Chapter 595
Don’t Show Up to The Fancy Party in Shorts

After a lengthy seclusion in his cloud house, still presenting itself as a pagoda, Jason
was finally open to meeting with at least some of the people clamouring for his attention.
There was no shortage of them, following his series of ostentatious displays, ranging from
the opportunistic to the concerned. Not concerned for Jason, for the most part, but about
him.

Of those that were seeking Jason’s attention, the better-informed ones had chosen to
make use of people Jason would already be open to meeting. This started with Estella
Warnock, with whom Jason was sharing lunch on a pagoda balcony that overlooked the
island.

Estella was not an adventurer and had no interest in being one. When she had
served as a scout to help Jason and other adventurers protect the island from monsters
during the Builder’s attack on Rimaros, it had not been out of any sense of civic duty. It
had been at the behest of her grandfather, a former adventurer who did have the sense of
duty that his granddaughter did not share.

Warwick Warnock had been one of Jason’s neighbours until he died assaulting one
of the Builder’s fortress cities at the very same time Jason and Estella were protecting the
island. Estella had inherited his home and had been at something of a loss after his death,
having just given up her profession of low-stakes spy-for-hire. She had been one of
Jason's few allowed visitors during his convalescence, commiserating in a shared sense of
aimlessness.

“Havi Estos wants a meeting,” she told him.

“Lots of people want to see me. | didn’t think you were speaking to him.”

Havi Estos was a major middleman for semi-legal activities to whom Jason had been
introduced in his early days in Rimaros. In order to learn more about Jason, he had hired
Estella to observe him, not expecting her powerful yet discreet perception abilities to be
noticed. This was the very job that prompted Estella to give up the work, not being the first
job where she got more than she bargained for. Estella had been quite nervous about
encountering Jason again until her grandfather smoothed things over.

“He sought me out,” Estella said. “He knows | know you and wants to make amends.”

“With me or you?”



“Jason, everyone in the city is talking about you, and now he’s very worried about
having sent me to spy on you, and what you might do about it. No one is trying to make
amends with me.”

“They should. Smart, skilled, discreet people are valuable, and I’'m one of those three
at best.”

“I'm not going back to work for Estos or anyone like him. They use people like me to
catch the trouble they want to avoid.”

“l wouldn’t use you like that.”

She gave him a long stare.

“Are you offering me a job?”

“Do you know the name Emir Bahadir?”

She thought for a moment before answering.

“Is that the guy who tried to rob the royal family a few years back?”

“He did more than try, which is why he’s not allowed back in the Storm Kingdom.”

“Oh, | think they’d let him come.”

Jason laughed.

“Yeah, | imagine they would. Anyway, he's the one who gave me the cloud flask that
produced the building we're sitting in. When he did, he told me that | should consider
expanding my operation. Get some staff, the way he has for his treasure hunting
operations.”

“You want to be a treasure hunter?”

“No, but have you ever heard of auxiliary adventurers? They join adventuring teams
as non-combat members, providing various specialty services. My group will be doing a lot
of travelling soon, and having someone outside the team proper who could get the lay of
the land quickly would be valuable to us.”

“You want me to traipse around the world with you and your grab-bag of lunatics who
run around with diamond rankers, gods and who knows what else?”

“Yeah, pretty much. | think things will calm down for a while, though.”

“They would have to. | think you're past the point where things can escalate without
the whole world getting destroyed.”

“Been there, done that,” Jason said. “I'm not helping my case here, am |?”

-

Rick Geller and his team had been in training in the Geller compound in Greenstone

at the same time Jason was first training as an adventurer. One of his team members had

been amongst the first to be forcibly implanted with a star seed and the attempt to extract it



had been a gruesome and lethal failure. That spot on the team had subsequently been
filled by Dustin Kettering.

Dustin had once been part of a three-man team with Neil and Thadwick Mercer.
Thadwick's own star seed implantation had caused that group to fracture, with Neil going
to Jason's team and Dustin going to Rick's. Thadwick's fate was considerably more tragic,
becoming some kind of energy vampire that was still at large somewhere in the world.

Although he was now silver-rank, Rick looked as uncomfortable as ever around high-
rankers, being a good and obedient young man. Jason found himself grinning at Rick’s
uncertain expression as he watched him emerge from a flying carriage with Princess Liara,
stepping onto the lawn in front of the pagoda.

Jason vaulted the balcony railing to land right in front of the pagoda’s large main
entrance. He conjured his cloak as he fell to slow his descent, which wasn’t necessary to
avoid damage to him, but to avoid dents in the lawn from a superhero landing. The new
look of Jason's cloak arrested the attention of Liara and Rick, who were both familiar with
its previous iteration.

“That looks creepy,” Rick said. “My eyes don’t want to look at it. It's wrong, somehow.
Like you’re wearing a hole in the world.”

“It is quite unsettling to look at,” Liara agreed. “I not entirely shocked, however, that
your stealth ability is so attention-grabbing.”

“Why do people keep saying that?” Jason complained as he dismissed the cloak.

“At least you're draping yourself in weird magic instead of weirdly high numbers of
women,” Rick observed, drawing at an odd look from Liara. “When a beautiful princess
attached herself to my meeting, | figured it would be the same thing all over again. What is
it with you and these Rimaros princesses?”

Liara gave Jason a querying expression.

“Rick was around when | first met Zara. But | am not always surrounded by women,
what’s about to happen notwithstanding.”

The doors behind Jason opened up to reveal a group of women, including the pink-
haired Estella, Farrah, Sophie, Belinda and Autumn Leal. Autumn was an adventurer
whose acquaintance Jason had made, prior to his team arriving in Rimaros. She had an
exotic magical frog named Neil that had perished in the defence of Rimaros from the
Builder’s flying fortress city. This was something Jason had discovered in the process of
checking on people in the wake of the casualty-filled battle, but he had largely left her

alone.



Autumn had been in mourning for her bonded companion for some time, but for the
first time, Jason sensed at least an amount of hope from her aura, along with a solid sense
of resolve. It was not the time to explore that, however, and he satisfied himself that she
seemed better than she had in the past.

Rick was oblivious to this as he saw Jason joined by five women.

“And there it is,” he said.

Jason opened a portal to Rimaros and the five women passed through. Jason didn't
close it afterwards, and instead called out through the still-open doors.

“Are you coming or what?”

“On my way,” Taika's voice came from inside, shortly followed by a hustling Taika. He
looked around, seeing that the five women had already departed, then his gaze settled on
Liara. “Oh, hey, princess bro.” He then went through the portal and Jason closed it again.

Liara shook her head.

“A bronze ranker,” she muttered. “What happened to the respect for rank?”

“It's Jason,” Rick told her. “He’s a bad influence.”

Rick then remembered that he was speaking to a gold-rank princess and his head
dipped down as if yanked by a string, causing Jason to chuckle.

“You’'d best come inside,” he told them.

—

“Sit anywhere,” Jason said as they entered a casual lounge. “I'm not really the
conference table type.”

The lounge, like most of the pagoda, was designed in such a way that the room had a
flow leading out to an open wall balcony terrace. This particular room was made up of
undisguised cloud substance rather than being masked as more ordinary material. The
sprawling layout of plush couches and armchairs fell outside of the meeting etiquette that
Rick and Liara were familiar with, so while they looked around for the most appropriate
place to sit, Jason moved behind the bar.

Taking out a selection of fruit and two magical wands, Jason started waving the
wands like a slightly confused orchestra conductor and the fruit rose into the air. After
wobbling in place for a moment, the fruit started peeling, slicing, pulping and juicing itself
into a pitcher. Liara and Rick gave up on finding appropriate seats for the moment to
watch.

“I could be better at this, | know,” he apologised. “It's something | picked up while |
was recovering to practise mana control. | know a guy who’s way better at this than me,

but he probably wouldn't be great at saving the world. We all have our areas.”



He paused, frowning.

“Wow, that was really braggadocious. Am | a braggart? When did | start bragging
about things I've actually done instead of making crazy stuff up? Oh yeah; my life caught
up with the most ridiculous things | could think of. Damn, I'm great.”

Jason flashed his guests a grin as he resumed moving the wands. He finished the
pitcher of blended fruit drink with a bundle of ice cubes that floated in on their own, and
then came out from behind the bar, looking at Rick and Liara standing around.

“Couldn’t find a seat?”

With a sweep of Jason’s arm, all the furniture outside of the bar area sank into the
floor. Three chairs then emerged from the floor, spaced equally around a low, circular
table. Jason plonked down into one of them and the others sat down after.

“I think you forgot the drinks,” Rick pointed out.

“Crap, thanks.”

Jason reached out with his aura, grabbing the pitcher of juice and three glasses,
floating across the room and onto the table. Liara was able to sense the aura he projected
to do so and looked at him, wide-eyed.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jason told her. “This is pretty much how it always goes. |
almost die, come out of it with some weird new power and a god or some other ridiculous
thing shows up. The order changes around but it's a pretty reliable pattern.”

He filled the glasses from the pitcher.

“No exciting ingredients, just fruit. Bit early in the day, yeah?”

Jason leaned back in his seat and sipped at his drink, waiting for the others to talk.
Rick was waiting on Liara to speak first and Liara was looking around the room.

“Your cloud building has changed,” she said. “I don’t mean the shape; that's normal
cloud house stuff. | mean whatever is under the surface. It feels different. Focused,
somehow. Solid.”

‘I made some changes,” Jason acknowledged.

“How bad would it be? If someone came for you here?”

“For me? Not so bad. For them? Depends on who it was.”

Jason’s gaze turned to Rick.

“I have to apologise,” he said. “I didn’t realise you were still in town. | thought you
went back north after the Builder abandoned the Sea of Storms.”

“Didn’t Neil tell you?” Rick asked. “He and Dustin have been spending plenty of time
together since then.”

“No, he didn't.”



Jason looked to Liara, then back at Rick.

“Let me guess: the Adventure Society roped you in so I'd actually take a meeting, and
then Princess Adventure Pants here turned up, right as you were about to set out. The
royal family ‘'convinced' the Adventure Society to let their local representative tag along,
given that I've been willing to meet with her before.”

Rick gave Liara a panicked look at ‘Princess Adventure Pants,’ his eyes desperately
trying to communicate that he wasn’t responsible for Jason.

“I'm very familiar with Mr Asano's way of conducting himself,” Liara assured him. “And
yes, Mr Asano; that is a more or less accurate description.”

She reached forward to take a glass and sipped at it, nodding appreciatively.

“‘Not bad. But we have to talk about this,” she said, gesturing with her glass.

“We have to talk about the juice?”

“More what the juice represents,” Liara said. “That is the gist of what you were sent to
propose, was it not, Mr Geller?”

“Uh, yes,” Rick confirmed. “Basically, Jason, everyone would be more comfortable
with your level of prominence going down for the immediate future.”

“Precipitously down,” Liara added.

Jason looked at the juice Liara was holding, his mind ticking over what she had
meant. Then a huge grin spread over his face.

“I'min,” he said.

“We haven’t even told you what the Adventure Society is proposing,” Rick said.

“It's a secret identity, isn’t it? Jason Asano, scary god-socialiser, leaves his team for
parts unknown. Then casual juice enthusiast, Bruce Wayne, joins the team as an auxiliary
member in charge of cooking.”

“Something like that,” Liara said. “There will be a lot of details to sort out, but yes: the
Adventure Society is proposing the creation of a more discreet legal identity for you to
inhabit. You'll need to be more cautious when working with your team, but it should be
manageable. You generally won’t be observed when you'’re in the field, fighting monsters.
It would help a great deal if your team stayed on the move, taking ordinary contracts.”

“You know that won't hold up to almost any scrutiny from someone who knows
enough,” Jason pointed out.

“I's not intended to,” Rick said. “There’s no hiding you from anyone of real influence.
The idea is just for you to be a lot less loud for a while. Preferably until you rank up,
because the higher your rank, the more that the crazy stuff you get caught up in becomes

acceptable.”



“I won’t be ranking up for a long time.”

“The Adventure Society is very open to you spending the next decade or five being
nice and quiet,” Rick said.

“Fair enough,” Jason said with a chuckle. “So, barbecue-Jason is roaming around
with melodrama-Jason's now-former team. Where is drama-guy while this is going on?”

“He leaves with his ancestral majesty,” Liara said. “With everything he has going on,
it's time for him to go out and see some of the cosmos.”

“Apprenticed to Soramir Rimaros,” Jason said. “Prestigious.”

“Obviously, this will work a lot better if your new identity isn't the only auxiliary joining
your team,” Liara said. “Before she left, your friend Dawn made some arrangements, but
we can go over the specifics when we get into the details.”

“The Adventure Society wants you to play up the scary adventurer before you go,”
Rick said. “A social event where you will need to be every bit the impressive adventurer,
rather than... the other thing.”

“You need to be what people imagine from a man who speaks to gods and great
astral beings,” Liara said. “Not the man you actually are when you speak to gods and great
astral beings.”

“You got a transcript from the spies floating around then?” Jason asked. “In fairness,
you have to talk to Dominion like that or he won'’t give you the time of day. Unless you’re a
king or something, | guess. Now that | think about it, maybe | should suck up to him. He
might leave me alone, then. | should remember to try that.”

Rick was looking at Jason with the wide-eyed expression Jason was starting to think
of as the ‘standard Rick.’

“‘Anyway,” Jason said. “Don’t show up to the fancy party in shorts and sandals, is
what you're saying.”

“That cloak of yours should do the job nicely,” Liara said.

“You want me to wear the cloak to a social event?” Jason asked. “The Adventure
Society is looking for me to go full chuuni, | see. | can do that.”

“I don’t know what chuuni means,” Rick said.

“I think we can figure it out from context,” Liara said. “Mr Geller, since Mr Asano has
already agreed — if your earlier acceptance wasn't merely in jest, Mr Asano?”

“I'm still in; | like this idea. And | did ask you to figure out how to reduce my profile,
after all.”

“Then let us take 'yes' for an answer and go, Mr Geller. Mr Asano, we’ll discuss the

details at a later date.”



“No worries,” Jason said.

“I would appreciate it if any public displays you make from here on out are more of
the dramatic Jason and less of the neighbourhood barbecue Jason, if you please,” Liara
said.

“Oh, | wouldn’t worry about that,” Jason said. “Melodrama is kind of my thing.”

“Yes, Mr Asano. \We've noticed.”



Chapter 596
What She Was Willing to Do

“‘Now that Dawn has scarpered,” Jason said, “I'm half of a mind to do the same. Bottle
up the pagoda, portal out and bunk off. No one would notice, right?”

Jason and his friends were sitting around a long table eating lunch.

"Of course, someone would notice,” Rufus said. "There are twelve people observing
the building right now."

“Seventeen,” Jason and Estella corrected simultaneously before glancing at each
other briefly.

“The point is,” Rufus said, “that if you start making unexpected moves, people will
start getting worried.”

“He always makes unexpected moves,” Farrah said. “And they do always get
worried.”

“'m not that bad.”

“Bro, you went through a children’s ward and made everyone think you're an angel.”

“That was one time.”

"You had a car chase gunfight with a motorcycle gang hopped up on vampire blood,"
Taika said. "On TV. And | was driving. I'm not good at dodging bullets, bro. I'm too big."

"We do have some responsibilities here before we can leave," Humphrey pointed out.
"l don't feel bad about skipping this meeting with Estella's former employer, but we've
agreed to help Miss Leal obtain a new familiar."

As someone with a bonded familiar of his own, Humphrey was especially sympathetic
to Autumn Leal's plight. Bonded familiars were actual magical creatures that could die,
compared to Jason's summoned familiars. If Shade, Colin or Gordon were destroyed, their
spirit's simply returned to the astral and Jason could resummon them. When Autumn lost
her familiar, Humphrey could not help but think about losing Stash and how devastated he
would be.

“I could go with skipping the celebration ball, though,” Sophie said. “Why do the rest
of us need to go?”

After months of monsters and extradimensional invasions, the dimensional
membrane that normally kept such problems away had finally repaired itself. The Magic
Society made public announcements and Rimaros, like the rest of the world, was in

celebrations.



A lengthy festival was taking place, despite the devastation and loss the surge had
brought. If only for a short time, people needed some release after monsters and death
and mobile cities attacking by land, sea and air. The monster surge had been the longest
and most devastating in recorded history, bringing with it not one but two interdimensional
invasions, only one of which had been dealt with.

Rural populations needed to leave the cities and fortress towns, returning to what
would often be monster-ravaged towns and villages around the Storm Kingdom.
Infrastructure would need to be rebuilt and industries built back up. More than just the
monster surge, the state of readiness the world had been in for a good five years prior to
the surge had hurt economies, closed business and turned boom towns into ghost towns.

The repercussions would likely still be felt by the time of the next surge, but for one
cathartic week, the repopulation, rebuilding and the messengers that had hidden
themselves away could wait.

“The festivals on the streets are the real celebration,” Rufus said. “This ball for the
aristocracy is just a show. The first round in the next cycle of political gamesmanship. With
everything being up in the air, a lot of power is up for grabs.”

“So why should Jason put himself up for grabs with it?” Sophie asked. “Anyone with
real power will either know Jason isn’t genuinely leaving the team, or be able to easily find
out. So why bother with the show?”

"It's not about convincing them that I'm going off somewhere," Jason said. "It's about
giving them a sense of control. These are people used to holding power, and there’s been
a lot going on that they don’t understand and have no influence over. A lot of that is
centred on this pagoda and me sitting in it. Normally, their response to something like that
is to take or, failing that, kill it. By jumping through some hoops for them now, | become
more of a known quantity, and demonstrate that at least someone can bring me to heel.”

“Except that’s total crap and you go berserk when people try to control you,” Sophie
said.

“Yes, but we won'’t be telling people that. | told you: it's a show. | don’t want to spend
the next few years fending off people who think that I'm some kind of rogue threat.”

“You are some kind of rogue threat,” Sophie said.

“Again, please don't tell people that at the party.”

“I hope you don’t think one party is going to put a stop to people thinking that they
can or should come after you,” Neil said.

“Of course not,” Jason said. “There will always be someone with too much ambition,

too much stupidity or both. But most of the people at this ball are just concerned about a



loose power running around during times that are already uncertain. The Adventure
Society and the royal family can parade me around, showing everyone what a good boy |
am. Then I'm no longer an unknown threat to anyone’s ambitions or just the general
welfare of the Kingdom.”

“You think any nobles care about the welfare of the populace?” Belinda asked. “Good
luck finding one.”

“There’s no shortage of selfish nobles,” Jason admitted. “But some, | assume, are
good people.”

“Nope,” Sophie said. “They all suck.”

“Based on your long history of robbing them?” Rufus asked pointedly.

“Yes,” Sophie said.

“You realise that Humphrey and | are both from aristocratic families, right?” Neil
asked.

“Yeah, but he’s pretty and you're the healer. I've seen the things they hide away.
Mostly while stealing them. Your aunt Clarice has a hideous doll collection, by the way,
Neil. I have no idea why she locks it up, because no one is going to steal that, trust me.”

“You broke into my house?”

“There’s no point breaking into poor people’s houses,” Belinda said. “They don’t have
any money. | suppose if you’re crap at breaking into places.”

“The point is,” Sophie said, “That I've seen the things they hide. The worse they are,
the harder they work to make themselves seem good. Humphrey and his mum might be
nice and clean, but even Humphrey will tell you that not all of his family are like them.”

“We all have secrets we hide,” Humphrey said. “Things we're ashamed of.”

Everyone stopped eating and turned to look at Humphrey.

“What?” he asked.

“What do you have to be ashamed of?” Neil asked.

“My entire point was that we don’t tell people those things,” Humphrey said. “That’s
why they’re secrets.”

“You keep saying ‘we,’ but | don’t think you have anything you’re ashamed of,”
Belinda said.

“Of course he does,” Jason said. ‘| bet it's that one time, as a boy, he secretly pilfered
some condensed milk from the pantry.”

“No,” Gary said. “I bet he skipped out on training once to read a book on how to
maintain a humble demeanour when people won'’t stop looking into your sensuous eyes,

like molten bowls of dark chocolate.”



“Sophie,” Belinda said. “What’'s Humphrey’s deep dark secret?”

Sophie finished chewing on a mouthful of salad as everyone looked at her.

“He accidentally killed a baby,” she said casually. “This salad dressing is fantastic.
Can | get some of this on a sandwich?”

As she shoved another forkful of salad into her mouth, Humphrey was looking more
and more like a boiling kettle.

“I DID NOT ACCIDENTALLY KILL A BABY!”

“You did say that not admitting it was the entire point,” Jason observed.

“Yeah, he definitely killed that baby,” Neil said.

“| did not kill a baby!”

“It's a helpless little baby, bro. | know it was supposedly an accident, but how could
you?”

“Of course he had to say it was an accident,” Gary pointed out. “Plus, it’s his word
against that of a dead baby, so that’s probably how he got away with it.”

Estella, watching the group continue roasting Humphrey, leaned towards Neil, who
was also staying out of it.

“Is it always like this?”

“More-or-less.”

“Aren’t you all meant to be some group of elite adventurers?”

“I'd consider our capabilities adequate.”

“I was expecting more... | don’t know. Dignity, | guess.”

“‘Admittedly, it's more like this with Jason around,” Clive told her. “He has a way of
setting the tone. But it's a good thing. Dignity is for outsiders; a face we put on, as needed.
We let Humphrey take the lead with that. But we’ve seen some serious things. Lots of
death, lives ruined. Adventurers often meet people on the worst days of their lives. Being
able to have a little fun helps keep us sane.”

