster's orders.


The metallic membrane protected Chasing Demon again, and its shards fell to the ground to create more golems. Meanwhile, Ravaging Demon reappeared higher in the sky, closer to the battle between Great Elder Diana and King Elbas.


King Elbas had a series of long fiery snakes around his figure. They spewed long trails of flames that aimed for the elusive Great Elder Diana.


Great Elder Diana danced in the sky as parks cracked under her feet. The snakes' flames couldn't touch her due to her high speed and sharp turns, and she launched small lightning bolts whenever she stopped.


Her attacks landed on the snakes circling King Elbas but were unable to reach him. The two powerhouses exchanged attacks, defenses, and dodges without gaining the upper hand on their opponent.


Of course, they weren't trying their best. They were only preventing each other from influencing the battle between the two demons.


King Elbas' words toward Ravaging Demon had hinted that he wouldn't help him against Chasing Demon. So, it was pointless to waste resources to gain the upper hand over Great Elder Diana.


Their fight was necessary, but it was more of a probing than a proper battle to overcome their opponent.


Ravaging Demon glanced at their battle before focusing on his opponent again. An army of golems flew toward him while Chasing Demon scattered more metallic shards on the ground.


The forest had turned into a messy pile of debris and holes due to the golems that had formed. There didn't seem to be a limit to how many of them Chasing Demon could create.


Ravaging Demon spread his hand forward, and a violent flame appeared in his palm. That was his third fire already, and it was remarkably stronger than his previous attacks.





Before the golems could reach him, Ravaging Demon's fire exploded into a sea of flames again, destroying dozens of those rocky puppets. That generated more explosions though, which dispersed a large part of his attack.


Ravaging Demon reformed again in another spot only to see that there were even more golems going after him. Chasing Demon wasn't giving him any chance to recover.


His complexion had already paled due to the many detonations. Ravaging Demon wasn't immune to damage when he turned into flames. His situation could only become worse.


The destructiveness of Ravaging Demon's flames was increasing as he cast spells. Still, the number of golems under Chasing Demon's control had never stopped growing either.


The more golems fell apart, the more detonations would happen. Ravaging Demon could only continue to suffer more injuries if he kept on fighting in that way.


A large crystal suddenly appeared in Ravaging Demon's hand before he expanded his fourth flame. His fire converged into that item and shot toward Chasing Demon in the form of a crimson beam.


The attack surprised Chasing Demon. Even as a powerhouse who had cheated his way into the sixth rank, his opponent still had a power worthy of that level.


A normal rank 5 item wouldn't be able to endure his Breath. The crystal had to be an inscribed weapon in the sixth rank, and there weren't any doubts concerning its origin.


Chasing Demon suppressed a curse aimed at King Elbas and controlled the golems so that they would amass on the trajectory of the beam.


The condensed flames had an incredible piercing power and destroyed hundreds of puppets as they tried to reach their target. Yet, the detonations that followed the golem's destruction depleted their energy, making the beam unable even to come close to Chasing Demon.


Ravaging Demon summoned his fifth flame, which burned with even more intensity than the previous one. Its destructiveness was so unruly that even the skin of his palm began to burn.


Chasing Demon had no intention to lose the upper-hand in the battle. The remains of his golems and the other intact puppets began to converge on a spot right above his opponent to form a massive hand that closed on him.


The hand trembled, and crimson light shone from the fissures among the fingers. Tongues of flames came out of them, but the grasp held strong and continued to squeeze the cultivator inside it.


The crimson light eventually vanished before a red brilliance seeped out of the palm again. Some flames managed to come out from the small cracks on the rocky fingers, but the hand was as stable as a mountain. It seemed that nothing could make it move.


Ravaging Demon had to resort to his seventh flame since both the fifth and sixth had failed. The massive fingers trembled slightly at that point, and some cracks spread throughout the hand. Yet, the grasp remained closed.


Only the spreading of the eight flame managed to destroy the hand and release Ravaging Demon, who revealed his maimed state to the world. His body was a mess of bruises, broken limbs with bones coming out of his skin, and blood.


The pressure that he had to resist inside the hand had hurt him badly, and it would have reduced him to a pulp if he didn't manage to escape in the next seconds.


However, as soon as Ravaging Demon's sight focused, two massive pouches slammed on him and destroyed the entirety of his lower body.


Chasing Demon didn't stay still while Ravaging Demon was trapped. He had created two massive titans that had punched his opponent as soon as he freed himself.


A cloud of blood and flames spread after the impact. Ravaging Demon spewed blood as his upper-body flew higher in the sky.


He had been too focused on getting out of the hand that he didn't notice the two titans. Those massive puppets now stood with their right fists connected to his previous position, but their heads tilted to follow his figure.


Cracks spread on the giants' faces to form huge mouths at that point, and their insides began to tremble to prepare a loud cry.



						




                    


                
				
                    988. Trapped

					
					

                    
                        Noah and the Demons observed the battles with the utmost attention. They didn't let even the slightest detail escape, and they made sure to memorize every exchange among the powerhouses.


The four of them appeared able to move the laws without thinking. Their hands moved, and the world acted according to their will.


King Elbas' flames burned more brightly after every attack blocked effortlessly. The more his figure gained importance, the more intense his fire would become.


Great Elder Diana was untouchable. She danced in the sky, launching precise lighting bolts whenever she found an opening in her opponent. Space itself seemed to bend whenever she moved as if trying to give her the chance to attack.


Ravaging Demon was a true embodiment of destruction. Large pieces of the sky fell apart every time his flames spread, and even the air burned due to the effects of his individuality.


His flames didn't leave even him unscathed. There were patches of burned skin on his upper-body, and smoke came out of his hair.


Chasing Demon appeared majestic. His mental waves gave birth to humanoid lifeforms, and every piece of the terrain took life whenever his individuality swept them.


All four of them acted normally as if casting those powerful spells didn't require the slightest effort. They willed, and the world reacted. Even their expenditure of Breath appeared minimal since the environment helped them.


They were existences able to wield the laws, but that had yet to become one of them.


Noah could vaguely guess what the four of them were aiming for. Ravaging Demon was easy. He just wanted to burn everything and become a more profound type of destruction.


King Elbas was the same. His arrogance pushed his bloodline to become the best possible fuel for his flames. His value as a material increased, which allowed him to give birth to stronger reactions.


Great Elder Diana was strange. Her individuality expressed her complete control over the lightning element, but it also affected the space around her. Noah could only make various assumptions when looking at her. He couldn't understand anything specific nor the law that she wanted to become.


Chasing Demon's individuality gave life to inanimate objects, but it wasn't as simple as it looked. His aura radiated a peculiar craving, something far more profound than merely shaping and controlling humanoid puppets.


He didn't give life. He desired someone's life so intensely that the inanimate matter took life when his individuality touched it. His aura conveyed that desire, and the ground replied, shaping itself in golems that obeyed his orders.


It wasn't a secret who was the cause of Chasing Demon's desire. Ravaging Demon had understood that since their first exchange, and Noah didn't take much to comprehend that too.


Chasing Demon desired Charming Demon to be alive so intensely that his entire individuality had grown using that feeling at its foundation.





As for which law he wanted to become, Noah didn't know. His guess was on something related to resurrection and similar fields, but he couldn't be sure.


Nevertheless, Noah could relate with Chasing Demon, even if in a far milder way. His approach toward death had always been too radical for his mind to fall prey to such emotions. Still, he felt them.


Also, his creation belonged to similar fields for what concerned the laws. He had even given birth to lifeforms already.


Noah's fingers tingled as he understood Chasing Demon's individuality. He wanted to isolate himself in a training area right away to vent that eagerness, but the battle of the powerhouses kept him glued on the spot.


Ravaging Demon floated in the sky without a clear goal. The lower part of his body was no more. The titans had destroyed it along with his dantian.


The only force keeping him alive was his sea of consciousness, but that was a temporary fix. His life hung on a thin thread, and he needed to stabilize his body if he hoped to survive.


Of course, his potential as a cultivator was no more. His dantian was gone. The only method capable of solving that issue was the transformation of the natives of the other world, but even King Elbas couldn't replicate that easily.


"What a disappointment," King Elbas said when he saw the poor state of his ally. "He even managed to destroy the fire prism. That was one of my first creations to reach the sixth rank."


King Elbas snapped his fingers, and a peculiar reaction happened in Ravaging Demon's maimed body. Trails of flames came out of his figure and converged in the Royal's position where they fused with his skin.


King Elbas's flames became more violent as the process continued, and Ravaging Demon became thinner as his ally sucked his existence away.


"You could have killed me when I was at my peak," Ravaging Demon said as he exploded in a vulgar laugh. "You won't be able to absorb even half of my power now."


King Elbas shook his head, uncaring that Great Elder Diana's attacks were slamming on the fiery snakes around his figure. An arrogant smirk appeared on his face before he replied to his ally. "You need to invest resources in every experiment. Trust my words when I say that this is only another failure in my eyes."


Chasing Demon suddenly arrived in front of the thinning Ravaging Demon and grabbed his head with both hands. There was only hatred in his expression. The sole thought that someone could take away his target had made him abandon any composure.


"You thought that you could play around because you had nothing to lose," Chasing Demon said in a deep tone. "You made a mistake."


King Elbas' smirk froze when he saw a black sheet appearing next to the Demons. His expertise in the inscription fields made him understand the purpose of that item in an instant.


"You made the Demon sects suffer their greatest loss," Chasing Demon continued to speak as his grasp tightened, cracking his opponent skull. "It's only proper that you spend eternity protecting them."


A faint substance came out of Ravaging Demon's head and entered the sheet when Chasing Demon broke his skull. A small version of Ravaging Demon's figure appeared on the black item and began to move while wearing a panicked expression.


The trails of flame converging toward King Elbas dispersed, interrupting his absorption of power. Chasing Demon had killed his opponent with his last move, removing the owner of that energy and dispersing it in the environment.


Chasing Demon glanced at the figure inside the black sheet. Ravaging Demon screamed and slammed its ethereal arms against the item's fabric, but nothing came out of it.


The Patriarch of the Hive had trapped his consciousness. As for what he would do with it, only he knew.


Great Elder Diana and King Elbas stopped fighting at that point. There was no reason to continue that battle unless the leader of the Royals wanted to make the world fall into war again.
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                        The three powerhouses didn't move after Ravaging Demon's death. Chasing Demon stored the sheet and joined his ally in her stare toward King Elbas.


The leader of the Royals' behavior would decide how the situation would unfold. They could have an all-out battle there, or retreat and return to their respective domains.


Of course, the leaders of the alliance didn't want to fight there. King Elbas was a formidable opponent, and his stash of inscribed items would most likely keep him alive against the joint offensive of his two enemies.


That was the best outcome that Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana could picture in their minds. There was the chance that King Elbas could overwhelm both of them.


Moreover, the Council and the Hive would gain the most out of a break in the hostilities. They could slowly suppress the Elbas family in the safety of their domains and eventually launch a war once the Royals declined.


King Elbas' flames showed signs of instability from time to time. Absorbing the dying Ravaging Demon wasn't a natural process, and any sudden increase of power usually required a period of cultivation to stabilize the improvements.


The leader of the Royals couldn't suppress that instability. No matter how hard he tried, some of his flames would flicker, exuding Ravaging Demon's destructiveness in the process.


The alliance's powerhouses didn't overlook that, and they tried to memorize the instabilities' rhythm to use it to their advantage in case a battle happened.


King Elbas noticed their attentive gazes, and his expression became pensive as mysterious thoughts filled his mind. He seemed busy performing profound calculations in the span of those short instants.


Then, he abruptly turned and left to fly in the direction of his domain.


Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana heaved a sigh of relief at that scene. The sole fact that King Elbas had considered the idea of fighting both of them was a sign that he could do it.


The two powerhouses couldn't possibly guess the real value of the assets created by the existence known as the best inscription master in those Mortal Lands. They didn't know what he had managed to build in the years spent ruling his family.


The two of them flew toward each other and exchanged a few words that the trio on the ground couldn't hear. The war against the Ravaging Demon sect was virtually over, so they needed to discuss how they would divide the gains.


The terms of the alliance would typically force them to divide everything equally, but those territories were the Council's home. The Hive could give them back in exchange for more assets and some concession.


Many cultivators of the Ravaging Demon sect had survived the battles. They were too valuable to be executed. It was better to turn them into manpower that could slowly gain the trust of the victorious organizations.


Great Elder Diana left first, and Chasing Demon neared the trio on the ground. There was a complicated expression on his face. Part of him appeared happy, but there was helplessness behind his smile.





The Demons wore a similar expression when they looked at their old friend. The pain that had festered for a thousand years was still there, but they had managed to find closure in the end.


Their emotions surged as they reunited, and Noah distanced himself from them out of respect for their sorrow. Since no one had given him any explicit order, he flew back into the underground hall to meditate in front of Divine Elder Tabitha's statue.


Noah reviewed the images of the powerhouses' battle as the eerie aura helped his mind explore the world of the laws. His thoughts felt smoother near the statue, and understanding soon dawned upon him.


The rocky ground around the statue trembled slightly as Noah's consciousness expanded, carrying the understanding he had just gained. The dark matter came out of his heart and fused with part of the terrain before two golems grew out of it.


The golems initially had vague facial features, but they became clearer as Noah lost himself in his craving for life. Details appeared on both of them, and even robes soon shaped around the two rocky figures.


Noah opened his eyes when he felt that the process had ended. The innate coldness in his reptilian eyes vanished as he turned toward the two golems to inspect them.


They were different from Chasing Demon's powerful puppets. They were golems that depicted two crucial figures that Noah had lost during his cultivation journey.


One of them depicted Lily, whom Noah still remembered down to the slightest detail. The puppet had managed to represent her delicate features and caring gaze, and it even showed some of her usual bruises.


The other depicted a young William Challi wearing a sleepy expression but with an expression similar to Lily's.


Noah stared at them without showing any emotion. He knew how Heaven and Earth handled the souls of living beings, so he was sure that a proper resurrection was impossible. Yet, looking gave birth to a soft sorrow inside him.


Noah didn't forget that the two of them had been essential at the beginning of his cultivation journey. Without them protecting and training him, Noah's power would have never grown so quickly.


Anger appeared inside him too. Part of him regretted the aloofness that he had carried with him from his past life.  Lily and William had given him nothing more than love and care, but Noah had rewarded them with coldness and death.


It couldn't be helped. Noah could only think about his power back then, and it had taken him a long journey to accept his human side.


He had to spend decades fighting, betraying, and escaping to awaken that part of him, which culminated with his love for June.


Noah's stare toward the golems became intense. Understanding of the laws of creation became clear in his mind as his emotions surged.


He knew he could turn those puppets into proper lifeforms now. There was little that he couldn't do in that particular mental state. He could even copy their personality, making the golems resemble those two important figures quite vividly.


"The past can only drag you down," Chasing Demon's voice suddenly echoed in the underground hall. Noah didn't need to turn to sense that the three Demons had entered the area.


"I know," Noah replied as his hand rose to point at the two golems. "This feeling can force life into inanimate matter, but it can never bring what you lost back."


Chasing Demon sat next to Noah, and the other Demons did the same. The four remained silent, lost in their thoughts and emotions as Divine Elder Tabitha's statue enhanced their mental capabilities.


Noah slowly closed his hand after a while, and the two puppets crumbled. His emotions became sable again, but that craving for life remained and became part of him.
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                        Noah and the Demons remained in the underground hall while the battles on the other two crowded areas ended.


The terms of the alliance between the Hive and the Council covered the division of the gains already, but Chasing Demon and Great Elder Diana had made private pacts too.


Most of the Papral nation's territories would return to the Council, which would compensate the Hive by giving it a larger share of the gains. Moreover, the Council would share the training areas in Divine Elder Tabitha's inheritance ground.


The war against the Ravaging Demon sect had established a new political environment that saw the Elbas family as the strongest force in those Mortal Lands. Still, the Royals had powerful enemies who had even allied to control them.


As for the Shandal Empire, its troops spread through some empty regions in the Papral nation and settled in its peripheral areas. The Council noticed their invasion only after the war was over, but there wasn't much that it could do at that point.


The Council had suffered countless losses after battling the Empire and the rebellion of the Ravaging Demon sect. It couldn't afford another war, mainly since many higher-ups of the Empire had survived thanks to the Second Life formation.


The Hive wasn't willing to help it either. The Council didn't know that it had sealed a secret pact with God's Left Hand, but its decision appeared reasonable.


The had been too many conflicts in the span of a few decades. All the organizations in the world had yet to recover properly. It was time to enter a long period of peace and make the best out of the new political environment that had formed.


***

Peaceful years passed. The political borders of the various domains remained the same due to the absence of any significant conflict. The only battles happened among human cultivators, but they could not affect the world's forces' relationships.


The Shandal Empire and the Elbas family went utterly silent in those years. They both focused on reinforcing their domains and restore a positive trend in their growth, without interacting with the other organizations.


Instead, the Hive and the Council began to interact often. They deepened their relationship by creating events meant for the promising human cultivators and organized meetings among experts in various fields.


More neutral structures appeared in their domains. The alliance created sects that shared disciples from both forces and buildings meant for research and investigation.


The Hive and the Council began to share techniques too. They used their accumulated knowledge in the inscription fields to research and exchange spells, martial arts, and peculiar creations.


Of course, they didn't share their secret and most valued techniques. The most precious items in the trades were the living weapons, but the Council had to pay a hefty price for each one of them.





Both organizations flourished during those years, and their growth improved as their cooperation covered more fields.


Flying Demon and Dreaming Demon would often recall the old political environment of the Papral nation when they saw that, but they had found some peace after Ravaging Demon's death. They could wholeheartedly focus on the positive aspects of that cooperation now.


Most of the higher-ups of the Hive entered a long period of seclusion in those years. The world's political matters didn't require their presence to focus on their cultivation again.


Noah did the same, even if his needs as a hybrid and his duties inside the Hive forced him out of his quarters more often than his peers. He had a few visitors too. Daniel, Faith, and the Demons would often come by his mansion in the separate dimension to share some wine and insights concerning the laws' world.


The four of them were busy with their matters, but they liked to spend time with Noah, especially since Shandal revealed that his existence went against Heaven and Earth's system.


The Demons came more often since they didn't have any specific task. They visited Noah whenever they needed a break in their training and intimate time.


Daniel came once every few years. The other Mortal Lands were the perfect research field for an alchemist due to the peculiarity of their lifeforms. He would often travel there to study and handle the faction of the Hive settled there.


Faith could remain for days inside Noah's mansion since she didn't have any real relationship in the Council. Also, the rumors that she and Noah would eventually marry and reinforce the alliance's stability scared many of her pursuers away.


Noah had become even more famous after the wars. His battle prowess ignored any common sense and placed him near the top of the fifth rank even if he was still in the liquid stage.


No one would dare to mess with him. Faith's pursuers could only accept that the Demon Prince of the Hive had conquered the most beautiful woman in the world.


Of course, that was the complete opposite of the truth. Faith could be at ease around Noah because she knew that he only saw June as his partner.


As the relationship between the alliance and the Elbas family worsened, Noah found no chance to meet June. Faith couldn't even visit her to gain information about her location, so the couple remained separated in those years.


The Elbas family would still respect the pacts sealed before the recent chaos. The Council and the Hive could use the dimensional portal and rule over Divine Market city. However, they didn't interact anymore, and they avoided themselves even when they were in neutral areas.


Noah didn't mind that at the beginning. He and June had spent years away from each other for many decades without endangering their relationship. Nevertheless, the peaceful period continued for decades, and the weight of those years began to accumulate on Noah's mind, forming a constant longing that couldn't go away.


Noah still trained and experimented like a madman in those years. Yet, June's face appeared often in his mind whenever his thoughts wandered.


The peaceful period brought only positive events inside the Hive though. Many cultivators of the old generation managed to catch up with the talents that had outclassed them and reinforced their organization's higher ranks.


The various techniques retrieved along the years and created by the new generation of inscription masters gave birth to multiple experts too, reviving schools that were thought to be lost.


The old leader of the thieves' faction of the Chasing Demon sect, Bruce, managed to reach the fifth rank after applying the Enduring Demon sect's methods to his cultivation technique.


Alison managed to use the teachings of the Charming Demon sect to improve her illusions. She reached the fifth rank, and she even healed her revolting body in the process.


Elder Roy reached that level too, but his focus remained on the inscription fields. His battle prowess was negligible even as a rank 5 cultivator.


Noah managed the hybrids too, creating an elite force that the world was still unaware of. However, he grew restless with each passing year, and his eyes soon landed on the sea as he craved for new journeys.
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                        The growth of the Hive didn't concern only the old generation of Elders. Too many forces had gathered there in the last years, and they were finally showing results in that peaceful period.


The soldiers from the Odrea nation had accepted their past after God's Left Hand gave them access to Shandal's emotions. Their anger wouldn't vanish quickly, but they took pride in their determination.


After all, they had been able to stir the feelings of a god. That achievement was worthy of being recorded in the historical records of the world.


Many human cultivators reached the heroic ranks too. The Hive had countless methods to stimulate the growth of its assets, and the alliance with the Council gave them a friendly opponent to surpass.


The copying formation taught them how to fight in life-threatening situations, and the events with the assets of the Council provided experience in battles against cultivators.


The Hive gave them access to various cultivation techniques, and Thirty-seven's disciples held many classes that covered multiple inscription methods.


The rivalry among the domes and the sects of the Council gave them another reason to improve. The Hive had reached the point when it could create small conflicts among its forces to stimulate its overall growth.


Noah benefitted a lot from that peaceful period. His power grew smoothly, and his experiments increased his understanding of the world of the laws.


He had also started to learn how to endure his hunger to improve his control over his instincts. Noah would purposely starve himself from time as a form of training, and the results were more than satisfying.


His body slowly changed as it harmonized with the dark matter in the heart. Noah was already a unique existence since his hybrid status came from a technique, but the presence of a fourth center of power modified him further.


The only problem was that his breakthroughs were far away.


His mind had been in the fifth rank for a while by then, but the sixth rank appeared unreachable. His improved spherical rune kept enlarging his sea of consciousness, but Noah had yet to sense the arrival of a limit.


His dantian improved quickly since his expertise with the world of the laws improved day by day. He wielded them with every new creation and destructive ability, and his cultivation level benefited from that.


Yet, he wasn't even halfway through the liquid stage. That wasn't surprising since cultivators usually spent centuries at those levels, but Noah felt eager to become stronger.


His body's growth slowed down in that period, and his starving sessions had nothing to do with it. There were fewer targets that could nourish it enough to cause substantial improvements.


There was a limited number of creatures in the upper tier of the fifth rank in the world, and eating weaker beasts barely satisfied his hunger. The dantians of the Ravaging Demon sect's experts had given a boost to his body, but everything had proceeded slowly after that.





Even the hybrids had started to behave, so Noah didn't have any reason to eat them or turn them into materials. He had reached the point when he needed to move his attention away from the landmasses if he wanted to find suitable prey.


Noah wasn't too worried about his cultivation level. He knew that he was already growing as fast as he could. The only issue was the boredom that came with spending decades repeating the same training.


He loved growing stronger, but he had never spent such a long period secluded in his training area. His mind was becoming tired of the pale environment of the separate dimension. He wasn't keeping track of it, but he felt that he had spent a century there already!


Having power was great, but using it felt nice too, especially when the experience gained in adventures could further push his improvements.


Noah had a map that depicted various areas of the sea laid on the floor. Elements floated on his spread palm as he inspected the locations that could provide him with a fruitful journey.


The Hive had never been better, and he didn't need to pay attention to his tasks anymore since there were a few trusted leaders among the hybrids now. Only the creation of living weapons would stop, but Noah had created many of them already.


He could leave without looking back. The political environment was stable anyway, so the Elders didn't need him there.


The elements in his hand exchanged part of their fabric among themselves as if they wanted to fuse. There was a black spark, a violent flame, a breathing rock, and a drop of dark water that changed form continuously.


Noah's dark matter had managed to copy the water element in that long period of training. Still, the enlightenment didn't come from Faith's individuality or other cultivators with that aptitude.


His understanding had come from the Divine Stele. Noah had studied it for a while when he tried to copy the remaining elements, and he found a match with those divine remains.


The individuality described in the Stele was all-encompassing and boundless. It didn't have specific features because it could take any form. That matched Noah's ambition and his vast individuality. Water that could be anything had identical qualities with his dark matter.


As for the other elements, Noah didn't have any luck with them. Nothing inspired him when it came to the wind aptitude, and he loathed the light radiated by Daniel.


He needed different inspirations, and he couldn't find them if he remained in the alliance's territories.


He intended to set off on his own. Noah missed the freedom that he had when he was a lone cultivator, and he wanted to revive that feeling now that his power allowed him to go almost anywhere in the world.