“Jason knows that better than most,” Farrah said, from where she was sat next to
Clive. “He and | were trapped in another world for a few years, and we saw some serious
business. Sometimes you need people who understand and accept you, and if you don’t
have that, things can get extremely bleak.”

“He asked me to come work for him.”

“As an auxiliary, | know,” Clive said. “We try to avoid letting Jason make major
decisions for the team without discussing them first. Unfortunately, they keep cropping up
while we’re busy trying to not die. It's a good life, but even if you’re not fighting for us,

spying for us will be far from risk-free.”



Estella looked at the boisterous people loudly devouring their lunch. Being risk-
averse had always been important to her. Too much risk was the very thing that had led to
her falling out with her previous employer. As she watched the group, saw their care for
one other, having fun together, she saw something she’d never had for herself.

Estella’s parents had been adventurers, dying when she was young. She had been
raised by her grandfather who never pushed her towards adventuring, not wanting to lose
her the way he had his son. Estella had always been solitary by nature, but the loss of her
grandfather had changed something. The absence of the one real connection she had to
another person left her feeling untethered. Perhaps it was time to start re-evaluating what
she wanted and what she was willing to do to get it.

—

“I don’t like you going to him,” Sophie said. “Smells like a trap.”

“Everything smells like a trap to you,” Neil said.

“That’s because anything we run into out there is likely to be a trap.”

Jason and his team, plus Rufus, Gary and Farrah, were tooling up for a fight. While
they kept most of their gear in dimensional spaces, Jason had placed a ready room full of
excess equipment they might need for any given mission. Their gear was stowed on the
second-highest level of the pagoda, in what amounted to a locker room.

He had also installed more fireman’s poles, but these were hidden behind a
conspicuous bookcase that was opened by a hidden switch in an equally conspicuous bust
on a small table. The poles ran from the ready room down a secret shaft to another hidden
door in the atrium. Each pole was labelled with the name of a team member, except for
one. Neil's pole was labelled ‘Robin’, instead of with his name.

“The possibility of a trap is why | picked the location,” Jason said. “Which Estella
won’t be sharing with Estos until it's time for him to head there.”

“You should have picked here,” Sophie said.

“The only reason | agreed to this meeting is because of a name that Havi Estos
dropped, and the person belonging to that name has a lot of eyes and ears. He’s already
in hiding, and if he hears that Estos is paying me a visit, he may disappear entirely. Again.”

“And who is this mysterious person whose name you’ve been declining to tell us?”
Sophie asked. She watched Jason as he glanced at Belinda, who shrugged.

“It's Killian Laurent,” Jason said.

“Who is Killi... wait, isn’t he the guy that put a star seed in you and then vanished?”

“With a good deal of the Silva crime family’s money and resources, no less,” Clive
said. “There was some concern you might get a little, uh, enthused, once you found out.”



“Why would you think that?” Sophie asked.

“Because you tore half of Old City apart when Jason went missing,” Belinda said.

“Well, now | can tear him apart, if we’ve found him.”

Jason’s kidnapping and star seed implantation was orchestrated by crime boss Cole
Silva and local Magic Society Director Lucian Lamprey, in Greenstone. These were the
enemies he had made by shielding Sophie from them, which did not sit well with her. After
a lifetime of everyone trying to use her, the one person who helped change her life for no
more reason than she needed it had paid the price for doing so. For all her frenzied
searching, she had found nothing and failed to contribute to Jason’s rescue. Silva and
Lamprey had both been caught and punished, but the man who did their dirty work had
escaped.

As it turned out, Silva’s henchman, Killian Laurent, had been working behind the
scenes on his own plan. For him, Jason had been a conveniently powerful distraction for
Cole Silva, allowing Laurent to enact well-laid plans to plunder the Silva crime family and
escape the city.

“Are you sure we can trust Estella?”

“She can only hide her emotions from my perception if | don’t push,” Jason said. I
pushed.”

“That’s not a guarantee,” Clive pointed out. “There’s a possibility that a false aura was
magically overlaid on hers. Admittedly, anyone who can do that well enough to fool you,
Jason, is probably more trouble than we can deal with anyway. Someone like that could
probably come down on us like a hammer the moment we're away from the safety of the
pagoda.”

Jason moved to the bust and unhinged the head to reveal the switch that moved the
bookcase, revealing the poles. Jason watched the bookcase move across with deep
satisfaction.

“Jason.”

“Yes, Humphrey?”

“We’re portalling out of here.”

“We can portal from the atrium.”

“We can also portal from here.”

"This room is securely shielded against portals,” Jason said. "We need to leave so we
can portal out. Tell him, Clive."

“He’s lying,” Clive said flatly. “He can portal us out of here just fine.”

“Bloke, why would you do me like that?”



“Jason, my parents and eels?”

“Hey, there was a clearly posted sign telling you to not go in there. And why. You
didn’t go in did you?”

“No, | didn’t go in! What kind of idiot calls you on a bluff?”

The rest of the group nodded their agreement.

“I can’t help wondering about how active you had to be in creating that scene, Jason,”
Neil wondered aloud. “Did you sit down and write out how it was going to go? How detailed
was it? How long did it take to craft the illusion of Clive’s parents and some eels, tweaking
and correcting as you went?”

“I can speak for all of us in saying that we don’t want to hear the answer to that,”
Humphrey said. “Jason, please just portal us out.”

“Actually,” Belinda said, “I'd like to hear-"

“I can speak for all of us,” Humphrey repeated, “in saying that we don’t want to hear
it. Portal, Jason.”

Jason grinned as he went to open a portal, then stopped.

> [Astral Gate] has detected portal tracking magic. Spirit domain prevents tracking
within the domain, but external destinations remain subject to tracking effects.
» Backlash from using [Astral Gate] to reconfigure portal to avoid tracking: low.

» Would you like to reconfigure portal to avoid tracking?

“Huh,” he said.

“What is it?” Rufus asked.

“Someone is tracking portal use in the area. Not really a surprise.”

“All portal use on Livaros is tracked,” Farrah said. "The Magic Society does it, in
conjunction with the Adventure Society. Part defence measure, part policing measure."

“That involves a lot of infrastructure, though,” Clive pointed out. “Infrastructure that
doesn’t exist here on Arnote. Setting up a tracking blanket without it is fairly high-end ritual
magic.”

“I's not news that it’s the top end of town that’s paying attention to us here,” Belinda
said.

“We don’t want to be tracked where we’re going,” Humphrey said. “We should call it
off.”

“It's fine,” Jason said. “I can tweak the portal to avoid the tracking.”

“‘How?” Clive asked. “If it was that simple, why would anyone use tracking magic?”

“Not everyone has the thing | keep behind the eel-porn doors.”



Jason opened a portal, which looked normal but his blue and orange eyes started
glowing brightly and he grunted as pain wracked his head. A small wall of cloud material
rose from the ground and he leaned back into it heavily.

“‘Ow.”

“Are alright?” Farrah asked.

“Yeah. Just a minor backlash for overstepping my rank. Give me a minute.”

Jason’s companions looked on with worry, and while Jason had been optimistic, it
was only a few minutes before the pain passed.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”



Chapter 597

More Than Just a Name

The streets of Livaros were thronging with people as the central areas were
overtaken by a sprawling street festival. The market district was the heart of the post-surge
celebrations, but it extended into the boutique store ward and even the Adventure Society
campus. Tables had been brought out and food stalls were everywhere, while the Magic
Society had released thousands of colour-changing paper lanterns that were drifting over
the streets, illuminating everything in myriad colours.

Jason stood on a rooftop, his cloak dimmed down and blending into the shadows of
the late evening. Sophie was standing beside him, significantly more obvious. The rest of
their companions were elsewhere, either waiting at the meeting sight or in place for other
tasks, all connected through voice chat.

“Ooh, the food smells wafting up here,” Jason said with yearning. “I could pop down
there and grab us something real quick.”

“No,” Humphrey scolded. He, like the rest of the team, was positioned elsewhere.
“We talked about this, Jason. You agreed to play the ominous harbinger, which means no
popping down to check out food stalls.”

“It's not like anyone would recognise me; I'd be completely anonymous.”

“That’s a lie and you know it,” Farrah said. “I'm betting that most of these food stalls
are run by the people who run the same stalls at the market. Do not even bother trying to
convince us that they won’t recognise you.”

“Not to mention that you have a very bad track record on staying anonymous,” Clive
added.

“Sophie could go down there,” Jason said. “No one’s looking for her.”

“Thankfully,” Sophie added. “I've had quite enough of that in my life, thank you.”

“You want Sophie to go down there,” Humphrey said. “The most beautiful woman in
the city, dressed head to toe in white adventuring gear. Very subtle.”

"You are such a suck-up," Jason pouted.

“I think it's sweet,” Belinda said. “But yes, she does rather stand out.”

Sophie stood out in her new armour of white with silver embellishments. Figure-
hugging yet utterly flexible, like Sophie herself, it focused on mobility rather the
protectiveness. She had acquired the armour while Jason was still in recovery, through
Neil’s looting power, from an unusual ooze-type monster. She had not enjoyed fighting the

silver-star jelly, but was very satisfied with the spoils.



“There are lots of adventurers out there,” Jason complained and Sophie put a hand
on his shoulder.

“| asked Belinda to go around grabbing anything that looked good,” she said. “Itll
come out of her storage space nice and fresh. | know it's not the same as being down
there, but it's something.”

Jason turned to look at Sophie, pushing the hood back off his head.

“Thank you,” he said, his smile an uncharacteristic non-smirk. “That’s really thoughtful
of you.”

After a lifetime of mistrust, Sophie was still learning about companionship and her
rare expression of bashfulness made Jason smile wider.

“Belinda was meant to be intercepting the target,” Humphrey said.

“I can do both,” Belinda said. “Jason’s going to sense him long before | can get eyes
on him, anyway.”

“How are we doing with that?” Humphrey asked.

“We left his warded compound in the warehouse district with a couple of
bodyguards,” Estella said through voice chat. “We took a carriage until we hit the festival
crowds and then started moving on foot.”

Estella was also included in the voice chat as she directed Havi Estos to the meeting
site.

“He doesn’t have a flight travel permit?” Neil asked.

“Temporarily suspended for the duration of the festival,” Estella explained. “He’s not
happy about it, either.”

“Most of them have been suspended,” Rufus added.

“And the guilds aren’t happy about it either, from what I’'m overhearing,” Belinda said.
“You can tell a guild adventurer here more from their complaints than their gear, although
anyone fully tooled up to fight monsters at a festival is probably a complete tool
themselves.”

-

“I don't like this,” Havi Estos said as he made his way through the crowd. “It's the
perfect chance to get in some assassinations. This week will probably see more of them
than the rest of the year combined.”

“You’re worried about being assassinated,” Estella told him, “I can’t tell if you think too
highly or too poorly about yourself.”

“Being assassinated isn’t a matter of character,” Havi said. “It's a matter of being an

obstacle to someone with no scruples.”



“Then maybe you shouldn’t surround yourself with people lacking scruples. Look, no
one is going to... oh, wow; that guy is definitely going to assassinate you.”

“What? What guy?”

The two bodyguards went on alert. They had shortswords as large weapons were
generally less effective in the city, as well as being more attention-grabbing.

“That guy,” Estella said, pointing. “He’s hiding his aura fairly well, but I'm, you know,
me.”

The man in question started running.

“‘Don’t chase,” Havi ordered his bodyguards. “He might be trying to lure you away.”

They carried on at a hustle, the bodyguards often rudely shouldering the way through
the crowd. Only Estella noticed Belinda start trailing them, occasionally changing her face.

Like the tentacles of an octopus, arms made of darkness emerged from different
shadows to drag people out of sight.

“That’s the fourth group that has been looking to kill this guy,” Jason said as he
dropped the last unconscious man onto the pile on the roof. “He’s got more people after
him than | do. Maybe he should be the one faking his identity and skipping town.”

“The people after him are a little lower on the threat scale,” Rufus pointed out.

“Still, four assassination attempts in one walk across town?”

“Not to mention the other two we stopped against unrelated people,” Humphrey said.
“And | know for a fact that the Adventure Society has people quietly patrolling as well, so
who knows how much is going on.”

“I wish you'd told me that earlier,” Jason said. “| almost tried to take one of them out
until I realised from his aura that he was watch for threats, not being one. That would have
been embarrassing.”

“Especially if you got your butt kicked,” Neil added.

“Yeah,” Jason agreed with a laugh.

“Estos was right about it being a prime chance for assassinations,” Estella said.

“Not to mention robbery,” Belinda added. “I've spotted | don’t know how many
pickpockets. They know their business in this city, too. The deftness with which they dispel
anti-theft wards is impressive. | might go find who taught them, swap some tips.”

“You’re not a thief anymore, Lindy,” Humphrey pointed out.

“Uh, yep,” Belinda agreed. “Definitely not.”

“Belinda...”

“We’re approaching the destination,” Estella notified them.



“Site is secure,” Rufus said.

“| put up some extra anti-surveillance magic,” Farrah said, “but what was already in
place is surprisingly thorough.”

-

Havi Estos, Estella and the two bodyguards reached the boutique shopping district
where the festival was still going on, but was a bit more subdued. This was where the
festival-goers tended to be a little higher in the social hierarchy, and letting loose too much
could have political repercussions. It was still a celebration, just more company barbecue
than spring break in tone.

“Honestly, | didn’t think we’d get this far and only see one attacker,” Havi Estos said.
“Perhaps | overestimated the danger.”

“Exactly,” agreed Estella, who had shared none of her party interface communication
with him.

They arrived at a plain cream-coloured storefront with no signage. There was only a
display window with a dummy draped in a linen suit and topped with a Panama hat. The
door opened at their approach, revealing a stern-faced Rufus. Havi looked at the tall,
leanly-muscular adventure in front of him with midnight skin and striking good looks. The
light of the colourful lanterns overhead was reflected from the man’s bald head so well that
Havi absently wondered if he used some kind of wax polish.

“Havi Estos?” Rufus asked in a voice that made Havi wish he could just run instead of
answering. This whole night was the reason he liked conducting business from his very
secure home, but he felt he had little choice. He knew enough about Asano and his
associates to recognise the man standing in front of him, and who that man’s grandfather
was.

Havi was a very well connected man, so he had become aware that Jason Asano
was now a person of significance. Perhaps Asano didn’t care that Havi once sent Estella
to spy on him — he certainly seemed to have settled things with Estella Warnock. Havi
didn’t have a respected uncle to mend fences, however. What he did have was
information.

Like many in Rimaros, Havi had been tracking down every piece of information on
Jason Asano. He had a broader base of information gathering than most, stretching from
high nobility to base criminals. He was confident that no one else had yet realised the
connections between Asano and local underworld figure Killian Laurent, but it was likely
only a matter of time. As such, Havi needed to exploit that knowledge before it lost its

value to him.



“Yes, I’'m Havi Estos. Is Mr Asano inside?”

“Jason Asano has been with you for some time,” Rufus said.

Havi and his bodyguard looked around and found Jason standing next to Estella.
Havi tilted his head, feeling a dissonance in his mind. He suddenly realised that Asano had
been walking with them for the last couple of streets, but for some reason, Havi had been
ignoring his presence.

The bodyguards moved their hands toward their swords but their silver-rank auras
were suddenly annihilated as if they weren’t there and they froze, stricken with fear.
Asano’s presence was uncanny, almost part of the darkness as his cloak and the twilight
seemed to blend together, making what was shadow and what was person unclear. How
he did that while standing in the open Havi was unsure. It was like an optical illusion, his
eyes sliding off as he tried to make out what was real and what wasn't. It didn’t help that
Asano didn'’t register at all to Havi’'s aura senses, as if he were looking at a picture and not
the man himself.

“Jason,” Havi said. “You do prefer to be called Jason, right?”

“My friends call me Jason, Mr Estos.”

Asano’s voice had the icy hardness of winter granite, wholly unlike their previous
meeting. Havi found himself missing the man’s previously friendly demeanour very much.

“Go inside, Mr Estos,” Rufus ordered. “Your employees can leave.”

Havi looked at the bodyguards that suddenly felt extremely inadequate to his needs.

‘I need to get home safely after this meeting,” he said.

“If you go home again,” Jason said, “you will be delivered safely.”

Havi paled at Jason’s use of the word ‘if’ rather than ‘when.” Even so, he dutifully
followed Rufus inside. Waiting for them was a group of people Estos recognised from his
information gathering on Asano. Just looking at the people around him was enough to
know that Asano was not someone to take lightly. From prominent members of the Geller
and Remore families to Clive Standish, whose relationship with the Magic Society would
be a whole other investigation. If they had been in Vitesse instead of the far side of the
world, no one in their right mind would dismiss the group.

The other person present was Alejandro Albericci, the proprietor of the tailor shop in
which they stood. Albericci had his own formidable connections in Rimaros society and
was not someone Havi would ever be interested in getting on the bad side of.

“Thank you for the use of your property, Mr Albericci,” Rufus said.



“Consider it my apology for being used to political ends when you first graced my
establishment. | will go now, but be assured that no sound will escape these walls. And, as
Miss Hurin can attest, it would take formidable effort to observe the interior magically.”

Alejandro departed through a rear door, leaving Havi surrounded as Belinda and
Sophie came in to stand by Jason, Belinda closing the door behind her. Havi steeled his
nerve to speak.

“Jas— Mr Asano. I'd like to-"

“Killian Laurent," Jason said, cutting him off. "That name is the only reason any of us
are here. | do hope you have more than just a name.”

“He was here, in the Storm Kingdom. After he plundered the wealth of the Silva family
in Greenstone, he came here and set himself up in Jaitari.”

The three islands that made up the city of Rimaros were not the most populous
regions of the Storm Kingdom. The largest concentrations of people were on a landmass
in the centre of the Sea of Storms. Comprised of what was, in Jason's world, Cuba, Haiti
and the Dominican Republic, was a single island; the largest in the Sea of Storms by far.
Jaitari was the largest and most populous city on the island and the Storm Kingdom
overall.

“Why here?” Jason asked. “Of all the places in the world, why the one that just
happened to be where | arrived?”

“He was here long before you arrived,” Havi said. “| have no idea how you arrived
here, or why. I've heard rumours that Soramir Rimaros knows, but even my ability to
gather information has limits. But Laurent came here because he has family. Someone in
the Order of Redeeming Light. A priest. The Adventure Society has him in custody, now.
Maybe he can tell you more.”

“You think he can give us Killian Laurent?”

“I can give you Killian Laurent. When your name started spreading around, Mr Asano,
Laurent heard about it and decided to get out. But that was a bad idea during a monster
surge, especially this one. Too many people tracking too many things. Liquidating his
assets and getting out of the region without drawing the attention of people hunting for
Builder cultists or Order of Redeeming Light members meant relying on some extremely
shady people. The kind of people that won't talk to the government or the Adventure
Society, but will talk to me.”

“You know where he is now?” Jason asked.

“No,” Havi said. “By design. If | went digging, word could get to him, sooner or later.

I’'m not the only information broker out there and he’s an extremely cautious man. But | am



certain I can find him, in fairly short order. Then it will be on you to move fast enough to get
him before he moves again.”

Jason didn’t respond for a long time, leaving Havi to look at the alien eyes that were
all that could be seen from the otherwise-impenetrable darkness of Jason’s hood.

"There's something else," Havi said. He hadn't intended to share this and instead use
it to build his own influence base, but Jason's silent stare had unnerved him. "Laurent was
the one who hired the adventurer that teleported the Order of Redeeming Light's people
off that island. The new one that used to be the flying Builder city. He did it because his
brother asked. The priest | talked about."

There was more silence. A line of dark flames moved along the ground, from which a
portal arch of dark crystal noiselessly emerged. The dark flames rose to fill the arch,
becoming an active portal.

"Go home, Mr Estos," Jason said.

“Do you want me to start narrowing down Laurent’s location?”

“Soon. We’'ll be in touch.”

Havi was uncertain about walking through a portal he didn’t entirely trust, but he liked
the idea a lot more than refusing to do so and staying surrounded by these people. He
stepped through and emerged in his own home. The home that was warded against
teleportation and portals. He turned to look at the portal he had just stepped through and
watched it descend back into the floor, leaving a line of dark flames that vanished in turn.

-

Humphrey caught Jason as he collapsed, the moment Havi had vanished.

“Yeah, that was worse,” he croaked. “I have to stop using this astral gate.”

“If you'd just let me study it,” Clive said, “maybe we could alleviate the issues.”

“If Dawn said to wait for higher rank,” Farrah told him, “then it'’s best to wait.”

“I'm going to teleport Jason back to the pagoda,” Humphrey said. “Rufus, please

thank Mr Albericci again and let him know that we’re done.”



Chapter 598
The Making of That Man

Havi Estos was not used to feeling insignificant. His connections spanned from the
very top of society to the very bottom, and he was valuable enough to both that he had
secured his position as the consummate middleman. He was also a successful former
silver-rank adventurer. Perhaps not from a top guild, but certainly from a respectable one,
and any adventurer that could hold their own in Rimaros was worthy of note.

After emerging from Asano’s portal, Havi took an icy shower, then found himself
staring in his bathroom mirror. He was a sizeable man, with onyx skin and gold eyes that
matched his long hair. He looked at his expression and could see for himself how shaken
he looked.