The only one he would accept in the journey was June, but they couldn't even talk, let along travel together.


The tunnel outside the hunting areas of the seven confirmed rank 6 creatures inhabiting the sea often appeared in his eyes. Not even Shandal had explored that location, but it seemed the only possible target for Noah.


Everything would be more accessible if he could hunt those powerful creatures, but he had to stick with beasts in the fifth rank for now. His breakthrough to the solid stage might give him a chance to fight them, but it was too distant to think about it.


Noah memorized the layout of the bottom of the sea and began to make his preparations once he set his mind. He was going to explore that tunnel and cultivate in the open.


The sole idea that he could ignore the political limitations for a while already cleared his mind and the Elders approved his decision when he notified them.


Noah filled his space-ring with resources that could help him in the journey, but he didn't request any life-saving item. He did get another ring though. He needed that to store the beasts killed as he traveled.


After he settled and prepared everything, Noah left the separate dimension to venture through the sea.
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                        Noah's awareness sent mixed messages as he flew above the surface of the sea. He was in the areas west of the new continent, and he would reach the eastern coast of the old one if he continued in that direction.


According to God's Left Hand's map, the tunnel was somewhere in that part of the sea. The fall of the piece of Immortal Lands had changed the seabed's layout, so Noah had to explore a bit.


His consciousness couldn't quite perceive the amount of danger hidden in the depths of the sea. The fauna there had innate hiding capabilities, and the dense waters at the bottom helped in covering the presence of powerful creatures.


There was a chance that Noah wouldn't be able to sense certain species specialized in ambushes, but his instincts would cover for most of the fauna. He was still a hybrid. There weren't many creatures capable of catching him by surprise.


Noah dived inside the sea and ignored any magical beast that he found on his way to the bottom. That area wasn't the hunting zone of any known rank 6 creature, but it didn't hurt to be careful in such a mysterious environment.


The seabed was rocky, and deep ravines appeared from time to time as Noah's exploration continued. He ventured in the gorges that his consciousness couldn't fully cover, but they were mostly empty or inhabited by magical beasts' packs.


Noah spent days exploring the bottom of the sea. His Breath allowed him to remain underwater basically endlessly, so he didn't resurface at all during that time.


A small cavity eventually appeared in his view. It was narrow, but it stretched for kilometers, and it seemed to lead toward deeper areas.


'This fits the description on the map,' Noah thought as he analyzed the entrance further. In the beginning, the rocks were of the same color as the rest of the seabed, but they became darker in the deeper areas.


'Lava?' Noah guessed when he saw that feature. There was bound to be a scorching core at the center of that world, so it wouldn't be strange if the tunnel reached the layers of magma.


Noah's cultivation level had reached the point when he could walk on fire and endure the fall of mountains. He didn't fear those calamities. The only issue was whether he could remain trapped underneath the rocky layer above the magma.


Noah was still analyzing the entrance when his consciousness sent warning signals to his mind. He quickly hid inside the tunnel and remained in wait to see the cause of that sensation only to see a massive lizard-like creature walking at a few hundred meters away from his spot.


God's Left Hand's map gave a general description of the seven rank 6 creatures inhabiting the sea, but none of them resembled that giant beast.


The lizard had the head of a crocodile, but it had long legs and a muscular body that showed only a few patches of scaled skin. Its teeth laid outside of its mouth when it kept it closed, and a dark substance came out of them, leaving a black train where it passed.





Noah didn't recognize its species. It probably was one of those ancient magical beasts that the world had mostly ignored since it lived in the sea.


The creature was a beast in the sixth rank, but it didn't seem able to sense Noah. It didn't even try to hide its presence and walked through the seabed as it looked for prey.


'Eight confirmed creatures,' Noah noted that beast in his mind. He had to prepare for when his body reached the sixth rank, so he had begun to make a list of the possible prey that could satisfy his hunger once he was at that level.


Noah relaxed after the lizard disappeared and resumed his analysis of the area. His consciousness couldn't reach its end, but the temperature rose as he went downward.


Tremors suddenly spread, and the dangerous sensations from before reappeared in his mind. Noah stopped moving and focused on hearing to understand whether the lizard had returned for a specific reason.


The tremors caused by the walking beast converged in the area above the tunnel before silence fell again. Noah could feel it. The lizard was right above him at that moment.


Noah condensed his consciousness and retracted his Breath. He tried to conceal his presence as much as possible so that the creature above him wouldn't create a mess in the area.


His eyes moved left and right as he waited in silence, and they eventually noticed that some of the black substance released by the lizard had entered the tunnel.


When the substance entered in Noah's field of view, the intensity of the dangerous sensation inside his mind exploded and forced him to act.


Noah quickly jumped backward, and a giant mouth pierced the rocky seabed, destroying the tunnel in his previous spot. The lizard had directly stabbed the terrain, but it had kept its maw sealed.


The lizard spread its mouth, and Noah saw how the tunnel began to crumble as a large hole formed there.


'It works as a sensor!' Noah thought as he kept on retreating. The lizard's attack had been too precise for it to be a lucky guess, and the only variable in the area was the substance released by its teeth.


It seemed connected with the creature's mind, and it used the substance to scan the area as it looked for prey.


More hypotheses appeared in Noah's mind. He could guess how the creature's speed was only average among its peers, so it needed to sneak on its enemies to make up for it.


However, all those ideas were mostly useless at the moment since Noah had no chance to fight a being in the sixth rank. Those were just pieces of information that he noted because he expected to hunt the beast at some point.


Noah continued to run along the tunnel while the lizard lifted its head to stab another spot.


The creature's giant mouth missed Noah by a few meters, but only because he had resorted to his movement technique at the last time to sprint away. The lizard had calculated where he would be. Its only mistake was not knowing Noah's actual speed.


Noah felt lucky to see that the lizard wasn't resorting to any innate ability. The dark substance seemed the only skill in its possession, but he didn't take that for granted.


The temperature rose as Noah descended. Smoke appeared as the rocks around his became utterly black.


A red environment eventually appeared in his view. The lizard had stopped its offensive because its head couldn't reach Noah's position anymore, but he had continued to explore since he didn't dare to go back anyway.


Noah crossed the tunnel's exit only to find himself flying above a sea of magma that had a few floating rocky platforms on its surface.
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                        The tunnel connected the seabed to an immense underground area filled with magma. The ocean's water mixed with the scorching liquid and formed large rocky platforms where it managed to lower the temperature.


The crimson light radiated by the magma shone on Noah's face and revealed the metallic properties of his skin. The Breath around his body prevented him from breathing the air there, but he was sure that it was scorching.


Tremors still swept the areas above him. It seemed that the rank 6 lizard was unleashing chaos now that it had lost its prey. The rocky ceiling in that immense underground chamber threatened to fall every time it shook.


Noah didn't want to remain there. He wasn't afraid that the lizard could catch up with him since it would have to dig through hundreds of meters of sturdy rocks. A rank 6 creature could do it if it put enough effort, but he would be far gone by the time it reached the magma.


The real issue was the stability of the ceiling. The water and magma were in a fragile harmony, and an earthquake could generate an eruption or worse.


Noah had already accepted that he would have to find another way back to the surface when he decided to return. Still, he didn't want even that area to change completely.


Noah knew where he would resurface with that route, but he couldn't say the same if he changed location.


'Now what?' Noah thought as he spread his consciousness to analyze the area. His plan ended there, after founding the tunnel. He didn't know what to expect from that point onward.


Another series of tremors swept the rocky ceiling, and a few large boulders fell through the waters to enter the layers of magma. Trails of bubbles expanded in every direction as soon as the harmony between the two liquids broke, and large black platforms formed everywhere.


It was as if a large patch of the red sea was solidifying right in front of Noah's eyes, creating instabilities that altered that already unstable environment.


Some pillars rose from the magma and swam through the water to move toward the ceiling, creating cracks that tried to reach the seabed. It was only a matter of time before the entire area crumbled.


Noah couldn't help but curse the lizard in his mind as he dived toward the magma. He couldn't let that his only way downward became another layer of rocks. His journey would be over before even starting otherwise.


The dark matter came out of his body to protect him from the magma. Noah dived toward the crimson depths, ignoring the chaos that was spreading around him.


Noah eventually managed to leave the chaotic area behind, and the crimson sea around him returned to a peaceful state. The magma became denser though, which made him feel like he was moving through a scorching jelly.


Nevertheless, his mind was calm. That environment would be deadly for any human cultivator and even from many experts in the fourth rank. Yet, it was nothing worth considering for him. His instincts didn't even react at the dangerousness of the magma.





They did react at some point. Noah was descending slowly now that the lizard's threat was gone, so he didn't fail to notice the signals sent by his consciousness.


Noah stopped and released his aura. The fierce pride of a hybrid in the upper tier of the fifth rank spread through the crimson sea.


Generally speaking, his aura was enough to scare away most magical beasts. However, the beings sensed by his mind didn't seem to mind it and continued their march toward his position.


Noah could see those creatures with his mental waves once they entered in their range. They appeared as large fishes with a black skin that carried metallic properties.


They swam through the magma quickly, and their mouths drank that scorching liquid as if it was nothing more than water. They had sharp fins, which Noah identified as their main offensive method.


That simple inspection made him recognize their species. They were Fire-eater Carps, and there were five of them converging in his direction.


Their level varied among the fifth rank, and two of them were near the peak of the upper tier. Still, it seemed that the Carps had dull senses since they often readjusted their trajectory as they became closer to Noah.


'They probably didn't see prey in centuries,' Noah guessed in his mind as the dark matter around him expanded to take Snore's form.


He didn't want to go all out in that unstable environment. There was a chance that he could cause intense currents that would drive him back on the seabed.


Still, battling against those beasts without unleashing some intense shockwave was impossible. After all, that was a fight among creatures in the fifth rank.


Corrosive smoke came out of Snore's massive body as the Carps neared Noah. The Blood Companion released a wave of black flames before eating one of the weaker creatures with a quick bite.


The snake had formed too quickly for that beast to change direction in time to dodge the attack. Noah had exploited their weak senses as soon as he had the chance.


The black flames burned the magma and spread toward the other Carps. Even that scorching liquid couldn't do anything against the destruction radiated by Noah's attack.


Large patches of empty areas appeared in the red sea, but more magma quickly refilled them. The movement of that immense mass of dense liquid made the environment unstable and spread its effects toward the surface.


Only the two Carps in the upper tier had resisted the black flames, but their metallic skin showed cracks in some spots.


Noah's destruction had reached insane levels of power as his connection with the world of the laws became tighter. His flames had become able to hurt even living beings that lived among magma!


Snore, Noah, and the remaining two Carps exchanged a couple of attacks, but the latter eventually died under his fierce offensive. They didn't manage to land even one attack on him.


The area around him kept on trembling for a while due to the shockwaves still lingering in the area. They reverberated through the red sea before shooting upward, toward the surface.


Noah noticed something strange in their movements. It seemed that the shockwaves vanished when they went downward.


His curiosity peaked at that point, and he resumed his descent at full speed. It didn't take much before his consciousness found a metallic surface that locked the magma in that area.


Its fabric appeared incredibly sturdy, and the material that made it was something that Noah had never seen before. Further inspections revealed that it was more resilient than anything used by the organizations.


Moreover, that black, metallic layer spread for countless kilometers in every direction. It was a proper membrane that isolated the red sea in the area under the seabed.


'Amazing,' Noah thought before exploring the area. He didn't know what he was looking for, but he felt intrigued when he found deep holes in that metallic layer.
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                        Magma flowed in the holes, indicating the presence of empty spots in the areas under them. Its quantity in the sea didn't diminish though, confirming the existence of a source somewhere in the ocean.


Noah felt intrigued as he analyzed the holes. The metallic layer wasn't the end of his journey anymore. There was something else hidden in the depths of those Mortal Lands.


Noah didn't know what to expect. The geology of his previous world didn't have the Breath in its system. That layout was already strange if he tried to apply the common sense of his past life.


Still, that only made him more curious. The metallic layer was already a useful discovery. It appeared as a material suitable for defensive items, and its durability surpassed anything on the surface.


Moreover, there was tons of it. Mining it would be troublesome due to the dangerous environment, but it was something worth considering.


Noah descended in one of the larger holes after he concluded his inspection. The black material's fabric appeared softer as he reached for its center, but its value would still be high in the markets on the surface.


Magma flowed endlessly, and Noah descended along with it. Yet, the black layer ended at some point, and Noah found himself in a red waterfall.


His consciousness had kept his consciousness spread during his descent. He became aware of the environment on the other side of the hole as soon as he came out of it, and what he saw left him speechless.


There was air around the waterfall. It had a sulfurous smell when it entered Noah's nostrils, but that wasn't even the most surprising feature of that area.


The magma fell on a large red lake, but it didn't increase its width. A small whirlpool near its bottom drained it due to another hole that connected that area to even deeper worlds.


A few Fire-eating Carps inhabited the lake, but they were simple creatures in the human ranks. The most outstanding feature of that place was the environment outside of the lake.


Noah found himself in a green world. Grass grew everywhere he looked, and mountains showed their tall figures in the distance.


The sun's light didn't reach that place, but there were many holes in the black ceiling that acted like the sky of that place. Multiple waterfalls and lakes filled the environment and illuminated it with their soft red light.


Noah could sense magical beasts in the distance. There was a proper fauna there, in a world that existed under a sea of magma.


'How isn't all of this destroyed yet?' Noah couldn't help but question himself. The fact that there was even air under the ocean and the sea of magma was already miraculous!


It wasn't hard to find a quick explanation. The holes in the metallic layer were narrow, and the magma at that depth was dense. There was a limit to how much of it could invade that area.


Also, there were other holes in that green environment too. The magma never had the chance to accumulate over a certain level.





The plants there provided with clean air, and the metallic layer offered constant protection from the red sea on the other side. It was worth pondering who dug those holes, but Noah was more interested in the fauna to bother with it.


He was already placing the black material on one side of a scale and the fauna on the other in his mind. If he didn't find anything interesting, he would let that environment drown to seize the sturdy metal.


Noah left the waterfall and began to explore those unknown lands. He started with the plants there before moving toward lifeforms in the distance.


There didn't seem to be magical plants nearby, but Noah guessed that he would soon find some of them. He didn't believe that the Breath didn't influence any of them.


The region where he descended appeared mostly empty of magical beasts. Noah quickly linked that to the presence of so many waterfalls. The temperature was already high everywhere, but it was even higher near the lakes.


Noah experienced another surprise when he reached the first pack of magical beasts. They were small reptiles that ran on two legs and a couple of short arms.


They resembled a small version of the Tyrannosaurus, and their scales weren't nearly as strong as that tall creature. However, they belonged to the same historical period. They were beasts that the surface thought to be extinct.


'Dwarf Raptors,' Noah thought as he inspected that pack of creatures in the human ranks. 'The fauna here didn't suffer from the changes that have swept the surface. It stagnated. I wonder how this place even came to be.'


There didn't seem to be anything natural about that environment. The metallic sky alone appeared as something unnatural and too perfect for the survival of that hidden world.


Still, Noah couldn't notice any trace of cultivators. There was only a wild and peculiar life everywhere he looked.


Noah killed some Raptors and stored them inside his ring before moving forward. He did the same with every other peculiar creature that he found along the way, and he confirmed that most of them were species that had disappeared from the surface.


The number of waterfalls diminished as he explored other regions, and more magical beasts appeared in the environment. The density of Breath in the air increased too and surpassed the standards of best areas in the old continent.


Noah could vaguely guess that he was flying under the old continent by then, but he didn't know if there was a connection with the lack of waterfalls.


Magical beasts in the heroic ranks began to appear as the density of Breath increased. Noah collected many specimens that he would study later to improve his knowledge in that field.


The exploration quickly lost its initial excitement since Noah couldn't find anything beneficial to his cultivation. The place was incredible due to its peculiar location and fauna, but they alone weren't enough to stir his complete interest.


'This can become a secret hideout or some special training area,' Noah thought as he flew above that strange land. 'Still, the separate dimension already covers those. It might be better to drown it after seizing some samples.'


Noah's idea remained the same in the following days since he didn't find anything that could surpass the metallic sky's value. Yet, he wouldn't call that world worthless until he explored it in its entirety.


Then, he saw something that made him throw his previous idea away and never think about it again.


As he flew above a mountain, he saw two packs of ape-like magical beasts fighting over some tree. They were all creatures in the human ranks, barely worthy of his attention.


However, his consciousness tensed when he saw familiar runes on the furry skin of the specimens of one pack.


Noah didn't even think. His mental waves went downward, and all the apes in the other pack exploded. No one could hurt the most valuable magical beast with him there.
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                        Noah descended toward the mountain as his aura enveloped the pack of apes. His pressure as a hybrid forced those beasts to stay still, leaving them barely able to breathe.


The sole presence of a creature in the heroic ranks was able to suppress them altogether. In Noah's case, he could make them yield with the most superficial thought.


The apes trembled as Noah neared them to analyze their bodies. Disbelief was everywhere in his expression. That was the most unexpected discovery that he could find in that hidden world!


'Is this the Kesier species?' Noah questioned himself even if he had clear proofs right in front of his eyes. The apes had black fur covering almost all their bodies, but there were strands of white hair that formed complex runes on it.


Noah couldn't possibly fail to recognize those runes. He had their copies floating at the center of his sea of consciousness, right above his half-transparent figure.


The strongest specimen in that pack was a creature in the third rank, and it had three white Kesier runes on random spots of its body. The other apes had similar white hair that created several Kesier runes according to their rank.


They didn't have a fixed spot. The runes appeared in random places of the fur, but they always followed the order that cultivators used to train their seas of consciousness.


All the rank 1 apes had the first Kesier rune, and those in the second rank had the second one. The third rank specimen had the third rune, which made Noah confident that the Kesier species followed that trend.


He knew that already due to the legends spread on the surface, but he had learnt that history rarely told the truth. The Odrea nation's events had taught him that things rarely were what they appeared, mainly when they belonged to a distant past.


The runes on the apes' fur couldn't affect his mental sphere because he had already memorized them, but Noah could sense the pressure that they radiated. Cultivators could train their minds by staring directly at those beasts.


The value of a single specimen of the Kesier species was immense. Powerful organizations would pay a fortune even for an ape in the first rank because they had the resources to nurture it.


That would go out of proportion when it came to a couple of them. The possibility of making those creatures reproduce neared the value of the traces left by divine beings!


Building a pack of Kesiers meant having an endless supply of Kesier runes!


The world had enough of them when it came to the lower ranks, but things changed in the fifth rank already. Whether the organizations could nurture a beast until it reached the divine ranks and contain it, Noah didn't dare to imagine it.


Still, that hidden world had suddenly become too precious to destroy. A valuable material couldn't match the Kesier species in terms of value.


'How can I bring them to the surface?' Noah thought once he confirmed that those apes were the real deal. There was a significant issue with that world's location that he didn't know how to solve.





The sea of magma above the metallic layer was a massive barrier that could stop any weaker being. Those creatures were too weak to swim past that, and Noah couldn't even protect them.


Anything about his existence radiated intense destruction. Noah's spells and techniques would kill the apes before they could even reach the magma.


'I need to find a stronger specimen,' Noah concluded in his mind. The stories on the surface said that the Kesier species battle prowess was quite remarkable, so there was a high chance that they were in the upper parts of the food chain there.


'What should I do with you?' Noah thought, before punching a hole in the mountain to create a small cave. A growl came out of his mouth, and the apes moved inside the cave.


Noah threw some of the beasts he had hunted during his previous days of exploration among the Apes and made the entrance crumble while giving voice to another growl.


His voice was bound to scare them enough to remain in the cave for a few months. Noah didn't think that those specimens were the only survivors of the Kesier species, but he wasn't going to risk losing them.


The tree contended by the two packs appeared as a magical plant that gave birth to large yellow fruits. Noah could sense that they had some particular property, but he couldn't guess their actual value.


Moreover, the magical plant gave off the aura of the third rank. Even when Noah ate one of the fruits, his body didn't experience any reaction.


Noah left the mountain and resumed his exploration toward more populated regions. He stored some of the fruits and put that matter in the back of his mind. The Kesier species had the priority at the moment.


The world became darker as fewer red waterfalls appeared on his path, but the variety of creatures increased. More ancient and extinct beasts filled the environment, and some even reached the heroic ranks in power.


The appearance of creatures in the heroic ranks was only the beginning. More powerful beasts and plants began to fill those lands, and larger packs ruled over entire regions.


Noah felt amazed to see that those areas were even more crowded than some of his favorite hunting zones. The absence of cultivators didn't limit those creatures that thrived without ever having to face clearing operations.


Packs of Kesier specimens appeared from time to time. Their place in the food chain matched Noah's guess since they often ruled any region they inhabited.


Noah stopped holding back after he confirmed that those apes wouldn't become extinct any time soon. He started to hunt them, paying the utmost attention to protect their fur.


His gains culminated when he killed a Kesier Ape in the fifth rank. That single kill had given him two runes in the heroic ranks other than the valuable meat on that level.


Something unexpected happened after he killed the rank 5 Ape. His consciousness sensed movements coming from under him, and the ground opened due to the effects of a spell.


Noah didn't move. The beast's blood still ran down his arms while a series of humans came out of that hole and looked around the area wearing excited expressions.


They were all human cultivators, except an elderly-looking man who radiated the power of the aura of an expert in the fourth rank.


The expert noticed Noah, and his eyes widened when he sensed his cultivation level. His legs suddenly gave up due to the intense emotion, and he quickly kowtowed when he managed to calm down.


"Thank you for killing the king of the region!" The man said without raising his head. "My tribe and I will gladly join the insurrection. May the humans reign over the Apes once again!"
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                        Noah didn't answer the expert in the fourth rank at all. He had been surprised to realize that cultivators inhabited those lands, but the words of the elderly man gave the final blow to his mind.


His consciousness went in the depths of the hole to explore its insides. Noah saw beds, chambers, and large halls built underground to create a structure that could contain at least one hundred cultivators.


A red light came out of the hole. It seemed that the structure reached the layer of magma under the hidden world.


Also, he noticed how there were more rooms than cultivators. Noah didn't know if there was a deeper reason behind that detail, but he felt confident that he had misunderstood a lot about that world.


"What do you mean by reigning over the Apes?" Noah asked after long moments of silence.


The elderly man raised his head at his words. There was a bit of confusion in his eyes, but he didn't dare to show any disrespect toward Noah. Moreover, the idea that he was an outsider didn't even cross his mind.


"Oh, mighty expert," The elderly man started to explain as his head went down again. "You probably come from regions that have managed to free themselves from the Apes. Ours was still in their control before you came and killed the king. It's thanks to you if my tribe can breathe clean air again."


Noah understood nothing from that, except the fact that there were more humans there. Yet, he couldn't believe that magical beasts had managed to overwhelm cultivators.


There was an expert in the fourth rank right in front of him, which meant that those tribes didn't lack techniques. Generally speaking, that was enough for humans to defeat any magical species, no matter the number of its specimens.


However, it appeared that the cultivators had lost that battle there since they lived underground. That location alone could be deadly to those in the human ranks, but they had dared to come out only after he killed the rank 5 Kesier Ape.


'How is this even possible?' Noah questioned himself.


He had tested the battle prowess of the Kesier species on his skin. Those Apes were strong due to the variety of attacks that they could deploy with their mental waves.  Still, that could only match part of a cultivator's strength.


"How did you lose the surface?" Noah asked, uncaring that he was losing the chance to disguise himself as a native of those regions.


There wasn't anything to gain from lying about his identity, and the humans there couldn't possibly have valuable items due to their poor situation. It was better to give them hope by revealing that he came from a better place.


"Don't you know?" The elderly man asked in disbelief. "Has your tribe forgotten about our past?"


The leader of that tribe didn't seem able even to consider that Noah came from the surface. He preferred to justify his ignorance by blaming his tribe or the environment where he grew.





Nevertheless, Noah had enough of that exchange and decided to show his cards with his next words. "I come from the surface. Tell me everything that you know about this place."


"Surface?" The elderly man asked, showing his confused expression again. Even after Noah's direct phrase, he still couldn't consider that possibility.


"Surface," Noah said as he pointed toward the metallic sky.


Realization slowly descended upon the elderly man who started to stutter as he tried to give voice to a line. Noah couldn't even begin to imagine how fragile his mental state was since that simple revelation made him lose any dignity as a heroic cultivator.


The elderly man eventually managed to calm down, but his excitement still filled his next words. "D-did you find us? Are we finally going to leave this place?"


Noah's expression remained cold and aloof even when that expert pointed out one of that place's issues. The layer of metallic material and the sea of magma blocked any mental message, which meant that no one could come in his aid.


The Hive didn't know his exact location since he had moved a lot once reaching the red sea. The lizard had even made a mess with the tunnel, so his last known place was useless too.


There was no way to organize an extraction team, and Noah didn't know how to set the separate dimension. Moreover, he wasn't sure if the magma would hinder its correct functioning.


Noah was alone. His best option was to resurface on his own and send the Hive's forces there later on. Yet, he wanted to have a complete understanding of the world before leaving it.


"Explain," Noah said as he released a whiff of his aura. The man's excitement froze when he understood how dangerous his savior was, but his fear didn't stop him from completing his task.


"Everything happened after humans managed to turn the white fur of those creatures into a training method," The expert spoke, and Noah didn't miss the regret in his tone. "The entire species was on the brink of extinction, but we didn't want to stop anyway."


The man was still kowtowing, but Noah wasn't going to permit him to raise until he solved all his doubts.


"We thought to know the Kesier species so much that it couldn't reveal other surprises," The man continued. "We were wrong. Those Apes have an innate survival instinct that only appears when the species' entirety is at risk. It allows them to sacrifice their runes to another being to make it stronger."


"Like a sort of fusion?" Noah interrupted the speech only to see the man raising his head and nodding at his question. Then, he lowered it again to speak. "The old leader of my tribe told me that we chased the Kesier species to this place only to discover that a god had arisen among the Apes."


Noah sensed the helplessness in the man's tone, but his mind was elsewhere. If that man was speaking the truth, there was a magical beast in the seventh rank in that place!


Of course, Noah didn't believe him immediately. Who knew how much time had passed since the birth of the Ape God and if it had existed. After all, the events with the Kesier species had happened in a distant past.


Moreover, there was a high chance that the Ape God had ascended in that period. Noah believed that the current situation was mostly the result of years spent in fear of that memory.


"How do you know that the Ape God is still here?" Noah asked. Even as a scared cultivator that had grown hearing legends, that expert was a cultivator in the fourth rank. He was bound to have some common sense.


The elderly man pointed at his head without raising it before speaking. "The Ape God summons all the humans in these regions every fifty years to leave a mental brand. I saw that creature a bit more than forty-five years ago."
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                        The Ape God left a mental brand every fifty years, and forty-five of them had already passed since the last gathering. Moreover, the expert claimed to have seen the Ape God, which turned the situation extremely serious instantly.


There was a chance that the scared expert had misjudged a powerful beast for a god, but Noah wasn't willing to bet his life on the weakness of those inhabiting those lands.


A series of fast thoughts surged and vanished in his mind in a matter of seconds. The truth was that no countermeasure would work against a being of such power. Even if only as a magical beast, a god was still a god.


"Stand up," Noah eventually said as he turned toward the expert. "I want to know everything about this summoning and mental brands."


The old cultivator explained everything he knew and even added his name, Winter, to the list. The Ape God spread peculiar mental waves that forced all the humans in their range to converge in its lair.


The brands forced every cultivator to respect the Kesier species' authority and prevented them from attacking any of those beasts.


Winter said that the hatred of the Ape God knew no limits. It passed down some of its emotions when it set the brands, and the cultivators could understand how intensely it loathed humans and the reason behind that.


The Ape God wanted to make those that had hunted its species pay. It forced them to a life of hiding underground, ruled by the same Kesier species that they had almost exterminated in the past.


"Why isn't anyone trying to leave?" Noah asked. It was possible to skip the summoning if he returned to the sea of lava and remained there for a few months.


The orders of the Kesier species' specimens were absolute for the branded cultivators, but some of them didn't have them. Noah didn't, but others had managed to remove it.


Winter didn't know much about that topic, but he claimed that experts roamed through those lands and prepared the ground for a revolt. Still, the issue with that piece of information was the same as the others. It came from an unreliable source.


"You can, some can, most can't," Winter replied with a helpless tone. "The Ape God only needs to brand you once to prevent you from leaving. Those who can escape the summoning have learnt secrets that they are slowly spreading through the world."


Noah couldn't understand if Winter had reached an unfixable state of delusion or if he needed to believe in those things to keep living in that world.


His knowledge came from reports left behind previous inhabitants of the underground areas that his tribe occupied after the summoning. That was the only way to communicate through tribes, which meant that they exchanged information only every fifty years!


That wasn't enough for Noah. It barely reached an acceptable level when it came to the reliability of the source of those reports. He needed far more if he wanted even to consider facing a god.





"Let me in," Noah said as his consciousness enveloped the rank 4 cultivator and seeped inside his mind. That process would typically hurt Winter, but he was allowing the inspection of the foreign force.


Noah could see the insides of Winter's sea of consciousness. Four Kesier runes floated above his half-transparent figure, but the rest of the sphere was empty. There was only a shining azure mark lingering at the top of its walls.


The light of the mark flickered rhythmically and radiated a pale halo that spread through the mental sphere. The halo seeped through the sea too, affecting Winter's thoughts and limiting his mental energy usage.


Noah had never seen anything like that. It was rare for a technique that affected the free will of a cultivator to be so harmless. Winter appeared completely fine in the end. No one would notice anything strange in him unless they inspected the insides of his mind.


Moreover, he could confirm that one of Winter's beliefs was on point. Noah could not accurately evaluate auras far above his level, but he recognized the divine presence, especially after his trip to Shandal's separate dimension.


The mark and the light that it radiated were definitely above the heroic ranks in terms of power. Noah didn't know if the Ape God was a proper divine existence or a being that was only half-step inside that realm. Still, sensing the divine made him abandon any intention to test its call.


Now he had a serious choice to make, and there was even a time limit to it.


"Where can I find those that have managed to escape the branding?" Noah eventually asked. Winter knew too little, and there was no point in making decisions with that bit of information. It was better if he directly questioned the experts that were already able to dream about an insurrection.


Of course, Winter didn't know anything about them either. He was a simple cultivator that dreamed about escaping that cycle of tortures, but he didn't have to power to do it.


He even refused Noah's offer to look for other rebels together. Winter was set on trying to ignore the summoning before joining any unruly act. Otherwise, the Ape God would see all his plans and deploy its soldiers to stop them.


Noah left on his own. He had less than five years before the next summoning, and he wanted to discover everything that the world had to offer.


However, finding cultivators that were capable of hiding from a god was the opposite of easy. Noah didn't have any luck and spent those years flying and cultivating.


He kept the red waterfalls nearby and paid attention to the passage of time though. He couldn't risk touching the aura of the god.


He did find something that made him settle on a region until the day of the meeting. Noah had found a solitary mountain inhabited by a member of the Kesier species in the sixth rank.


Approaching that creature was impossible, and the same went for thinking about defeating it. Still, Noah only needed to have direct contact with its sixth rune to train his mind, and that was doable if he played his cards right.


It took him a bit of work and some planning, but he managed to force the mighty Ape out of its lair multiple times a week. He only needed to prepare a series of traps that made use of the instabilities.


The traps wouldn't inure the rank 6 Ape, but they could force it on a pre-planned route that allowed Noah to stare at its sixth Kesier rune from a hole in the black sky.


He had to waste many resources, but his mind improved quickly due to those investments.


The summoning day eventually arrived then, and Noah returned to the sea of magma to escape the range of the Ape God's mental waves. Five years weren't enough for his plans, but maybe he could do something in fifty.
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                        Noah didn't want to abandon that hidden world, but he didn't like the idea of involving other organizations in the matter. That was supposed to be his journey, so he didn't want to contact the Demons either.


Still, it was evident that he needed some help. There wasn't only the Ape God as a threat. Other rank 6 specimens of the Kesier species filled those lands and acted as captains of multiple regions ruled by Apes in the fifth rank.


Their political structure was very human-like, even if messy at times. They were doing well for a pack of intelligent creatures, but they remained magical beasts with apparent limits.


'Why every fifty years?' Noah questioned himself as his dark matter prevented the magma around his from hurting him. 'I understand that it is torture, but there must be some other reason. Maybe the brands have a time limit and need periodic maintenance.'


He was cultivating among the sea of magma as he sat cross-legged on the metallic layer. The area turned out to be a good training zone since it forced him to use multiple abilities at once to protect himself, putting his mind under some stress.


The recent experiences with the rank 6 Kesier Ape had further pushed his sea of consciousness. Noah didn't even deactivate the spherical rune in his mind when he stared at the creature's white hair.


It had been a while since he had made use of the properties of his mental energy. He could devour the wills of the magical beasts now that the walls of his sphere had become far sturdier.


He desired a breakthrough now more than ever. Anything improving his current battle prowess would make him take a step into the next realm. From being able to fight only rank 5 cultivators, he would look at the beginning of the sixth rank, even if from a distance.


A soft sensation spread in the hidden world, and Noah sensed its expansion through the metallic layer. He had been initially worried that the Ape God's mental energy could have seeped through the black sky, but the sea of magma turned out to be a safe area.


Noah didn't dare to return to the hidden world in the weeks that followed the god's call. He didn't know if the lingering laws moved by its thoughts would be enough to make him join the summit.


He felt that the situation under him had calmed down only after three months had passed, but he still made Snore check the environment on the other side of the hole anyway.


The Blood Companion didn't sense anything out of the ordinary, and its mind remained calm, indicating the absence of the Ape God's laws.


Not all the cultivators found some underground structures to inhabit, and Snore could see some tribes escorted by Kesier Apes of various ranks. According to what Winter had said, those beasts would become the leaders of specific regions and rule over the humans inhabiting them.


That seemed a good chance to free some tribes and gather as many reports as possible since the strongest Apes were in the upper tier of the fifth rank. The only issue was that there were seven creatures in the fifth rank, and two were in the last tier.





The Kesier species had access to mental waves due to their innate ability. They had a sea of consciousness, but its purpose was mostly belligerent. Their thinking capabilities weren't the first aspect that improved when their minds grew.


Moreover, their seas of consciousness weren't separate centers of power. Their power depended on their bodies. They were similar to the claws and scales of other creatures, nothing more than weapons that improved alongside the body.


Of course, things weren't so simple with the Kesier species. Having mental energy as the primary offensive gave birth to dangerous and hard to track attacks.


There were other Apes in the fourth rank behind the rank 5 specimens, but Noah couldn't bother to consider them. They escorted weaker tribes, but he didn't mind them either. He had a target, and he couldn't lose it because a few humans couldn't endure his attacks.


Seven pillars made of black flames appeared near the specimens in the fifth rank. The beasts reacted quickly, and an invisible force tried to disperse that fire. Some Apes attempted to compress it to take control of it even. Yet, a series of black slashes came out of them and crashed on the beasts.


Those were Noah's most simple attacks. Their power came from the Warp spell and the improvements that his mind had done.


The two Apes in the lower tier died on the spot due to the violence of Noah's blow. The three in the middle tier suffered grave injuries, while those in the upper tier managed to block the attack altogether.


The human cultivators near the battle couldn't withstand that pressure. Their minds exploded, and they fell lifelessly on the ground right after the first exchange!


More black flames appeared, and more black lines came out of them. The three creatures in the middle tier were the first to give up, and they died one by one as Noah's offensive continued. The Apes had yet to find him, but they had already lost half of their power!


Another pillar of flames appeared between the two remaining creatures. They gathered their mental energy to create shields meant to block piercing attacks, but they suddenly expanded.


Only then did the Kesier Apes notice two figures above them, a human and a tall snake. The human wore a relaxed expression. It was as if that battle didn't worry him at all. On the other hand, the snake had its mouth open as it continued to spit black flames.


The Apes had to retreat due to the danger radiated by Noah's flames, but a series of humanoids puppets rose from the ground, and a barrier made of black water surrounded the two of them.


The poor beasts lifted their head only to see Noah holding copies of his weapon with his fuming arms and Snore generating lightning bolts with its horns.


The apes couldn't do anything once that strong offensive fell on them. Even their strongest defense couldn't do anything against that.


Noah cleaned the battlefield and saved every body-part that had survived his offensive. Meanwhile, the surviving cultivators from the tribes stared at him with a mixture of awe and admiration.


Someone had saved them from the control of the Kesier species by killing seven rank 5 creatures in a matter of minutes!


Noah appeared as a monster in their eyes, but a monster that was on their side.


The cultivators in the tribes weren't the only ones that had watched Noah's battle. A few figures had appeared in the distance right after the fight started and couldn't help but feel surprised about his battle prowess too.


Noah waited to scour the entirety of the battlefield before turning in their direction and replying to their stare. There were four figures there, and all of them were rank 5 cultivators.


"You are the rebels, I presume," Noah said. "I have a few questions for you."



						




                    


                
				
                    999. Slaves

					
					

                    
                        Of the four rank 5 cultivators who had watched Noah's battle, one of them was in the solid stage, two were in the liquid, while the last was in the gaseous.


Noah's words surprised them, especially since he didn't show the slightest amount of respect for their power. It was as if he had already decided that he was their superior.


One of the liquid stage experts, a middle-aged woman with short black hair, dark eyes, and pale skin, stepped forward while giving voice to a reply. "And who would you be? I never thought tribes would have the time to experiment with clothes."


Noah's robe came from the Hive, and it was quite luxurious for its kind. It was black with an icy-blue octopus draped on its back. On the other hand, the secret world's inhabitants had shabby and torn clothes, which had endured the passage of time.


"I come from the surface," Noah said while pointing at the black sky. "I am the most talented cultivator in history."


The four experts wanted to laugh, but they couldn't. The pride carried by his words and the battle that they had just witnessed made them wonder whether he was speaking the truth.


Noah had defeated seven beasts in the fifth rank in a few minutes. That accomplishment was something that belonged to the realm of the solid stage cultivators!


Still, the four of them didn't feel like focusing on his ego since he had disclosed something more critical. Someone from the surface had managed to reach that hidden world after countless years!


"Let's get out of here!" The woman said while her companions shot forward to gather the rescued cultivators. "The God knows that its underlings have died. An army will be here soon."


Noah didn't fear the arrival of the army. He would take that as a chance to hunt more beasts. However, his priority was to establish a relationship with the rebels, so he flew after the departing woman.


"Noah Balvan," Noah said when the two of them started to fly in the distance.


"Ana," The woman said as she led the way. "Are you an important figure on the surface?"


"Yes," Noah replied without showing the slightest shame, "But I can't contact them. The sea of magma is too thick, and this metallic layer stops most mental messages."


"It's not surprising once you know its origin," Ana said as she revealed a sly smile. "The Ape God created this metal when it isolated this world. The bastard made a paradise for its monkeys."


Noah didn't manage to hide his surprise at that revelation. His cold expression broke as disbelief filled his face.


He had seen the might of the divine beings once, and he knew that they were able to affect entire continents with their spells. Yet, that place was immense. Noah wouldn't be surprised if it covered half of the surface.


"Are you already trusting me?" Noah asked. Those pieces of information were something that cultivators would usually value a lot. He couldn't understand why Ana gave them away so quickly.





"There are no sides here," Ana said. "You are a human, so you are my ally."


Noah didn't bother to correct her. He only took the chance to question her about the secrets of that world since she didn't intend to hide anything.


"Back when humans discovered the miraculous qualities of the Kesier runes," Ana began her explanation, "All the forces of the surface were busy in a worldwide hunt of the Kesier species. These monkeys couldn't do anything against the world's cultivators' effort and tried to escape in the sea, but humans followed them there too.


"The hunt lasted for years and continued even when they found a path for the core of this world. Yet, no one could predict that the Kesier Apes could sacrifice themselves to boost their leaders' power. The Ape God appeared that day over than one hundred thousand years ago when the humans suffered their first defeat against that species."


The members of the tribes followed closely behind Noah and Ana. No one seemed to mind that he had killed some of their companions during the attack. Their eyes only showed gratitude when they looked at his back.


"The God killed most of our leaders and fused its mental energy with the magma, creating a safe area in the middle of the burning core of this world," Ana continued. "It molded the earth and created a suitable environment where life could thrive, sacrificing cultivators whenever it needed to nourish it. Humans have been slaves since then."


"How can I believe in any of this?" Noah asked. Ana's story was majestic, something that any organization would teach to instill modesty in their cultivators. However, Noah had never heard of it.


"Those on the surface saw it as a natural catastrophe," Ana explained. "The actual core of the world went through massive changes. I'm surprised there is even a surface left at all."


Noah remained doubtful, mostly since she had spoken about events dated more than one hundred thousand years in the past. Simple rank 5 cultivators couldn't live that long, even if they used unorthodox methods to prolong their lifespan.


Ana seemed able to understand his doubts and continued. "This story comes from a direct witness of the birth of the Ape God. We are on our way to meet her."


Noah's eyes widened at that point. Cultivators had long lifespans, but surviving for that long would require a divine power or countless unorthodox methods to preserve their lives.


Red waterfalls appeared more often as they proceeded onward. They soon began to fill the environment, creating long streaks of crimson lakes that illuminated the area.


The black sky had large cracks in those regions, and Noah even saw a large chunk of its metallic structure fall while the group proceeded through the heat.


Noah couldn't help but link that area to a possible weakening of the Ape God. It was even older than Shandal, and the lower plane wasn't a place where divine beings could improve.


Ana noticed his interest in the cracks in the sky and revealed an excited smile before speaking again. "We think that the God is losing power. This world is slowly falling apart since its mental waves can't reach these areas anymore. The time to strike back is close!"


Noah didn't share her excitement. No matter how weakened it was, a god was always a god. Also, he had another impelling doubt.


"Why didn't you leave?" Noah asked. "Why do you prefer to go against a god rather than escaping?"


Ana wore a pensive expression as she gazed upward. Cultivators soon appeared among the waterfalls. They used black drills to expand the sky's holes and increase the magma that poured into the world.


They stopped their work for an instant to wave at Noah's group, but they resumed their drilling immediately after.


Noah could vaguely guess why they were expanding the holes in the sky, but Ana replied before he could ask anything. "We are born as slaves. Don't pretend to understand what we want."
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                        Noah stopped asking questions after Ana's reply. The truth was that he still thought like a lone cultivator. He had a few people that he cared about, some even deeply, but he was still unable to see his organization's well-being over his.


Instead, the cultivators of the hidden world were different. The new generations were slaves since birth, and they had lived through a pain shared by all their peers.


Moreover, escaping the summoning and obtaining the power to travel through the sea of magma wasn't easy, especially in their condition. The natives passed down their techniques orally, which strengthened their connection with those in a similar situation.


If cultivators were to leave in mass, that world would soon be devoid of cultivators. There would only be commoners with no chances to cultivate, and those who had benefited from that system didn't want to leave them in that state.


Reaching the surface to look for help wasn't an option either. No would be willing to face a God, and the inhabitants of the secret world didn't have anything valuable to offer.


The magma and sea were dangerous too. The inhabitants of the hidden world couldn't be sure that they would reach the surface at all. Also, the seabed changed continuously. They might never find their way back even if they succeeded in finding reinforcement.


"Are you telling me that no one has ever left this place?" Noah asked. He knew that he was different, but it wasn't easy to silence the cultivators' innate ambition.


"Some did," Ana explained, "But we aren't sure that they made it to the surface. It's not easy to cross the sea of magma with our shortage of techniques. We have been trying to build an inventory for a while, but our leader gets more tired every day, and she is the only one who can use inscriptions."


The trails of magma on the ground soon became massive lava lakes that fused. Noah felt that he was staring at a red sea filled with crimson waterfalls connected to the black sky.


That scenery was something that only heroic cultivators could witness. No human expert could survive in that scorching environment, and even those in the fourth rank struggled due to the high temperatures.


The tribes that Noah had saved didn't advance further, and only the three cultivators that were helping them along the way followed him and Ana across the red sea.


A black structure soon appeared on the horizon. It was a palace with two tall towers placed on its short sides. Its edges and corners seemed to have gone through years of corrosion since none was even remotely sharp.


It wasn't corrosion though. The structure seemed to be incomplete in some spots as if the maker couldn't bother to finish it.


"This metal is hard to mold even when the Ape God's mental waves leave it," Ana explained when she saw Noah looking at the imperfections in the structure.


The structure stood on a rocky platform made of rocks and black metal, which floated on the red sea without a set destination. There were rank 5 cultivators on the edges of the ground controlling its direction and making sure that it remained away from the shore.





Noah and the four experts descended on the platform and crossed the half-finished doors of the structure. There wasn't even the slightest trace of inscriptions in the palace. It was a simple bulk of metal molded in the form of corridors and rooms.


The five of them walked past rooms full of sheets and incomplete diagrams with cultivators studying them. The sheer number of experts in the fifth rank surprised Noah, but his instincts barely reacted when he met them.


'They must be below average in terms of battle prowess,' Noah thought after they arrived in a throne room. Ana had hinted that before, but he didn't know that the situation was so bad.


Noah didn't feel anything when he looked at the tall black throne built at the hall's center. A skeleton sat there, but countless holes filled those bones and clear signs of corrosion covered them entirely.


"Where is this expert?" Noah asked, but the skeleton suddenly moved, and the aura of a rank 6 cultivator spread in the hall.


The skull turned toward Noah, and its jaw opened right before a female voice echoed through the black walls. "I haven't seen one of those in ages."


The voice was quite lively, almost childish, but the experts next to Noah performed a bow toward the skeleton while wearing their most reverent expressions.


Noah didn't take long to understand the situation. He had never thought that something like this could exist, but the Breath opened countless possibilities, and one of them was the ability to being alive with only your skeleton left.


"What are you talking about?" Noah spoke without showing any respect. The skeleton-powerhouse had surpassed even Shandal in terms of resilience, but it had lost two centers of power in the process. She was barely even a cultivator anymore.


"Your space-rings!" The skeleton answered. "Those Apes took away every inscribed item when they enslaved us! I almost forgot that humans had even created them!"


The skeleton would always end her lines with an exclamation. It seemed that she used her voice to balance the lack of vitality of her body.


Noah felt interested in the technique that she used to remain alive with a body in that state, but he mostly felt disappointed. He didn't see any other powerhouse on his way to the throne, and the only one was a bag of bones.


The war against the Ape God was only a pointless dream. The citizens of the hidden world had no chance to win.


"Why don't you tell your people to leave?" Noah asked. "I respect your unity. I find it idiotic, but I respect it. Still, you can't free everyone. Most of them would die anyway once the sea of magma fills this world."


"I see!" The skeleton said. "You people on the surface are different from us! But you seem strong, so I order you to help us!"


The skeleton's aura became thicker, and a deadly sensation began to fill the hall. Noah's instincts felt the danger too, but that wasn't his first battle against a powerhouse.


Black smoke came out of his body. Part of it took the form of a tall snake, while the rest became a scaled armor that kept on releasing corrosive gas.


His Demonic Sword roared as it split. Noah wielded the two parts and summoned four additional arms to prepare one of his most potent attacks.


Snore spread its wings and opened its mouth. The sharp feathers began to tremble, and fire accumulated at the bottom of its throat. A rocky armor appeared above its skin too, and black sparks spread on its horns.


The Blood Companion's breathe released a chilling air, and a trail of black ice appeared on the metallic floor of the hall.


"Come!" Noah shouted. "I'm dying to see where my power stands!"
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                        It had been too much. Since Noah stepped into the heroic ranks, the world's political environment had limited most of his actions.


An organization was stronger than a single cultivator. That was impossible to deny. However, those high enough in the cultivation journey could reach the point where they could ignore any limitation and threaten entire forces with only their power.


Noah wasn't there yet, but the situation in the hidden world was different. The cultivators there were scattered and enslaved, and their leader was nothing more than a bag of bones capable of releasing a powerful aura.


An attack with power in the sixth rank was a threatening ability, capable of reducing into ashes virtually any existence in the lower ranks. Yet, Noah wasn't a simple no one. His hybrid state gave him the best natural defense in the world, and his techniques put him in a realm of his own.


The experts in the fifth rank around him felt the need to help their leader, but Noah's sudden reaction made them take a step back. They couldn't even begin to understand how a liquid stage cultivator could have access to so much power.


The black metal that made the palace bent and screeched as the powerhouse's aura tried to suppress Noah's techniques. Snore's figure became smaller under that pressure, but its body turned into smoke that protected the parts casting the attacks.


Noah felt no pressure at all from inside the Demonic Form and his Blood Companion. His six blades were steadily held above his head, ready to unleash the second form of his martial art.


"You sure are strange!" The female voice resounded again in the hall as the rank 6 aura became more intense. "Rank 5 cultivators must have become so delusional on the surface!"


Noah didn't even mind those words. He had understood long ago that powerhouses didn't care about anyone in the lower ranks unless they needed something.


The skeleton would have already attacked Noah if she didn't need anything from him. However, her aura didn't even take the form of a spell. It was only becoming more intense as if she was trying to scare him into submission.