He had only met Asano once, when he dropped off a package from Havi’s old
adventuring friend, Mordant Kerr. Kerr had been in charge of a fortress town during the
surge and sent Asano with a package containing a recording of Asano wiping out a
monster wave threatening that town. Havi had thought nothing of the ordinary-seeming
man until he looked at the recording after he was gone.

Kerr had wanted to connect Havi and Asano, recognising that Asano could use Havi’s
contacts and Havi would do well to get on good terms before Asano’s rise to prominence.
The disparity between the amiable man he met and the slaughter machine in the recording
had triggered Havi’s sense of caution and he had begun investigating. Asano
unexpectedly catching wind of it had cost Havi the valuable services of Estella Warnock,
whose grandfather was another of Havi's adventuring contemporaries.

Asano’s name came up in the course of Havi’s general practice of knowing things
that most people didn’t, in increasingly alarming ways. Asano’s connections reached the
top of Rimaros society, somehow coming in a downward direction from some elusive
upper echelon to which even the royal family seemed to bend. It remained a mystery until
the active presence of Soramir Rimaros, the founder of the Storm Kingdom himself,
became known.

The more Asano's name came to his attention, the more Havi had grown concerned.
Others were coming to him as an information broker for details on Asano, which Havi had

continued to gather, albeit much more carefully than he had before. He had seen what



Asano's enemies looked like, what had come of them, and worried that Asano might
consider the slight of Havi sending someone to probe his aura as antagonistic.

Asano’s enemies list was formidable, relative to his rank, and the mysteries
surrounding him were highly suggestive. What had come of those enemies did not bode
well for anyone who caught Asano’s ire: what did it take to make a personal enemy of the
dimensional being waging war on an entire world?

Havi was wary of approaching Asano, even though it was possible Asano hadn’t
given Havi a second thought. Bringing himself back to Asano’s attention could have been
buying real trouble to avoid imaginary danger, but it had not been something he was
willing to risk. He didn't want to be on Asano’s enemies list, having seen Asano’s other
enemies. But his enquiries into Asano’s past had turned up one enemy that stood out from
the others, for having gotten away.

Killian Laurent was already known to Havi, but only by reputation. Havi might work
with some less-than-reputable figures, but Laurent was known for having no depth to
which he would not stoop. There were no lines he would not cross, no villain he wouldn’t
work with and no depravity he would not exploit.

The more he looked into it, the more that Laurent seemed like the way to turn things
around with Asano. He’d missed out on an opportunity to make a connection with an
adventurer with mysterious influence in the corridors of power and whose rise to
prominence seemed inevitable. Delivering Killian Laurent on a plate could rectify that
mistake in a big way.

Havi was still making preparations when Asano's predicted leap into wider attention
came both sooner and more ostentatiously than Havi's most outlandish predictions.
Asano's display of his aura blanketing the sky and his transforming house was something
everyone became aware of. What came next, though, didn't just grab the attention of the
powerful and well informed; it scared them. Asano telling the Builder to pack up and go
home was one thing. The Builder actually doing it was another.

It was clear to the many observers that Asano was not just dealing with gods and
great astral beings but that he had been for some time. Where had he gone during the
mysterious period he was believed dead? What had he done, and why was he back? Havi
only had answers to some of those questions, and unreliable ones, at that.

Getting on Asano’s good side had very much landed on the top of Havi’s priority list
and he had accelerated his preparations to serve up Laurent. He had not pushed so hard
as to spook Laurent, or at least, so he had thought. Leaving his bathroom in a soft robe, he

discovered that he had made two critical underestimations. One was Laurent’s ability to



realise he was being looked into, and the other was Laurent’s ability to bypass the
protection magic on his house.
—

“Wow, that was fast,” Belinda said she watched five men move an unconscious Havi
out of his house and into a carriage. It set off down the street, in the direction of the docks.
There was no shortage of drunken revellers on the streets, but the warehouse district was
fairly clear and the docks weren’t a festival area. The vehicle would be able to pass
through without being blocked by crowds.

Jason’s voice chat didn’t extend from Livaros where Belinda was to the pagoda
where Humphrey had teleported him to recuperate from overstressing his portal ability
again. She relayed the information through Shade, hidden in her shadow.

“‘Already?” Jason complained when Shade reported the information. He had barely
laid down to rest. “Come on, I'm still wrecked from portalling Estos through his damn
house wards. It's going to be a couple of hours before I’'m combat-ready again.”

“I told you it was the wrong move,” Neil said. “As the team healer, | strongly advise
against harming yourself just so you can show off an ability that would be better kept
secret anyway.”

“Agreed,” Humphrey said. “Shade, is Estos still alive?”

Most of the group was in a lounge area, gathered around the reclining Jason, either
portalled back by Clive or teleported in by Humphrey. Only Sophie and Belinda had stayed
to watch Laurent’s home on Belinda’s hunch.

“He is alive,” Shade said. “Miss Belinda would also like me to iterate that she was,
indeed, correct.”

As they chatted in Alejandro’s store following Havi’'s dismissal, Belinda had voiced
the opinion that Havi was underestimating his exposure to Laurent.

“We already know he’s tipped off target’s he’s been looking into in the past,” she had
said. “I'm guessing that Laurent might turn the tables, maybe try and set a trap for Jason. |
say we watch the guy and see if Laurent makes a move in the wake of Estos meeting with
us.”

“That would mean Laurent would have to know about Estos meeting with us,”
Humphrey pointed out.

“Yep,” Belinda had agreed.

The result was the team’s illicit activity specialists keeping a watch on Havi’s place,
and they had barely arrived when five men moved an unconscious Havi from his home into

waiting transport.



“Tell Belinda to track the carriage,” Humphrey said. “Hopefully, it will lead us to
Laurent and we can jump on him before he lays a trap for us.”

“Unless this is the trap for us,” Jason pointed out. “You know, | think we might be
approaching this the wrong way.”

“How so?” Humphrey asked.

‘I don’t think Laurent is going to be a big fan of playing fair, so why should we?”

—

Havi was unconscious, bound to a thick metal pole by heavy chains. Even with a
suppression collar, the raw strength of a silver ranker was no small thing, so both the poles
and the chains had been strongly reinforced with magic. Killian Laurent took the stopper
from a small alchemical vial and waved it under Havi’s nose.

Havi awoke with a start.

“Steal some mushrooms!” he yelled deliriously.

“What?” Killian asked.

“What?” a bleary-eyed Havi asked in return, head swaying as he blinked, his senses
slowly coming back. He looked around, seeing that he was in a featureless room where
the walls, floor and ceiling were all metal. It had no windows but a pair of large doors,
suggesting it might be some kind of warehouse.

He had a groggy recollection of being woken in similar fashion and threatened with
unpleasantly specific forms of violence if he didn’t go through a portal. As his senses
somewhat cleared, he looked at the emaciated and sickly white man standing in front of
him. He had never seen Killian Laurent, but the man perfectly fit Laurent’s distinctive
description.

“Oh, crap.”

“Indeed,” Killian agreed. "You wanted to use me as a resource? To feed me to Jason
Asano? You should have stuck to information trading, Mr Estos, because information
gathering is not your area."

“You won’t get away with kidnapping me right out of the city.”

“Oh, | know. Jason Asano has developed quite the remarkable team since | last met
him. | don’t know exactly how they’ll track us down. Maybe the former thief secretly placed
tracking magic on you during your meeting. Perhaps the astral magic specialist will trace
the portal used to bring you here. My people made sure they left the city's tracking area
before portalling from a boat at sea, but | don't think that will stop them. They are quite the

resourceful group. Powerful, as well, which is why I've taken the time to set things up quite



thoroughly. The only reason I'm keeping you alive is in case there's some tracking magic |
can't sense on you that will be negated on your death."”

Killian moved close to Havi. Killian was shorter by almost a full head, but grinned
malevolently as he tilted his head back to lock eyes with the former adventurer.

“Once | realised that you were looking into me, | started moving things into place. |
could have run, but that was not a convenient approach, given all this monster surge
unpleasantness. Instead, | made sure that it would look like | was running to anyone who
bothered to investigate, so it looked like | was being sloppy. | thought it was best to give
you a little sense of urgency, so you would be the one who got sloppy. Which you did.
You’re a good middleman, Estos, but your expertise lies in helping upstanding citizens
connect with not-so-upstanding citizens, without being seen with the riffraff. This spider-at-
the-heart-of-an-information-web thing you're trying to expand into isn’t going to work.”

“Laurent,” Havi said. “I know you’re evil. You don’t have to make a big speech
explaining your plan to prove it.”

Killian chuckled as he turned to put a little distance between Havi and himself.

“Bravado. | like it. | have a client who enjoys breaking down the tough ones, so you'll
be quite lucrative for me. Once Asano and his team are dealt with, which is no small thing.
You won’t sense them, with that suppression collar on, but there is a coterie of gold-rank
mercenaries here, waiting for the arrival of Asano and his team. | know better than to take
them on directly with anything but massively overwhelming force.”

Killian shook his head.

“It's unfathomably expensive to hire discreet gold-rankers who will work outside of
the normal channels, you know. Fortunately, the monster surge has been very lucrative for
me.”

“Tragedy often is, to bastards with no scruples,” Havi said, spitting out the words like
a curse. “You'll work with anyone. Builder cult, Red Table, those Purity lunatics.”

“Yes,” Killian agreed with a laugh. “It's been working out quite nicely for me. But if I'd
known he would eventually cost me this much money and attention, I'd never have left
Asano alive. At the time, it seemed like a worthwhile distraction, since | didn’t want his
friends seeking me out in anger. I’'m not sure if you know who Danielle Geller is, but she’s
not someone you want motivated to hunt you down, believe me.”

“‘Neither is Asano,” Havi said.

“That’s certainly true now, which is why I’'m going to all this effort. Who would have
thought that he would fight off a star seed, even if the ritual powering it was left

unattended? You know, | rather think | was the making of that man. | could never have



foreseen setting in motion a chain of events that would have my dear brother helping the
Builder arrange for him to arrive here from another world. Asano lives an inconveniently
outrageous life, which | now need to put a stop to. Luckily, you aren't the only one with
some impressive connections, and certain people are likewise eager to see Asano's
demise. Otherwise, | might not have been able to arrange all these gold-rankers, no matter
how much money | threw around."

“Boss,” one of Killian’s thuggish lackeys said. He had been monitoring a magical
projection floating over a ritual on the floor behind where Havi was chained up, out of his
line of sight. The projection displayed the intricate web of alarm arrays placed around their
location.

“Ah,” Killian said. “It seems like the guests have arrived. | assume Asano brought his
full team, plus the Remore boy and his team as well.”

“Boss, I'm not so sure this is Asano. The alarms are picking up a whole bunch of
gold-rankers.”

“What?”



Chapter 599

A Lesson of Days Gone

In the aftermath of the fighting, a small army of gold and silver rankers were sweeping
the area for escape tunnels, traps and anyone who had managed to hide away. The
adventurers were a combined force of the Sapphire Crown guild, who served the royal
family, and Amouz family members. The Amouz family had volunteered in numbers that
surprised even Liara, whose husband was born into it.

Killian Laurent had taken the place of Havi Estos in being chained to a thick metal
pole with a suppression collar around his neck. Even more precautions had been added, in
the form of a layered ritual array sufficiently complex that Clive, Belinda and Farrah were
both studying it enthusiastically. The gold-rank ritualist who had put it in place was looking
harried as they peppered him with questions.

Sound could not pass through the edge of the ritual circle, which was currently empty
save for Killian. Just outside it, Liara and Jason were standing together, talking quietly as
they watched Killian, who stared back in turn.

“I've been obsessing over finding the portal user who helped the Order of Redeeming
Light for a while,” Liara said. “The order members themselves still won’t talk, and we’ve
had some of them for months now. Their god wasn’t even their god and they’re still
zealots.”

“Carlos says that we need to stop thinking of them as ideologues and start thinking of
them as victims,” Jason said. “Just as much as people turned into vampires.”

“'m well aware of what Carlos thinks,” Liara said. “The Adventure Society turned all
my prisoners over to the Church of the Healer. You think this man will be more
forthcoming?”

“He’s practical. Self-serving. He'll be willing to make some kind of deal.”

“And you’re alright with that? | know what he did to you.”

“Here’s something that won’t be in the Adventure Society’s file on me,” Jason told
her. “While | was in the other world, one of the very few gold rankers there killed my
brother, my lover and my friend. When the time came, and | had him at my mercy, | gave
him to someone else for their own revenge. | was burning so hot for vengeance at the
start, but | came to realise that it's just empty.”

“You had a gold ranker at your mercy?”

“Circumstances,” he said. “My whole life is exploiting circumstances to stay alive
when, by every sensible metric, | should die. Or stay dead; it varies.”



“You made the right choice calling us in. Not just because of what was waiting for you
here, but it plays into the story we’re trying to sell about your willingness to defer to the
Adventure Society. Giving up personal vengeance for the communal good will sit well with
people who know your going off with Soramir is just a charade. Some of them worry that
you roaming around in secret is worse than letting you do so openly.”

“Let,” Jason said, dissatisfaction in his voice as he zeroed in on her word choice.

“Yes, Jason. Let. The point is to demonstrate that you’re not a madman on the loose
with unknown powers, answering to no one.”

“Team player, that’'s me,” he grumbled.

“If you're going to leave Killian to us, would you like to speak to him first, or walk away
entirely?"

‘I may be willing to walk away from revenge,” Jason said, “but | won’t be giving up on
villain banter. | don’t have it in me.”

She gave him a flat look.

“Yeah, | know,” he complained. “No-fun, stern-adventurer Jason.”

-

Cassin Amouz had not participated in the raid itself but had been the driving force
behind the Amouz family’s contribution to the operation. He arrived in the aftermath, being
shown into the warehouse by some of his own people. He spotted Liara speaking to a man
wrapped in what looked like a portal, who had to be Jason Asano. Cassin strode over to
Liara as Asano stepped inside the ritual circle and approached the prisoner.

“Princess Liara,” he greeted.

“Lord Amouz. Thank you again for your support of this operation.”

“Consider me motivated to root out all the people who have betrayed our Kingdom
and our world. This sickly thing you have chained up knows the traitor who helped take my
son?”

Liara nodded as Cassin looked around.

“And the other thing?” he asked. “She’s here?”

Liara nodded to where Clive, Farrah and Belinda were still badgering the ritualist with
guestions.

“Darker skin,” she said, to differentiate the fair-skinned Farrah from the swarthy
Belinda.

Cassin moved over to them.

“Belinda Callahan?” he said.



“l didn’t take it,” Belinda said, pointing at Clive. “| saw him doing something; I'm pretty
sure it was him.”

“What was him?” Cassin asked as Clive rolled his eyes and went back to examining
the ritual diagram on the ground.

“Nothing,” Belinda said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Farrah sighed, giving Belinda a look she normally reserved for Jason.

“m Farrah Hurin,” she introduced herself. “And yes, this is Belinda Callahan. You're
Lord Cassin Amouz, are you not?”

‘Il am. I've wanted to take the chance to thank you, Miss Callahan. The bold risk you
took in infiltrating the Order of Redeeming Light’s stronghold is the reason my son was
brought home before they finished infecting him with their heinous magic. You have the
eternal gratitude of the Amouz family, and me, his father, most of all. If you ever have need
of anything at all-”

“Ooh, free stuff!”

Farrah sharply nudged Belinda with her elbow.

‘I mean, you’re very welcome,” Belinda corrected.

“‘How is Young Master Gibson?” Farrah asked.

“Yeah,” Belinda said, her tone suddenly less playful. “He wasn’t in the best way, last
time | saw him. | wasn’t in time to help him.”

“Yes you were,” Cassin said. “The specialist from the Church of the healer is
optimistic. Cautiously optimistic, as he repeatedly specifies, but it's hope.”

He settled his gaze firmly on Belinda.

“Hope that you have given me,” he told her. “And | meant it when | said if you ever
need anything. All the free stuff you can carry.”

“You may want to rethink that offer, lord Amouz,” Farrah said. “She has a storage
space power and a lot of imagination.”

Belinda didn’t say anything glib, thrown by the sincerity of Cassin’s gratitude. It was
not something she was used to and she suddenly felt awkward. He recognised that and
nodded.

“I have a lot to organise here, so | shall leave you now. But the door of the Amouz
family is always open to you, Miss Callahan.”

When Cassin left, Farrah nudged Belinda’s shoulder.

"Feels good, doesn't it? Genuinely helping someone. It's why you're better off being

an adventurer than a thief."



“You're right,” Belinda said, holding up a pocket watch. “You should probably have
this back.”

Farrah frowned as she took it from Belinda’s hand.

“How did you even get this?”

-

Enveloped in a starry void, Jason looked more like he was floating than walking as he
moved, but he dismissed the cloak as he reached Killian. He stood in front of the pale elf
chained to a thick metal pole. Killian had a narrow, bony frame and pallid skin, which was
unlike the normally hale appearance that even elves that weren’t essence users had.

“You certainly look more impressive than the last time | saw you, Asano.”

“You look about the same. I'm told that each time we rank up, we get closer to how
we are represented in our souls. That makes your soul pretty damn ugly.”

“And yours tediously vain. You're a lot prettier at silver rank, Asano.”

“I look more like my brother than | used to. That used to annoy me.”

Killian narrowed his eyes.

“He died, didn’t he? Your fault?”

“Not my fault. It was another selfish prick like you.”

“Ah,” Killian said. “My mistake was that | assumed that you would seek me out in
vengeance for what I've done to you. It never actually occurred to me that you would be
willing to bring in outsiders and let them take that from you. But it seems you’ve tasted
vengeance and found it not to your liking.”

“You seem rather calm, given the circumstances.”

“Oh, | have many secrets, many resources and contacts; knowledge and insights that
are very valuable. Especially to groups that cannot do what | have done, yet desire what |
have gained from doing them. Organisations tend to make deals with people as useful as
me, rather than killing us for our many transgressions.”

“Which is what will happen here, I'm sure. So long as they’re adequately fed, |
imagine you'll live long enough to finagle your freedom again, sooner or later. We live very
long lives.”

“And you can accept all that? | thought you were an idealist.”

‘I was. Still am, | hope. But I've come to realise that taking the best that things can be
is better than lamenting the way they should be.”

“A man of compromise, now?”

“‘Maybe. Sometimes it feels like I'm the only one willing to do what it takes to turn
what should be into what can.”



“You sound tired, Asano.”

“Actually, I'm better than I've been in a long time. I’'m just tired of compromising with
people like you. That's why the Adventure Society can have you. Make a deal, kill you, let
you go; | wash my hands of it. | was done with you a long time ago.”

“Yet you couldn’t resist talking to me.”

“It's true. I'm testing myself, | think. Can | let what you've done go and leave you to
the authorities and whatever slack they may cut you?"

“And how is the test going?”

“Unremarkably. I'm a little surprised, to be honest. Until | heard your name again, |
hadn’t thought about you in a long time. Turns out it's because | didn’t care.”

“Is the same true for your pet thief with the pretty silver hair? She’s been giving me a
look that says she wants to kill me.”

“That’s because she does want to kill you. But she didn’t spare you a thought either,
until your name came up. You’re a target of opportunity, and that’s all. At the end of the
day, you just don’t matter. You're a lesson of days gone.”

“Listen to you. You’re quite the big shot, now, but I've seen you naked and helpless.
Not just without your clothes, but without that ridiculous mask you use to hide away the
malevolence inside you.”

‘I don’t hide it, Laurent. Not anymore. | use it, as needed, and then | put it away until
the next prick like you comes along. But you know, if | asked these people to let me take
you away, they would.”

“l imagine so.”

“But I'm not going to do that. You're responsible for enough stains on my soul
already; you aren’t worth another. | suppose this is the part where | tell you all the terrible
things | could do to you — and they are very terrible — but | just can’t be bothered.”

“I believe you, Asano. | know a little about the forces with which you seem to be
involved, and they’re very intimidating. Why do you think | wanted to kill you? If we meet
again, I'm fairly certain that goal will be out of my reach. In fact, you’ll probably be able to
kill me out of hand.”

“You may be right. Would you be interested in garnering a little goodwill, for when
that day comes?”

“You want something from me.”

“You secured the service of a portal user for your brother. A friend of mine would very

much like that name.”



“And if you walk out of this ritual circle with it, it makes you look good in front of all the
fancy folk who are oh-so-scared of you right now. Helps buy you the time to grow strong
enough that you don’t have to care what they think.”

“Pretty much. But it also signals to them that you’re amenable to working with them.
Given the reticence of your brother and his friends, that’s a valuable signal to send.”

Killian and Jason looked at each other in silence for a long time.

“‘Despite my best efforts, I've underestimated how dangerous you are, haven’t 1?”

“Yes.”

Killian jerked his head, indicating all the people around them in the warehouse.

“They don’t know that they’ve done the same yet, do they?”

“No.”

“And you need to become stronger before they realise. You aren’t afraid I'll tell
them?”

“You don’t know enough to make more than baseless predictions. They know I'm
dangerous enough now that they won'’t risk pushing. Not on your word.”

“There are some who would.”

“There always are.”

Killian chuckled.

"Yes, there are. Esteban Galo is the name you are looking for, Mr Asano."

“Thank you, Mr Laurent. You'll forgive me if | hope we never see each other again.”

“Mr Asano, you'll find my hope on that count to have significantly more fervour than

yours.”



Chapter 600

Dear John

Jason tossed the list of names onto the table in front of him.

“This is what Dawn was up to,” he said as he rubbed his temples. “She could have
told me. It's not like | was doing much more than lounging about recovering.”