Noah activated the Divine Deduction technique and observed the flow of the Breath in the area. The inscriptions on his mind's walls helped him evaluate the situation more accurately, which led him to a simple conclusion.


"You can't cast many attacks, do you?" Noah asked in a rough voice mixed with growls.


There had to be limitations due to the powerhouse's poor state. Unorthodox techniques usually had harsh repercussions and endangered the overall power of a cultivator when abused.


The skeleton had abused anything that could prolong her life, which probably left her with little more than a trace of her hold aura.


The natives of that world exchanged glances before assembling in a battle formation around Noah. A few more cultivators arrived and joined the technique as soon as they understood the situation.





Noah ended up surrounded by eight rank 5 cultivators of various stages, but his eyes never left the skeleton. He didn't tilt his weapons either. His sole stance was a threat against the seemingly powerless powerhouse in front of him.


"You'll die!" The skeleton said with her usual childish voice.


"Kill me in one blow," Noah replied, "Or his pretense of a revolution of yours will end once for all."


Noah and the skeleton didn't back off and remained in that stalemate as they analyzed each other. Meanwhile, the cultivators surrounding him remained still as they waited for the situation to evolve.


Their unwillingness to attack made Noah crack a smile. Their hesitation was proof that they feared what he could unleash on their leader.


The powerhouse found it hard to believe that her instincts told her to avoid a direct contrast with Noah. She knew that her condition was beyond what the word poor could describe, but she still had access to attacks with power in the sixth rank.


Something on that level should be unreachable for cultivators in the lower ranks. She could understand that existences at the peak of the fifth rank could give her the feeling of having a chance to survive, but that sensation was astonishing when it came from Noah.


"What are you?" The female voice echoed again, but it sounded far more aged at that time. There weren't the childish exclamations anymore, but only a deep and profound tiredness.


Noah didn't answer. There was only one way to give hints about his species in that tense situation, which wasn't through words.


A crack appeared on the fuming helmet as Noah spread his mouth and lifted it to the ceiling. The world lost its light for an instant before revealing a column of ethereal and pale-white flames.


The natives almost broke their battle formation at that sight. They could accept that the giant snake had access to different kinds of attacks, but the ethereal flames came directly from Noah!


They had understood by then that Noah had a darkness aptitude. Yet, those flames made them aware that there was far more about his power that they didn't know. Moreover, there was one existence in the hall who recognized that fire.


"How can you possess the fire of the Light-devouring Dragons?" The skeleton said in her aged voice. "A giant snake as a puppet, darkness with various structures, and flames coming out of your lungs. What are you?"


Her aura slowly dispersed during her words, and her underlings broke the battle formation when they saw that. It was clear that their leader had silently decided to talk with the foreigner.


Noah inspected the experts around him and dispersed the Demonic Form when he sensed no more danger. Snore retracted its attacks too, but it resumed a solid form and coiled itself around Noah in a protective stance.


"Light-devouring Dragons," Noah said as he sat cross-legged on his Blood Companion, "I didn't know the name of their species. Heaven and Earth cursed them so many years ago that there aren't record about their past might anymore."


The skeleton and her underlings remained silent as they watched Snore lifting Noah in the air.


"I fused with one of their kind," Noah revealed to make his figure as an inscription master more appealing to that force. "I'm the first artificial hybrid in the world."


Those Mortal Lands had never been aware of hybrids before King Elbas opened a portal to the other world. It was only normal that the cultivators trapped in those regions would have never thought that something like that was possible.


Yet, someone among them could immediately understand the benefits behind a hybrid body and how it could improve her situation.


"Can you fuse me too?!" The skeleton said a few instants after Noah revealed his hybrid status. "We have plenty of beasts here, and there isn't much left of me to fuse!"


Noah revealed a cold smile when he heard the childish voice resounding again, and he couldn't help but reply in an aloof tone. "I believe you need to offer something first."
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                        Noah wouldn't bother to list the many dangers connected to the fusion with a magical beast before hearing what the skeleton could offer.


As far as he was concerned, the only valuable assets in that world were the Kesier species and the metal that isolated the sky. Anything else was appealing only for its historical value, but it couldn't compare with the resources of the piece of Immortal Lands.


"Is it possible?" The skeleton said with her aged voice.


Noah was beginning to understand in which moods the powerhouse would switch voice. She was using her mature one now, so she was taking the negotiation seriously.


"It is," Noah said as his eyes skimmed through her bones to evaluate their status, "But I think you understand the dangers connected to such procedure. Your status will make it quite dangerous."


"It's fine!" The skeleton said with her childish voice. "Take out everything from our inventory and show it to our guest!"


The cultivators shot a warning glance at Noah before leaving the hall to follow their leader's orders. They didn't want to leave him alone in the throne room, but they were too loyal not to follow her directives.


They came back a few minutes later, carrying a pile of sheets and broken inscribed items with various power before laying them next to the throne.


Noah didn't ask for their permission. He patted Snore that lowered its body to encircle the goods and give him a better view. The Divine Deduction technique activated as his eyes skimmed through the pile of items. He didn't want to miss anything valuable due to his lack of expertise or the goods' poor conditions.


Nevertheless, he didn't find anything worthy of his attention even after a few hours of thorough inspection.


'I can obtain better versions of any of these items on the surface,' Noah thought as he put down the last scroll of the pile. 'These might be good in a second-rate force, but the Hive can provide them freely.'


The offer didn't move him at all. Performing the fusion wasn't a process that required many resources on his side, but he wasn't going to give away his expertise in exchange for resources that didn't help him.


"This is worthless," Noah said without even trying to be polite. "These resources don't even come close to a satisfying price."


"This is everything in our inventory," Ana complained. "We accumulated these resources in countless years of oral transmission and exploration of underground structures."


"It's nothing compared to what we have on the surface," Noah explained.


"Do you want to rob us because we are ignorant about the inscription methods of the surface?" Ana continued. She had begun to suspect that Noah was trying to exploit their situation to his advantage.


However, that was quite far from the truth. Noah was the only inscription master capable of performing the fusion between a magical beast and a human. Every other organization had even asked for his advice when they were approaching that specific field.





He didn't perform the fusion to anyone other than himself. The skeleton would be his first commission, and the natives of the hidden world didn't even know how unique that chance was due to their ignorance.


"I've invented this procedure," Noah said, and his figure began to express the pride that he felt about that accomplishment. "To this day, I'm the only one capable of performing it."


The rank 5 cultivators around him had no proof that Noah was speaking the truth, but the steadiness of his aura made them believe him. They even felt temporarily dizzy as his pride became more intense. It was as if Noah's mental waves were trying to affect their minds.


Still, no one gave that event too much weight since the powerhouse decided to step in the negotiation.


"Come with me," The skeleton said in her aged voice.


The powerhouse was different from her underlings. She had seen the surface and lived among experts. Her knowledge concerning the inscription fields was old, but cultivators had tried to harness the magical beasts' innate abilities since the dawn of cultivation.


Noah was an astonishing rank 5 cultivator, and she had never seen anyone wielding so much power at his level. Even if she were to consider his hybrid status a fluke, there was much more than met the eyes in her guest.


When she added his ability to accomplish what even the experts in her past couldn't do, Noah appeared as an unparalleled monster.


The powerhouse's underlings understood her silent orders and moved to the edges of the throne to lift it. They then moved toward one of the corridors, and Noah followed closely behind them.


Noah had no idea where they were going, but the corridor went downward even if they were already on the ground floor. A red light shone on his face as they neared the point where the lava lake began, but a heavy aura came together with it.


Noah felt some familiarity with that aura, but he couldn't recognize it. It was as if his mind couldn't comprehend the signals that it was receiving.


The rank 5 cultivators carrying the powerhouse stopped moving after the last trace of the black metal disappeared, and drops of lava reached their position in the corridor. They gently dropped the throne on the floor and turned toward Noah as they waited for their leader to speak.


"You can lift this alone, right?" The skeleton said, and Noah shrugged his shoulders as he neared her. His hand went under the throne and lifted that large chunk of metal easily before putting it on his shoulder and proceeding down the corridor.


The aura became heavier, but it wasn't hard to withstand. It seemed unable to affect the mental spheres in that state.


"I forgot my name," The skeleton said with a mature voice before resuming with a childish one, "But you can call me Skully!"


Noah ignored her and continued to carry the throne down the corridor until he reached the lava lake's underground shores. There was a whirlpool at the beginning of the lake, and a large chunk of black metal became visible after it.


"You want to take only a glance," Skully said. "Leave me here. I don't want you to break what remains of my body."


Noah finally felt interested in that force's resources and left the throne there before venturing farther into the tunnel. His walk turned out to be short since white lines soon appeared on the large chunk of metal.


The lines appeared harmless at the beginning. Yet, a sudden pressure invaded Noah's mind and threatened to make it explode when he saw the first corner.


Noah promptly closed his eyes and buried his head on the ground as he condensed his consciousness inside his mental sphere. Everything trembled in his view, but he managed to shout one line to the powerhouse before losing his connection with the outside world. "What was that?!"


Skully replied with an aged voice. "An authentic divine item. The patch of the fur containing the Seventh Kesier rune of the Ape God."
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                        Everything trembled inside Noah's mind, but he managed to make out Skully's words before the world around him disappeared. His consciousness pressed on his walls to stop the tremors, but the violent pressure continued to make a mess of his sea of thoughts.


The sea under his half-transparent figure raged, and waves surged. They slammed on the floating runes and Snore's ethereal shape, flinging them away toward the walls.


The impact gave birth to more tremors, which slowed down the stabilization of the sea of consciousness. Noah feared that cracks would form soon, but the walls' sturdiness managed to suppress the shaking before any injury happened.


Luckily for him, he didn't resort to the innate ability of his mental energy yet. His mind was at the peak of its sturdiness after it underwent a long training period with the spherical rune and the Kesier Ape in the sixth rank.


Noah took a while to stand up, but Skully waited patiently. She didn't speak, and the cultivators at some distance didn't even mock him for his poor performance.


There was only a helpless understanding in their expressions. It was as if they knew what it was to be in Noah's condition.


Noah stood up and coughed a couple of times before all his functions returned to normal. His face was a mixture of disbelief and greed, and Skully's words echoed in his mind as if they were a perpetual mental message.


'The Seventh Kesier rune!' Noah shouted in his mind. What Skully had revealed didn't concern only the most desired item in the lower planes. It also opened the chance for a real victory against the Ape God!


"What do you mean by a piece of fur?" Noah asked in a hurry. "Don't tell me that this is the actual Seventh rune of the Ape God."


"It sure is!" Skully said with her childish voice. "I was there when that monkey took away its fur and fused it with the magma to create the black sky! It's almost poetic that it would be the first piece to fall!"


"It's not even close to its full power then," Noah replied as calculations appeared in his mind. He recalled every piece of information and legend concerning the Kesier species in a few seconds, and they all led to the same conclusion.


The Kesier Apes' power depended on the number of runes on their fur. If the Seventh rune was there, then the God should have a rank 6 battle prowess!


"Don't let your mind run so fast," Skully said in her ancient voice. "I was here when the first trail of magma gave light to this world. I saw the Seventh rune fall, but the God touching everything with its mental waves anyway. I think that its peculiar ascension has eliminated some of the known weaknesses of the species."


Skully's speech made sense, and Noah understood it almost immediately. The Ape God wasn't a normal divine entity. It had ascended through the sacrifice of multiple beings, shifting its evolution process on a different path compared to ordinary beasts of that species.





The Ape God might have retained some of its original power even after losing the Seventh rune.


Noah felt that he understood the rebel's hopes now. As long as the rune remained away from its original owner, the God would keep on losing power, and destroying the black sky quickened that process.


"I'll perform the procedure if you help bring it back to my organization," Noah said after thinking about it for a moment. "I need to warn you. The mortality of the fusion is quite high, and I can reach a positive percentage only when it's on myself."


"I turned myself into a skull to stay alive," Skully said. "I sacrificed my dantian and gave up to any feeling or ability to move only to remain alive and guide the new generations. I know the price of power. What I need is a chance to fight. You can take the damned rune if you give me my revenge."


It seemed that Skully's condition was far worse than Noah had predicted. However, he respected that such an old monster still had the will to fight. Only really talented cultivators would last for so long in that condition without giving up on their ambitions.


Noah activated the Divine Deduction technique as he neared the throne. A pale light came out of his vertical pupil as he analyzed the old bones to inspect how much of the original cultivator had remained after many millennia.


The rank 5 experts in the distance felt the need to intervene at that sudden act of disrespect, but Skully's aura stopped them from moving further. She knew how an expert worked. Noah was treating her as nothing more than a material now.


'She has sat on this throne for so long that her bones have gained part of its properties,' Noah thought as countless ideas filled his mind. 'I might be able to fuse some of the metal in her to improve her foundation before the fusion.'


"Is it possible in my condition?" Skully asked in her mature tone, but her voice carried a hint of worry. She feared that the only hope found in so many years would fall apart so soon.


"It's not impossible," Noah said while continuing his inspection. "Hard, dangerous, suicidal if you will, but possible. I would probably need to perform multiple procedures before approaching the actual fusion, but I should be able to try at least."


Noah was speaking the truth. There was hope for the ancient powerhouse. However, he still needed more data.


"I need a list with your preferences, tastes, and various details about your personality," Noah said, "You must be honest about everything. The slightest discrepancy between you and the specimen can cause the failure of the procedure."


"There is no need for that!" Skully said. "I've spent so much time studying the Kesier Apes that I've learnt to behave like them! I've lost my old personality, my name, and most of my memories, but I've created a new one by living in this slavery! Only those Apes can be my match."


Noah thought about it for a while before agreeing with her. She even lacked a dantian and focused everything on her mental sphere. Both she and the Apes had a wind aptitude too.


There was only one problem, and Noah had to request something from the native forces to solve it.


"Your body is a rank 6 material," Noah said. "Even in this destroyed state, it still retains the qualities of that level due to the unorthodox techniques applied over the years. I can't fuse you with a magical beast on a lower rank."


Skully remained silent for a few seconds before answering in her childish voice. "I guess you need to hunt a rank 6 Kesier Ape then."



						




                    


                
				
                    1004. Hun

					
					

                    
                        Any living being would become an unparalleled existence once reached the sixth rank. That was the peak of the heroic ranks and the power limit of the lower planes. Divine beings would usually leave the weaker worlds unless they were in peculiar situations.


Magical beasts in the sixth rank would be easier to hunt compared to cultivators and hybrids on the same level, but that didn't make them simple prey at all. Moreover, the forces in the hidden world weren't ideal for the task.


However, a hunt was different from a regular battle. Hunters could prepare the territory and their weapons before approaching their prey. As for studying the target, the cultivators in the hidden world had dealt with the Kesier species for ages. Each one of them was akin to an expert when it came to those Apes.


Noah stared at a simple mountain peak surrounded by a series of red waterfalls. That region was close to the rebel's headquarters, but it was still inside the range of the Ape God's mental waves.


According to Skully, the black sky helped the God spread its influence, so the rebel forces mined it. The lava lake where they lived was a blind spot in the divine beast's sight, and its summoning didn't reach there.


Skully had confirmed that the best target would be there. Those were the edges of the Ape God's domain. Any reinforcement would take at least a day to arrive, giving Noah and the other forces enough time for their plan.


Noah had eventually agreed to fuse Skully with a rank 6 Kesier Ape, but he had taken his time to prepare. More than fifteen years had passed since that agreement, marking Noah's twenty-first year since his discovery of the hidden world.


That period had been necessary to complete all the preparations needed to hunt a magical beast in the sixth rank. Yet, Noah didn't feel confident even after fifteen years spent plotting and training.


A rank 6 Kesier Ape in the lower tier lived in the mountain, and Noah had studied its habits and the terrain for almost five years by then. The creature was a perfectly healthy female specimen that came out of its lair twice a month.


Planting traps with such a predictable schedule was easy, but Noah knew that they wouldn't be enough to kill the Ape.


The plan saw him and other cultivators at the fifth rank's peak exploiting the traps to attack the creature. Still, their target was a magical beast in the sixth rank. They had to consider themselves lucky if they managed to hurt it.


The real killing force was in three disposable weapons that Noah had managed to create in those years. He wouldn't even have agreed to actuate the plan that day if it wasn't for them.


'I hope they are enough,' Noah thought as he stared at the mountain. 'I almost emptied their stash of black metal to complete these three.'


Three needles appeared in his hands, and Noah inspected them with the utmost attention. He had done that multiple times already, but he never felt that it was enough when it came to facing a creature in the sixth rank.





The needles were quasi-rank 6 items that Noah had forged after years of failures. Their core material was the black metal imbued with the Ape God's mental waves and processed for months in Noah's dark matter.


They were the best that Noah could do with his current expertise and power. His darkness needed to reach the solid stage for him to do better than that.


Of course, Noah was ready to fail. Yet, there was a slight chance that the plan could work. The only issue was that their strategy saw the Ape eventually getting tired, which was one of the most unlikely outcomes when dealing with a magical beast.


"I was wondering," Carl, one of the peak rank 5 cultivators that had joined the mission, said, "Do we have to be careful of its runes? I don't want to ruin the leader's body."


Noah turned toward Carl and saw that even the other four cultivators in his team looked at him with similar worries in their expressions. His eyes couldn't help but cold at that sight, and his aura became violent.


"If I catch any of you holding back," Noah said as growls fused with his human voice, "I'll switch to plan B and use each one of you as bait."


There were five peak rank 5 cultivators in his team, but all of them felt a lingering fear rising from the back of their mind. They didn't show any surprise at that feeling though. They had become used to the fact that Noah could scare them even if his centers of power were on a lower level.


A silent nod from their side ended the matter, and the group of six returned to stare at the mountain from their hiding spot nearby, waiting for their target to appear.


A tall Ape with six white runes on its fur eventually came out from one side of the mountain and floated toward the ground as expected by its usual routine.


The beast landed and walked toward a hole in the terrain. That was the entrance to a tribe's underground home. The Ape had the habit of taking a bite from one of the humans living under its domain.


However, a loud explosion happened as soon as it stepped on the edges of the hole. The detonation shook the earth and opened large cracks that spread toward the mountain, spreading tremors even on its rocky surface.


Noah and the others had come in contact with the tribe by digging long tunnels during the years of inspection. They had used the underground area to plant Instabilities at the peak of the fifth rank during the last week to minimize the chances that the Ape could notice their actions.


A storm of saber-shaped runes came out of the black cloud that formed after the explosion. They raged in every direction, but clinking sounds echoed from inside the corrosive smoke.


Noah had improved the Instabilities before the hunt. He had added the threatening properties of the Demonic Form and the Black Mark to increase their power.


The core material used was the black metal once again. There seemed to be nothing that it couldn't withstand, so Noah had used it in all his creations.


The cloud suddenly froze, and its smoke began to condense into a small sphere. The figure of the rank 6 Kesier Ape became visible again, and the hunting party could see that the explosion didn't even burn its fur.


The sphere descended into the hole, and the ground under the Ape's feet opened as if moved by an invisible force. The beast wanted to punish the humans that had dared to rebel, but it soon discovered that there wasn't anyone in the underground structure.


When Ape expanded its consciousness to look for its assailants, all the tunnels detonated, engulfing it into a vast cloud.



						




                    


                
				
                    1005. Traps

					
					

                    
                        Skully's knowledge had been crucial in the preparation of the plan. She knew how the Kesier Apes acted better than anyone else. She had even memorized the layout of their packs and the exact range of their consciousnesses.


Through the years, Skully's forces had come in contact with multiple tribes and had learnt how their rulers acted. In Noah's target case, the Ape didn't even bother scanning the region while remaining on the mountain.


Noah and his team had been able to plant many traps between its strolls. There were disposable items hidden everywhere and in numbers that could make any force flee in fear.


Carl nodded, and the group stood up to launch a series of long-range spells toward the massive cloud. The attacks didn't have any offensive property. They aimed to lock the Ape in place so that the smoke could affect it.


Ethereal barriers, walls, tall magical beasts, and puppets of various elements appeared around the cloud and isolated its form.


Seconds of silence passed among the hunting team. The six of them remained still as they waited for the powerful creature to show signs of life and reveal if it had suffered any damage.


The various spells around the cloud broke as an invisible pulling force made the smoke converge in another dark sphere, revealing the rank 6 Kesier Ape.


Noah's eyes scanned the creature, analyzing its body down to the smallest detail that he could see at that distance. His vertical pupils constricted as soon as he noticed the detonation had burnt some of its black hair.


There was a small black spot on the skin under its fur too. The Black Mark spell had managed to infect the creature, but it seemed unable to spread further.


That result made Noah happy. He had finally confirmed that there was hope in defeating that creature!


The hunting team had revealed their position during the last attack, and the rank 6 Ape didn't fail to sense the origin of those spells. Its head turned in the direction of the group, and it took a step on the air toward them as the two spheres floated behind its back.


Noah and the others felt their instincts screaming in fear when the Ape's focus went on them. There was a rank 6 creature coming in their direction, and all they could think about was to escape.


Noah had it even worse than his allies. Magical beasts had innate respect toward the power hierarchy, and sensing the aura of the Ape made him want to kneel.


However, his mind was superior to both human and magical beasts. That pressure wasn't enough to make him crumble, especially since he knew what the Ape would experience.


The Kesier Ape stepped on the ground once it crossed the hole formed after the detonation, but that action triggered another explosion. An even vaster cloud appeared in that spot, and a storm of saber-shaped runes filled the area.


"Again!" Noah shouted, and his companions relaunched their restrictive spells, constricting the corrosive smoke in a fixed form.





The spells remained in place a few seconds longer at that time. Yet, a cry suddenly resounded from inside the cloud, and both ground and smoke shot in every direction.


Noah felt his ears ringing as he stabbed his hands on the ground to resist the shockwave. The cultivators next to him used spells or clung on trees nearby to prevent losing their foothold.


Their hiding spot was a small patch of short trees near the mountain, but the shockwaves eradicated most vegetation between the group and the creature.


Another black spot had appeared on the Ape's skin, and another small patch of its fur was gone. The group's traps were slowly affecting the mighty creature, but they had made it furious in the process.


'Not yet,' Noah thought as Snore materialized behind him. The Blood Companion launched flames, sword-shaped lightning bolts, and a chilling gale as its wings unfolded and started to absorb the primary energy accumulated in the area.


Power at the peak of the fifth rank wouldn't be enough in that situation. Noah needed to push the limits of his mind and puppet at least half a step above that level.


Snore's attacks fell apart as they flew toward the Ape. An invisible force made the flames disperse and changed the trajectory of the gale. Only the lightning bolts managed to move a bit further and catch the beast in their range when they exploded.


The Ape barely noticed that some black sparks landed on its fur. Snore's attacks didn't follow the usual ranking due to the higher energy in their structure, but they could only reach the solid stage in terms of power.


A being in the sixth rank barely had to act to fend them off. Yet, Noah didn't attack to hurt the creature. He aimed to trigger the other traps in the area.


The destroyed ground lit up when the black sparks landed on it. Noah and the others had planted layers of various disposable items in the area. The bombs had different effects too and targeted multiple parts of the Ape.


The cloud that filled the region after the sparks triggered the explosion appeared different from the previous ones. The smoke flew in a circular motion and created a condensed area of destruction in the form of a sphere.


Noah had hidden a weapon capable of unleashing the Black Hole spell's effects among the various improved Instabilities. The smoke could focus on a smaller area in that way, and its density would increase, enhancing its destructive properties.


The experts at the peak of the fifth rank reinforced the black sphere with their spells and waited to see the result of that offensive. There was hope in their expressions since they could understand how many weapons the sparks had detonated in that spot.


Noah had mass-produced disposable weapons in the past years because he knew exactly the kind of threat that he was going to face. He had emptied the rebel's stash of black metal, but that had allowed him to create countless items.


The sparks had triggered more than two hundred disposable weapons at the peak of the fifth rank at the same time. The amount of power amassed in the rotating sphere was immense and shook the entirety of the region.


The restrictive spells slowly crumbled after a while, and the sphere began to show signs of instability. Another beast cry then sounded in the area and dispersed the entirety of the smoke.


The Kesier Ape reappeared in the open, and anger was everywhere on its face. Its expressions were remarkably humanlike, so everyone on the scene understood the intensity of its emotions.


A series of sharp feathers shot out of Snore's wings at that point. Most of them had power at the peak of the fifth rank, and only a few of them gave off the feeling that they had taken a step toward the next level.



						




                    


                
				
                    1006. Brain

					
					

                    
                        The Ape roared in anger again, and an invisible force slammed on the incoming feathers, crushing many of them in the impact. Still, there were hundreds of them, and some were more powerful than the others.