He got up and moved out onto the pagoda balcony, leaning on the rail and looking
out to sea. In the distance, light was flaring as a magical storm was absorbed by a
windmill-like mana accumulator.

Farrah moved to stand next to him.

“She knew she’d have to talk you into it.”

“So she left, knowing I'd go along because she wasn’t here to argue with and I'm
sentimental.”

“A mortal failing, she called it.”

“Then | guess I’'m not that mortal. We are not taking Zara Rimaros as an auxiliary
team member. If nothing else, she's a full-blown adventurer. Auxiliaries are taken for their
specialty skills, and her specialty is blowing up a bunch of monsters with typhoon powers.”

Farrah took a recording crystal from her pocket and held it out for him to take. Jason
groaned.

“She left a recording crystal with you and bailed again?” he asked. “These are
starting to feel like Dear John letters.”

“What’s a Dear John letter?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Jason said.

“I'll give you some privacy to watch it. Just remember that we’re going out to help
Autumn find a familiar this afternoon.”

“Yeah.”

Farrah went to the elevating platform and left Jason alone in his suite. He moved
inside and a crystal projector formed out of cloud stuff. It was a small plinth, capped by a
pyramid, atop which was a slot for a recording crystal. Jason placed the crystal Farrah had
given him and then dropped into a sprawl across a couch. A large image of Dawn's face
flickered into place over the projector, making Jason feel like he was looking at a hologram
of Emperor Palpatine.

“Sorry for the galactic emperor look,” the projection said. “| was hoping it would make
it feel less like a Dear John letter.”

“We could have just had a conversation,” Jason muttered.



“I know we could have just had a conversation,” Dawn said, “but conversations with
you always go awry from what the other person intends.”

“Not always.”

“Yes, always.”

Jason looked at the projection, affronted. Dawn laughed.

“I wish | could see your face right now. You’re not as unpredictable as you think,
Jason.”

Jason's mouth formed a thin line as he pressed his lips hard together in frustration.

“Yes,” Dawn said, “I know you’re grouchy that you can'’t talk back, but that’s the point.
This isn’t a discussion. You’re going to sit and listen, get crabby about it, then accept what
I've done because I'm not here to argue with and it feels wrong to deny me without having
me here to argue with.”

"I'm starting to hate this recording."

“I've been discussing with the Adventure Society about this false identity. Since you'll
be signing on with your own team as an auxiliary, it will be less obvious if your team takes
on multiple auxiliaries at once.”

‘I know. I've seen the list.”

“You’re still passive-aggressively having a conversation with a recording aren’t you?”

Jason glared at the image.

“But here’s the good news,” Dawn said. “The list is fake.”

“What?”

‘I knew you’d get cranky, so | made a list of names that would annoy you, so that
you'd be less angry with the real list.”

‘I wouldn’t have to get cranky if you didn’t give me a fake list full of people I'd never
take. | bet you did this for laughs.”

“Also, | thought it would be funny.”

‘I knew it! You knew you were just... and I’'m still talking to a recording.”

Dawn's expression softened and the image zoomed out, showing that she was sitting
on the grass on a hillside somewhere, in a white summer dress. It was decorated with
images of a flower known as phoenix wing.

“This is going to be a new start for you, Jason. You’ve told me about when you first
came to this world and all the promise it held. This is your chance to have that adventuring
career you were imagining back then. Maybe not exactly as you imagined it, but | suspect
you won'’t be too unhappy with having a secret identity.”

Dawn’s image looked regretful, as did Jason’s watching it.



“I guess | should give you the real list of names,” she said. “Rufus, obviously. He'll
fight with you, but strictly speaking, he'll be listed as a trainer. You still have a lot to learn
from him, and your friend Taika could benefit from his knowledge as well. Gary is another
easy inclusion. Once he finds out that you can just conjure up all the rare materials he
could ask for to practise his smithing, I'm certain he'll jump at the chance, even if he can't
take his results out of your soul space. Just make sure he does some work where people
can use the results, as well. | imagine that diamond-rank mentor of his will turn up
regularly to keep him on the right path."

Jason couldn’t argue with those picks.

“You should consider Estella Warnock, as well. | think you would be better than me
making that approach, but she’ll work well with Belinda and she seems a little lost. Also, |
know you love her pink hair, so maybe try to hide your celestine fetish at least a little.”

‘I do not have a... I'm arguing with no one again. Also, I'm lying.”

“Yes you do have a fetish,” Dawn said. “Stop lying to yourself.”

Jason grumbled at the projection.

"Those are the easy picks," Dawn said. "Next come people you aren't so familiar with.
There's a man named Amos Pensinata. He's a gold ranker that you've probably heard of.
Like you, he's had some experiences with soul trauma that left him with a more capable
aura than most. I've convinced him to travel with you for a time and teach you some of the
things he's learned about soul manipulation. Some of it will come from his own
experiences, while others will be things you would normally learn at or just before gold
rank. Fortunately, Mr Pensinata takes a more learn-as-need view.”

Jason was familiar with Pensinata by reputation. He was the man who had defeated
the same forces that had forced Jason to almost kill himself fleeing in the underwater
complex.

“Pensinata has one condition for travelling with you, which is that he brings his
nephew with him. The young man has a problem common to adventurers in high-magic
zones: he was sheltered through iron and bronze rank and lacks independent experience.
Pensinata wishes for his nephew to get some seasoning, away from his overprotective
parents.”

“He’s not going to kidnap his nephew, is he?”

“Carlos Quilido can tell you more about Amos, as they have known each other for a
long time.”

“That wasn’t a no.”



“Speaking of which, Quilido is also on the list. Your soul space will be a powerful tool
in researching what has been done to the Order of Redeeming Light members. Which
means bringing along the captured Order of Redeeming Light members.”

“How many people do you think | can fit in the cloud flask’s vehicle construct?” Jason
asked the projection.

“I know that means a lot of people, but you should probably keep the prisoners in
your soul space anyway.”

"You can sod that idea right off. I'm not turning my soul into bloody Arkham Asylum."

"I'm assuming," Dawn's recording said, "that you just went on some kind of colourful
tirade because apparently, the word 'no’ is too efficient for you."

“It lacks emphasis!” Jason yelled at the projection.

“If you really can’t accept the idea, | have already discussed some alternatives — less
secure alternatives — with Priest Quilido.”

“Damn right. Carlos can buy a prison bus or something.”

"There is one more person who needs to go along, and this is the one you're not
going to like. The Adventure Society wants a representative attached to your team.
Something of a personal liaison to you."

“You mean a spy.”

“Yes, basically a spy.”

"Stop predicting what I'm going to say!"

“No.”

“‘Arrgh!”

Jason watched Dawn'’s laughing figure, realising that being there, teasing his future
self was possibly the last piece of unadulterated fun she had before heading off into the
cosmos on Very Serious Business.

‘I don’t know who they’re going to choose for you,” he said, “but | think they know
better than to make some foolish choice. They know you’ll flat-out refuse if they don’t find
someone acceptable and that pressuring you won’t work. | made sure they at least
understood that much.”

“Good,” Jason said.

Dawn’s image took on a sad smile.

“We said our goodbyes in your soul space, so | won’t retread that ground,” she said.
“I hope that when | see you again, you don’t think too poorly of me.”

She made a gesture and the recording ended.

*kk



Jason still hadn’t emerged from his suite since Farrah gave him the recording when
Liara arrived at the cloud house. Shade led Liara to one of the mezzanine lounges, filled
with leafy plants and overlooking the atrium. Although opaque from the outside, the atrium
wall rising halfway up the tower was transparent from the inside and let in plenty of natural
light. Farrah was waiting for her at a table, drinking a tall glass of iced tea. She poured
another for Liara from a pitcher as she gestured for the princess to join her.

“What brings you here?” Farrah asked as Liara sat. “We have an activity soon and
are pressed for time.”

“Assisting Miss Leal with her familiar ritual, yes. Quite a small-scale activity, given
surrounding events.”

“We’re looking for small, Princess. And we value friendship.”

Liara nodded.

“Mr Asano knows about the Adventure Society liaison?” she asked.

“I gave him the message Dawn left behind, but he hasn’t emerged since. | don’t know
what his reaction will be. Dawn tried to manage him as best she could, but there’s only so
much managing you can do with Jason. And only so much we’re willing to. He might need
some rough edges shaved off, from time to time, but we’re on his side first. Not the
Adventure Society’s and certainly not your family’s.”

‘I have no qualms with loyalty, Miss Hurin. Loyal people are reliable, and I've found
over the decades of my career that consistency is more valuable than capability. If you find
someone with both, you treasure them.”

“Has the society come up with a liaison they think Jason will accept?”

‘I have a name, but whether he’ll accept it is still up in the air. But I'm here for another
reason. Related to your upcoming activity, in fact.”

“‘Oh?”

“There is a lot of talk related to Jason floating around, but the amount of accurate
information varies wildly amongst different circles.”

“And?”

“And when information is scarce, people have a habit of taking what they know — or
what they’ve been told, true or not — and adding in their own assumptions to fill in the
gaps."

"And then those assumptions ferment into facts in their mind."

“Just so, Miss Hurin.”

“And someone has made some assumptions about Jason?”



“There are certain sectors of the adventuring community — the bottom tier guilds and
other, less formalised groups — where information about Jason has taken on a certain
tone. Some rather drastic assumptions have been made and are threatening to head in a
less-than-ideal direction.”

“‘How so?”

‘Information on Jason’s actual combat ability hasn’t spread nearly as far as his
name.”

“| see where this is going,” Farrah said. “Someone has convinced themselves that
Jason is all reputation and no power, and think that taking him out is their pathway to fame
and prestige.”

“More or less.”

“And they know what we’re up to today.”

“Yes.”

“Did you leak it so that these idiots would be coming after us and ruining Autumn’s
attempt to find a new familiar?”

“Of course not.”

“You know she lost her familiar defending Rimaros.”

“l do.”

“It's been traumatic enough for her, without some idiots coming along and ruining
what’s already hard enough.”

‘I know.”

“Do you, Princess?”

“Miss Hurin, | was in the bowels of that flying city. | had friends and family convince
me to let them sacrifice themselves. | would never do what you're suggesting to someone
who made sacrifices for my city and my kingdom.”

“But I'm not talking about you using her as bait. I'm talking about you using Jason as
bait, which you’ve done before. Autumn would just be collateral.”

“l didn’t do this, Miss Hurin. It came from some Magic Society source. No conspiracy,
just some administrator who saw that Miss Leal had registered she was going to go out
and conduct a binding ritual, with a list of who was going to stand watch for her. An
opportunist sold some information, we heard about it and | came to warn you.”

A portal opened and Jason stepped out.

“You’re going to do more than warn us, Princess.”



Chapter 601

This Doesn’t Feel Glorious

There was a rocky outcropping on the southern mainland, well beyond the border of
Storm Kingdom territory. Towering over the jungle, it overlooked a sweeping river and was
an excellent landmark to portal to. A portal opened as someone did just that, and
adventurers started emerging. Emerging first were silver rank guild adventurers, followed
by Princess Liara and, finally, a visibly nervous Autumn Leal.

Autumn looked around at the guild team assigned to watch over her familiar ritual.
They were from the Sapphire Crown guild, whose bronze-rankers wouldn’t give her a
second glance on the street, even with her silver rank. They would be polite if they ever
spoke to her, sure, but why would they? And all of that was ignoring the gold-rank
princess.

Liara directed them to start descending the outcropping.

“Don’t think about them,” Liara told Autumn in a calming voice. “My understanding is
that if you aren’t looking to attract certain varieties of carnivore, a calm mind is best for
familiar rituals.”

‘I don’t understand what’s going on,” Autumn said. “I mean, | understand why I’'m
here, but why are you here?”

“Mr Asano was unhappy that people coming after him were going to disrupt your
familiar ritual, so he told me to take you to another site while he explains things to the
people in question.”

“He can tell you to do things?”

“No, but it doesn’t seem to stop him.”

She didn’t point out that he also told the Builder to do things, which was really how
they ended up in their current circumstances.

“Mr Asano's aura is rather strong,” Liara continued. “Strong enough that even | can't
read his emotions. So when enough anger slipped through that | picked up on it, it was
worth paying attention to. It meant he was probably going to do something drastic, and
knowing there was no stopping him, | thought to it best to steer him as best | could.
Fortunately, there are procedures for this.”

“For what, exactly?”

“After every monster surge, there's a lot of guild recruitment as quality adventurers
the guilds overlooked demonstrate their ability. Many great adventurers come from outside

of the guild and aristocratic families, and the surge is where a lot of them get noticed.



Unfortunately, every surge also brings adventurers that failed to distinguish themselves but
are unwilling to accept that. They pick someone who did and try to make an example of
them. Watching out for this very thing is how we caught wind of what was happening with
you and stepped in. Asano is, after all, such an obvious target.”

“But even with moving my ritual, won't they still go after Jason?”

“Yes. Standard procedure is to warn whomever they've targeted, and then let them.
We've found that letting people bite down on the rock is the most effective object lesson.”

Autumn nodded.

“I know you're only helping me because of Jason, but I'm still not sure how | ended up
here. How did | go from standing next to him in line for a scutwork delivery job to all this?”

She gestured at the other adventurers and Liara herself.

“That was Asano's choice.” Liara explained. “I've studied Asano's history as
extensively as anyone can, | suspect. He has a habit of going a long way for relative
strangers, especially if he feels that they've been wronged on account of his actions. You
have met his team members, Wexler and Callahan?”

“Sophie and Belinda? Yes.”

“They were thieves when they met Asano. He and Clive Standish caught them on a
contract, only to discover they were passing them off into a fate much worse than thievery
warranted. It was quite political, very corrupt and extremely unpleasant. Asano undertook
actions I can only describe as characteristically drastic and two thieves went from a
disastrous fate to elite adventurers. Asano made some rather significant enemies in the
process and ultimately paid a hefty price, but | don't believe he regrets it. Despite a cost
I'm not sure | can even empathise with the severity of.”

“Is he going to pay a cost for helping me?”

“Not unless, as | said, he's overestimated himself. You met Asano on a fortress town
delivery?”

“Yes, but it was clear things weren't normal. There was a gold ranker on board, and
not just an ordinary one. He said it was because of pirates, but you don't send the Siege
Sword to guard a supply run from pirates that could be anywhere. He was there to test
Jason.”

“Yes, he was,” Liara agreed. “I'm afraid that | am ultimately the reason for your
acquaintance with Asano. | put him on that airship, although it was his Ancestral Majesty
who assigned Trenchant Moore. | was using Asano as bait to catch some Builder cultists.”

“His Ancestral Majesty, as in...”

“Soramir Rimaros, yes.”



Liara looked at Autumn.

“I'm not helping you calm down, am |, Miss Leal?”

“Not really, no. Did you catch the Builder cultists?”

“We got Purity zealots instead. There’s no shortage of people willing to go after
Asano, which is what has brought us to this predicament. There are only a handful of
regions ideal for seeking out familiar-appropriate magical frogs, which is why we had to
portal you to a more distant one. The one you were registered to visit is currently crawling
with opportunists about to find that their opportunity is eagerly awaiting them.”

-

Eleven people were moving through the jungle on the Storm Kingdom’s western
mainland. They were in a region hosting a major habitat for magical frogs, around a dozen
kilometres from one of the main roadways that Jason had once travelled down on a
delivery contract. This was where Autumn Leal had registered as going to perform her
familiar bond ritual. It was also the place where two men, Rangel and Tellez, had led their
teams.

“And to think you said this helmet wasn’t worth the money, Tellez.”

“It wasn’t worth the money, Rangel.”

“We aren’t the only ones out here, searching for Asano. This helmet will track him
down.”

“Assuming he doesn’t have some way to block tracking magic. There are plenty of
items and abilities that can do that.”

“The artificer who sold it to me said it would penetrate those kinds of protections.”

“People say all kinds of things, Rangel. My wife said she’d never leave me.”

“Didn’t she leave that alchemy vendor for you?”

“What are you saying?”

“I'm saying there’s a pattern of behaviour.”

“What kind of pattern is leaving me for a guy who sells umbrellas?”

“Ella left you for an umbrella salesman?”

“During a monster surge, no less. And they aren’t even magical umbrellas. They're
regular umbrellas!”

Rangel and Tellez were moving through the jungle with their team members in tow.
They were hunting Jason Asano, and knowing he would have his own team with them, had
grouped together. They had checked and found that Asano’s absurdly named Team
Biscuit had six, giving them almost two-to-one odds. Not everyone was on-board with the

plan, however, and the singular woman in the group spoke up.



“Tellez, we could still back out of this,” she told her team leader.

“Escamilla, you were outvoted.”

“There’s a Geller on Asano’s team.”

“Not one of the local ones; I've never heard of him. And not every Geller is so
amazing. Their reputation is overblown.”

‘I don’t know if that’s true,” Escamilla said. “And Gellers don’t usually let just anyone
on their team.”

‘I haven’t heard of anyone on this one’s team,” Rangel contributed. “Except Asano.”

“Who you hadn’t heard of before,” Escamilla pointed out. “Just because they aren’t
known locally doesn’t make them weak.”

“You're just looking for reasons to not do this,” Tellez told her.

“You're right. We're roaming through the jungle, interrupting some poor woman's
familiar ritual to beat the hell out of a fellow adventurer just for the glory. This doesn't feel
glorious, Tellez.”

“Stop griping. We agreed to this as a team.”

“I did some checking around, Tellez. This woman lost her familiar defending Rimaros
from the Builder attack.”

“We all defended the city from the Builder attack,” Rangel said.

“Our teams were on standby on Provo, Rangel,” Escamilla said. “We weren’t exactly
beating back the cult.”

“Which is why we’re here,” Rangel said. “To get the prestige that was denied us when
we were assigned away from the battle.”

“I don'’t think it was prestige that we were denied,” Escamilla said. I think it was
casualties. A lot of people died that day. Stronger people than us.”

“That’s what you think, isn’t it?” Tellez asked. “That Asano’s team is stronger than
us?”

‘I don’t know, Tellez,” she said. “That’s kind of the whole point: we don’'t know what
we’re walking into. | told you | did some checking around, and | spoke to Team Work Saw.”

“Team Work Saw aren’t worth a damn,” Rangel said.

“They’re a guild team,” Escamilla said.

“Yeah, the worst guild team in Rimaros,” Rangel said. “We could take them easy.”

“I don’t think we should go underestimating any guild team, Rangel,” Tellez said.
“What did you get from them, Milla?”

“They’ve worked with Asano’s team. Said they’re a strange group, but serious

business.”



“What did they say about Asano himself?”

“The usual stuff. Don’t mess with an affliction specialist. They said he was kind of an
odd one, though. He-"

“It doesn’t matter,” Rangel said. “Affliction specialists are nothing. You just punch past
their protection and put them down fast.”

“And how many affliction specialists have you ‘put down fast’ Rangel?” Escamilla
asked.

“First time for everything.”

In a nearby shadow, Jason was starting to wonder if this entire conversation was
some kind of ruse to lure him into a false sense of security.

“That's what makes this such a good plan,” Tellez said, gesturing at the recording
crystal floating over his head. Rangel had an identical one. “We don't have to fight Asano's
team. Not really. We have the numbers to tie them up long enough to give Asano a beat
down. He's silver rank, so he can take it. And then we disengage and get out. They're
looking for monsters and magical beasts interrupting the ritual, not a sneak attack from two
teams of elite adventurers. We blitz, beat, and bolt.”

“Yes, because that’s what elite adventurers do,” Escamilla said. “They record
themselves attacking a fellow adventurer for no better reason than to build their
reputations. Do you think there won't be any repercussions from this?”

“We want the repercussions from this,” Tellez said. “Footage of us kicking the goo out
of the guy everyone is talking about at the top end of town, the people they’ll be talking
about is us. Recrimination from the Adventure Society will only help raise our profile. He
has a healer, Milla. No one will be suffering anything that can’t be fixed with a few minutes
and a few spells, so it won’t be that bad. We take our lumps and come out the talk of the
town.”

“‘Even assuming that this all goes the way you think it will,” Escamilla said, “I'm not so
sure | want to be the subject of that kind of talk. And don’t think it will go just right. When
has everything gone just right on a contract, let alone this mess? If we want to end up in
the upper echelons of adventurers, Tellez, we can’t be stuck on basic monster hunts,
which means star ratings with the Adventure Society. Every famous team is full of two-
stars, and most have at least one member with three. We have one member with two
stars. Me. But when what we’re doing here comes out — however it goes — my second star
is going away. You aren’t afraid of getting demoted because you're already sitting on one
star, but I'm the one with something to lose.”

Tellez stopped walking and turned on Escamilla.



“And there it is,” he said. “Short-term thinking is one thing, but the real problem is that
it's all about you, isn’t it? The unwillingness to sacrifice for the team. The selfishness.”

Escamilla didn’t back off, getting in the face of the man, despite being a head shorter.

“‘Don’t talk to me about selfishness, Tellez. This whole thing is the embodiment of
selfishness. How many people are you willing to hurt to advance yourself? This woman
just trying to get a familiar? The team of adventurers we’re attacking? They don’t know
about your plan, Tellez, so they won’t be playing for fun. When we hit them, they’re going
to hit back. Hard. And not just today, either. We’re making enemies here that we don’t
have to.”

Rangel and Tellez loomed over the smaller woman.

“You don't like it, Escamilla,” Rangel said, “then how about you turn around and go
home? We can live without one more damage dealer. If you wanted to have people put up
with your crap, you should have gone for guarding or healing powers.”

Escamilla looked to Tellez, waiting, but he said nothing.

“Seriously?” she asked, after a long, tense silence. “You're going to let an outsider tell
a member of your team to go and not say a single word in their defence?”

Tellez took on an awkward expression, but then firmed it with resolve.

“You agreed to go along with the team’s decision, Milla.”

“I never thought the team would be this insane!”

“Then why come along at all?”

“‘Because you’re my team! And | thought that maybe, just maybe, | could convince
you to give up on this idiotic plan of yours, Tellez.”

“Actually, it was my plan,” Rangel said. “Well, it was Maldonado’s plan, but I'm the
one who stole it. And if we're going to find Asano before he does, we need to stop
standing around yelling at one another and get back to the search. If Asano and his team
are anywhere near here, they’'ve heard us coming.”

Escamilla glared at him but didn’t respond before turning her gaze back to Tellez.

“If we want to make a name for ourselves,” she asked, “how about we do it with
accomplishments instead of stunts?”

“We don’t have enough accomplishments, Milla! The guilds are going to be recruiting
now the surge is over, but we didn’t do anything that will stand out. We can'’t get into a top
guild if no one knows who we are.”

“Look at what we're doing, Tellez! You think this — this — is what great adventurers

do?”



“Asano isn’t so great, and his name is on everyone’s lips right now. That's what
makes him the perfect target.”

“We don’t know what Asano is,” she told him. “But what he’s not is out in the jungle,
targeting other adventurers to make some kind of point.”

In a nearby shadow, Jason winced, scratching his head awkwardly.

“All this has done is show us who we really are,” Escamilla said. “Every other group
that we're racing to find Asano is the same as us; they’re either in middling guilds or none
at all. Maybe the reason we didn’t get the attention of a big guild, Tellez, is that we’re not
meant to be in one. Maybe what this whole debacle is really telling us is that this is all we
amount to.”

Escamilla felt the atmosphere change and knew she’d made a mistake as the auras
around her grew hostile. For the first time since being empowered by essences, she was
acutely conscious of being a woman. She was the only one on either team, leaving her in
the middle of the jungle, surrounded by men. She stood, tense, unease creeping into her

mind when screams rang out as a member of Rangel's team was dragged into the canopy.



Chapter 602

El Demonio Que Hace Trofeos de los Hombres

The adventuring teams led by Rangel and Tellez were in dense jungle. With eleven
members in the combined group, it was necessary to cut a path, but magic was more than
up to the task. One of Rangel’s team members, Barrera, had been doing so with a
conjured blade-whip that made short work of anything from thick scrub to entire trees.

Sunlight speckled in through the canopy above, vesting the two teams in false twilight
as they stopped to argue over their current endeavour. Both teams had turned on a
member of Tellez’'s team, Escamilla, when Barrera was suddenly hauled into the canopy,
screaming. He was held in place by a swarm of shadowy arms, but they were more
numerous than strong. Barrera was wrenching himself free, despite more arms emerging
to snatch at him.

Barrera’s panicked screaming turned into more of an intermittent yell until he finally
yanked himself free and dropped to the ground. The others saw that he had wounds from
a weapon scored into his back, sliced into the weaker fabric around the stiffer panels of his
armour. The cuts were shallow, to the point that the natural recovery of a silver ranker
should have closed them, but they were freely bleeding too-dark blood.

“Poison,” Rangel said bitterly. “Carilo, cleanse him.”

When no answer came, he looked around.

“Carilo?”

—

The silence magic that had been on the throwing dart that struck Carilo was not
especially sophisticated. It would not prevent spell chants from working, which were about
establishing a mindset in the caster, not making sounds that triggered magic. Any properly
trained adventurer could cast their spells while underwater or otherwise muffled, even if
that training hadn’t been with a big family or fancy guild.

Casting a spell while being dragged by the face was another matter, however. Right
after the very localised silence, tough straps had wrapped around his head, wet with what
his sharp sense of smell identified immediately as blood. Carilo didn’t panic, trying to push
out with his aura senses, only to find something pushing back.

He hadn’t even noticed the other aura until it started suppressing him, which was a
terrifying level of control. The strength of it was no less concerning, given that he could tell
it was silver rank, yet had strength more like gold. It swiftly and mercilessly crushed

Carilo’s aura, completely suppressing him.



Carilo felt himself being swiftly dragged into thick scrub, plants whipping at him as he
was yanked across the rough jungle floor. Panic was now starting to kick in, but Carilo
steeled his resolve and reached up to pry at the straps binding his head. He couldn’t get
them off his head entirely, but at least managed to peel them away from his eyes, restoring
his sight. He grabbed at a tree, halting his unwilling passage across the ground. He was in
the midst of heavy jungle growth, the canopy thick enough to turn daylight into near-dark.

Acting quickly, Carilo activated his shield ability. It was the common force barrier that
would stop projectiles, magical or otherwise, along with powers that directly affected the
target. Such direct powers were common among affliction specialists, and if it was Asano
that attacked, it would likely be a strong counter to his abilities.

What it didn’t stop were slow-moving physical objects, along with anything already in
place, such as the straps around Carilo’s head. He wrapped his legs around the tree he
had grabbed, bracing himself against the straps still tugging at him. He then made a
concerted effort to yank off the straps and they gave way, but they didn’t pull away. The
force yanking at them halted and they started thrashing like tentacles.

The straps looked like leather that had been saturated in blood, which started raining
off the flailing tentacles in thick gobbets. The blood splashed on the rich soil, the lush
jungle scrub and over Carilo himself. Each of the gobbets rapidly transformed into leeches
with horrific lamprey teeth. They crawled over Carilo as he scrambled to his feet, hopping
back away from the straps. It wasn’t so easy, though, caught in the thick scrub, and many
leeches were already burrowing into his arms, legs and torso. His healer’s perception
power catalogued the poisons each bite pumped into him, many of which he resisted, but
fewer than he should. He suspected the aura keeping his own locked down also had some
means of suppressing resistance.

Carilo was no stranger to casting spells under harsh circumstances, and though
being devoured by flesh-eating leeches was harsher than most, he didn’t let it distract him
as he started to cast a spell that would send searing light bursting out of his body.

“Bright heart of embers, burst for-"

Because it was about the mindset, a sword passing through the back of his neck and
out through his throat shouldn’t, strictly speaking, disrupt the spell incantation. It was a
fairly good way to distract the mind, however, and the spell failed. The magic gathered
inside Carilo, ready to burst out, instead went wild in his chest. He wasn’t some weak iron
ranker, however, so the damage was relatively minor.

It took more than a severed spine and a miscast spell to slow down a silver ranker

and Carilo didn't allow himself to be distracted for more than an admittedly critical moment.



He ignored the sword in his neck to move forward and launch a backwards kick, just a
moment after the sword slid into him. He felt the kick connect, eliciting a surprised grunt
from behind him, but whirling to confront his attacker, they were already gone.
Disturbingly, the kick he landed had delivered some kind of retaliatory curse that was
making the leech poison worse.

He knew his attacker had hidden rather than fled as Carilo's aura was still unnervingly
suppressed. Having a moment to look around, he had time to consider the aura itself. It
was overwhelmingly powerful and domineering; being suppressed by it felt like being in a
dark room where he could only make out ominous shapes moving in the shadows. He
reached up to push the sword out of his neck but it slid out on its own and Carilo spun to
watch where it went, even as he cast a healing spell on himself. Even for a silver ranker,
powering through a severed spine on raw willpower would only work for so long.

Trying to follow the sword to its owner was revealed as a trap as once more Carilo
was attacked from behind, this time by two quick dagger slashes that penetrated his light
armour’s weaker areas. The cuts were light and in non-critical areas, but Carilo knew that
poison didn’t need them to be. His resistance to various afflictions was quite high, but his
perception power showed him that these afflictions didn’t care as a terrifying slate of them
dug in with each attack.

Whirling around, all Carilo saw was a dark shape withdrawing into the shadows. He
didn’t try casting a cleanse, knowing that with the length of the chant, it would get it
interrupted without his team to cover him. The same was meant to be true of an affliction
specialist, but that didn’t seem to matter to Asano. That was who Carilo assumed he was
facing, after being swiftly layered with afflictions. Until that moment, he considered it might
have been some other enemy, as he had still not gotten a clear look at them.

Carilo knew there was a clock on what was happening as his team would already be
looking and the silence effect would not last long. Instead of casting a spell, he went for a
potion from his belt, the vials having endured the drag across the jungle floor just fine.
Belts that magically protected potions from incidental damage were amongst the most
fundamental of adventuring gear.

As Carilo moved the vial towards his mouth, a shadow hand emerged from the
shadows surrounding him and grabbed his arm. Many more arms shot out of the dark to
wrap him up like a spider web, and while he was able to pull himself free, the vial was
knocked from his hand.

As Carilo was pulling himself free, an alien figure appeared above him, hovering

under the jungle canopy. It was a blue and orange eye-shaped nebula inside an otherwise



empty floating cloak. Around it floated orbs containing smaller versions of the same
nebula, all of which fired blue beams that were blocked by Carilo’s shield.

Six beams savaged the shield, which vacuumed Carilo’s mana to maintain itself and
he realised the beams were disruptive-force damage, the bane of magical barriers. Then
he felt more of his mana sucked out, drained away into the shadows around him, which
were indistinguishable from one another in the dark.

Carilo allowed his shield to drop, knowing that if he let his mana drain completely, he
was done. To his surprise, the alien entity floating above him ceased attacking the moment
the shield dropped. It turned into a cloud of blue and orange light that dashed away,
vanishing into the jungle.

In the wake of its departure, Carilo finally got a good look at his enemy. Emerging
from the shadows, the figure he assumed was Asano looked only vaguely like a person. It
was wrapped in a starry portal, with eyes that looked like nebulas in a distant void,
identical to those of the departed entity. Asano seemed unaffected by the thick scrub, as if
space itself was warping around him to permit easy passage.

Carilo suspected the figure he presumed to be Asano cast a spell, unheard in the
silence, as he felt more afflictions take hold. He turned to run, knowing his team was his
only chance, but he found his enemy right in front of him. Then he felt the sword that had
flown off come back, stabbing right back into the same wound it had left. Right after, the
silence ended

“Feed me your sins.”

Carilo’s perception power sensed all the affliction leave his body, only for others to
take his place. Sensing their nature and knowing afflictions better than most, as a healer,
these new ones were terrifying. Holy afflictions were notorious for many cleansing powers
not removing them, and those that did were often slower or less effective. Carilo knew this
well, the healer having such an ability himself.

Carilo couldn’t bring himself to call out, too shaken as the panic that had been
threatening to take hold of him finally dug its claws in. He also had a sword in his throat.
Then, to his staggering surprise, the holy afflictions were drained into the sword. His
perception ability briefly sensed some kind of power-suppression affliction before that
ability was cut off, along with all his others.

Spent, he looked at the strange man in front of him as Asano’s hand grabbed him by

the face.

*kk



Escamilla was forgotten for the moment as Rangel and Tellez barked orders at their
teams. While the healer from Tellez’s team cleansed and healed Barrera, the others
shifted from alert to battle-ready, prepping items, drawing weapons and initiating various
defensive powers and buffs. They didn’t hare off into the jungle looking for their missing
team member, knowing full-well it could easily be a trap. They were cautious and
methodical in their approach.

They were all Storm Kingdom adventurers and very familiar with the terrain around
the Sea of Storms. That familiarity wasn’t necessary to find the throwing dart that belonged
to none of them, but it did help find a trail. Traces of blood and a disturbed patch of scrub
showed the way, although it was a little worrying that none of them had heard Carilo get
dragged away.

Unfortunately, hacking a passage through the jungle as they had before would make
it harder to follow the trail. They were forced to push through the scrub at a more cautious
speed instead of having Barrera carve a path. Even so, the jungle could only slow down
the physical power of silver rankers by so much, and in a short time they found the signs of
violence. It looked to have been fairly contained but there was no shortage of blood and
there were signs of physical and magical combat amidst the thick scrub.

“How did we not hear this?” Rangel asked. “Tellez, do you think it was silencing
magic?”

When no answer came, he looked around.

“Tellez?”



Chapter 603

Occasionally Carnivorous

A suppression-collared adventurer was trudging through the jungle, but paused in a
clearing. He looked around, warily, seeing nothing but lush jungle and dark shadows. His
expression was conflicted for a moment, then he turned to walk in a different direction.

“That’s not the way,” a cold voice said, sending a chill down his spine, despite the
sweltering jungle. He looked around again, still seeing no one but himself. He turned
again, resuming his original direction.

—

Jason opened his eyes as he stopped sharing senses with Shade, hidden in the
shadow of the latest prisoner. He was deep in the jungle, but moving with caution.

“Thank you, Shade. This one took longer than the others to think about trying to go
find his team.”

“I believe you have them rattled, Mr Asano. That’s the fourth person you’ve plucked
from right under their nose.”

“Yeah, they’ll be watching for all my quiet tricks, now, and they’ve been way too
careful about shielding their other healer. Maybe we should take a run at that other pair of
teams.”

“You may want to leave them for now, Mr Asano. They were already at the periphery
of potential sites for Miss Leal to conduct her ritual, and they’re only getting further away.”

“They’ve gone in the wrong direction?”

“It is dense jungle, Mr Asano.”

“And dense adventurers, from the sounds of it.”

“In which case, it may be best to let them distract themselves.”

“Fair enough,” Jason said. “Moving around with portals would be so much easier, but
one of the prisoners might call my bluff and refuse to go through, even if | threaten to Kill
them. And then there’s this.”

He crouched down and looked at a thread so fine it was all but invisible to even
silver-rank vision. If he hadn’t sensed the thrum of aura connecting it to a network of
threads spread all through the jungle, he’d have never known it was there. The scope of it
meant it had been put in place over the course of days, maybe a whole week, in
preparation for the conflicts currently taking place in this section of jungle.

The web worked by weaving tiny threads over a vast area, imbuing them with a tiny

amount of aura, to connect them to the user. Monsters, animals and essence users could



walk right through a thread without ever noticing, the broken thread reconnecting itself
even as the user picked up details of the oblivious wanderer.

Logistically, setting up the web net was a huge pain, but there were advantages to
the laborious requirements. While wide-area tracking magic was much simpler, it was also
easy to foil. The web net was triggered by contact, circumventing effects that foiled regular
tracking magic. It did have tracking magic woven into it as well, but this was designed to
track portals rather than people. Jason might have an ability that shielded him from
tracking, but his portals did not.

“This could have tripped me up if | hadn't seen it before,” Jason mused. Mr North,
whose true form was a rune spider, used a similar ability with significantly more finesse.
Web essence abilities were also in Dawn’s repertoire, which Jason had seen her silver-
rank avatar use on Earth. When it came to expertise in the execution of their powers,
Jason had never seen anyone come close to Dawn. Jason's sharp aura senses allowed
him to navigate without tripping the thread network net unless doing so served his
purposes.

“The team led by Maldonado is better than the others in preparation and ability,”
Shade observed. “l am being careful of the main group, so | am not always close enough
to eavesdrop, but based on their activity, | suspect that they deliberately lured the other
teams into this endeavour.”

“They still haven’t taken the bait and gone after one of my prisoners roaming
around?”

“No. Perhaps if you appear on their web net in the location where you are gathering
them, they will believe it to be your base of operations and strike.”

“‘Maybe. They might think it's a trap. I'd think it's a trap. Are they still gathered at a
base camp instead of moving around?”

“For the most part. The bulk of their group has vehicles ready for rapid deployment
while their scouts monitor the other groups. There may be another scout moving to survey
the prisoner gathering, but either they haven’t gotten there yet or they are better at hiding
than | am at finding.”

“They’re probably waiting for a confirmation of my presence. If my moves against
Rangel and Tellez’s teams are going to get more overt, I'll have to take out the scout from
Maldonado’s team watching them first. She almost caught wind of me when | nabbed that
last one.”

“Mr Asano, you are kidnapping and hauling off their team members. Does that not
constitute overt to you, what does?”



“‘Having Gordon set off an orb explosion in the middle of them and snatching
someone in the chaos.”

“| see. Perhaps you should move on the group going the wrong way after all,” Shade
suggested. “Changing up your pattern will make it harder to ambush you.”

“Agreed,” Jason said. “I'll have to deal with them all eventually, anyway.”

Jason looked up at a patch of jungle canopy.

“What do you think?” he asked.

The air shimmered to reveal a celestine floating in the air with a recording crystal
drifting around over her head. Her hair and eyes were a pale sky blue, compared to the
rich sapphire of the royal family. Her skin was also very pale, another contrast to the royal
family’s typical caramel.

“Oh, it's you,” Jason said.

Jana Costi was a gold-rank stealth specialist from Princess Liara’s team. He had not
seen her since before the attack by the Builder’s flying city. Her brother had sacrificed
himself to detonate the weapon Travis designed that brought the city down.

“I'm sorry about Ledev,” he said. “He was a dick, but so is everyone they build a
statue of, and he definitely deserves a statue.”

“Thank you... | think. How did you sense me?”

“I didn’t; you hid from me perfectly. You weren'’t quite as perfect at masking the
recording crystal, though. Close but, that only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.
Neither of which you have in this world, now that | think about it. Heidel shoes and
alchemy bombs? It doesn’t have the same ring.”

“You're still the same, then.”

“Well, I'm fighting people alone in the jungle while you secretly follow me around
again. We have been here before. | don’t suppose you want to do a little light scouting for
me?”

“Your familiar seems to be doing just fine on that front.”

“He is pretty great.”

There was a cave in one of the tracking web's dead spots. To further shield it from
prying eyes or their magical equivalent, Clive and Belinda had established several magic
wards. They wouldn't last long, but they wouldn't need to. This kind of magic was a
speciality of Belinda's, going back to her days of setting up operation points when she and

Sophie were thieves.



Jason’s team, minus Humphrey and Jason, were sitting on picnic furniture conjured
up by Belinda, eating from a sandwich platter set up on a table. Along with the platter were
two pitchers of iced tea and one of juice.

“Only two blends of iced tea,” Neil complained. “I hate roughing it on contracts.”

“After three years of spirit coins, you adapted to Jason being back on the team pretty
quick,” Sophie pointed out.

“I've been eating spirit coins in the field for three years,” Neil said. “If you want to go
back to that, leave me your sandwiches. You know, | quite like the idea of Jason being an
auxiliary. More sandwiches, less trouble.”

“I'll believe that when | see it,” Clive said.

Humphrey wandered in with a confused-looking, suppression-collared adventurer. He
was peering at the floor, surprised at the lack of a need to watch his footing. Not far into
the cave, he had found where Clive and Belinda had used some simple rituals to turn
rough stone into smooth floor. It made traversing the cave much less tricky, as the light
stones weren’t set up until far enough in that they couldn’t be spotted from the outside.

“‘Another one?” Neil asked, then jabbed a thumb at the corner. “Over with the others.”

Humphrey shoved the prisoner towards a ritual circle with three more people sitting in
it. The ritual circle caused only silence and did not restrict the occupants from leaving it.
What had happened when they made a break for it did that. The others waited for him to
enter the silence zone before talking again.

“Should Jason be so blatant with using suppression collars?” Clive wondered as he
watched the prisoners. “I know that a lot of adventurers keep them handy, but they are,
strictly speaking, restricted tools.”

“I's not like that’s ever enforced unless the Adventure Society is looking to harass a
member in poor standing,” Neil pointed out.

“The purpose is political,” Humphrey said, wandering over to the table and taking a
sandwich. “Showing that Jason has enough support from the Adventure Society, or just
enough influence, that he can flaunt the rules. Even if everyone is flaunting that rule
already, he doesn’t even have to pretend to hide it.”

“Hey,” Neil said. “Did you just take the sandwich with willowcress and boar chunks in
spicy sauce?”

Humphrey looked at the sandwich in his hand.

“Yes. You've still got half a sandwich left to eat.”

“I was going to eat that one next,” Neil complained.

“You realise that you're going to get fat again,” Belinda told him.



“I was never fat!”

—

Eric Maldonado was pacing back and forth in the ready site that had been set up
days earlier. It was a cleared section of jungle with a ritual-magic perimeter to stop the
jungle from growing back. In high-magic zones, plant growth could be sudden,
unpredictable and occasionally carnivorous.

Maldonado had sunk exorbitant amounts into this operation, from burning favours to
most of the money he had earned during the surge, but he was struggling to see the value.
The specialist tracker who had been so expensive to hire was completely failing to track
Asano, despite her assurances that her net would work around tracking-magic
countermeasures.

All she had found was the people Asano had taken from their teams and sent
roaming through the jungle alone. Maldonado even had a scout to check on them as they
moved through the jungle and they were, in fact, alone. As for their destination, where
other prisoners had already gathered, he was yet to send a scout because it reeked of a
trap. If nothing else, the tracker had detected a portal some tie ago, making it Asano’s
likely entry point to the area.

Asano himself was a stealth user, according to Maldonado’s research, but the rest of
his team was not. It was Maldonado’s guess that the rest of the team were in that location,
guarding Asano’s prisoners and preparing an ambush.

It was increasingly clear that not only was Asano aware that he was being hunted,
but had cancelled the familiar ritual and was hunting them, in turn. It was only the sunk
cost of the operation that had stopped Maldonado from calling an end to it.