The stream of feathers engulfed the beast and slammed on its body, releasing clinking sounds that echoed in the area. Most of them shattered when they touched the fur, but a few of them managed to leave white marks on the skin underneath it.


One even pierced its skin when it hit the spot affected by the Black Mark. The poison in the disposable items had spread further after the last detonation, successfully weakening the Ape's body by a bit.


There were now sensitive spots on its skin, and the poison could only keep on spreading since the hunting team didn't give the beast any time to recover.


The Kesier Ape roared in anger when it saw the feather stabbed on its chest. The wound wasn't deep, but it felt humiliating to allow weaker beings to hurt it.


Its mental waves went crazy and released shockwaves that spread everywhere around it. The ground and the sky fell apart when that violent force swept them, and the trail of feathers either crumbled or changed direction during that chaos.


Nevertheless, a slim figure maintained its trajectory even among the storm of mental waves and landed directly in the Ape's right eye.


The beast was still roaring when a black needle stabbed its eye and exploded as soon as it found a body tissue that it couldn't pierce. The mental waves stopped raging at that point, and Noah could control the remaining feathers to aim them back at the Ape.


He had hidden one of his quasi-rank 6 disposable weapons in the gale of feathers and managed to decide accurately on its trajectory thanks to Skully's knowledge. If it weren't for her telling him exactly how the Ape would react when attacked, Noah would have never hoped to land such a precise blow.


Noah and his allies didn't waste that chance and launched their most potent spells toward the stunned creatures. A trail of multicolored spells flew together with a fuming six-armed dragon and crashed on the defenseless Ape.


The ground never stopped trembling during that battle, and the sky struggled to close the cracks that the many abilities caused. The last attacks worsened that situation, especially since the Ape released a condensed beam made of mental energy toward the hunting team.


Noah and the others were ready for that reaction and left their spots. Yet, the beam was too fast, and Carl's right leg vanished as he performed his evasive maneuver.


The expert clenched his teeth and shot a glance toward Noah, who had eyes only for the creature in the distance. Seeing him in one piece made Carl breathe a sigh of relief. After all, the plan would be a failure without him.


Noah kept his gaze on the Ape while a cold smirk lingered on his face. His aura became sharper whenever he saw a new injury appearing of his prey. He couldn't help but enjoy seeing that his power was finally allowing him to fight beings in that realm.





The Ape sensed his challenging gaze and launched another dense mental beam before shooting forward. Noah performed another evasive maneuver and commanded Snore to cast lightning bolts aimed at the creature's path.


Snore's attacks triggered more traps, and the same rotating sphere made of corrosive smoke and threatening saber-shaped runes appeared around the Ape. The rest of the hunting team quickly reinforced it with their spells and grouped again as they prepared themselves to activate the next traps.


The Ape roared to no end as it struggled to destroy the sphere. The smoke eventually dispersed due to its mental waves, but more black spots had appeared on its body by that time.


The hunting group retreated and triggered the traps planted beforehand as the Ape chased after them. Noah had created enough disposable weapons to arm entire nations in those years, and he had deployed most of them to kill the rank 6 specimen.


Cycles of explosions, spells, and retreats repeated themselves as Noah, and the others weakened the beast. Almost a thousand bombs with power at the peak of the fifth rank had exploded by then, but there seemed to be no end to it.


A second quasi-rank 6 needle eventually found its way toward the creature's left eye and exploded after it stabbed the organ deeply. Noah had managed to predict the precise moment when the Ape vanquished the smoke to catch it by surprise.


Another series of powerful spells landed on the Ape right after the needle detonated inside its skull. The hunting team wasn't giving it any time to breathe, which prevented it from attacking.


Noah and the others could remain safe most of the time in that way, and the Ape was slowly reaching its limits. The beast's fur was a mess, and only the six runes had remained intact. Its skin showed numerous cuts, some even deep enough to reach its internal organs.


However, the vitality of a beast in the sixth rank was immense. The Ape still charged and destroyed attacks without the slightest effort. Only Noah's attentive eyes could notice the small changes and delay in its reactions.


The plan was working, but they needed the third needle to deliver the finishing blow. The first two had managed to hurt the Ape quite severely, but not enough to kill it.


Noah's eyes became resolute when he realized how deeply the poison was affecting the Ape. There was a high chance that he could create an opportunity for his allies.


"Aim for the brain," Noah said as he passed the last needle to Carl and shot toward the Ape.


A layer of black ice and rocks covered his figure before the corrosive smoke turned him into a fiend. Snore's figure enveloped him too as he marched toward the beast.


The Ape unleashed a gale of mental waves when it sensed Noah's presence, but those ethereal attacks weren't enough to pierce his defensive methods. Also, the beast was nowhere near its peak, which affected the power of its attacks.


More traps detonated, and more spells landed on the creature as Noah marched forward and released roars. He was challenging it to a physical battle right on that spot.


The Ape's mind was a mess of anger and pain, and Noah's roars triggered its most basic instincts, making it shoot directly at him. It didn't even bother to use its mental waves during the charge.


Noah executed the second form of his martial art, and a deep cut appeared on the Ape. Still, the beast didn't stop its charge and used its long fingers as claws as it slashed its arms at him.


Noah quickly raised his arms and blocked the blows, struggling to resist the immense force trying to reduce him into pieces. He didn't even have any remaining power to launch flames.


Yet, the Ape suddenly went limp and kneeled in front of him, showing a fuming hole on the back of its head.



						




                    


                
				
                    1007. Procedure

					
					

                    
                        Noah stared at the corpse of the rank 6 Kesier Ape for only an instant before storing it inside his second space-ring.


That wasn't the time to lose himself in the overwhelming pride that was filling every corner of his body. There were still many procedures to perform, and he couldn't let the material suffer even more damages.


Carl's couldn't help but tremble in excitement as he watched the Ape disappear from his sight. It had taken all his determination to approach the beast from behind, and he almost didn't believe that the small needle had dealt the fatal blow.


His hands shook at the thought that he had killed a being in the sixth rank. He was a powerful expert, but he had always known that he was ordinary for his level. The success of the hunt made him feel something that he had never experienced before.


There were deeper emotions hidden under that intense sensation of power, and the other four experts felt them too.


Since birth, the natives had lived under the Kesier Apes' rule, and now they had managed to kill one of their strongest specimens. That achievement made them feel as if their revolt was finally starting.


Noah's spells dispersed, revealing the poor state of his robe. Even with all his protection and the Ape's weakened status, the last attack had affected his body.


The skin on his forearms showed large bruises, and his arms felt sore. His shoulders let out cracking sounds when Noah moved, and his waist felt stuck in place.


Approaching a rank 6 magical beast had been a reckless move, but Noah had done his math. The Black Mark had given him a general understanding of the Ape's condition, and his many spells had ensured his temporary safety.


It was a calculated risk that Noah had been willing to take to create an opening in the creature's defense and test his current prowess. Now he knew that there was still an abyss between him and the sixth rank.


However, he had understood that it wasn't out of reach. It would be enough for any of his centers of power to experience a breakthrough to shorten that distance by a lot.


Noah quickly suppressed the thoughts concerning his power to focus on the impelling issue. He had obtained the corpse needed for the fusion, but Skully was unable to undergo the procedure.


"Noah!" Carl shouted before the other experts aligned next to him. "You have my deepest gratitude!"


Carl bowed toward Noah, and his companions did the same. Their gesture was a simple demonstration of gratitude toward the expert that had made such an incredible feat possible.


"It's a pity that you have so little black metal," Noah said as he turned toward the rebel's headquarters. "We could have started a proper invasion otherwise."


The hunting group remained speechless at that claim. They had helped Noah planting the many disposable weapons, so they knew how many resources they had used to kill a single rank 6 magical beast.





Noah had used most of the black metal that the natives had mined since they first rebelled to create the inscribed items deployed that day. He had kept a few of them for himself, but everything else had gone into the hunt.


However, Noah didn't seem to care about the expenses or the dangers of the hunt. He acted as if he could repeat that extraordinary deed easily as long as he had enough resources.


There were a few unexploded traps in the area, but the hunting team could take care of them. Noah had to return to the headquarters to prepare the rest of the procedures.


The road back to the black palace floating on the lava lake was uneventful, and Noah went directly inside the room that he had used in the past years during his experiments. It was one of the palace's sturdiest areas, and the black metal that made its walls managed to absorb any shockwave caused by Noah's experiments.


The metal had power varying between the peak of the fifth rank and the middle tier of the sixth. That depended on how much time it had spent on direct contact with the sea of magma above.


The longer the magma tempered it, the harder and more powerful it became.


Noah had to rely on his dark matter to loosen the metal before he could use it during the forging. The procedure wasn't too tricky with the parts at the peak of the fifth rank, but it took time when it came to the more challenging pieces.


The same went for the Kesier Ape's corpse that he had just obtained. Noah didn't have the power to mold it as it was. He needed to loosen it up before he could make the necessary modifications.


The modified version of the Black Hole spell appeared in his palm, and Noah threw it toward the center of the empty room as he poured his darkness into the environment. The area's temperature was high already, so Noah only had to release enough Breath to create a dark star right in the center of the room.


The gravitational pull was intense, but Noah had become used to working in that environment by then. The corpse of the Ape appeared in his hands, and he threw it directly inside the star.


The dark matter moved as the corpse entered the sphere and began to float at its center. It remained suspended mid-air, right where the higher energy had the highest density.


That was the method that Noah had used in the past to loosen up the black metal. The dark matter was peaceful at the star's center, but the gravitational pull imbued it inside the materials.


In that way, Noah would have some control over the processed items' internal structure, and he could use them even if his level wouldn't usually allow that.


Noah walked through the dense dark matter and inspected the Ape's corpse. Most of its black fur was gone, and even its six Kesier runes showed some damage. Its skin was a gory mess, and its eyes were beyond saving.


The brain had suffered heavy damages too, but the higher energy was already filling the hole on the back of the beast's head.


Noah's dark matter was a pure expression of his creation. It could theoretically replace any material and enhance its natural properties. However, that didn't apply to materials on a higher level of the dark matter. Noah's higher energy couldn't create something stronger than itself. Still, it could make some patches.


The patches had to find harmony with the material's structure, which was harder to do when it came to something as complex as a rank 6 magical beast.


Noah didn't know how much the dark matter could fix those injuries, but he had another pressing issue now. He had to prepare Skully's body for the fusion.
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                        "So," Skully said as Noah inspected her bones from various angles, "I won't be able to see with my new body."


The two of them were alone in the throne hall, and Noah had just finished explaining to her the damages that the rank 6 Kesier Ape had suffered during the hunt.


Organs as the eyes and the brain were above the dark matter patching abilities, and Noah couldn't recreate them at his current level. Skully would have to adapt, but he knew she wouldn't complain at all once fused with the Ape.


Noah had to fix the frailty of what remained of her body before approaching any form of fusion. Still, his inscription methods were too harsh for her, so he had to find a way to make the process more natural.


Luckily for him, he had already found a material that worked perfectly for her, which could help in the forging.


Skully had sat on that throne for who knew how many centuries. Her mental waves had interacted with it for so long that its black metal was part of her.


She had used the other Mortal Lands' natives' inscription method unconsciously and had turned the entire throne in a material that reflected all her shades. Noah couldn't imagine using anything else to improve her skeleton's structure.


"Your mental abilities will be stronger," Noah said as he distanced himself to get a clear picture of her overall condition. "I'm quite curious to see by how much. Yet, you might take a while to get used to it since we destroyed the Ape's brain."


"That's fine!" Skully said in her childish voice. "I missed the training during the years stuck in this form!"


Noah could only sigh at the sight of that excitement. The powerhouse didn't know how many things could go wrong when using the Elemental Forging method, and she had to undergo two of them.


Moreover, there were polishing sessions on both bodies to complete. Noah couldn't leave them in the way they were, mostly since there were many incomplete body parts.


"Carl," Noah said in a soft tone, and the expert in the fifth rank limped inside the hall, "Prepare the team to move her. I need to work on this throne."


Carl performed a bow and limped back outside the hall. He could fly, but he needed to become used to his regrowing leg.


There were only a few alchemists among the natives of the hidden world, but their level of expertise was far below average. They couldn't concoct drugs powerful enough to heal Carl's leg in just a few days.


The cultivators in the black palace had initially been doubtful about Noah's presence among them, but the recent hunt had improved his status by a lot.


Moreover, the news that he was giving another body to their leader had improved their mood. He wasn't a foreigner anymore in their eyes, but they wanted to know if he could do what he claimed before worshipping him as a savior.


Carl returned with a group of peak rank 5 cultivators that used their most soft spells to lift Skully's skeleton and empty the throne. Noah waited for them to leave the hall before processing the throne's black metal with the small star made of higher energy.





All he had to do now was waiting for both Ape's corpse and throne to absorb part of the dark matter and give Noah some power over their structure.


It took a few months for the throne's fabric to give up and let the higher energy affect it. Noah sensed it immediately and prepared himself for the next phase of his plan.


The expert at the peak of the fifth rank prepared a room where they laid Skully on a metallic table. There were old traces of inscriptions around it, but they were too consumed to work.


Noah reached the room carrying a large slab of black metal carved out of the processed throne. There was dense smoke seeping out of it, but the item appeared harder than before.


The experts backed down when Noah neared the table and placed the slab right next to Skully, who seized the chance to mock him. "Imagine killing me right in front of my men!"


Noah ignored her line and placed his hands above the skeleton and the slab. The dark matter came out of his body and created an incubating chamber around the table, isolating it from external eyes.


"It's a good thing that you can't feel pain," Noah said as he hinted that he was about to start.


"Yes!" Skully said. "Years of suffering to obtain my dreamed Ape's body! I hope it will be worth the wait!"


Noah didn't hesitate any further and began to control his darkness so that it activated the dark matter inside the slab and forced it to liquefy. An intense sense of life filled the room as soon as Noah's imbued Breath made its appearance. That sensation was so fierce that Carl's healing speed increased by a bit.


The liquid metal floated toward the old and destroyed bones and began to seep in their structure. Getting inside them was easy, but fixing them was a slow and methodic procedure.


Noah controlled the metal so that it filled every hole in the bones and improved their overall structure. A black layer even appeared over them, showing how more resistant they had become.


That part was relatively easy. The only side that could cause Noah any problem was the skull due to its sensitive matter inside. There wasn't a brain there. Skully had replaced it thanks to one of her unorthodox techniques. Yet, it was a sensitive spot, and Noah had to pay his utmost attention when fusing it with the metal.


Noah continued until all the slab ended. He had done his math and knew that the Ape's body could withstand the skeleton's new weight without getting affected by it.


The process ended smoothly. Skully survived the procedure, and Noah found himself closer to the laws of creation after he had done all that work. There had been times when he had to recreate entire bones to give stability to Skully's overall structure. The skeleton was too old, and it had lost most of its original power.


Skully ended up in a coma. The new bones and the different substance inside her had to find some harmony, especially since she would have to endure the fusion.


Noah wouldn't have forced her to undergo another fusion even if the Ape's body was ready. Even a few years might not be enough to make Skully gain some stability with her new skeleton.


A couple of years had to pass for both Skully and the Kesier Ape's corpse to be ready for the fusion, and Noah decided to wait a few more months anyway after that point. Then, he brought Skully and the body into his training area, ordering everyone to leave them alone.


He was going to create the second artificial hybrid. He couldn't have an audience.
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                        Noah had turned himself into a hybrid when he was only a human cultivator. His mind had reached the heroic ranks before the experiments back then, but he didn't have to face all the issues connected with individualities.


According to his own words, it was impossible to find a magical beast that suited the individualities' uniqueness. They didn't exist in nature, so no other creature could imitate them entirely, not even if planned.


However, Skully had lost her dantian long ago, and her personality had fallen apart in those millennia spent trapped under the rule of the Ape God.


Her entire existence had become an empty vessel filled with pieces of information regarding the Kesier species, and she had acquired some of their peculiarities too. She was the only cultivator who could claim to be entirely in tune with those beasts.


Noah would feel like fusing two magical beasts with a similar species due to the absence of individualities and Skully's connection with the Apes. The only issue was with her sea of consciousness.


Unlike his fusion, Noah couldn't use Skully's body as the core item because it was nothing more than bones. He had to use the Ape as the primary material and fuse the powerhouse inside it.


That meant transferring Skully's mental sphere inside the Ape and make her use its brain once she became a hybrid. Noah knew that there might be complications in that aspect of the fusion, but he was ready to prevent them.


The procedure had required him to eliminate Heaven and Earth's will before fusing the dragon's tissues back then. Yet, Skully barely had any Breath on her skeleton, and Noah's expertise was on a whole higher league compared to the past.


The innate destruction radiated by his darkness had removed any trace of Heaven and Earth's will from her skeleton during the first forging. What remained to do now was clearing the remaining strands of the Ape's consciousness before starting the fusion.


Noah placed a finger on his forehead, and a ghostly humanoid figure came out of it when he pulled it away. The shape was an almost transparent will that had his facial features.


Skully inspected the scene with her consciousness as she lay on a large metal table next to the Ape's corpse. She could sense the violent energy inside the will, and the intense hunger radiated by its form, but there was something strange too.


The will didn't have Breath in its structure, but something far more volatile, and that worked with laws that she didn't understand.


The powerhouse couldn't possibly know that Noah had used primary energy to build that will. As the expression of his destruction, that energy was the perfect tool to eliminate the remains of the Ape's consciousness.


Noah inserted the will in the beast's body. The greed inside enhanced his mental waves' intrinsic properties and devoured any remnant of its consciousness, leaving only the laws that ruled its tissues intact.





Noah left the will inside the corpse for a few hours. Skully's mind would probably take over any remnant trace of the beast's thoughts once fused, but he didn't want to risk it. Moreover, the Ape was a rank 6 creature, which left Noah with no choice but to be thorough with that procedure.


The will came out stronger after coming out of the Ape due to the pieces of consciousness devoured. Noah could use it to improve his mind, but he limited himself to store it for now.


The dark matter came out of his heart and enveloped the large table, isolating both Skully and the Ape. Noah then lifted the skeleton and placed it over the beast as it gave the powerhouse one last inspection.


Skully's existence had harmonized with the black metal in her skeleton by then. Those dark bones were part of her and carried traces of her mind.


There was a limit to how much Noah had managed to polish both bodies. His higher energy had filled most injuries and patched eventual missing tissues, but it couldn't alter rank 6 materials too much.


Everything else would be up to Skully once she became a hybrid. It would be up to her and her evolution as a new existence to determine what she could fix and change.


"I'm going to start," Noah said as he placed his hands on the membrane made of higher energy. He was about to begin the procedure, but Skully wanted to say a few things first.


"Noah," Skully said in her ancient voice, "Don't forget about us if I die."


Noah opened his mouth to speak but eventually decided otherwise.


It wasn't the best choice to give his cold answers to someone about to experience the fusion. He had already decided that he would rely on the Hive if he didn't manage to handle the situation by himself.


Noah's darkness activated the higher energy, which forced Skully's body to liquefy and fuse with the corpse under it. He wasn't in a hurry at that time, so he could proceed slowly and double-check his every move.


There wasn't enough of Skully to fill the Ape, so he had to distribute her parts across the beast's core spots. Only her skull fused entirely with the creature's brain to ensure the powerhouse control over the body.


That wasn't a perfect fusion by far. Skully would have to slowly expand her control over her new body by using those core spots. When considering that she didn't have a body for millennia, hers was a rehabilitation.


The black skeleton eventually disappeared, and only the Ape remained. Noah fused even the internal tissues and adjusted their harmony before stepping back toward the area's exit.


He had fused everything. Skully and the Ape's tissues had become one. However, the only way to know if the procedure had succeeded was to wait for the hybrid to wake up.


"Prepare the defenses," Noah said as his back touched the door connected with the rest of the palace. "She should be weaker than our prey."


The sound of steps resounded behind him. Noah had warned the peak rank 5 rebels that the fist awakening after the fusion was usually traumatic. There might be the need to fight until Skully regained control of her mental faculties and kill her if she didn't.


"Noah!" Carl said from the other side of the door. "Black clouds are gathering inside the sea of magma. You were right. A Heaven Tribulation is coming!"


Noah smiled hearing that. He didn't want to fight another rank 6 being that he couldn't eat. The Tribulation could help them exhausting Skully until she regained consciousness.


A thick aura spread from the large table and covered the entirety of the structure. Noah sensed the aggression contained inside those mental waves and exited the room before a deafening cry resounded in the area.


Skully had woken up, but that roar didn't contain anything human!


"She's hungry," Noah said in a cold tone as he pointed at the sky. "Let's drive her upward. Let Heave and Earth handle this one."
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                        Noah and the rebels had decided to use the metal palace for the fusion even if they knew that a Heaven Tribulation would arrive.


They didn't know how Skully would wake up, so they preferred to use the palace for its defensive properties. They could always bait the hybrid outside if it awakened in a violent state.


Noah, Carl, and the other peak rank 5 experts that had remained inside the palace during the fusion exchanged a glance before their auras spread outward.


The dense pressure originating from Skully's room pressed on their minds, but it didn't focus them. It was an innate act of a powerful creature in a confused state trying to become aware of its surroundings.


The cultivators' auras made it concentrate on them and press on their minds with even more intensity. Noah and the others struggled under that pressure, but they promptly retreated to escape from its range.


Another angry roar resounded from Skully's room as the consciousness of the hybrid chased after the escaping cultivators. Loud stomps soon echoed through the palace, emitting the unmistakable sound of a massive creature walking on sturdy metal.


The hybrid opened the room door and found a large hall with a broken throne placed at its center. A wave of confusion made it stagger for a few steps, but anger soon filled its mind again.


Some memories tried to take over its instincts, but they made it lose control of its body whenever they resurfaced. The creature didn't like that sensation, so it suppressed them and continued to march toward the escaping presences.


The chase eventually brought the Ape outside of the palace, but a dangerous sensation quickly enveloped its mind when it felt the outside world's fresh air. Its reactions were slow though, so it didn't manage to escape the lightning that fell directly on its head.


The Ape fell on its knees, and blood started flowing from its head. The lightning bolt had managed to hurt it, but that pain felt strangely refreshing.


The beast touched its head and sensed that a long cut had appeared on top of it. Moreover, there was a spot on its nape where the skin felt different.


Memories resurfaced as the sensation piled in its mind, but the danger of the Tribulation in the sea of magma above made it suppress them again. The survival instinct surpassed every other feeling in intensity.


Noah watched the scene from inside one of the red waterfalls that filled the area. He saw the Ape shooting in the sky and aiming for one of the larger cavities in the black layer as it went after the origin of the Tribulation.


'It's quite weak,' Noah thought when he focused on the sparks accumulated inside the sea of magma.


Noah had created a hybrid in the sixth rank, so it felt only normal that the Heaven Tribulation would have a similar strength. However, those lightning bolts were at the bottom of the sixth rank in terms of power.





It seemed that the location of the hidden world interfered with the laws imposed by Heaven and Earth. Even their Tribulations found it hard to express their full power there.


Moreover, the black sky blocked many lightning bolts, and only those that aimed for the holes in the metallic layer could hope to hit their target.


Noah didn't find anything on the expressions of the peak rank 5 experts hidden in waterfalls near him. They showed awe and fear toward that lightning storm, meaning that they didn't find anything strange with that level of power.


'Maybe the God has something to do with this,' Noah glanced at the palace before focusing again on Skully. There was a proper divine item in that world. That had to affect the laws meant for heroic cultivators.


The Ape floated in the sky before a few lightning bolts slammed on its body. Wounds opened on its chest and shoulders, and dense black smoke came out of them.


The Tribulation was threatening that newly created body's stability, dispersing part of the dark matter that had patched its previous injuries.


The impact flung the hybrid back on the ground, but it quickly stood up and relied on its innate ability to defend against other incoming lightning bolts.


An invisible barrier formed around its figure as it shot again in the sky. The Tribulation's attacks created ripples in that shield made of mental energy, and they managed to crack it only when the Ape was about to reach the sky.


The Ape fell toward the ground again, ending directly inside the lava lake where the palace floated. The scorching sensation couldn't do anything against its powerful body, but Noah felt worried when he saw the amount of dark matter dispersed after the impact.


'This won't do,' Noah thought as he stepped out of the red waterfall.


The pride carried by his aura intensified as the images of his battle against the rank 6 Kesier Ape resurfaced in his mind. That feeling peaked when he recalled the sensations felt when he managed to block its physical attack with his arms.


Carl and the others felt that Noah had suddenly become more dangerous. It wasn't his power to have changed, but the violence of his aura. They felt as if a magical beast had suddenly replaced their ally.


Noah released a roar, and the world lost its light for an instant. A pillar made of transparent white flames spread horizontally and affected some of the lightning bolts' trajectory.