One of the reasons Maldonado was willing to continue was that the most expensive
specialist on hand was a communications specialist. This was a member of the Adventure
Society and getting him to participate in such a shady operation had been extremely pricy.
His scout being able to feed him real-time information had made Maldonado more
confident in maintaining a level of control. But the longer they operated without catching
Asano’s tail, the more that confidence eroded.

Asano had managed to take four people from Rangel’s group. Not only did he do so
under the nose of the rest of the group, but also under that of Maldonado’s scout, watching
them. Despite his assurances that he would not let himself be distracted again, Maldonado
was not confident.

“Mr Maldonado.”

The communication specialist, Constantin, approached him.



“I believe that Asano has decided to change his pattern and strike the other group.”

“That makes sense. His attacks on Rangel’s group were becoming increasingly
untenable. What do you mean by ‘you believe?’ What did Piera report?”

Piera was the scout observing the second group.

“Piera was removed from my communication group,” Constantin said. “That she did
so without reporting it suggests that the first target of the attack was her.”

Maldonado ran a hand over his face.

“How long ago?”

“‘Moments.”

“You’re saying that a silver-ranker was taken out before she could even report being
under attack?”

“Unlikely. It is more likely that the communication was interfered with.”

“How?”

“There are spells and wards that can do so. Many dispel effects can cut an individual
out of a communication link. Also, such abilities work like auras and magical senses, in
that they are an expression of the soul. A sudden soul attack could account for it. You said
it was an ability of Asano's.”

“An unconfirmed ability. Low probability of being true, according to my source.”

Maldonado shook his head angrily.

“If Havi Estos hadn’t gone dark | wouldn’t have been forced to use an untested
information broker.”

“Perhaps that was a sign that you should not have undertaken this at all,” Constantin
suggested.

“You were happy enough to take the money,” Maldonado said bitterly.

“It was a lot of money,” Constantin replied calmly.

Maldonado sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Alright,” he announced loudly. “Everyone gather round.”

The rest of his team moved closer and he explained the situation.

“I know this isn’t what any of us wanted,” he said. “But the reality is that Asano isn’t
the soft target we thought. We knew he wasn’t going to be what we made him out as to
that idiot Rangel, but this is more than we thought. By a lot. He knew we were coming and
the information we had about how he fights was woefully inadequate. To the point that it
might have even been fed to us that way.”

“You think we were set up?”



“It's clear that he knew we were coming, so it’s a possibility. It may be that his
connections aren’t all at the expensive end of town.”

“What about Piera?” asked Reyes, one of his team members. “We’re just going to let
him have her?”

“Either she’s dead or she’s not,” Maldonado said.

“She’s not,” the mercenary tracking specialist said. “I've just picked her up walking in
the same direction as the others Asano took out.”

Maldonado nodded.

“Pull out,” he instructed. “I'll stay alone and approach where the prisoners are
gathering.”

“The damn ambush site?” Reyes asked. “Boss, you shouldn’t go up against Asano by
yourself, let alone his whole team where they’re set up waiting.”

“It won’t be to fight. If Piera and the others are alive, it's to make a point.”

“I knew we should have hired a gold ranker,” said Nufiez, another team member.

“The whole point was to show that we could handle Asano,” Maldonado said.

“Yeah, except you lured in a bunch of other teams and hired merc specialists.”

“Silver-rank specialists,” Maldonado said. “This whole thing is about perception, not
facts, and what people care about is rank. Outside of aberrations like Asano — which is
why we targeted him in the first place — people don’t play outside their rank. As long as we
only use silver-rank assets, we'll just be looked at as resourceful. Getting a gold ranker
would have defeated the entire point.”

Maldonado hung his head.

“You're all leaving,” he said. “I will go to Asano and negotiate Piera’s return.”

“‘Boss,” Reyes said. “That will be giving Asano all the cards.”

“He already has them,” Maldonado said wearily. “We bet heavy and we lost. It's time
to accept that with dignity and pay up. Make no mistake: we’re in the wrong. We gambled
our money and our reputations, and we didn’t win. I'm not sure that we ever had a chance.
The stacked deck is what drove us to this in the first place, and I’'m not sure we ever really
did have a chance. What comes next will be bad. How bad depends on Asano.”

“It won’t be that bad,” Jason said, stepping out of the jungle. ‘I respect someone who

knows when to cut bait.”



Chapter 604

If You’re Going to Punish Someone

Maldonado's team whirled at the unexpected voice. A man was walking out of the
jungle and over the ritual line at the edge of the base camp. He was wearing dark red
combat robes, not voluminous like a scholar's robe, but still draping loosely. He was not
tall, but he had the lean athleticism of an adventurer. His features were sharp, with a
pointed chin under a neatly trimmed beard. His dark hair was glossy, shining in the
sunlight.

His presence was unsettling for two reasons. One was his eyes, with black sclera and
irises that weren't irises. They were made up of blue and orange energy that was similar to
an iris, but not quite the same. The result was an uncanny-valley alienness, like something
inhuman wearing human skin.

Strange eyes were far from unheard of amongst adventurers, however. What
genuinely unnerved them was that they couldn’t sense his aura. At all. Looking at
someone and sensing nothing was something that almost all adventurers had experienced
at one point or another. It was what happened when someone higher rank was about to
make a point. They knew Asano wasn’t higher rank than them; it just felt like it.

“He’s alone,” said Nuiez nervously. He was one of Maldonado’s team members.

“Shut up, Nufiez,” Maldonado scolded. “You don’t walk out in front of this many
people without knowing something they don’t.”

A predatory smile teased at the corners of Jason’s mouth. A portal arch rose up
behind him and the rest of his team emerged, forming a row behind him. Maldonado
walked out from his team to meet Jason and they stopped in front of one another.
Maldonado was taller by half a head, with tan skin and hawkish features. A celestine, his
hair and eyes were onyx black.

“You're him,” Maldonado said.

“'m him.”

“It was never going to work, was it?”

“There's always someone like you. Someone who fails to make a name for
themselves during the surge, then tries to make one on the back of a more successful
adventurer. They watch out for that kind of thing.”

Maldonado narrowed his eyes.

“But they don’t stop it,” he realised. “They let the successful adventurer demonstrate

where their success came from.”



“If it's viable. You did a lot better than most, so I'm told. You did deliberately leak your
plan to Rangel and the other group, right?”

“Yes. The idea was to soften you up. Draw you into the open and strike.”

“You made a lot of preparations. You don’t seem like someone who needs to take
this approach. I'd think you would do just fine playing it straight as an adventurer. Why
gamble on this?”

“Family,” Maldonado said. “A nobleman married into our family and-"

“That sounds like a long story,” Jason said, cutting him off. “I don’t care that much. At
the end of the day, what matters is what you did, what | did, and where we go from here.”

“And where is that?”

Jason moved away from Maldonado, looking around their base camp as he slowly
meandered. There were skimmers designed to hover over jungle canopy, crates full of
resources and Maldonado’s team.

“You really went all out,” he observed. “There were people who suggested that the
authorities deal with this, instead of leaving it between adventurers. That you’d pulled in
too many people and used too many resources for me to handle. Can you guess why |
insisted on doing this myself?”

“To prove that you can?”

“No,” Jason said, softly enough that only the sensitive ears of silver-rankers allowed
the others to hear. “That’s what Adventure Society wants. What the royal family want.
What all the people with a vested interest in me not haring off and doing something drastic
want. But I'm past the point in my life where | care about proving things. It doesn’t change
anything and it doesn’t stop people like you or the Builder or gods from interfering in my
life, even though they fall short EVERY DAMN TIME!”

Jason paused. Despite not needing to breathe he drew in a slow, calming breath. He
turned back to look at Maldonado, and when he spoke again, his voice was quiet once
again.

“The reason | came out here myself - why | started putting people down with my own
hands — is because you brought trouble to my friend to get to me. That made me angry. |
wanted to punish you; no points to make or reputation to build. My first instinct was to
make sure the only part of you that left this jungle was the part | washed off my hands,
after.”

Jason’s face took on a sincere, friendly smile as Maldonado was finally able to
perceive Jason’s aura. To Maldonado’s senses, Jason’s aura seemed as authentic and

amiable as his expression. It sent chills down his back.



“I've been in this situation before,” Jason said. “| spent a lot of time in an emotionally
dark place because of people like you. People who thought they could get something from
me and didn’t care who they hurt in the process. | don't, strictly speaking, regret all the
killing, but | regret that | had to do it.”

Jason let out a little laugh.

“Listen to me,” he said affably, as if every person on the clearing wasn’t completely
focused on him. “l sound like a domestic abuser. As | said: an emotionally dark place.”

His smile turned sad, his aura radiating regret, but also hope.

“But I'm better now. | don’t do that kind of thing anymore. It’s just hard, you know?
Avoiding the harmful patterns of the past. Take you, for example. You saw a pathway to
something you wanted and didn’t care about going through the people around me to get it.
In my world that’s what they call a trigger; something that might cause you to go back to
old, destructive habits. Well, cause me to go back to old habits. To regress.”

Jason walked forward into Maldonado’s personal space. Close enough to smell his
fear, if it hadn’t been plain to see in his aura.

“You don’t want me to regress do you, Mr Maldonado?”

Maldonado shook his head.

“Great,” Jason said, beaming a bright smile as he backed away from Maldonado.
“You saw the attention on me and thought it was the people watching me that made me
important. That if you humiliated me, they would be watching you instead, making you
important. You believed that | was vulnerable. Soft.”

“And he’s not soft,” Belinda called out. “He’s harder than a fifteen-year-old boy getting
a titty massage.”

Every person in the clearing turned to look at her.

“What?” she asked. “I'm helping.”

“‘Remember the discussion we had about setting a tone?” Humphrey told her.

“Belinda,” Jason called out to her, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Please refrain
from using the word ‘titty’ while I'm attempting to monologue.”

“l told you that serious Jason was never going to work,” Neil muttered, earning him a
glare from Humphrey.

“Well, that’s ruined,” Jason said. “I had this whole speech about consequences and
the choice between ruthlessness and mercy. Humphrey, should | just cut my losses and
kill them all? It's not exactly the point | was going to make, but it'll do.”

Maldonado’s team had already been on a knife’s edge, and Jason’s offhand had

them reaching for weapons.



“‘Everyone stand down,” Maldonado called out. “He’s not going to kill us.”

“Try and kill us, you mean,” said Reyes, a member of Maldonado’s team.

“You heard him talk about the authorities,” Maldonado said. “They won’t let him just
massacre a group of adventurers. He kept the prisoners alive, remember? Whatever is
going to happen, he can'’t kill us.”

Jason stared at Maldonado for a long time as both teams looked on, ready to spring
into action.

“That’s sound reasoning,” Jason said finally. “What do you think, Jana?”

The gold-ranker revealed herself with a shimmer.

“The point was to prove you could deal with them without calling on a gold ranker,”
she told him.

‘I don't need you to deal with them. | need you to tell them what happens if | kill them
all.”

“Well, Princess Liara is going to yell at you.”

Jason gave her a flat look.

“Fine,” Jana acknowledged. “She’s going to yell at me. And the Adventure Society
won’t be happy. Or his Ancestral Majesty. Actually, | don’t know about him; he lets you get
away with everything. You will certainly be disinvited to the celebration ball. Well, almost
certainly. There are things that need to be... okay, you'll probably still be invited, but you'll
get some moderately disapproving looks.”

“Jason,” Humphrey said. “You’re trying to give up killing adventurers, remember?”

“Fine,” Jason unhappily conceded. “I'm not just letting this slide, though. These
people have to pay.”

“It was me,” Maldonado said. “This was all my idea. My team, my plan. | pushed them
into it. If you’re going to punish someone, punish me. I’'m the one behind it.”

“That’s noble,” Jason said, looking around at Maldonado’s team. “But they’re all here
and they knew what they were coming for. They made that choice.”

“What will you do?”

Everyone waited in silence as Jason looked at Maldonado with a contemplative
expression.

“The right choice,” he said, “is to wash my hands of you and leave the choice to the
Adventurer Society. If it were up to me, I'd have all your Adventure Society memberships
revoked. It would probably happen, in different times, but while the surge is over, the need
for adventures is not. But I'm tired of people’s crappy actions being overlooked because
they’re going to be needed.”



“You're wrong,” Jana told him. “The Adventure Society needs people, but they turned
on their own. The society can forgive a lot of sins, but not adventurers turning on one
another. How did you think you got away with killing those adventurers in Greenstone?
They’d given up adventuring and went after an adventurer in good standing. If you hadn’t
dealt with them, the society would have.”

Jason turned to her.

“‘Really?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, gesturing at Maldonado’s team. “These people were gone the
moment they even attempted this plan. | imagine the society will recruit the smart ones as
functionaries, though. Very closely monitored, and with crap raining down on them from a
very great height. If they can take that and keep their noses clean long enough, they’ll get
a pathway back to being adventurers. Until then, they’ll be scooting around after actual
adventurers, cleaning up messes like someone who just bought a puppy. The rest will
have to find their own way in life. Where do you think the noble houses get their high-
ranking house guards? Dregs that were kicked out of the Adventure Society, usually.”

After Jason had ratcheted up the tension, the appearance of a gold ranker had
wound things down. Unlike Jason, the vast majority of adventurers were very respectful of
rank and the appearance of an authority figure gave them confidence that things would be
settled, if not well, then at least non-violently.

Jason’s team moved from where they were lined up in front of the portal to join him.

“It's time to let it go, Jason,” Clive assured him, putting a hand on his shoulder.
“They’ll get what's coming to them, and they aren’t worth our time.”

“Alright,” Jason said and started moving towards the portal. “Jana is surprisingly good
at monologuing.”

“Hey!” Maldonado called out. “You have one of my team members.”

Jason stopped and turned around.

“So?”

Maldonado looked to Jana.

“Don’t expect me to help you,” she told him. “You sent people after him. The condition
you get them back in is none of my business.”

Jana then vanished in a shimmer.

“I'm willing to negotiate her release with no further harm,” Maldonado said to Jason,
who turned and walked away.

“You don’t have anything | want.”

*kk



“You’re not going to the party,” Liara told Belinda.

“Oh, come on. You’re going to make me miss the big fancy party?”

“Jason, against all odds, was actually doing what he was told for once and playing
the — admittedly melodramatic — serious adventurer.”

In the cloud pagoda, an angry Liara, with a nervous Rick Geller beside her, was in
the middle of reaming out Team Biscuit for going off-message. Sitting with them was Jana,
sharing wincing side-glances with Jason.

“Don’t even get me started on you,” Liara told her. “You weren’t meant to be seen at
all, let alone doing a double-act with Asano.”

“I's not like you’ve never been to a big fancy party before,” Sophie consoled Belinda.

“Yeah, but this time | was invited. | was hardly going to steal anything.”

“What?” Liara said, wheeling on her.

‘I mean, I'm not going to steal anything. Please let me go to the party.”

“You should probably let her,” Clive advised. “If you don’t, she’ll just try and sneak in.”

“I's in the royal palace,” Liara said. “I'm sure she’s a fine thief — she’s certainly an
enthusiastic one - but there’s no way she won’t get caught.”

“And would her getting caught make things better or worse?” Jason asked. “Your best
bet is to let her in the door.”

Liara closed her eyes and groaned.

“My preference would be that you skip this ball and leave right now,” she muttered
through gritted teeth.

“Done, we’re bunking off,” Jason said, jumping to his feet. “Everyone out of the
building; | need to turn this place into a magic school bus.”

“Stop!” Liara commanded. “Sit down, Mr Asano.”

“Boo,” he jeered as he dropped back into his seat.

“I've been telling everyone this wouldn’t work,” Neil said.

“Look,” Liara said. “There are a lot of people doing a lot of things to make this dual-
identity scenario work. I've seen plenty of follow-up plans if it doesn’t, but they aren’t
approaches that you’re going to like. They aren’t approaches that | like, if for no other
reason than you’ll disagree with them. I've seen how that works out. Just stay in the
pagoda, don’t make trouble and we’ll see to it that no one else makes trouble for you.”

“‘Autumn got her frog familiar?”

Liara’s expression turned evasive.

“What happened?” Jason asked, narrowing his eyes.



“She has her new familiar,” Liara assured him. “She’s still out there, in her familiar’s
own environment as she gets to know it. She’s strengthening their bond before she brings
it back to civilisation.”

“Is there a problem?” Humphrey asked.

“Well, | imagine you're aware that if someone gets an essence ability for a frog
familiar, such as Miss Leal with her frog essence, that ability covers a wide range of
creatures. Any kind of magical frog or frog-like magical beast.”

“I'm getting the impression Autumn's new familiar is more on the frog-like than the
actual-frog end of the scale,” Clive said.

“Her original familiar was from the region where you were all just operating,” Liara
said. “There were also frog-type magical beasts where we took her, but it was a different
region, with different creatures. She ended up with a familiar not quite like her original
one.”

“How not quite like her original one?” Jason asked.

“It's a long-tongue jumping hydra,” Rick said. “It's roughly the size of a two-story
house.”

“Cottage,” Liara corrected. “It’s the size of a two-storey cottage.”



Chapter 605

One More Loyalty to Balance

Jason and Liara were in the pagoda, taking tea in a parlour as they discussed the
Adventure Society liaison to his team.

“Vidal Ladiv,” Jason said. “It's kind of an inspired choice. Someone | like and respect
—when | don’t, that becomes clear very quickly. But he’s not someone I'm close to, who
will be biased in my direction. It's a smart choice.”

Vidal Ladiv was an Adventure Society official who had done very well out of the
monster surge, reaching silver rank and receiving multiple promotions. Jason had only
encountered Vidal a couple of times, but had been impressed with his sharp observation
skills and the careful manner Jason himself could never manage to cultivate.

“‘He’s acceptable, then?” Liara asked.

“I'll want to meet him again, and discuss it with the team. But provisionally, yes.”

“Good,” Liara said, then placed her empty teacup down and stood up. “Then I'm
going to go before something ridiculous happens.”

“Oh, you shouldn’t have said that.”

“It wasn’t a challenge, Asano.”

“I'm just saying that tempting fate like that is buying trouble you could have avoided
for free. Use the pole if you're looking to get out faster.”

“The elevating platform is fine, thank you.”

She descended to the atrium and started walking across it towards the open doors.
She heard loud sounds of splashing from the river outside, along with laughter and yelling.
Leaving the pagoda, she spotted two giant hydras splashing around in the water, to the
delight of onlooking children.

One of the creatures was the long-tongue jumping hydra that Autumn Leal had
bonded with, while the second was almost identical. They were enormous and they sent
water everywhere, only half-submerged even in the deepest part of the river. Rather than
scales like a normal hydra, they had skin like frogs, patterned in shades of green, blue,
teal and yellow. Liara looked at the difference in the second hydra, slowly blinked, then
looked again, confirming that she wasn’t imagining it. The second hydra had what was
definitely — and extremely incongruously — moustaches on each of its five heads.

Two adults were standing on the riverbank, one of whom was yelling.



“No! You do not get more biscuits because you have more heads. And you don'’t get
bigger biscuits because you’re bigger. We've had this discussion, before, so if you want
the biscuit to seem bigger, turn into something smaller.”

“It can’t hurt to indulge him just this once,” Autumn told Humphrey.

“Oh, it’s not just this once,” Humphrey said. “It's never once with him. He’s a biscuit
bandit.”

“Well, you do what you like,” Autumn said. “I'm giving Brian one biscuit per head.”

“Excuse me, Princess,” a voice came from behind Liara and she turned around to see
Rick Geller approaching where she was standing in the doorway. He was pushing a
wheelbarrow full of biscuits the size of dinner plates through the atrium.

“Rick, where are the parents of these children?”

“Oh, they're used to it. Humphrey's familiar is always shape-shifting into giant
monsters, apparently. Turns out kids love monsters that aren't attempting to eat them. If
you don't mind, milady, can | scoot past?”

She moved out of his way and he wheeled his burden outside.

“Rick,” Humphrey scolded on seeing the wheelbarrow. “What did | say?”

“That you wanted a wheelbarrow full of giant biscuits? That’s what Jason told me
you...”

Rick hung his head in shame.

“I see where | went wrong, now,” he said.

“I's not like he’s going to get fat,” Autumn said.

“I'm not going to let him get greedy. It's a problem with dragons and | promised his
mum.”

Liara shook her head looking around for her flying carriage, which she had left on the
lawn.

“Where’s my vehicle?”

‘I have no idea,” the moustachioed hydra said. “It's definitely not at the bottom of the
river.”

As her rental carriage had become a hydra toy, Liara had to go to the compound of
the royal family branch living on Arnote and borrow one. She then returned to the sky
island that contained the royal palace, along with residences for the majority of the royal
family and some of the most prominent diplomats.

Entry to the sky island was via the column of water that reached up from the sea like

the trunk of a tree. Her flying carriage, coming from the royal family, was designed to



produce a bubble shield that was carried up by the column until it passed through the
bottom of the island and surfaced on a small lake. The lake was in the middle of the sky
island, with the royal palace constructed around it.

Leaving the carriage where the palace stewards would deal with it, she passed
through the mandatory security checks that even the Storm King had to undergo on
returning to the palace before she was allowed to move through the most public and least
secure section of the palace.

After leaving the sprawling palace and entering the residential outskirts, she was
finally allowed to move unescorted. With the festival ongoing, security at the palace had
been stepped up. The end of the surge was an unofficial end to the moratorium on political
intrigue and with so many changes, some might be tempted to do something bold and
stupid. Jason Asano wasn't the only one subject to such attention, and when the noble
families went at one another, the stakes were always high.

She moved quickly through the wide, tree-lined boulevards, not caring about decorum
as she used her gold-rank speed to flicker through the streets. She could have hidden with
her prodigious stealth abilities, but on the royal sky island that would trip alarms, rather
than avoid attention.

Liara slowed down on reaching a park that many townhouses backed onto, including
her own. She followed a path right up to her back door, from which delicious smells wafted
the moment she opened it. She went inside and tension left her shoulders as she relaxed
in the way that only arriving home made possible. It was nice having a full house again,
with her husband home and her daughters still staying with them. Only her son was not
living back home, having his own house on the most populous of the three Rimaros
islands, Provo.

Liara was royal family, as were her children, but theirs was a minor branch of the
Royal House of Rimaros. Compared to Vesper or Zara, who came from the main branch,
Liara was barely royalty at all. Although technically a princess, she shouldn’t even be
referred to as her royal highness, although outside of formal events, she would never be
dinged for failing to correct that common mistake of protocol.

Liara’s closeness to the dealings of the royal family proper came from one minor
factor and one major one. The minor one was that her hair and eyes were the full, vibrant
sapphire that was the signature of the royal family. Many branch family members lacked it,
so it made others instinctively connect her with the main family line.

The maijor factor contributing to Liara’s importance in matters of state was her

accomplishments. She had a long and successful career, both as an adventurer and an



Adventure Society official. She was known as a woman who got things done, and her
accomplishments and importance within the Adventure Society made her a useful asset to
the royal family. Her ability to straddle the line of her various obligations without violating
any lines of loyalty was also highly valued. When holding seats in multiple camps, integrity
went from desirable to necessary.

Inside the back door was a mudroom, where Liara slipped off her shoes and placed
them on a rack. There was a laundry basket where she dropped her outer garments as
she stripped down to slim pants and a simple shirt before going into the house proper. It
was her husband and eldest daughter cooking, rather than using the servant automaton.
Baseph insisted the food was better when cooked themselves, and while Liara could never
tell the difference, she never pointed that out.

Liara and Baseph had an arranged marriage in their youth, which was normal in their
society and neither resented it. They had liked each other well enough and loved their
children, and their relationship had grown into a comfortable friends-with-benefits
arrangement.

Then came the death of Vesper Rimaros, who was only a distant relative but a close
friend, and her team member, Ledev Costi. They had died together at the heart of the
Builder’s floating city, their bodies never recovered before they turned to rainbow smoke
and vanished. The Church of Death had been needed to confirm that neither had made a
miraculous last-minute escape.

After that came Baseph'’s ordeal with the underwater complex he was managing
being raided by the Order of Redeeming Light. With gold-rank threats literally hammering
at the door, only another of Jason Asano’s impossible absurdities had seen him escape
safely. Asano had paid the price of that, not just by nearly dying but in drawing attention to
his many secrets, now being eyed-off by the powerful and ambitious. Liara would always
be grateful for that sacrifice, giving her one more loyalty to balance.

The result of these trials was that, in their wake, Liara and Baseph’s marriage had
become much more of a loving one after decades of casual relations. The losses and
dangers that they faced made them confront how much they had come to mean to one
another over the years.

Liara came into the kitchen, snaked a slice of vegetable and popped it into her mouth
before kissing her husband on the cheek. He held his hands, wet and sticky from mixing
ingredients, away from her.

“Have those hands been washed?” he asked her. “In the blood of the wicked does
not count, by the way.”



“Your father thinks he’s funny,” Liara told Dara, her eldest.

“You think I'm joking,” Baseph said as he went back to mixing stuffing in a bowl.
“Hands off my chopping board until those hands have been cleaned, wife.”

“Will Joseph and Zareen be joining us for dinner?” Liara asked as she sat at the
kitchen table. Baseph and Dara shared a look, leading Liara to narrow her eyes at them,
resisting the urge to peek at their emotions through their auras.

“Joe is on his way,” Dara said as she chopped vegetables. “Zareen wasn'’t sure if
she’d be back in time or not.”

“Back from where?” Liara asked. Zareen had been close to Vesper, picking up her
relative's taste for the politics that Liara disdained but could never seem to escape.

“She went to see someone,” Baseph said. “I'm sure she’ll be back soon.”

“‘Someone,” Liara said, latching onto the word. As an investigator with decades of
experience, she could recognise when a word was hiding multitudes of sin. “Please tell me
that this has nothing to do with Jason Asano and the kind of kingdom-sized mess that
follows him around like a hydra with five moustaches.”

‘I wouldn’t say—" Baseph said before stopping short. “Wait, what did you just say?”

“I'll tell you about it later,” Liara promised. “Where is Zareen?”

“Hydra with moustaches?” Dara mused. “Maybe | should be spending more time with
Asano.”

“‘Don’t even joke about that,” Liara said. “I do not want you getting involved with
Asano and his nonsense. You remember meeting Rick Geller?”

“The one from up north,” Dara said. “Has those elf twins on his team that keep
teasing him?”

“I don’t know about that second part, but yes,” Liara said. “| saw him today with a
wheelbarrow full of giant biscuits.”

“What do you mean?” Baseph asked.

‘I mean | watched him pushing a wheelbarrow full of enormous baked goods,” Liara
said, holding her hands up to indicate the size.

“Why?” Dara asked. “Something to do with that hydra?”

‘It wasn't actually a hydra; it was a dragon,” Liara said. “But I'll tell you about that
later, too. Where is Zareen?”

“Just so you know, Lee,” Baseph said, “you’re doing a really bad job of not of making
a visit to Asano’s pagoda sound anything but fascinating.”

“Baseph. Where. Is. Our. Daughter?”

“She went to see someone, | told you that. Just to talk.”



“And we're back to this. Who is the someone?”

“Look,” Baseph said. “Zareen came to me with something she wanted to talk about,
and she knew you wouldn't like it.”

“What did she want to talk about?”

“An idea she had.”

“That | wouldn't like.”

“I think that’s safe to say, yes.”

“Was it something political?”

“I'd say so.”

“And you told her to give up on the idea, firmly and thoroughly dissuading her?”

“Of course,” Baseph said unconvincingly. Liara looked at him from under raised
eyebrows.

‘I may have phrased it badly,” he admitted.

“How badly?”

“He told her that if she wanted to pursue it,” Dara chimed in, “she should go see
Trenchant Moore.”

Liara gave her husband a flat glare.

“Trenchant Moore is not a political man,” she said.

“See?” Baseph said. “It's not so bad.”

“With the single exception,” Liara continued, “of being the contact point for his
Ancestral Majesty.”

“Oh, is he?” Baseph asked in a voice that might have sounded innocent if not for
being an octave higher than normal.

“I think you had better tell me all about this idea of our daughter’s, husband,” Liara
said.

“Ooh, you’re in trouble now,” Dara said. “That’s her ‘I caught you selling death

essences on the black market’ voice.”



Chapter 606
That Boy In the Tent

Jason walked across the atrium of the pagoda and looked at the doors leading
outside with a frown.

“Why do these swing open?” he mused out loud. The doors and the section of wall
around them dissolved into cloud-stuff, revealing Zara Rimaros standing outside them.

“I'll be with you in a sec,” Jason said. “I'm just doing some home renovation.”

The cloud-stuff re-solidified into sliding doors made of dark crystal, containing swirling
blue and orange light. They slid open, revealing Zara again, but this time with a wry
expression and raised eyebrows.

“Can’t do just one eyebrow?” Jason asked.

“You have a very political mind, don’t you, Mr Asano?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jason said innocently.

“Vesper used to do that, too. Provoke people socially because their reactions told her
something about them, regardless of what the reactions were.”

“She never did that with me. | think she just kind of hated me.”

“She didn’t hate you, Mr Asano. She was irked by you. | think she saw more of herself
in you than she would like. It didn’t help that you were a lot more brazen about it. She
couldn’t be as brazen because she wasn'’t as free. The Rimaros name has a lot of weight,
and while that can be useful to throw around, we still have to carry it.”

“You can call me Jason. | told you that back in the tent where we met.”

“We've both come a long way since that tent.”

‘I suppose we have.”

“You aren’t as... volatile as the last time we met. You felt dangerous, then.”

“That’s because the one | was most dangerous to was myself. I'm still dangerous to
everyone else. More so than ever, in fact.”

‘I remember your habit of enduring tribulation and coming out stronger for it. We met
when you were on the way to see the gods, remember? They pushed you, and you
suffered, but they knew that once you recovered, it would make you stronger. The next
time | saw you, your aura was almost that of a different person. | realise now that what |
saw was only the beginning.”

“They didn’t know | would recover. It was a test as much as a gift. If I'd crumbled,
they’d have moved on without sparing me another thought.”

“Ours is not to question the gods.”



“Ours might not be, but mine is.”

“You’re casual with blasphemy.”

“Yep. Are you going to come in, Princess, or are we going to keep talking where all
the eyes and ears watching my house can eavesdrop?”

“Your home is a little intimidating.”

“Only from the outside.”

Zara nodded and moved through the doors that slid shut behind her. Compared to
the blank space it had been to her senses from the outside, the interior was just the
opposite as Jason’s aura flooded the place with a strength that even Jason at full power
could not project himself. Only the fact that it was not hostile to her at all stopped her from
running for the door. The exterior of the building was a literal looming tower, while the
inside was a metaphorical one.

Jason actively dialled back the amount the aura of the pagoda imposed on Zara. She
wasn’t a gold ranker that could shrug its influence off as easily as Liara or Carlos. Zara’s
lack of hostility meant that the aura of the place did not attack her, but neither was she one
of Jason’s friends, from whom the aura always withdrew to a benevolent background
presence.

“You said it was only intimidating from the outside.”

“| said it was only a little intimidating from the outside,” Jason corrected.

Zara looked around at the open atrium, from the waterfall spilling off the mezzanine to
the lush plants dividing the area into sections. The exterior wall was translucent from the
inside, letting light spill in. There was a reception desk with the alien receptionist; a
cloaked shadow figure with an eye made of loose energy for a face.

“What is this place?”

"It's a cloud house. Technically, it's a cloud palace, at this size. A fairly vertical one,
but a palace. | couldn't have managed a tower this big at bronze-rank."

“Jason, | am a princess of one of the most prominent kingdoms in the world. I've seen
cloud palaces, and that is not what this is.”

“Yes, Princess, it is. It’s just not all that it is.”

She looked at Jason.

“Do you ever wish you could go back to being the person you were in that tent?”

The amusement dropped from Jason’s expression.

‘| spent a long time wishing that. Long enough that the desire to go back was turning
into poison, only taking me further from who | was, then. You saw the result of that.”

“l remember.”



The last time Zara had seen Jason he had been a raw nerve. Angry, violent and
distrustful, using his mysterious powers to lash out at the world.

“I had to learn to accept who I've become,” Jason said. “And who I’'m becoming. That
boy in the tent died because he wasn’t ready for the path ahead of him.”

“And what about the path ahead of you now?”

Jason took a long, contemplative look around at the atrium before answering.

‘We’ll see.”

He set out through the atrium, along a pathway defined by plants potted directly into
the floor. Jason's adjustment of the doors was only the latest of the changes he had been
making as he renovated the place to his liking. The atrium was much more garden-like
than it had started out, with pathways leading to what was now an array of elevating
platforms, as well as the fireman's pole. One pathway led to the wall behind which the
array of poles for his team was hidden.

Following Jason, Zara looked at the brassy pole with curiosity. It ran up to the ceiling
where it passed through a hole sealed by a spiral aperture.

“What'’s that for?”

Jason was walking in front of her and couldn’t follow her gaze, but he didn’t need to.
He could sense where her attention was through her aura.

“Sliding down from the upper levels.”

“You have a problem with elevating platforms?”

“I might not be the boy | was when we met, Princess, but | haven’t entirely lost my
sense of fun.”

“You can call me Zara.”

They moved onto an elevating platform that rose through the mezzanine level
overhead. At each floor, the aperture that the platform passed through was sealed by mist
that allowed passage from below while serving as a solid floor from above. This
dynamically solid-gaseous cloud-stuff was something Zara had seen in other cloud
constructs, not just Jason’s. It was the solid spiral doors sealing the holes for the fire pole
that needed to open and close that came across as strange. Jason’s cloud palace
possessed strange traits and seemed exceptional, so the less elegant choice for the pole
had to be deliberate. Like the pole itself, it spoke to a whimsical choice that had more
meaning to Jason than practicality.

Despite the oppressive aura pervading the space around her, seeing that kind of
indulgence from Jason made Zara feel a lot more secure. His angry, violent intensity

during their short expedition together had been disturbing. He had left the party behind, not



just annihilating Builder forces but somehow making them turn on one another. He had
barely been less hostile to his fellow adventurers than the enemy.

The arrival of his team had mellowed him, but Zara had not been in contact since.
Vesper's plans for re-aligning her in relation to the Irios family were overtaken by the war
with the Builder and Vesper's death. It had made her nervous about the choice to see him,
especially as he rejected her invitation to visit Vesper's memorial.

“I apologise for not joining you in paying respects to Vesper,” Jason said. “There was
a little too much attention on me for that, but | would like to do so before | go. | would be
happy for you to join me, if you're open to some spontaneous scheduling.”

She wondered how much he was picking up from her aura. There was clearly a
profound connection between Jason and the pagoda, given that it was radiating his aura
as if it were a temple to him.

They arrived at the top mezzanine level, which was a lounge area that continued the
pagoda’s theme of abundant plant life. Washed in light from the huge translucent walls,
Jason sat on a couch and directed Zara to an armchair.

“I'm sure you didn’t come here for a raincheck on a private memorial,” he said. “What
brings you to my door, Zara?”

Zara looked at Jason for a moment before speaking.

“The Adventure Society is assigning you a liaison,” she said.

“If by assigning, you mean looking for someone we won’t dump in the ocean inside of
a week, then yes.”

“There has been an idea floated,” she said, “of another such position. Your group is
growing and the royal family would like to have a representative in it. No authority, just
someone who can be a genuine auxiliary, offering specific skills that could be useful to
you.”

Jason narrowed his eyes as he looked at Zara.

“What we—"

He held up a hand to cut her off.

“‘Allow me a moment to think,” he told her.

“I know you can see through my emotions. This isn’t a trick.”

‘I didn’t think it was. But I'm also not reading your emotions. | could, you’re right, but
my aura manipulation isn’t as sloppy as it used to be. I've had time to work on it while I've
been convalescing.”

“You can’t stop yourself from reading the emotions of others when their auras overlap

with yours. Not if they can’t mask them properly.”



A smile crept onto Jason's face.

“You’re telling me what | can’t do, Princess? That, historically, has not been
something people have done accurately, and things don’t tend to go well for them after. My
aura strength means that I've been passively intruding on the privacy of the people around
me for a while. That made things hard for someone close to me and made it harder to
come together. It prevented us from having more time together than we ultimately did.”

It wasn’t hard to see there was an unhappy story there and Zara didn’t enquire
further.

“‘Removing the unmasked emotions of others goes beyond ordinary aura
manipulation. You would effectively have to partition a section of your mind to assess the
incoming information and decide whether to process it into your conscious mind or ignore
it. That's deft mental self-manipulation and aura manipulation.”

“There are aspects of our silver-rank attributes that | think go overlooked. The agility
of the speed attribute is leveraged nowhere near as much as the strength of the power
attribute. Even less so is what the mind can accomplish with a silver-rank spirit attribute.
It's something I've been delving into as | explore combat trances, but it seemed to me that
there were further applications. Every silver ranker can multitask quite well, but how many
of us work on those aspects? Fortunately, | have a friend whose family trains adventurers.
He was at least able to give some foundational training techniques.”

“I'm vaguely familiar. Mind puzzles and observational tasks that require multiple
threads of attention, yes?”

"Yes, but sometimes focus is important too, or we miss details. For example, | asked
for a moment to think, which you appeared to completely miss as you launched into
another conversation."

Zara smiled in awkward embarrassment.

“Sorry.”

Jason stood up, walked to the edge of the mezzanine and leaned on the railing with
his hands, looking out through the clear wall. Zara stayed where she was, not wanting to
interrupt his thought again.

“Why are you here?” Jason asked without turning around.

“l wanted to talk about placing someone from the royal family in—"

“I know what your purpose is. Why are you here? Why not Liara? Your family has
been wise in letting her be their face in this. She's someone | know and the lingering
presence of Vesper engenders my sympathies. | suppose the same is true for you, but it's

more complicated."



He turned around.

“Liara didn’t want to do this,” he realised. “She refused to be a part of it. Why?”

Zara opened her mouth but Jason forestalled her with a gesture.

“Not actually asking,” he said. “I'm just thinking at you. If Liara is against it, that
means either your family is trying to do something stupid and she knows better, or she’s
fine with doing it but doesn’t like something about the way it's being done. Soramir would
stop anything too idiotic, so...”

He grinned.

“Zareen,” he said. “There’s no way Liara would go with us, and who else would we
put up with? They wouldn’t put her eldest in that position because she’s pure adventurer.
She doesn’t have the political sensibilities for it or any interest in cultivating them. But the
other daughter was more intrigued when they came to visit us. And she was close to
Vesper, | recall. Playing on those sympathies again. The only other real option would be
you, Zara, and that’s obviously never going to happen. There’s too many complica...”

He trailed off with an awkward wince.

“Oh,” he said moving back to sit opposite her, on the edge of his couch seat. He
leaned forward to look her in the eye. “You did want it to be you.”

“I thought you weren’t reading my emotions.”

‘I wasn’t. Now | am. I’'m sorry, Princess, but you don’t get a ride on this bus. Why
would you even want that? Aren’t you trying to be the next queen in whatever competition
thing they do here?”

“That chance died the moment | tried my idiotic plan with Kasper Irios. Vesper was
trying to salvage my reputation so that | might not be completely pushed aside, but now
she’s gone and the relationship with the Irios family she was using as a pretext means her
plan will never happen. I've already withdrawn from the contest and with it my title as
Hurricane Princess.”

“Won’t that contest be going on for years? There’s time to make a comeback.”

“There are no comebacks. The monarch is the person who went beyond expectation
without making mistakes.”

“‘Mistakes are how we grow.”

“And the people who made them will be fine advisors to the monarch who didn’t.”

“Ah.”

‘In any case, that’s not my path anymore.”

“I'm sorry about that, Princess. But I’'m not your new path. You made some choices

that caused me trouble | very much did not need.”



“| thought mistakes were how we grow.”

Jason opened his mouth to respond, only for nothing to come out. He closed his
mouth, looking confused.

“That doesn’t normally happen,” he said. “I find myself forced to acknowledge the
point.”

Zara stood up.

“Zareen would be a strong addition to your group,” she said. “She was already
planning to move from adventuring to Adventure Society service, the way her mother did
years ago. It seems she wants to pivot, however. This whole thing was her idea.”

“And Liara knows my background better than most. She wants her daughter nowhere
near me, and | can’t say | don’t empathise.”

“I'm not going to try and sell you more than | already have," Zara said. "Whether you
choose Zareen, myself, someone else or no one else, I'll leave it to you. Now, if you don't
mind, I'd like to try that pole."

Jason blinked his surprise, then grinned.

“l don’t think your father would want that.”

“My father is not as protective a parent as Liara.”

“You say that, but most fathers try very hard to keep their daughters off the pole.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?”



Chapter 607
A Difficult Child

The tailor, Alejandro Albericci, had come to the pagoda to make final adjustments on
the formalwear of Jason’s companions. He was also a fully capable dressmaker and had
arranged the gowns for the female members of the group - some of whom were more
open to the experience than others. Sophie glowered as Alejandro checked over Belinda’s
gown.

“Why would anyone wear this?” Sophie asked.

“Because maybe I'd just like to enjoy myself and feel pretty every once and a while?”
Belinda said. “It wouldn’t kill you to let yourself be a little feminine every now and again,
Soph.”

“It might kill me. Stuff tries to kill me a lot.”

“Can’t you relax for once in your damn life? Instead of complaining, how about you
just tell me | look good?”

Sophie’s expression was grumpy but apologetic. She looked up and down Belinda’s
salmon-coloured gown.

“You do look very nice, Lindy.”

“It's kind of fun preparing to attend a ball instead of robbing it,” Belinda said, drawing
an odd look from Alejandro, who was crouched down, checking her seams. He stood up in
front of Belinda, giving her a firm nod.

“Miss Callahan, you are perfect,” he told her.

“See?” Belinda said, leaning to address Sophie around Alejandro. “People like you a
lot more when you don’t have to drag compliments out of them with a block and tackle.”

“It was not a compliment,” Alejandro said. “Just a simple statement of fact.”

Belinda shoved a finger into his face.

“You can take your sexy hair and back off,” she warned him. “I'm spoken for.”

Alejandro held up his hands in surrender, giving her a charming smile.

“My loss,” he said. “Now, for Miss Wexler.”

Jason had added a formal dressing room to the pagoda for the occasion, so
Alejandro was able to open the lengthy garment bag where he had left it hanging on the
rack. Sophie braced herself as he slid the bag off her outfit, which remained hanging, and
was surprised to see a formal pantsuit rather than a gown.

“Mr Geller made it quite clear,” Alejandro said, “that anything you could not

comfortably Kill people in was unacceptable. As | pride myself on fulfilling the needs of my



clients in style, here we are. The magical augmentations are focused on defensive
properties, with a more robust self-cleaning system than normal. This means that after any
excitement, you can return to the party without having to explain away any awkward
viscera stains.”