The pressure radiated by the Tribulation focused on Noah at that point. He had interfered with someone else's test, so he had become a target too.


Nevertheless, another roar resounded in the area before the sparks in the magma could create attacks aimed at Noah. The cry was long, and its tone became clearer and more human as it continued.


Noah had put all his pride as a hybrid in his last cry, and he had even ordered Skully to wake up. He was weaker than her when it came to the food chain, but there was a chance that his roar could awaken her human mind.


A whirlpool formed in the lava lake after the cry and a large empty area formed right in the middle of those red waters. A figure slowly flew out of it, and Carl's group couldn't help but rejoice at that sight.


Noah saw the Kesier Ape sitting on a floating throne made of lava. The beast sat in the same position that Skully had maintained for millennia, which confirmed that the powerhouse had gained control of her new body.


Skully appeared unable to move, but she was using her innate ability quite skillfully. Her mental waves kept the throne solid, and she floated without using Breath.


"Thank you, Noah Balvan," Skully said in an ancient voice mixed with growls. "You can step back. I have too much to remember about being alive!"


As she finished speaking, Skully shot upward, protected by an invisible barrier that the Tribulation didn't manage to pierce. Then, she crossed one of the cavities and dived in the sea of magma, disappearing from Noah's sight.
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                        Noah climbed the red waterfall next to him and sat on the other side of the black sky once he reached the sea of magma. He wasn't going to miss Skully's battle. She was a rank 6 existence other than his second artificial hybrid!


Skully sat on her throne as she floated directly toward the sea area filled with orange sparks. She didn't seem to care about her safety at all as the barrier around her fell apart, and her bare body dived directly into the Heaven Tribulation.


The sparks crackled with more intensity and released thick lightning bolts that landed directly on the burnt fur. Large wounds appeared on Skully's body, but her face showed only an ecstatic expression.


Skully looked no different than an injured Kesier Ape. Only her skeleton had fused with the creature, so no changes happened on the core body.


She was five meters tall, with long arms and legs. Her mouth was big, and her jaw covered more than half of her face. Her eye sockets were empty, and most of her fur was nothing more than a charred mess. Cuts and injuries filled her body too. Noah's higher energy didn't manage to fix many of them.


Moreover, dark matter leaked out of Skully's skin whenever a lightning bolt hit her. The harmony that the black star had enforced was slowly slipping away as she suffered more damage.


Some of the injuries that the period inside the black star had managed to fix reopened. Blood even started to leak from her eye sockets as the Tribulation raged on her.


Nevertheless, a smile never left Skully's ape face. The sole fact that her skin was able to feel something again made her ecstatic.


Skully had come to accept her poor condition after millennia spent as a skeleton. She had completely given up on herself and had used all her knowledge to gather as many rebels as she could.


It wasn't a case that the rebellion had many experts in its ranks. Human cultivators could only inhabit a few safe areas, but the experts in the heroic ranks could live near the black palace and benefit from her knowledge.


They would then spread such knowledge in other underground structures during the summoning and free as many tribes as possible. That provided a constant stream of experts, even if most of them ended up falling for the God's calling due to the limited area of the safe zone.


Only those who managed to reach the fifth rank and survive the lava lake's environment could completely escape the calling. Anyone weaker than that would have to return to the tribes and train until that level.


However, Noah's arrival had given Skully hope. She had regained a body together with the ability to join her revolt. She just had to overcome the Tribulation now.


Skully continued to smile as the lightning bolts crashed on her, but her aura slowly changed. She had yet to learn how to move her body, but her mind felt freer than ever.


Skully could sense all the matter around her, and she felt sure that she could move it at will. Her thoughts resembled countless tiny hands that spread from her mind and reached everything in her range.





More lightning bolts flew toward her as her aura changed. The Tribulation didn't care that she had finally decided to act and continued its relentless assault.


Yet, the bolts suddenly stopped when they were about to crash on her. They even tried to explode to catch her in their detonation, but an invisible force suppressed their entire form.


The Heaven Tribulation didn't stop, and more lightning bolts flew toward Skully only to remain stuck in place when they were about to hit her. The invisible force blocked all of them and prevented their detonations.


The situation reached the point where the immobilized lightning bolts hid Skully's figure from every angle. It was as if she had created an array of uneven spears to defend herself.


A dangerous feeling surged in the back of Noah's mind at that sight. His instincts told him that something massive was about to arrive, and he didn't hesitate to descend into his hole.


He remained inside the red waterfall though, and his consciousness continued to inspect the powerhouse's battle.


Skully felt the limit of her mind approaching and decided to release the lightning bolts outward, creating a series of explosions that made a mess of the magma controlled by Heaven and Earth's will.


The shockwaves spread through the entire area and created violent currents that made the waterfalls overflow. The pressure was so high that the holes in the sky enlarged as pieces of black metal broke and fell into the lakes below.


The amount of magma pouring into the hidden world was so high that the main lake expanded until it engulfed many smaller ones in its tides. The catastrophe didn't stop there since the waves made of lava submerged even the nearby territories, expanding the lake outside of the safe area.


Noah and the other experts dodged the many black metal pieces falling from the sky as they remained in the air to probe the Tribulation's status. It seemed that Skully's attack had defeated all the sparks, which meant that she had earned her right to live as a hybrid.


One of the biggest waterfalls opened and revealed Skully's injured figure floating on a throne made of lava. Blood flowed everywhere, but a smile never left her face.


Noah noticed that faint trails of black smoke came out of her injuries to patch them. His higher energy focused on the most destabilizing wounds and aimed to enforce some harmony in that body again.


"You have ruined years of work," Noah said before heaving a loud sigh. All the time spent patching the Ape's body up had been wasted by her reckless behavior.


With the Tribulation being weaker than her actual level, Skully could have defeated it as soon as she gained control of her mental faculties. However, she had preferred to bathe in her newfound sensations before facing the challenge seriously.


That decision led her to suffer multiple injuries and reopen old ones. Moreover, the stability of her body had been endangered, which would make her healing process longer.


Noah neared her to inspect her conditions. The magical beasts' innate resilience was already working on fixing her body, but she lacked proper nutrients.


'She must have trained with the Seventh rune for a long time,' Noah thought as he glanced at her empty eye sockets.


Skully didn't show any instinctive behavior, which was rare for hybrids. Her mental sphere was far stronger than her body, which allowed her to remain in control of her faculties.


"I think I'm hungry," Skully said as she expanded her consciousness to look for enemies. The Breath released by the Tribulation didn't satisfy her. She needed prey to hunt.


"I'll explain everything on the way," Noah said as he sat on the air behind her back to stare at a white rune on her shoulder. "Be sure to remain still."
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                        Skully flew above the nearby regions, destroying any pack of magical beasts that she could find and feeding on them to satisfy her hunger. Yet, she avoided going for the specimen in the sixth rank since her situation was still unstable.


Noah followed closely behind her, together with a few rank 5 cultivators that wanted to follow his example. They knew that the miraculous events in the last period had happened because of him. They felt that imitating his behavior could make them as unique as him.


Skully had now become a portable training area for the seas of consciousness of various levels. It was too dangerous for weaker cultivators to stare at her due to her runes. Still, she was perfect for those in the fifth rank.


Noah and the others could train their minds while she was busy feeding herself. Her runes seemed to have a better effect too since they weren't copies placed on standard sheets.


The number of nutrients that a rank 6 body needed was immense, and the fact that she was injured didn't improve her situation.


Skully hunted rank 4 and 5 magical beasts of various species for an entire month before she could feel the slightest satisfaction. Her power didn't increase after those meals, but her existence solidified as she became used to her new body.


She had yet to walk, but she had started to move her fingers. The magical beasts' innate resilience was even pushing away Noah's higher energy to make room for a normal healing process.


Noah followed her closely while the other experts respectfully alternated turns to occupy the spots behind him. No one dared to complain about his favorable position, nor about the fact that he collected all the Kesier runes left behind.


Noah took the time to analyze the changes in Skully's body while his mind expanded at an incredible speed. She was a pool of information regarding the creation of hybrids in the heroic ranks, so he wanted to study her thoroughly.


The procedure had been relatively smooth, but Noah knew that he wouldn't find the same extraordinary conditions if he were to perform it again. Skully didn't have an individuality, and her personality was so fragmented that she suited the Kesier Apes perfectly.


'She still needs the higher energy to remain in one piece,' Noah thought as he followed the powerhouse. 'It's a pity for her dantian, but maybe I can fix that after a few breakthroughs.'


The hunting team didn't go easy on the rank 6 Ape. Its body had many injuries that would generally make it unable to function. Yet, Noah's higher energy was replacing some essential tissues until it healed.


As for the dantian, Noah could create weaker versions of that organ, but he couldn't link it properly to the rest of Skully's existence. Placing an improvised center of power in her would do more harm than good.


The rebels and Noah returned to the black palace after the hunting session was over. The mood among those forces had changed now that their leader could act again. The discussions concerning revolutions never stopped, and some even called for an all-out invasion of some regions.





Of course, most of those ideas were delusional dreams of cultivators that had yet to realize how untouchable a God was. Still, there were some approaches worthy of being considered.


The Ape God's behavior was predictable. Its summoning happened every fifty years, but it didn't manage its species as a proper army.


Most of the specimens of the Kesier species formed packs that had no role in the summoning. The God left them free to thrive and controlled only some of them when it needed to escort cultivators.


The only constant in their behavior was their hatred toward humans and their rule over them. Most heroic Apes ruled over tribes out of their own will and even clashed with preexistent packs to control those regions.


That layout gave the rebels many chances to strike back and free more tribes. Creating a good army didn't seem so unreal anymore. The only issue was that they didn't have a place to stay since the safe area was too small and deadly for weaker cultivators.


A couple of years passed, and the rebels had yet to come up with a proper strategy. They limited themselves to cultivate and prepare for any eventuality since their knowledge of the cultivation world was limited. They could only rely on Noah and Skully to find a solution.


"I have something," Skully suddenly said as she waved her right arm. She and Noah were alone in the throne hall, with the former busy gaining control of her body and the latter staring at the Sixth Kesier rune on her fur.


"About?" Noah asked with an uncaring tone. The way he saw it, it was better to free as many cultivators as they could and escape.


Everything would be more accessible if he had access to the separate dimension, but the layers of magma and metal that isolated that place were bound to affect its functioning. Also, Noah didn't want to return to the surface to ask Thirty-sever for fear of losing any access to that place.


There were almost thirty rank 5 cultivators among the rebels, and Skully was a hybrid powerhouse. The experts were weak, and Skully lacked a dantian, but they were still a force that could bring the Hive to the apex of those Mortal Lands.


When considering the amount of Kesier runes, Ape's corpses, and the Seventh Kesier rune, Noah didn't have any doubt that retreating was the best option.


However, Skully wanted to free the tribes and inflict a loss on the Ape God. She knew that her idea wasn't feasible, but she still wanted to achieve something similar.


She even had an iron will. The millennia spent as a skeleton made her lose any fear of death. Noah's threats to remove the higher energy from her body didn't faze her. He had tried to do that and failed already.


"I recalled a method to create a habitable area," Skully said as she tried to turn without any success. "But I need years and resources."


"Don't move!" Noah shouted as he stood up to move Skully back in place. The Sixth rune on her right shoulder had gone behind the throne during her failed attempt to turn, interrupting his training.


"Did anyone ever tell you that you are a cultivation maniac?" Skully said in an ancient but friendly voice. Even if he had threatened her and used her only to cultivate, Noah was still her savior.


Noah ignored her. His mind had never grown so quickly, and even his other centers of power were improving at an unbelievable speed. Only his body was a bit slower since he purposely suppressed his hunger.


The breakthroughs that appeared so far away had finally shown their presence. Noah's existence had been ready to advance for a while by then, but Noah had understood it only when his mind improved. Now he only needed to train for a few decades to reach them.
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                        Noah's individuality had advanced by leaps and bounds since he had gained access to the higher energy. The many battles and his achievements in the inscription field had widened his existence and made it reach incredible depths.


He had various elements at his disposal, a puppet capable of expressing astonishing power, a branch of techniques that only he could perform, and items able to take down a rank 6 creature.


Both his destruction and creation had crossed the limits that his cultivation level could hold. The only thing that Noah lacked was the years of training required to improve his centers of power.


His individuality had advanced so quickly that it had left the centers of power behind!


That became clear as his mind grew. Training with Skully's rune made his sea of consciousness enlarge so quickly that it touched on the world of the laws quite often now.


Nevertheless, even his improved understanding couldn't give him a precise estimate concerning the arrival of breakthroughs. That was a complex topic, especially when it came to matters related to the world of laws.


His initial estimate had been that the first breakthrough would arrive in some decades, but the time of the summoning came without any of his centers of power advancing.


Noah had followed Skully everywhere in that period, and he had even helped her managing magical beasts' packs at times. Moreover, he had explained to her the many advantages of a hybrid body.


Skully didn't have a dantian, but she had access to primary energy like him. Also, she could use the inscription method of the natives of the other Mortal Lands, but she had to modify the walls of her mind first.


She could theoretically use martial arts in the same way as Noah. Her only problem was balancing the consumption of primary energy and finding a secret art that could give her access to it.


As for the possibility of having a dantian, the two of them discussed the matter and agreed that they would wait for Noah to become more powerful.


The population of Kesier Apes diminished rapidly in those years, but that event concerned only the regions near the lava lake. Skully didn't dare to get too close to the lair of the God.


She had started to fight rank 6 creatures though. Her control over her new body had even improved so much that she could walk by herself. It wasn't a complete control yet, but she was getting there quickly.


Noah spent the period during the summoning on the other side of the black sky. It wasn't that he didn't trust the safe area, but he didn't want to risk it. The Ape God was bound to realize that something was happening in its blind spot, and Noah didn't want to be there to see it that affected its behavior.


'It's been more than fifty years already,' Noah thought as he remained immersed in the magma, protected by a layer of dark matter.


Noah didn't even realize that he was more than three hundred years old most of the time. Entire months could pass in the blink of an eye, and years went by whenever he focused on his training.





Almost two hundred years had passed since he reached the liquid stage, and even more since he became a rank 5 mage. However, Noah barely felt the passage of time.


He had lived longer than any human in his previous world, and that thought didn't even disturb him. He had become completely detached from the commoners, and he couldn't consider himself human.


His aspect had barely changed even. He still looked as if he was in his twenties, but there was a mature vibe around him. Also, the features given by the Light-devouring Dragon made him look fierce.


'It's time,' Noah thought as he felt the muscles around his dantian contracting. He released his grip on the Demonic Sword placed on low-waist and waited for his body to do the rest.


He had returned inside the metal palace and was cultivating in one of the training areas when he sensed the breakthrough coming. His excitement mounted at that point, and he let the Demonic Sword fly freely in the room as he focused on his dantian.


The muscles around his center of power contracted and pressed on its walls, increasing the density of the liquid Breath contained inside. Noah felt his darkness becoming hotter as it started to take a solid form.


Waves of power surged inside him as his cultivation advanced. His darkness soon took the form of a minute shining crystal with the shape of a saber.


Noah bathed in the sensation of power that filled his body. His mind automatically reached the world of the laws and made him understand more about his current situation.


The fifth rank's solid stage was the phase when heroic cultivators had to perfect how they wielded laws. The next step would see them striving to become a law, which was more an elevation of their existence than a learning process.


Noah felt the sharp, destructive force contained inside the crystal and its capability to become a material for his creations. It was a fuel that carried both aspects of his individuality, which he had to perfect if he wanted to step on the sixth rank.


The Demonic Sword flew back into his grasp and resumed its functions as the core item of his cultivation technique. The dantian that had returned to its smallest form began to expand again, and a second crystal soon appeared inside it.


As Breath flowed inside his center of power, his heart began to beat faster until the higher energy compressed inside it applied a pulling force on his energy. Noah saw pieces of his solid Breath coming out of his dantian and reaching his heart, only to enter the valve that contained the higher energy.


The process happened on its own, and Noah had no control over it. It seemed that his body had automatically connected those centers of power and was working to restore some balance.


The dark matter inside his heart became denser, raising his organ's temperature and increasing the gravitational pool that it applied to its surroundings. The black star there became even smaller, but its form started to grow unstable. Small flares appeared and released large quantities of dark matter outside of his heart.


The flares became more prominent, and the stability of the star fell apart. All the dark matter expanded, creating a large sphere that had Noah at its center.


'Dammit!' Noah cursed in his mind as he felt the walls of his heart stretching. His center of power wasn't meant to endure the higher energy in that form. The dense waves floating outside of it threatened its stability.


There wouldn't be any problem if his body had already fused his heart and the other valve, but there were instabilities solvable only during a breakthrough.


The situation was quite dangerous now. Noah feared that his heart could suffer if he continued to let his dark matter run wild.



						




                    


                
				
                    1014. Abilities

					
					

                    
                        Noah didn't fear for his life, but he didn't want to risk suffering such an insidious injury and possibly lose his fourth center of power. His healing abilities were off the scale, but the heart was too delicate to ignore the danger.


The Demonic Sword roared as it understood his intentions. The weapon was still in his grasp, so Noah only had to place it on his dantian to resume cultivating.


The black star in his heart had become unstable because his darkness's structure had changed when it reached the solid stage. The old harmony didn't work anymore now.


The solid Breath was heavier and required a higher density to evolve. The only solution for the current situation was to pour more energy inside the dark star until it found new stability. However, Noah had just advanced, so his dantian was mostly empty. He had to cultivate before he could fill his burning heart.


Breath gathered on the blade of the Demonic Sword, which turned it into primary energy that the rune on Noah's waist transformed into darkness. His dantian had long since created a connection with the rune, so the Breath was in the solid stage when it reached the center of power.


The gravitational pull then forced the darkness away from the dantian and added it to the black star, increasing its width and traction force. The sphere kept on expanding, and it soon reached the walls of the room, bending the sturdy metal as it pressed on them.


Small bumps appeared on the walls, but they held on against the pressure. Noah's training area had always been extremely resistant in the end, and he had even created a black star there before.


Noah felt his heart expanding as the dense area of the star became wider inside his organ. He had already surpassed the past density, but the harmony seemed still out of reach.


More Breath became darkness, and more darkness became dark matter. Cracking sounds came out of the walls of the room, but nothing broke. Yet, the pressure began to go back at him and weigh on his body. Noah could sustain it easily initially, but it became harder to hold his weapon correctly as time passed.


Noah didn't stop filling his dantian with as much energy as he could. He didn't want to get rid of the higher energy for even a second, and he was too eager to see the new power that he would obtain to stop now.


The temperature rose beyond what the lava lake could do, and small cracks appeared on the walls. It seemed that the old structure was about to give in to the relentless pushing force.


The star suddenly began to collapse on itself, relieving the room of some of the pressure that Noah had released. The dark matter converged toward Noah's heart and amassed inside his fourth center of power.


Noah's breathing became ragged as his heart became hotter. The tissues of his organ expanded to make room for the new dark matter. His dantian never stopped absorbing Breath, but the process appeared to be ending.





The dark matter disappeared from the room and gathered inside Noah's heart, creating a small black sphere that his organ compressed further. His fourth center of power had a star again, but it was brighter. It was a shining blackness that could blind any human.


Noah cultivated until his dantian began to expand at a slower pace. He then switched to training his mind using the Sixth Kesier rune obtained from one of the rank 6 Apes hunted before the summoning.


He inspected the changes with his higher energy only after all of that. His fourth center of power needed to stabilize itself anyway, so an early analysis would have given false results.


The dark matter was the same as before, except for its unusual brightness given by its newfound power. The higher energy was at least twice as dense than before, and containing so much power eventually gave birth to that strange phenomenon.


Noah could create all his previous elements with his new higher energy, and Snore had its agenda. The Blood Companion was already benefitting from the improvement, but Noah intended to review its structure after it evolved independently.


'I wonder what will happen when I become a rank 6 cultivator,' Noah thought, trying to suppress the imagines of an actual black hole from appearing in his mind.


The reaction would be too dangerous at that time, and it could kill him. However, his body would already be in the sixth rank, meaning that the burning heart would be part of him.


Noah came out of his room with the intent to test his new power and found Skully inspecting a rune with the entirety of her consciousness. She could take her of herself, but the rune in her hands was the First Kesier rune. He couldn't possibly understand what she was doing with it.


His doubts didn't last much because the powerhouse noticed Noah's presence and decided to speak to him. "Do you remember the secret ability of those Apes? I should be able to do the same."


Noah understood her point, but he knew her potential better than anyone. The only problem was whether there were conditions to meet for the activation of that ability.


"You are a Kesier Ape," Noah began to explain as he strolled across the room. "You have that ability in you. Still, you once said that the other beasts had sacrificed willingly to the God."


Noah's reply gave Skully an idea. She had tried to make a connection with the rune until then, but she had never tried to force the process. After all, her roars could make any existence in the human ranks bow.


Skully's aura changed as she tried to absorb the First Kesier rune. It became more domineering, but it had some subtle mental waves among them. They worked as orders disguised as angry reprimands of a more powerful existence.


To her surprise, his domineering cry affected the rune. The patch of white fur in her hands began to emit a faint light, and an instinct surging from the back of her mind made her place the shining hair on her forehead.


The whiteness in the piece of fur disappeared at that point, and Skully released an excited growl when she understood that she had succeeded. She had managed to activate the secret ability of the Kesier Apes, even if only on the First rune.


"What about you?" Skully said once she suppressed her excitement. "My underlings told me to watch over your room for fear that something could explode."


Noah knew that the destabilization of his dark matter had probably scared all the cultivators inside the palace. Yet, he didn't expect that Skully would come to prevent any harmful repercussions.


"I think it's time to understand how strong the Ape God is," Noah said as battle intent filled his mind. It was time to understand how strong he had become.
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                        The hidden world was an environment filled with ancient species and forgotten creatures, but it wasn't useful as a territory. Nothing could beat the piece of Immortal Lands in terms of resources and density of Breath.


Noah had been ready to leave that place as soon as he restored the powerhouse's body. Still, the rebels had no intention to leave before saving as many tribes as they could.


Since Noah wasn't willing to leave without the Seventh Kesier rune and those heroic assets, he decided that it was time for him to help them properly.


That wasn't his first rebellion, and he had become used to wars throughout his life. His experience in battles of that kind and his prowess could help the rebels end that matter faster.


Noah went on a solitary exploration once his dantian reached the solid stage. He had yet to adapt his techniques to his new power, but the process would be faster if he had opponents that could endure his blows.


Skully had defeated most of the packs around the lava lake, so he had to venture in farther territories to look for worthy opponents. Still, that world didn't lack powerful creatures, so finding them didn't take him much.


Noah descended toward a small lake where a series of deer-type magical beasts had set up their lair. There were three specimens in the fifth rank among them, with one at the upper tier's peak.


Noah didn't recognize that species, but he could understand most of their qualities with a glance at their physical features. The deer had long and intricate brown horns made of a metallic material. The strongest creatures among them were four meters tall and seven long. All of them had thick brown fur that stood up whenever they moved.


The air around them was tense. Noah could easily guess that they had a lightning aptitude, but that didn't affect his plan. After all, their power couldn't faze him.


'Let's start with the basics,' Noah thought as the Demonic Sword flew in his palm, and he performed a casual slash.


The solid darkness in his dantian moved together with his arm, completing the first form of his martial art. The black line that came out of it was a massive slash that divided the lake into two halves and spread a vast cloud of corrosive smoke.


Noah had purposely missed all the beasts, but every specimen in the fourth rank or lower died when the shockwaves released by his attack spread in the region. Even the casual slash of a hybrid on Noah's level was too much for them to handle.


The entire region trembled after the attack, and the underground structure of the area destabilized as the slash dug in its depths. The simplest of Noah's gesture was akin to a natural calamity in a mortal plane.


The three surviving rank 5 deer let out angry cries as the ground trembled under their legs. Yet, they went silent when they identified the existence that had dared to invade their lair.


Noah's body had been in the upper tier's last phases for a while, but that wasn't the scariest aspect of his figure. His entire existence spread destruction that generated primary energy, and even the world's pale light dimmed around him.





Everything about him appeared meant to destroy, and his reptilian eyes radiated the sharpness of his existence. His cold gaze was enough to scare away the weaker deer.


The leader of the pack couldn't think of any way to defeat the flying invader. Its instincts told it to flee and never look back, but the pressure around it intensified when it was about to roar the order.


Noah's eyes shone with a cold light as he stared at the leader. His simple glance was enough to make the creature understand that it couldn't go anywhere.


Snore slowly took form after the deer gave up on escaping. The Blood Companion's size had increased since the denser dark matter began to flow into its body. Its dark shape even sparkled with a black light from time to time, showing that Noah's breakthroughs were affecting it.


Its level had increased too. Snore had lingered on the lower tier of the fifth rank before, but it had suddenly risen to the middle tier now. Moreover, the new dark matter had yet to fill all its body, so that wasn't its limit.


Of course, that classification was something that Noah used to understand Snore's growth better. The fact that the Blood Companion had higher energy as its fabric made its power impossible to classify with standard labels.


Snore appeared majestic as it coiled around Noah. The Albino Snake's will cheered as it sensed its new power and released a loud hiss to express its excitement.


'The flames should be enough,' Noah thought as he sat on the Snake's head. He didn't care about the creatures on the ground. All he wanted was seeing the destructive might that he could unleash now.


Snore spread its mouth, and a column of black flames fell on the remains of the pack. The three deer could only lower their heads and accept their fate when they saw the attack coming for them.


The land became a charred wasteland in a few seconds. Snore's flames didn't leave anything behind, and even the vegetation at the bottom of the lake became nothing more than ashes.


Entire layers of the ground burned as the flames lingered on its surface. A massive black cavity replaced that once green environment.


As for the three rank 5 creatures, only a few body parts survived the black flames. Even such strong beings couldn't do anything against Snore's attack.


'This is far better than I expected,' Noah thought as he inspected the effects of the flames. The solid darkness had improved his battle prowess by a lot, but those boosts multiplied when it came to his higher energy.


'I might become a match for weaker rank 6 cultivators once all my assets become used to my new level,' Noah pondered.


Ravaging Demon's surprise attack had shown him how the higher energy was already making him ignore the gaps between the stages. Yet, he had now reached the point when he could begin to consider facing an actual powerhouse on his own!


Noah gathered anything valuable from the area and returned to the black palace. He had decided to improve his techniques and hunt a rank 6 creature later to test his strength.


A peculiar scene appeared in front of him when he returned to the throne hall. Skully sat on the floor, holding a piece of fur that had the Third Kesier rune on its surface while her mental waves surrounded it.


The white hair turned black as her mind absorbed the power of the rune, but saliva drooled out of the corners of her mouth as the procedure continued. Skully's smile was strange too. She appeared to be wholly captivated by that sensation.


'Don't tell me,' Noah thought before Skully turned and looked at him with a hungry expression. He couldn't see any human emotion on her face. There was only hunger.
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                        'She has abused it!' Noah shouted in his mind as he understood what had happened.


He had learnt to know Skully during the past years. She was a wise and driven powerhouse, but her long period spent as nothing more than a skeleton had left her with a massive flaw in her personality.


The flaw didn't go away even after her mental state regained some stability. Skully had become addicted to the sensations that her new body gave her!


Noah knew that there wasn't anything more addicting than sensing the centers of power improve. Skully had probably lost herself while she absorbed Kesier runes, and she didn't stop even after her mind regressed to a wild state.


"Skully?" Noah asked in a cold tone as black smoke came out of his body. He didn't want to fight her, but he would go all out if necessary.


Skully gave voice to a deep growl as she crawled toward him on her four limbs. She moved slowly as if she was taking her time to inspect a powerful prey.


Noah's pride surged, and he released a roar that echoed through the entirety of the metallic structure. He even relied on his control over the dark matter inside her body to weaken her during her crawling.


Skully staggered, and her arms bent all of a sudden, making her slam her face on the floor. Confusion appeared on her expression, but a wave of anger soon replaced that feeling.


Skully roared, and injuries opened on her body as black smoke forcefully left her figure. Blood came out of her mouth, but that damage didn't stop her from getting back on her four limbs.


Noah's eyes sharpened when he saw his higher energy leaving her body. Skully's condition had improved so much in the last period that she didn't need the dark matter to function anymore.


A scaled armor appeared around him, and Snore took a solid form. The Demonic Sword released a draconic roar as it flew in his palm, ready to join him in the imminent battle.


Carl suddenly arrived in the throne hall, but he froze in place when he saw that scene. He immediately understood that there was something wrong with his leader, but he didn't dare to interfere.


All the natives of the hidden world had a limited number of spells and poor cultivation techniques. Skully had helped them when she recalled some inscription method, but their power mostly came from the struggles that they had survived and a prolonged period spent cultivating.


Their battle prowess was incredibly low, and even the natural features of their individualities were only faint abilities in their auras.


"Bring everyone away," Noah said without moving his eyes away from Skully. "I'll try not to destroy this place."


Carl quickly nodded and left the hall. He felt relieved that Noah didn't ask him to help in the battle. Skully was still his leader and the only reason why all of them had lived for so long without a mental brand.


Blood kept on leaking from Skully's mouth as she crawled near Noah. She then straightened her position when she reached Snore's body, but her consciousness's focus remained on him.





Noah felt her mental waves trying to crush his mind, and he let them apply their pressure on him for a few seconds. When he sensed that there wasn't anything human inside them, a lightning bolt shot from Snore's horns and landed on her chest.


Snore hissed, Noah roared, and the Demonic Sword released a loud cry as they deployed all their attacks. Six fuming arms became one and slashed downward, and various elements came out of the Blood Companion.


A loud explosion resounded inside the throne hall. The metal in the room bent and cracked after Noah's offensive landed on Skully, but a violent pressure soon covered the entirety of the palace.


The cloud that had formed after the collision dispersed, revealing a cracked invisible barrier that had protected Skully. Not even the second form of Noah's martial art had been able to touch her.


A formless force reached for Noah, but it found only a crack in the air when it arrived on its position. Cracks spread around the hall as Noah used his movement technique to make the Skully lose track of him.


Meanwhile, Snore pounced at the powerhouse, slamming on the cracked defensive shield and releasing its elemental attacks at close range. Its wings spread too, and their feathers stood up as they absorbed the primary energy in the environment.


Noah had one crucial advantage. Skully acted as if nothing was wrong with her body, but he knew about damages that dispersing his dark matter had caused.


Some of her internal organs were bleeding, and many of her joints had lost essential connections with her muscles. She was hurt, and her physical strength had almost diminished under the standards of a rank 6 creature.


Moreover, Noah didn't want to kill her. He only had to beat some sense into her until she regained her mental faculties.


The lack of killing intent in his blows didn't mean that he was holding back. It would be suicidal not to go all out against a being in the sixth rank.


Noah sprinted until he felt sure that Skully had lost track of him before casting the Black Hole spell. All the primary energy created during the past attacks gathered in the sphere next to him and Snore's wings.


Skully roared in anger as her mental waves became violent. The Blood Companion's body shattered in multiple spots when her attack swept it, but it didn't move. Even after part of its wings broke, Snore kept them unfolded and launched its feathers.


Skully endured those feathers with her bare body, but a few injuries were on her fur that made them somewhat threatening. Another mental shield soon appeared between her and the winged snake, blocking its attack once for all.


The powerhouse was about to use her thoughts for offensive purposes again when a six-armed dragon slammed on her shield. The third form of Noah's martial art and the barrage of feathers slowly pierced the defensive shield and hit Skully, who could only endure the blows.


A loud explosion echoed through the palace again, and a hole formed in the black wall that had seen Noah's most potent attacks converge. Shards of black metal fell from the cracks spread everywhere in the hall, but a tense silence filled the scene.


Noah activated his Demonic Form again as he waited for Skully to move. He knew that she was still alive, but he was unaware of the condition of her mind.


Snore remained in front of the hole, and dark matter came out of Noah's heart to fix its maimed body. The Blood Companion returned at its peak in a few seconds, with only its wings lacking most of their feathers.


Skully eventually moved and let out a pained groan as she supported herself on the wall's interiors. Her eyeless head moved in the room before she gave voice to a question. "Did something happen?"
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                        "No more rune absorption until you learn how to be alive again," Noah said as he scolded the sour Skully, who was evaluating her injuries.


Most of her cuts came from when she had forcefully removed the dark matter inside her. However, there were some deep wounds that she couldn't link to that event.


The memories from when she had lost control of herself were slowly coming back, but they returned in the form of intense sensations that her hybrid brain turned into confused images.


There was something that she couldn't explain. Skully only recalled a fiendish figure and a tall winged snake when it came to her other injuries, which meant that Noah had managed to suppress her on his own!


That wouldn't be so surprising if he relied on his disposable items. Yet, there were no signs of his Instabilities in the throne hall. Moreover, Noah didn't suffer any injury, meaning that the battle had been utterly one-sided during those short minutes.


"Are you hiding a powerhouse somewhere?" Skully asked. Noah was only a newly advanced cultivator in the solid stage. Even if he was the best expert to have ever existed, no one should be able to ignore the barrier between the fifth and sixth rank.


"No eating either," Noah ignored her as he continued with his directives. "Focus on training your mind. There might be a chance to overcome your stagnation since you'll be staring at a divine item."


Skully had to stop training in the past because her body was too frail to endure an even more powerful consciousness. Her mind would have reached the divine ranks by then otherwise.


Carl was in the back of the broken throne hall together with a few experts. They stared at the interaction between their leader and Noah with wide eyes.


They would have never expected to see a similar scene in their life. A cultivator in the fifth rank was scolding a powerhouse!


Their respect for Noah increased even more after they saw Skully nodding under his stern gaze. Their leader, who had lived for more than one hundred thousand years, was agreeing with him!


"I'll take care of the rebellion for a bit," Noah eventually said after he finished giving Skully directives. The summoning had just come, so that was the perfect moment to free more tribes. Meanwhile, Skully could focus on recalling some techniques and inscription methods to teach to her underlings.


***

Noah took the reins of the rebellion in the next years, but he rarely appeared in the battles. His priority was to let Snore improve and apply eventual modifications when necessary.


The natives of the hidden world expanded the cleared area around the lava lake and invaded deeper territories. They focused on defeating the weaker packs before grouping every team to fight against the strong ones.


There wasn't any Ape in the sixth rank left near their headquarters, so they could advance steadily and reduce the regions under the control of the God.





Noah didn't seclude himself in those years. He still trained like a madman, but he spent some time helping the digging of the sky.


The black metal was a valuable material that could work as the core for many weapons. Also, the Ape God used the sky to spread its mental waves, so enlarging the holes would hopefully reduce its influence on the world.


The Demonic Sword eventually evolved, reaching the upper tier. Noah's breakthrough had unlocked its path toward the higher ranks.


No major event happened during that period. The rebels advanced, the hole in the sky enlarged, and Noah improved. The human side of the hidden world became stronger, while the army of Kesier Apes became weaker.


The environment was slowly assuming the trend of the surface, with the magical beasts suppressed by cultivators. However, the rebels didn't believe that God would remain indifferent now that its species' slaughter had resumed.


The new dark matter pushed Snore to the upper tier's peak, and Noah's body reached the same level due to the hunts in those years. His tissues began to accumulate the energy necessary for the breakthrough in the sixth rank, but Noah suppressed his hunger at that point.


He had just seen Skully losing control of her mental faculties. Her situation was peculiar, but nothing stated that Noah wouldn't suffer from the same fate if he advanced before his mind was ready.


'I can't risk it,' Noah thought as he flew toward a red waterfall. Another fifty years had passed, and it was time for the God's summoning. He would spend it above the sky as usual, but he was curious about the situation on the ground at that time.


The lava lake's size had tripled since the last calling. The new troops in the rebel army and Noah's help had done wonders when it came to enlarging the holes in the sky.


A constant red light filled those regions due to the many large waterfalls that poured magma into the lake. Some of it ended up seeping into even lower parts of the world, but no one cared about that since the lakes expanded nonetheless.


Noah paid attention to the intact part of the sky as he meditated inside the sea of magma. The Ape God's mental waves spread as usual, but they covered only the regions with the black metal above them.


Their digging had expanded the safe area. Skully could adapt her plans to that discovery now and build habitations for human cultivators in regions far away from the Seventh Kesier Rune.


"This is a body-tempering technique," Skully said as she showed rank 4 cultivators immersed in the lava lakes. The harsh conditions forced them to fly out of it quite often, but their bodies appeared far sturdier after every session of training.


"I don't think the surface has them anymore," Noah said. The body-tempering techniques used extreme conditions to improve the bodies of the cultivators. They were akin to unorthodox methods, just slightly less dangerous.


Their effects thought were somewhat inferior to what the surface had now. They didn't provide the explosive boost in power of unorthodox techniques nor the safety of body-nourishing methods.


Still, any technique was better than no technique. What Skully had recalled was even quite powerful according to the standards of her time. The new generations of cultivators would grow stronger thanks to that.


The powerhouse had even begun to build more structures on the lake and made them able to fend off the harsh temperatures. Human cultivators could live there, but they needed heroic experts to return to the land.


Noah actively freed more tribes after all his assets adapted to his new power. The might that he was capable of was unparalleled among beings in the fifth rank. Yet, Noah didn't test himself against rank 6 beasts since he didn't want to eat them and let his body improve. His mind was reaching the fifth rank's limits anyway, so he could wait a bit more.


Nevertheless, after only twenty-five years from the last calling, the Ape God's mental waves spread again, covering even the safe area.
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                        The sudden summoning caught everyone by surprise. The natives of the hidden world, Skully, and even Noah had become used to the Ape God's routine and capabilities, so they didn't take any precaution against that event.


Noah was staring at the Sixth Kesier rune on Skully's fur when those ancient mental waves filled the world. He experienced the helpless feeling of having an unstoppable force taking control of his mind, leaving him unable to resist.


Skully and Noah executed mechanical movements as they straightened their position and began to fly in the same direction. Other cultivators joined them as they advanced past the lava lake, and all of them had their same empty expressions.


'This is a God,' Noah thought as his body moved on its own. His thoughts were free, but he didn't have control over anything else. Even his mental waves couldn't surge out of the sea in his mind.


Noah didn't feel angry. He had done everything by the book and acted according to what cultivators had learnt in millennia living there. He couldn't predict that sudden surge of power from the God.


'To think that something so faint can turn me into nothing more than a puppet,' Noah thought as his focus went on the force that was controlling him.


The mental waves of the Ape God were almost unnoticeable. They felt like nothing more than a whisper when they reached his mind, but his whole existence became powerless at that sound.


The God's mental waves weren't heavy, but they carried meanings so deep that even Noah's mind didn't understand why it was listening to them. Still, they felt simple, as if they were just casual thoughts generated by a superior being.


More and more cultivators joined the trail of experts flying in the sky. The calling of the Ape God was inevitable, and no human living in that world managed to escape it. Entire tribes came out of their underground homes, wearing the same empty expressions as everyone else.


A crowd of human cultivators gathered on the ground too. They were slower than the existences in the sky, and their resilience was lower. However, they kept moving forward even when the travel continued for more than a month.


An army of Kesier Apes soon appeared and escorted the crowds of humans through the various regions. Their destination was a solitary mountain placed in the farthest place from the lava lake.


Noah didn't dare to imagine how stressful it was to spend an entire life as a puppet, and his respect for the natives of the hidden world increased as he experienced the summoning first hand.


The helplessness that he felt could crumble any cultivator's spirit, making it impossible for them to advance in their journey. Yet, there was an army filled with experts ready to fight back. Their only weakness was their lack of techniques, but that wasn't their fault.


'They can decide to fight even after experiencing this countless times,' Noah thought as his ambition filled the entirety of his thoughts. 'How can I allow myself to do any less?'





Noah's change of mindset didn't affect his sea of consciousness, but it made him decide to go all out to avoid the impending crisis. He had a chance to escape that situation, so he would take it.


The Ape God's mental waves had surrounded his mental sphere and kept on affecting it as he flew together with the other cultivators. His mental energy couldn't move, but it was in direct contact with the creature's faint thoughts.


Noah's mental energy had inherited the devouring properties of the magical beasts when he became and hybrid. He could absorb the wills of any living being as long as it came in contact with his sea of consciousness.


The thoughts of the Ape God carried clear traces of his will. Noah had never seen such purity and intensity even when he used the theory of the Body-inscription Spell on rank 5 beasts to condense their minds.


The amount of power that those divine thoughts contained was immense, which meant that they would expand his mind faster than any other drug or Kesier rune.


Noah knew that he could survive that pressure for an instant. The simple glance at the Seventh Kesier rune had made him collapse, but he had survived without suffering any injury.


He felt confident that he could do the same with the Ape God's thoughts if he managed to devour a minute part of its mental waves. His only hope was that experiencing a breakthrough would temporarily free him and give him a chance to escape.


The only issue was that the God's calling was still resounding in the entirety of the hidden world. Gaining a few seconds of freedom wasn't enough to make him escape the range of its thoughts.


A plan quickly formed in his mind. His tricks and assets appeared in his view, and developed an intricate strategy that gave him a chance to escape the mental brand.


'I have to reach the meeting,' Noah concluded in his mind. Even after all his reasoning, he found only one approach that could give him a chance to survive. Yet, he had to admit that pulling that off would bring his destruction into another league.


The cultivators reached the solitary mountain, and the Kesier Apes led them through rocky tunnels that led to its insides. An intricate array of passages unfolded in front of Noah's eyes, but his mind was elsewhere.


He regained focus only when he reached an empty area at the center of the mountain, and his eyes moved on their own on a massive figure sat on a large rocky throne.


Noah saw a twelve meters tall Kesier Ape sitting cross-legged on a refined throne carved out of the mountainside. The beast's hands formed a circle in front of its lower-waist. It seemed that it was practicing a cultivation technique, but no Breath moved around it.


Its fur was black, but it shone with a mystical light. Noah's dark matter did the same, but they weren't even close in terms of intensity. Six patches of white hair formed six Kesier runes, but the purity of the aura that they radiated surpassed any other rune that Noah had ever seen.


There was a missing patch of fur on the Ape God's right cheek. Noah didn't even need to look at it to know where the Seventh Kesier rune had come from.


Nevertheless, he didn't expect the God to turn toward him and speak human words with a strange accent that resembled an ape's cries. "So, you are the foreigner that has started this chaos. I can see it in your soul. I can sense that your power is nothing more than a side-effect to Heaven and Earth's mistake."


Noah remained speechless. A magical beast was using human words to communicate with him, and it was speaking about the core of his individuality!


"Humans are all the same," The Ape God continued. "You think that you are stronger than any other being, but you are only lucky to be born in that species. If you were beasts, you would achieve less than worms."



						




                    


                
				
                    1019. Dantian

					
					

                    
                        The Ape God's insulted the entirety of humankind, but there was truth behind its words. Cultivators didn't choose to be born with three centers of power, and the magical beasts weren't guilty of having only one of them.


Luck played an essential part in the cultivation journey, and its influence started as soon as a living being was born. The species itself declared the potential of a creature.


Of course, there were exceptional cases, but the magical beasts had a fixed fate unless random mutations or stronger beings' influence changed it. The creatures of the other Mortal Lands were the living statement that anything could happen in the cultivation world.


Still, those were rare events. Cultivations were stronger than the magical beasts. That was an eternal truth of the cultivation world.


Noah wanted to feign interest to gain more time, but his body didn't react to his commands. Luckily for him, the God forced him to stare at its figure, which gave him full access to the Sixth Kesier rune on its body.


'Push as much as I can before devouring,' Noah thought as he set his mind at ease in the hope that such behavior could improve his sea of consciousness faster.


His plan to get out of that situation without a mental brand was dangerous, but its chances of working had increased when he heard the Ape speaking. He could exploit its anger. Noah was ready to use any leverage when dealing with a divine creature.


"Heaven and Earth's decisions are completely random," The rank 7 Kesier Ape said before heaving a humanlike sigh. "This creates a broken system. I'll change it once I reach the Immortal Lands. I'll make it fair."


Noah found the God's words interesting, but he maintained his focus on its Sixth rune. His mind was improving more quickly, so he didn't dare to do anything else.


"You detain the power to cheat Heaven and Earth's system," The Ape said. "I need it. Give it to me."


Noah's thoughts became tense at those words. He expected something to happen in the next seconds, but the Ape remained still as if waiting for him to move.


The God then released a laugh and waved its hand, freeing Noah from its control. The latter staggered as his mind restored all the connections with his centers of power. His breathing became rough, but he stabilized it in a few seconds.


Noah cleared his throat as he glanced at the tall Ape on the rocky throne. He didn't understand what the God wanted him to do, but he didn't waste that chance to stare at its Sixth rune with even more intensity.


"No need to feign ignorance," The Ape said again. "I've already restored the mental brand to all the cultivators here. I know what you gave her."


Noah's thoughts froze at those words, and his eyes looked around the empty area. Skully was next to him, while the rebels' experts stood on other platforms that had appeared at the end of their tunnels.


That was the entirety of the elite force of the rebels. Skully's millennia of work had gone to waste as soon as the Ape God's changed its routine.





"What would you like me to do?" Noah asked when his gaze returned to the tall Ape. He wasn't going to agree to any of its requests, but there was something that he needed to know before acting.


The divine creature's hands closed, and both its forefingers pointed at its low-waist before it gave voice to its request. "I want that human organ. I need a dantian to compete with the monsters above."


"What do I get in exchange?" Noah asked with his usual cold tone.


"Your life," The Ape God cut the negotiations short. It didn't give him any hope to talk his way out of that situation.


"I want a story and an answer," Noah's answered firmly, and the Ape hesitated before it gestured him to speak again.


"I want your story," Noah said as he sat on the ground. "And I want to know how you learnt about my peculiar nature."


The Ape's eyes went cold when it sensed that Noah was plotting something. However, it couldn't understand what it was, which eventually convinced him that there wasn't any hidden reason behind his words.


Noah had all the hidden reasons of the world. They went from expanding his knowledge about the Kesier species to understanding the current power of the God. Moreover, he was gaining time for his mind to reach the sixth rank.


The divine creature eventually nodded and began to tell its story. "I've come here to escape your kind. My brothers and sisters gave their lives to push me to this stage, and I sacrificed their rune to create this sky. This is a paradise for our species. Kesier Apes can live free from any ruler here and not fear for their lives.


"I've known about the hole in the sky since before the rune fell. Creating a world with an imperfect divine power can only lead to that outcome. This is why I focused on growing a divine rune for myself rather than seizing my lost one back."


Noah could say that its speech made sense. He didn't know why, but his instincts told him that the Ape God wouldn't have managed to stabilize the black sky even if it took the Seventh Kesier rune back.


"Creating a world gives you a tighter connection with Heaven and Earth," The Ape eventually concluded. "I can understand what sort of mistake you are with a simple glance."


'I see,' Noah thought, 'A creator knows.'


More details about the Kesier species' leader became evident in his mind as he kept staring at its Sixth Kesier rune. Once his eyes became used to its divine halo, he could recognize the various flaws that filled its body.


Noah could finally see the exhaustion behind its eyes, its inflated belly caused by failed absorption of food, the missing teeth in its mouth, and the slight tremors that swept its fingers from time to time.


Time shouldn't affect a divine being, not in such a short period, at least. There was something strange with the Ape God, and Noah didn't fail to see it as his mind reached the limits of the fifth rank.


"What are you waiting for?" The Ape asked with a tinge of anger in its tone. Noah felt forced to close his eyes to endure the pressure generated by its words, but the violent force lasted far less than he expected.


It was as if the Ape was becoming weaker as their conversation continued!


"This is an act, isn't it?" Noah asked as a series of items left Divine Demon's space-ring and entered his new one.


Noah believed that all the cultivators in the area had a mental brand now, but he didn't think that the Ape God could pull that feat off every time. It had probably reached its limits since it had shortened his period of rest.


Then, Noah asked a question that made the divine beast shake. "Do you need a dantian to stop yourself from dying?"



						




                    


                
				
                    1020. Rebellion

					
					

                    
                        Noah almost found it hilarious. The leaders of both armies had pushed the limits until they were almost about to fall apart.


Skully had traded her sanity, body, and dantian for more years of survival in which she could train new generations of rebels. Her efforts had been praiseworthy, but their execution ended up being relatively poor due to her flawed memory.


On the other hand, the Ape God had given up on its divine status to build a world for its species. Still, the origin of its divine power was flawed and imperfect, which eventually led to the fall of the Seventh Kesier rune.


The Ape then had tried to reach the divine ranks on its own, but it had failed, falling trap of a constant weakening process that made its power regress back into the heroic ranks.


That wasn't everything. The Kesier species' leader still had to restore the mental brands and perform the summoning, which were tasks that required a divine power.


Noah could guess how the creature had resorted to any possible method to stall the dispersion of its divine power and continue its unmatched rule of the hidden world.


Nevertheless, those methods had their limits, and Noah's arrival forced it to break its routine and perform a summoning far sooner than the previous ones. Its mind had endured that feat, and now its after-effects were appearing on its body.


"I don't need anything from the humans," The Ape God said as it restored its composure. "I only want more power. My desire is the most natural feeling in the world."


Noah sensed a faint tension in its voice, and its words had become even more similar to ape's cries now. Also, the fact that it wasn't questioning him about his moving of items made him even surer about his hypothesis.


The spirit automaton of Divine Demon's ring made the calculations in his place. Noah only needed to tell him what he needed, and the program executed the orders.


All the resources that Noah had accumulated through the years went into his second ring. Its width was slightly inferior to the first one, but it was meant to store strong prey, so it performed its task quite well.


Noah left the Obsidian Credits and anything useless in his old ring while moving everything else in his new one. That was true even for the two divine and quasi-divine items retrieved in Shandal's separate dimension.


He had to throw away many corpses and runes to make room for them, but he felt sure that he'd have more space soon.


The Ape God didn't flinch when it saw the divine scroll, but its body convulsed when the stuffed quasi-rank 7 winged beast appeared for an instant in the outside world before entering the other ring.


The Kesier species' leader began to droll, and its mental waves shot toward Noah once again. He lost control of its body for the second time, but his long speech with the Ape had given him the chance to seize as much as he could from the Sixth Kesier rune.





Now he could only proceed with his plan and hope that he won't suffer any lasting injury.


The Ape's mental energy touched Noah's mind, but a minute part of those faint thoughts suddenly disappeared. The quantity was so little that the God didn't even notice it, but it was a massive amount for a rank 5 mage.


Noah felt a sudden surge of power coming from the center of his mind and slamming on its walls. It was as if a series of angry wills had taken form and were attacking his mental sphere at the same time.


The process was excruciating, and Noah staggered inside the empty area at the center of the mountain. However, the energy dispersed when he devoured the God's thoughts freed him of its control.


Noah heard the sound of glass shattering as the pressure continued to expand his sphere. A series of cracks spread on the ethereal walls of his mind, sending waves of pain that made him feel like puking.


Noah had eaten the smallest amount of thoughts that his mind could divide. Yet, even that grain of divine power had been enough to crack his mental sphere.


Still, the injury wasn't severe. The cracks weren't deep and only spread in the walls' interior parts, which were the easiest to heal. Noah knew that it would take a long period of nurturing to fix them, but he could only think about their expansion now.


Noah's sphere seemed to surpass some natural limits as it kept spreading. He felt profound thoughts concerning the world of the laws invading his mind and enlightening more about his path, but he also sensed that he had to review his plan's details.


During the breakthrough, the feeling obtained suppressed the pain caused by the injuries on his mind and made him battle-ready. Yet, the Ape God didn't care about any of that.


"This is a useless act," The God said, without showing the slightest amount of worry in its tone. The fact that Noah had become a rank 6 mage could barely scare him.


Its mental waves moved once again to take control of its body, but Noah's new awareness made him ready for that threat and allowed him to react in time.


Noah snapped his fingers to fling Divine Demon's ring toward the rocky throne before his figure disappeared. Cracks spread between his previous position and Skully, and the rebels' powerhouse flew backward as Noah flung her away.


He then shot toward the rocky walls of the mountain, uncaring of the fact that he had to dig his path for a few kilometers to return to the outside world.


The Ape God had initially wanted to put an end to that mess. Noah's new power made him fast, but it was still a god. Moreover, he had stopped to help Skully, which had slowed down his escape.


However, Noah had perfectly evaluated the power of his assets. The God's mental waves could only stop chasing after the rebels and focus on the black ring flying in its direction since its instincts told it to activate some defensive measures.


Noah flew for his life. The scaled armor formed around him, but its shape morphed as the black branches spread on the Sixth Kesier rune that had condensed at the center of his sea of consciousness.


The black smoke radiated by his form became violent and raged in every direction as he shattered the rocky walls of the mountain and opened a path for the outside world.


Skully was still under the God's control, but the latter didn't have time to give her orders, so she slammed on the mountainside and cracked the rocky layers with her bare body. Noah's physical strength had given her enough momentum to leave that place.


Then, a deafening roar spread in the area, followed by a silence that preceded an earth-shattering explosion.
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                        The world began to tremble even before the explosion of Divine Demon's ring swept those lands. It was as if it had noticed that an earthshattering event was about to spread in the area.


The detonation that followed the silence reduced the entire mountain into ashes, creating a column of fire and smoke that reached the black sky as it spread in the regions nearby.


The metal and the ground didn't resist the explosions' might and fell apart, opening paths for magma that flowed from both above and under the hidden world. However, even those red rivers couldn't survive the self-detonation of Noah's ring.


It was an apocalyptic scene, and cracks that led to the void opened everywhere in the environment. The world was ending, and no one was doing anything to stop that destruction.


Noah flew as quickly as he could, but the shockwave released by the detonation swept him anyway. He had just come out of the mountain when that immense power landed on his body.


The Demonic Form improved as the black branches spread on the Sixth Kesier rune inside his mind, and Snore's body covered him when he sensed the arrival of the shockwave.


Noah's body became tense as the explosion pushed him forward. The mountain, the God's defenses, and the layers of smoke around him absorbed most of the blow, but some energy still landed on his back.


His robe vanished, and the skin on his back became a bloody mess. The shockwave tore his muscles too, but it depleted its energy when it tried to touch his internal organs.


Noah became a burning cloud of dark smoke as he shot uncontrollably through the sky. A sea of flames, gray smoke, and lava followed him and continued to pierce his defensive methods.


'This won't be enough,' Noah thought about the rank 7 Ape as he tried to suppress the pain that was afflicting his mind. His body's injuries were easy to endure, but the cracks on his mental sphere sent sharp painful waves that made his mind go dark from time to time.


Nevertheless, the constant flow of information obtained after his mind reached the sixth rank kept Noah vigilant. Creation and destruction became clear and expanded as the world of the laws unfolded in his eyes.


He suddenly became able to see the laws everywhere. It was as if he had been colorblind through the entirety of his life, and he could finally watch the true appearance of the world now.


The laws were everywhere. The matter didn't function without them. Yet, most living beings would spend their entire lives without ever gazing at them.


Noah couldn't contain his astonishment as his consciousness kept on expanding. The laws that ruled the world appeared as the simplest energy in the entire existence, but they were so profound that no other complex force could match their power.


It wasn't a matter of intensity. The law's power came from the true meaning that they expressed, and it varied according to how generic it was.





However, that wasn't the time to lose himself in the new capabilities of his mind, and Noah knew that well. His plan had to move forward, and he needed to escape the range of the explosion to actuate it.


Cracks spread in the air under his feet as he shot forward to leave the edges of the shockwave. The momentum built during the explosion made him surpass his usual limits, but the injuries in his mind made it harder to endure.


Noah held on, shooting as far as he could while keeping track of the expansion of the raging cloud. The explosion had created an unstoppable force that seemed inclined to devour the entire world.


The shockwave eventually depleted its power, and the cloud stopped its expansion, giving Noah time to catch some breath.


A destroyed world unfolded in his eyes as the gray smoke dispersed. There barely was any living being left in the range of the explosion, and only a few powerful creatures had survived by hiding underground or on the other side of the sky.


A merciless calamity had fallen on that paradise, destroying anything on its path.


Noah stared at the destruction that he had caused and let his mind wander. Divine Demon's ring wasn't part of his power, but he had been the one to trigger it. That destruction belonged to him. It was something that resonated with his existence.


Noah spread his consciousness as much as possible, covering many of the areas affected by his reckless act. His back hurt, and his mind sent waves of pain, but he still lost himself at the sight of what he had unleashed.


'This is what I am,' Noah thought as understanding filled his mind. He felt the need to cultivate and let his existence grow, but he knew that he couldn't stop now.


Skully's aura suddenly touched his consciousness, and Noah turned to see the powerhouse crawling out of a pile of rubbles. Injuries filled her body too, but theirs weren't as severe as Noah's. She had come out of the mountain before him in the end, and she had a rank 6 hybrid body.


Skully glanced at Noah before turning to stare at the destruction behind her. That was her world, but now multiple regions were nothing more than ashes and cracks.


A violent force spread from the spot where there had once been the lair of the God. Mental waves and an invisible power moved through the wasted environment as if searching for someone.


Skully's expression became empty when she saw that energy. She performed a mechanical movement to turn toward Noah and speak in a voice that didn't belong to her. "What have you done?!"


Noah knew that the Ape God was behind that act, but his attention never went on Skully. His eyes stared at the invisible force moving earth, air, and sky, destroying everything on its path.


The force resembled countless thin gales that could move freely through any material. It didn't seem limited by its incorporeal form, and it could affect anything it wanted.


When Skully looked at him, the force moved toward their spot. The God had found them, but Skully freed herself at that moment, making it unable to use her to hurt Noah.


"Get the Seventh Kesier rune and gather all the survivors," Noah said as the black smoke of the Demonic Form spread for hundreds of meters. "Take a few Kesier Apes as captives too."


"What will you do?" Skully asked. There was some hesitation in her eyes. After all, Noah had just killed most of her strongest underlings. She was unclear about their conditions, but only the luckiest of them could have survived the explosion.


She knew that Noah had to choose between slavery and the current outcome, and she didn't blame him. Yet, she needed some time to accept that her life's work was gone.


Noah didn't answer her. His aura became violent as he stared at the incoming force. An intense thought resounded among the pain coming from his body and mind. "Enough with this shit. I'm a powerhouse now."
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                        Noah's body and dantian were still in the fifth rank, but that didn't change the reality of things. His battle prowess had lingered between the fifth and the sixth rank before his breakthroughs, but now it had finally reached the next stage.


Of course, he wasn't capable of expressing the full power of his mind. Most of his techniques needed modifications and weren't able to use rank 6 mental energy without them. Yet, he had crossed that remaining half-step that separated him from the powerhouses.


Noah sensed the power contained in his mind and felt free from the political restrictions that had hindered his actions. He had joined a world of monsters and gods when he reached the heroic ranks, but now he had finally reached the last stage. He had become one of those monsters.


Skully shot toward the lava lake when she saw that Noah wasn't paying attention to her. She decided to trust him and his resourcefulness. After all, he had already revealed that he had divine items inside his space-ring.


Noah's mind wandered as he watched the invisible force drawing near. He felt the pure anger carried by those mental waves, and the images of the Light-devouring Dragons' Heaven Tribulations appeared in his view.


He had felt the same anger. He had inherited it during the fusion, but it was part of him now. Noah could see himself in that force.


His hand rose in the sky, and the air began to churn as his will spread in the environment. His feelings became words that he shouted as black gales took form around him.


"Enough with the whims of bored gods!" Noah shouted, but his words became articulate roars when they came out of his mouth. "Enough with the limits of politics! Enough with holding back to benefit the weaklings! Let this world crumble!"


His heavy hair fluttered as the black gales shot forward to meet the invisible force. Their clash created storms that affected entire regions with their destructive might.


Noah's attack halted the Ape God's offensive for a few seconds before falling apart. The black winds were only a shape taken by the dark matter, while the invisible force was the innate ability of the Kesier Species.


Moreover, the Ape God still had some trace of divine power in its existence. Noah's attack had no chance to stop his opponent's blow. It was already astonishing that he had managed to slow it down.


The invisible force found only cracks when it reached Noah's spot. He had sprinted toward the sky as soon as he launched his attack, leaving no chance for the God to hit him.


Noah arrived on the black layer that protected the hidden world transformed. His scaled armor had changed after his mind broke through the sixth rank. Fuming spikes had appeared over his torso, and his fingers had become claws as long as the Demonic Sword.


A pair of long horns grew from his draconic helmet, and a black cloud formed whenever he stopped. The corrosive smoke expanded quickly and covered large patches of the sky in a matter of instants. Also, holes that led toward the void filled the area affected by the spell.





It was as if Noah had become a messenger of destruction. His whole being resembled an existence meant only to destroy in that form.


The black metal of the sky resisted Noah's spell's effects, but its surface began to bend after it passed some seconds in direct contact with the black cloud.


Noah waved his hand, and hundreds of Instabilities at the peak of the fifth rank spread under the sky. The rebels had enlarged the holes in the last period, restoring part of their stash of black metal and allowing Noah to resume his forging.


The Instabilities detonated, enlarging the cracks already in the sky and creating new ones. Meanwhile, Snore formed and launched all the attacks that it was capable of toward those fissures.


Noah's plan was simple. If he Ape God didn't want him to escape its domain, he would destroy the sky and let the sea of magma submerge that world.


He didn't hope for the event to kill the Ape. His goal was to trap it in an environment almost devoid of nutrients, knowing that it didn't have the power to create a new hidden world.


There was the chance that it could make its way to the surface and hunt him down, but that creature was intelligent and capable of complex emotions. Seeing its species dying after so many sacrifices would destroy its will and probably its determination.


That would be fatal for a creature that already struggled to return to the divine ranks. Still, Noah hoped that it survived the fall so that he could hunt it when his body had reached the right level.


Darkness spread under the black sky. A wave of destruction unfolded everywhere, but Noah felt compelled to escape when he saw the invisible force coming for him again.


Noah laughed as he sprinted away only to resume his destructive acts in another spot of the sky. He felt happy from the bottom of his heart. A God tried to catch him, but it could only watch its world falling apart by the hand of a smirking fiend.


The feeling of freedom and power that filled Noah made him unable to hold back his laugh. He knew that he wouldn't have a chance against a proper God, but he was unbeatable at that moment.


He saw a glimpse of the peak in that forgotten world, and he was going to enjoy it to its fullest.


Large blocks of the sky began to fall as Noah continued to run away and unleash attacks. He even had the time to perform his techniques as he went farther away from the lair of the Ape God.


The amount of solid darkness depleted while he used the Demonic Form was immense, but Noah didn't care about anything else at the moment. He only wanted to destroy the world.


Skully eventually contacted him through her consciousness, telling him that she had gathered everything valuable and everyone that had survived the chaotic summoning.


"Follow the trail of smoke and bait those Apes!" Noah replied with his consciousness while he continued to escape in a seemingly casual way.


The truth was that his understanding of the laws connected to the destruction of his individuality was telling him where to attack to cause more damage.


Skully didn't want to follow the black smoke. Her instincts told her to stay away from that corrosive gas, but she knew that Noah was her only hope to come out of that situation alive.


More and more chunks of the sky fell. They pierced the ground and opened a path for the sea of magma under the hidden world. Huge red waterfalls filled the air, and an intense light filled that environment for the first time.


Noah stopped attacking at some point and dispersed his spells. No one could mend the sky anymore. The hidden world was beyond saving.
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                        The remaining rebels gathered around Noah as the sky fell all around them and across the hidden world.


They were mostly human cultivators since they had been too slow to reach the regions affected by Divine Demon's ring's detonation. Yet, a few experts had survived thanks to the Ape God's efforts to contain the explosion.


Skully was in their lead. Her mental waves supported the human cultivators in the air, but there was only sorrow in her expression. Even if she had recalled a body-tempering method during the last period, most experts had been too weak to survive the catastrophic event.


Those that managed to save their lives had suffered massive injuries, and they would probably carry them through their entire cultivation journeys. Skully's only hope was on the surface, but there was a difficult path between the hidden world and there.


On the other hand, Noah felt ecstatic. His existence brimmed with power, and his individuality expressed its features through all his energies. It was as if destroying an entire world had renewed his life essence, making him appear livelier than ever.


However, his injuries were there and threatened to control his mental function as soon as he stopped suppressing them. He was in deep need to rest, but the journey was still long.


"What are you waiting for?!" Skully shouted when she saw that Noah didn't move. The sky kept on falling everywhere around them, and massive quantities of lava were turning that world into a crimson hell.


Yet, Noah didn't act. He limited himself to stare at the destruction that he had caused with a dazed expression.


Skully's shout forced him to come back to reality, but his intentions didn't change. It was too early to leave. Many specimens of the Kesier species had survived since they didn't join the summoning, and they couldn't allow them to reach the surface.


The threat of the Ape God had to end there. No one could follow them.


"Give me the goods," Noah said as Snore's body materialized and spread its maw. The rebels didn't bother to find new clothes, but they had gone to gather all the black metal they could find. Skully even had the Seventh Kesier rune and a few human specimens of the Kesier species with her.


"This is my insurance," Skully said as she pointed at the large piece of fur under her arm. "The rest can go with you."


Noah didn't blame her for her lack of trust. He had chosen to sacrifice her people to maintain his freedom. His choice had been unavoidable, but his lack of hesitation spoke for his character.


Snore suddenly shot forward. Its body turned into smoke and covered the heroic cultivators and the beasts. Ten of them were in the fifth rank, and more than forty were in the fourth rank. Still, the Blood Companion could envelop all of them in its gaseous form.


Skully was about to panic when she saw the smoke rising and taking the giant snake's shape around Noah. All the heroic cultivators were fine. Only their pieces of black metal had disappeared and the beasts.





Moreover, Noah had poured some dark matter inside them. His higher energy helped to stabilize their wounded bodies and gave them new vigor right before the long journey through the magma.


"Be ready," Noah said, "We need to stop them before leaving this place forever."


Skully and the others remained speechless. Noah's intense aura, coupled with his recent gesture and his calm in that apocalyptic situation made him appear as a perfect leader.


The rebels couldn't help but nod and turn in his same direction even if they felt doubtful. They didn't know how he could be so sure that their opponents would come from that direction.


Yet, they began to see a pattern in the sky as the destruction continued. Massive chunks of black metal feel everywhere randomly, but a path remained intact.


That sight surprised the rebels to no end. After all, how could there be order among that worldwide event? A whole world was falling apart, but Noah had managed to affect his destruction so that only a safe path would remain.


Black shapes appeared in the distance a few minutes after Noah's order. Kesier Apes in the heroic ranks flew right under the patch of intact sky as they tried to find a safe spot.


Those in the human ranks walked on the ground, but their situation was pitiful. Sprays of magma fell on their bodies and burnt them to death. Only those in the third rank managed to survive for longer, but they inevitably ended up submerged too.


Noah's attention was on the specimens in the fifth rank. They were the only ones that could survive through the sea of magma, even if with some struggle. As for Apes in the sixth rank, they had yet to appear.


Noah pointed, and the rebels acted. A series of spells shot from the group of cultivators and landed on the flying pack. Countless specimens died on the spot, and those that survived ended up outside of the safe path, in the middle of the pouring lava.


The rebels didn't stop their offensive, but the safe path eventually broke, falling on the beasts that were still surviving their attacks.


'Where are they?' Noah thought as he inspected the environment. Then, two presences appeared in the range of his consciousness. Noah sensed that two powerful creatures were walking on the other side of what remained of the safe path.


Noah glanced at Skully, and she understood what to do when he pointed at that spot. The two of them launched their best attacks and destroyed that piece of the sky, uncovering the rank 6 Apes hiding above it.


Snore released a loud hiss and launched all its attacks against the two floating beasts. Noah joined it by creating a six-armed dragon that shot in their direction. Skully didn't hesitate and materialized a series of wind slashes that flew toward the Apes.


The impact of those attacks destroyed the remaining safe area and left severe injuries on both creatures. Their lives wouldn't be in danger during normal situations, but the world was ending, and being wounded could make a difference in their survival.


All the magma contained above fell downward at that point. It landed on the remaining charred ground and quickly burnt it to ashes, revealing the crimson sea below.


The two seas mixed, and the temperature in the area rose. The magma coming from below was far hotter than the other, and the area's dangerousness increased as the two of them merged.


Snore protected Noah and the captive beasts from the magma. His body could withstand that heat, but his back had suffered severe injuries, so he wanted to avoid worsening his situation.


Skully protected the human cultivators with her mental waves, while the other experts deployed their defensive methods and supported each other to prepare for the journey.


The group then looked above, toward the fuming figure that had caused such chaos, and waited for his orders.


"Let's return to the surface," Noah said, leading the way through the sea of magma.
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                        Noah had left the Hive for a little less than one hundred and fifty years, but the situation on the surface had changed in ways that he couldn't predict in that period.


Generally speaking, peace after every significant battle would last for a long time. They could even stretch for millennia if the balance of power among the forces didn't change.


Noah had lived through one hundred years of peace before leaving, and a hundred more had to pass before the first sign of conflict appeared on the surface.


It all began with a simple scuffle among human cultivators. Both the Hive and the Council were suppressing the Elbas family's forces on their respective borders, and casualties happened from time to time during those small battles.


The central powers didn't care about them. Human cultivators' death rarely bothered the experts in the heroic ranks, and the forces deployed there didn't hold much value in the political environment.


However, a young member of the Elbas family happened to be among a big battle once. The conflict saw some sects of the Council fighting peripheral forces of the Royals over a new habitable land that had appeared on the eastern side of Divine Market city.


Those kinds of territories had begun to appear before Noah left. The presence of so many cultivators on the piece of Immortal Lands inevitably affected the density of Breath, causing the creation of areas where even human cultivators could live without any protection.


The higher-ups of each major force didn't care about those lands, but they were a big deal for human assets. That was their chance to colonize the new continent without the help of their superiors.


The battle that happened that day involved many small forces and gave birth to quite a big battlefield in terms of human assets. The young member of the Royals had joined it to gain some merits, but he ended up dying in the middle of the fights.


The matter would have normally ended there. The best the Elbas family could ask for a human asset's death was a few hundreds of thousands of credits. Yet, the father of the young Royal was a heroic cultivator, and he reacted by slaughtering the sects involved in the death of his son.


That started a long series of conflicts that slowly involved even more powerful existences. No one wanted to turn the matter into an official war, but they didn't seem able to stop the hostilities.


Those battles became a matter of face, and the Hive had to join them to support the alliance. The battlefield's width increased and involved more territories, forcing the three organizations to deploy more assets.


Even rank 5 cultivators had to fight to defend the honor of their force. Those experts' battles affected entire regions, and it became impossible to ignore the obvious at that point. Another war had started.


Such a significant event happened due to the past grudges between the alliance and the Elbas family. They weren't fighting for any specific resource or territory. They were enemies, so they killed each other.





The first political act happened fifteen years after the beginning of the hostilities. The Hive and the Council had a sharp advantage over the Royals' forces, so they managed to kick them out of Divine Market city.


The alliance didn't waste that chance to cut the Elbas family off from one of the best training areas on the new continent. That city had even amassed some crucial resources through the years, so the Royals' losses weren't negligible.


However, they had even greater power over the forces of those Mortal Lands. After a few years of meetings and battles, the Dimensional Portal suddenly went silent and stopped absorbing Breath from the old continent.


The Royals shut down the connection with the other world, cutting the alliance off from the greatest source of materials and hybrids in that lower plane.


Everything became more severe at that point, and even the three powerhouses had to join the battles to make sure that nothing too valuable went lost forever. Their negotiations went poorly though, and those meetings often ended up with a series of exchanges that lasted for a few minutes.


Each of their exchanges gave birth to battles that involved the higher-ups of every force. Many famous experts had the chance to show the results of their training in them.


Many Elders of the Council had benefitted from the alliance. Faith was one of them, and she often joined the battles, showing her liquid stage cultivation level. Her figure appeared untouchable even when under torrents of attacks. It was as if the world itself wanted to protect her.


The Hive showed all its new assets, revealing even the hybrids that had joined its ranks. Some of the older experts made their appearance too, and Daniel led them most of the time due to his peak liquid stage level.


Nevertheless, the Elbas family's show of force was even above theirs. Countless new experts appeared in its ranks, and most of the old ones achieved battle merits thanks to the breakthroughs obtained in the past years.


The Council couldn't understand how the Royals had gained access to so many powerful assets, but the Hive knew about the Royal pool. It even seemed that the Elbas family had improved its success rate since Noah's report.


June made her appearance in the political scene too. Her cultivation level had reached the liquid stage, but there seemed to be something strange about her centers of power.


Her aura often experienced power surges that made her appear as a cultivator in the solid stage during her battles! Still, she managed to suppress those spikes almost immediately, even if she retreated as soon as she calmed herself.


Her energies' strange behavior didn't go unnoticed, but most higher-ups linked that to her individuality going out of control. That wasn't too unusual, especially when it came to violent existences.


Faith's decision to be her opponent was even stranger. The world saw the two of them as friends after the matters with Noah's training area. Yet, everyone witnessed how the two didn't hold back in the slightest when they fought.


None of the higher-ups could imagine that Faith was helping June venting off some of her energy. She was the only one in the entire world that knew how complicated her situation was.


"The Council struck first," King Elbas said as the three powerhouses floated in the sky above a peripheral region to hold their usual meeting. "It's only right that you restore my past domains and compensate my family."


King Elbas spoke with an uncaring tone. He had gone through those negotiations countless times already, and it had become apparent since the beginning that they would never reach an agreement.


"Your family messed up over an insignificant matter," Great Elder Diana said. "I admit that you are resourceful, but you can't fight both of us at the same time."


King Elbas laughed at her words and glanced toward Chasing Demon before replying. "You let that little demon escape too, didn't you?"
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