“See?” Belinda said. “Now, put on your damn clothes so we can go get our hair
fixed.”

“What’'s wrong with my hair?”

-

“Mr Williams,” Alejandro said. “Just between you and |, | appreciate your custom.”

“No worries, bloke,” Taika said as Alejandro telekinetically adjusted a seam. “I just
like finding someone that works in my size. Getting good clothes can be a struggle back
home.”

“That,” Alejandro said, “Is precisely the point | was looking to make. I've worked with
a lot of leonids, but their fashion proclivities have given me pause on more than a few
occasions. No offence intended, Mr Xandier.”

“No, I'm right there with you,” Gary said. The two largest members of Jason’s group
were being fitted together.

“Your lot have clothing issues?” Taika asked. “Is it because of the fur?”

“Yeah,” Gary said. “Most leonids wear clothes that aren't much more than a few
straps, strategically placed for the bare requirements of modesty. I've even seen some
isolated all-leonid communities where they don't bother with clothes at all.”

“Nudist towns?” Taika asked. “Not sure I'd be up for that.”

“Nor should you be,” Alejandro said. “As a purveyor of fine apparel, | protest nudity in
the strongest possible terms.”

“I like a nice, loose coverage,” Gary said. He had taken to the local fashion in
greenstone, which was loose and colourful, with decorative tassels featuring heavily. His
current outfit was very much a loose drape, almost in the combat-robe style that Jason
favoured, but the colours and cut were neat and sober. The colours were light, as was the
local fashion, with Taika in white and Gary mixing cream with grey to flattering effect.

The door to the men’s dressing room slid open and Jason came in.

“Hairdresser is calling for you,” he said.

“Bro, Shade is the hairdresser, and he’s got like thirty bodies.”

“He’s mostly after Gary,” Jason said.

“Why me?” Gary asked.

“Bro, you're a lion man. You’ve got a mane.”
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Amongst magically-propelled carriages, the class of grand carriage was more akin to
a bus, ranging from smaller ones with seating for ten or twelve through to triple-decker tour
bus sizes designed as mobile homes for entire groups of people. The one that arrived on
the lawn in front of the pagoda was around the size of a school bus, with ornamentation
that marked it as belonging to the royal family. Jason was already waiting when a gowned
Liara emerged.

“Let’s go inside,” she told him. “Still too many ears out here.”

The atrium doors slid open to grant them passage and slid shut behind them.

“Are your people ready?” Liara asked.

“Just about. | get the feeling you want to talk about Zareen first, though.”

Liara glowered, but not at Jason.

“She’s a grown woman and | can’t make her choices for her,” Liara said. “In this case,
though, you can.”

“Are you asking me to say no to Zareen as the royal family liaison?”

“Are you thinking about saying yes?”

‘I haven’t decided to accept anyone, let alone considered who it would be. The
Adventure Society representative | understand. They’re going out of their way with creating
a fake adventurer identity for me, and want to keep an eye on how that goes. And me, of
course. But what reason do | have to let the royal family insert themselves into my affairs?
Again. | don’t know if you recall, but my involvement with the royal family was never
something | went looking for.”

“I'd be perfectly happy if you didn’t take anyone. The family sees the way his
ancestral majesty treats you and thinks that a relationship now will reap benefits in the
future. When you’re gold, even diamond rank.”

“I'm uncertain on this,” Jason said. “Having Rimaros royalty could open some useful
doors for us. But it could also draw unwanted attention, especially if it's someone like Zara.
But this decision isn’t just mine. It's the whole team’s, and when | don’t have a real leaning
on an issue like this, I'm inclined to defer to them. Maybe you should take the chance at
this party to make your case to them individually.”

“I might just do that,” Liara said. “There are some things you will need to know before
the ball begins.”

“This is the political part?”

“This is the political part,” Liara confirmed. “This ball is essentially a starting flag for

the resumption of political manoeuvring. The surge is over and there’s plenty of power,



influence and money, all on the table. No one is exactly sure when the conflict with the
messengers will start and we’ll be back on a war footing, so the noble houses are eager to
grab what they can, while they can.”

“Oh great. You know how much | love being treated as a tool for someone else’s
ambitions.”

“Then don't.”

Jason looked at Liara with suspicion.

“What are you saying?” he asked.

“Your recent endeavour with those adventurers demonstrated that quite amply. You
didn’t put up with their games, or ours.”

“What do you mean, yours?”

“I know that roping-in Jana to your little game was improvised.”

“She did very well.”

“But the way Miss Callahan impulsively yelling about... well, you know what about. It
wasn't quite as smooth as you might have hoped, and even if it were, do you expect me to
believe she did so on the spur of the moment?”

“Yes?” Jason said optimistically, earning him a wry frown from Liara.

“You wanted to show that while you might be willing to play the game,” she said,
“you’ll always play it your way. And that’s fine. Trying to stop you from being you is an
exercise in futility. We would appreciate it if you brought the right version of you to the right
situations, however.”

“You're not just being general,” Jason said. “You want me to do something at this
ball.”

“There are factions on factions,” Liara said. “We’ve been very carefully looking into
what various groups will be trying to do tonight. We’'re fairly confident that someone will
challenge you to a duel.”

“You’re kidding. Over what?”

“They’ll find a pretext. It will be someone young. Silver rank, like you. From one of the
lesser houses that a greater house is using as a mask.”

“What does anyone involved hope to get out of that?”

“The lesser house gets the favour of the greater one, and if their scion can make
even a decent showing against you in a mirage chamber, it will bring him key prominence.
As for the greater house, they’re likely looking to see who will step up to support you,
maybe even make hay of the situation to draw them out.”

“Echo-sounding the political landscape.”



“Echo-sounding?”

“Something people on Earth do to map out specific environments.”

“Earth. That’s the name of your world?”

“Of the other world. You don’t know a lot about my time there, do you?”

“Not much more than what you've told me. Any time you would like to tell me more, |
would be open to that.”

“‘Another day, maybe. Today, | need to know what you expect me to do about this
duel. Since you haven'’t taken steps to put a stop to it, | assume you're leaving it to me.”

“I've learned that expecting things from you is not a sensible approach, Asano. Just
deal with it however you see fit.”

“Seriously?”

“Just remember what | said about the right version of yourself in the right situation.
We've discussed fun Jason and the other Jason in the past. You keep referring to this ball
as a party, but it's not. We don’t want to see fun Jason. We want the other Jason."

“You're giving me open slather?”

“If I'm correctly guessing the meaning of that from context, then yes. Trying to tell you
what to do never works out, Asano, be it because of you or some madness you're caught
up in. I've come to realise that the best approach is to accept that and work around it
accordingly.”

“Huh,” Jason said, his expression nonplussed. “Now you say that | feel a bit like a
difficult child.”

“Really?” Liara asked lightly. “That comparison never occurred to me.”

—

Jason and his team were far from alone in their trip to the ball. The grand carriage
made a number of stops to pick up people on the way to the palace. Liara’s family was
already inside when it arrived at the pagoda, which was clearly for the sake of
appearances. It was far from practical, given their home’s proximity to the palace, to fly all
the way to Arnote only to fly back.

At the pagoda, it took on Jason and his team, Rufus and his, plus Taika and Travis.
In Livaros, they stopped at the temple of the Healer to pick up Arabelle and Carlos, and
from the temple of Knowledge they picked up Gabrielle.

Jason had barely seen Gabrielle since his first arrival in Rimaros. There was
contention between them, not to mention that she was Humphrey’s former lover. Jason
was surprised to find that Sophie had no interest in the woman, but Travis did. Jason knew

that Travis had been meeting extensively with the Church of Knowledge to determine what



he could and could not bring to this world from Earth’s magitech, but only now discovered
that Knowledge’s representative had been Gabrielle.

Arabelle sat with Jason and her son, Rufus, so that they could have a quiet
discussion during the trip.

“We need to have a discussion about Callum,” Arabelle said. “He has become
increasingly agitated about your prisoner, especially after finding out that you're leaving.
To the point that | have finally managed to have him tell me the real reason he is so
emphatic about getting to her.”

“Oh?” Jason asked.

“‘Not here,” Arabelle said. “I'll find you tomorrow.”

Their carriage was one of many that entered the column of water rising up into the
royal sky island. It docked at the side of the lake and their rather large contingent was led
to the ballroom by palace stewards.

There was a lengthy process of their all being announced, during which time they
stood around, looking over a ballroom the size of a sports oval. Over them, the roof was
domed crystal, showing off the evening sky, with light coming from levitating chandeliers.

Jason, Travis and Taika stood together, looking out at a room where most of the
people were high-ranking celestines. It was a sea of beautiful people with brightly coloured
hair and sculpted, athletic bodies. The three of them shared a look.

“Does anyone else feel like...” Travis said.

“...we just walked into an anime,” Jason finished.

“Bro, | feel like I'm going to do something not very sensible tonight.”

The other two nodded their agreement.



Chapter 608
All Singer and No Song

The arena-like ballroom was set up in various zones, often repeated in different
places around the room. Along with long buffet tables, stewards roamed with trays of food
and drink. There were tables and small lounging areas, each with its own very high-end
privacy screen. The privacy screens kept any sound from getting out, but did not prevent it
from getting in, and there was no shortage of people using them to politic. Aura etiquette
was very strict, with auras tamped down.

The Storm King and Soramir Rimaros were in one such area, but theirs was elevated,
allowing everyone to see them and them to see everyone. They sat with other core
members of the royal family, chatting quietly. It was clear from the body language that the
presence of Soramir, the founder of the kingdom they ruled, was not helping his
descendants to relax.

Liara had started telling Jason’s group to not roam around in one giant pack only to
have them not pay attention as they immediately split up on their own. Clive took off in the
direction of a group wearing formal versions of scholarly robes. Gary, Farrah and Neil were
touring the food tables while Sophie and Belinda wandered off together, looking
suspiciously like they were casing the joint. Gary wasn’t waiting on the palace staff and
their tiny trays, having liberated a large serving tray from somewhere. He was at the
tables, loading it up like a giant plate.

Humphrey and Rufus, the two socialites of Jason’s friends, accompanied Liara’s
daughters to circulate. Liara’s husband and son, Baseph and Joseph, moved in the
direction of the Amouz family. Baseph came from that family before marrying into the royal
house, and both men were high-ranking administrators in the family’s business interests.

Rufus’ mother Arabelle was playing guide to Carlos, who was not comfortable at
fancy social events, while also riding herd on Travis and Taika. As for Jason, Liara was
leading him to circulate, introducing him to a chain of prestigious citizens in rapid
sequence. Most were nobles, but some, like the Remore family, held prestige and
influence without holding titles.

“Jason Asano,” Liara introduced, “| present Lady lleana Irios. Lady lleana, Jason
Asano.”

The ball had, thus far, been a rather tedious sequence of Liara introducing Jason to

people and Jason not saying a lot as he did his best to look passive and mysterious. His



usual air of general amusement at the world was not in evidence in his face or voice, both
of which were blank and cold as he met person after person.

“When we were having our little reputation problem with young Kasper,” lleana said,
“you suggested a meeting with our family,” lleana said. “Perhaps we could have that
meeting in the near future?”

While Jason was still embroiled in the aftermath of Zara using his name when she
thought he was dead, he had run into Kasper Irios. The encounter had been engineered
by Vesper for political reasons and Jason had made an overture to the Irios family that
they had not taken up.

“m afraid my near future is occupied,” he apologised. “While | had the time before |
became so prominent, you unfortunately never found the chance to seek me out. My
window of availability has now closed, so I'll have to accept it as a missed opportunity.”

Following Jason’s diplomatic rebuke, Liara quickly moved him on moving into the
privacy screen of an empty standing table.

“If you could refrain from making personal jabs at an ally the royal family only just
managed to reaffirm their ties with, that would be appreciated,” she told him.

“I know your family has been treating me as one since they found out | was in town,
Princess, but I’'m not an asset for the royal family to play around with as they like.”

“I know that this is all a show, Asano. You only need to play stern Jason with others.”

“You've been talking about 'fun Jason' and 'stern Jason' as if they were both
personas and neither was real. What you need to understand, Princess, is that they both
are. | don't have multiple personalities; | just use certain parts of myself to keep a lid on
others parts where maybe | shouldn't be left to my urges. You should be very careful about
asking for anything but fun Jason, Princess. He's the lid.”

“Jason, the royal family is your ally.”

“Yes. But | don’t much care for allies, if I'm being honest. | consider you a friend,
Liara, so | don’t count favours. But House Rimaros is an ally, and an alliance is just a
measure of relative benefits. It’s a cold relationship and everything comes at a price. Yes,
I’'m here because showing that I'll answer to the royal family, even if that is a lie, is of value
to each party.”

“You don't like being paraded around like livestock at an agricultural fair.”

“It doesn’t matter if | like it because | agreed to it. But if you want me to do tricks,
you’ll need to feed me a treat.”

“What kind of treat?”

“That’s on you to figure out. I'm not looking to do tricks.”
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The two noblewomen moved away with wary expressions on their faces.

“Bro, stop talking about sailor uniforms.”

“It just came out,” Travis sobbed. “I'm not good with women.”

“No kidding. You're so bad with women that now I'm bad with women. This is a new
experience for me: I’'m a delicious chocolate drop.”

At that point, Arabelle found them again.

“You're the size of a house,” Arabelle told Taika. “How do you keep sneaking off?”

“I'm like a jungle cat; lithe and stealthy.”

“I thought you were a delicious chocolate drop,” Travis said.

“I can be both. I've got depths.”

-

After their discussion, Liara left Jason to his own devices for the time being. He
spotted Rick Geller and wandered over to speak with him. They found a couple of quiet
seats with a privacy screen and sat down.

“You really are carrying yourself differently,” Rick said.

“‘How so?” Jason asked him.

“You’re not surrounded by beautiful women.”

“Rick, this is a party where the serving staff are cored-up silver rankers. Everyone
around us is beautiful.”

“Yes, but you don’t have a personal barricade of them,” Rick said. “Or your sparkly
cloak, for that matter. | thought you would be using it to accessorise.”

“That was your idea,” Jason said. “It would be a little lacking in decorum, and
Alejandro would be disappointed if | covered up his excellent formalwear.”

“There’s no shortage of people using their more flamboyant powers to add a little
flash,” Rick said. “Something | recall you not being above.”

“Back in Greenstone, maybe. Not here.”

“Didn’t you paint the sky with your personal crest and blast your aura across the city?
As | recall, you did that here and in Greenstone.”

Jason expression took on a warning that Rick did not miss.

“In Greenstone, Richard, | was being tested to make sure | wasn’t a slave of the
Builder after being kidnapped and implanted with a star seed. And here, | was
unconscious when that happened and my friends were desperately trying to save my life. |
hope you haven’t been telling people that was some kind of display designed to grab

attention.”



Rick shook his head. Jason's aura remained sealed away behind a polite facade, yet
Rick still felt pressured by the sudden intensity coming off Jason. Jason saw the effect he
was having and relaxed his body language.

“Rick, people who have power don’t need to flaunt it. Look around at the people in
here showing off. They’re young, trying to stand out. Back in Greenstone, | was just like
that; all singer and no song. Desperate. Always making a spectacle of myself; blustering
my way through like a pufferfish. That worked in Greenstone because it's a whole town full
of empty bluster. But now we're on the opposite end of the world, literally and figuratively.
This room contains some of the most powerful people on the planet, and they know that
the more you have, the less you need to show.”

“No big stunt from you tonight, then?”

‘| didn’t say that. We’'ll see where the evening takes us.”

-

“Zareen,” Jason said. He had been sitting alone with a plate of food, periodically
rebuffing social overtures when Liara’s daughter approached him and he waved her to a
seat.

“Mr Asano, it almost feels like my mother has been shepherding me away from you
since we arrived.”

“Your mother has other issues on her mind, I'm sure. And call me Jason.”

“No, she doesn't. Not at the top of her mind, anyway. She hates this aspect of being
royalty, but she inherited House Rimaros' interest in you from Vesper. There was a sense
that there aren't too many people you would tolerate, and that you wouldn't be unsubtle
about making that clear.”

“Which neatly brings us to the topic you really want to talk about,” Jason said.

‘I can be an asset to your team. I'm not as prominent as Zara, but | can offer almost
as many benefits. More, without the parts of her reputation that aren't the best.”

‘I don’t doubt it,” Jason said. “But | don’t like how you manoeuvred me, Princess.”

“l didn’t manoeuvre you.”

“‘No? You positioned me as the person who has to say no to either you or your
mother. That way, the ultimate decision was mine and not a conflict between the two of
you. Whichever one of you ends up disappointed, something external is the crux of it,
making reconciliation between you easier.”

“You can benefit from thinking like that.”

“I've tried playing politics before,” Jason said. “I have a good eye for spotting political

issues in time to react, but every time | try to actively participate, it goes wrong.”



“It doesn’t have to.”

“It goes wrong and people get hurt,” Jason reiterated. “People who don't deserve it.
Politics has a way of doing that. For example, I'm now caught up in the family politics
between you and your mother. | don't like being in that position, Zareen. You made a bold
move instead of talking to your mother about it because you knew she would be against it.
That's something | would have done, once upon a time. | wouldn't anymore.”

“You’re not going to take me.”

“Do what you should have done in the first place: convince your mother. Excise me
from your family politics and we can have the discussion again.”

“Will you take Zara instead?”

‘I don’t know. Right now, I’'m short on compelling reasons to take her, you, or anyone
else the royal family may or may not have suggested.”

“The family proposed other names? Who?”

‘I never said they proposed any names. Go talk to your mother, Zareen, because you
and | are done discussing this.”

Zareen frowned but knew when to cut bait, getting up and leaving the privacy screen.

“The royal family hasn’t suggested any alternative names,” Shade pointed out from
Jason’s shadow.

“I never said they did.”

“‘But Miss Zareen is clearly convinced otherwise because of what you said.”

“Is she?” Jason asked innocently.

“You can be quite mean sometimes, Mr Asano.”

—

“You're those thief girls trailing around after Asano, aren’t you?”

Sophie and Belinda turned to face the brash young nobleman, flanked by three of his
fellows. Their auras were clean of cores and Sophie could tell from the way they were
standing that they were trained to fight, and trained well. She looked the boy up and down
before turning away again without bothering to respond.

“Hey, | was talking to you.”

“Do you think someone put him up to this to provoke us?” Belinda asked Sophie. “I
can’'t imagine them letting anyone in here dumb enough to make the kind of scene they
seem to be heading for on purpose.”

“Look at you, all sophisticated,” the boy said. “Not bad for someone who crawled up

out of the gutter.”



‘I know,” Belinda said. “We started with nothing, and here | am at the same place, at
the same rank as you, without all the money, time and effort they spent on you. Does that
mean that we're amazing, or that you're just kind of a waste?”

“‘Don’t bother,” Sophie told her. “Boy, if you want to make trouble, you don’t need a
pretence. I'll be happy to punch your teeth through the back of your head.”

“Let’s go, Soph. You know Jason is the one who was going to be provoked into a
duel. These idiots have obviously been sent to make trouble, so don’t play along.”

“Why is Jason the only one who gets to beat the blood out of someone?” Sophie
complained. “I have healing potions to put the blood back in, after.”

“Is that a challenge?” The boy asked.

oy

“No,” Belinda firmly spoke over Sophie. “It's a social event and we have no interest in
socialising with you. Leave us alone.”

Belinda directed Sophie away and the boys followed until the women met up with
Liara coming the other way and veered off.

“Thank you,” Liara said after the three women moved into a privacy screen.

“It was obvious that they were the end of someone else’s stick when they made that
approach outside of one of the screens,” Belinda said. “They wanted an audience.”

“It seems that whoever is looking to provoke Asano has realised that the best way to
do it is to start with his companions,” Liara observed. “You aren’t the only ones being
approached by less-than-polite individuals, but you all seem to be handling it well. | saw
some young fool looking like he was going to cry while slinking away from Arabelle
Remore.”

“I'm not sure that's going to hold for everyone,” Belinda said. “We might want to go
find-"

A gong-like sound rang out and all eyes in the room looked to Gary, holding a dented
serving platter as he stood over a man on the floor.

“And | only waited that long so | could finish the food on it,” Gary said loudly. “You’re
worth hitting over the head with a lump of metal, but you aren’t worth wasting good crab
puffs. Bad crab puffs, maybe, but the catering here is excellent.”

‘I guess it’s starting, then,” Liara said.



Chapter 609
Hefty Nuggets

Unsurprisingly, the commotion in the middle of the palace ballroom drew attention
from across the room. After glancing at Gary standing over some nobleman he had
dropped with a serving platter, Jason’s attention moved to everyone else. He watched
body language and looked for aura spikes, as much as he could without pushing out his
senses more forcefully. Most of the obvious reads came from younger members of the
nobility, as the more experienced and high-ranking ball attendees had well-trained self-
control.

Seeing Rufus making a beeline for Gary, Jason instead moved to join Princess Liara
and her daughter Zareen inside a privacy screen. He asked about several people he had
picked out as potentially being involved from the way they watched the scene. Some they
ruled out immediately as having prompted things from behind the scenes, as there was no
political gain for them. Others they gave him quick introductions of, no more than name,
house and known political factions.

Jason noticed that Gary and the man he hit were standing back, while Rufus and
another man were talking.

“Why aren’t the people involved the ones talking?”

“The etiquette, in matters of personal offence, is to have others stand for you in the
discussion,” Liara explained. “The idea is to maintain cool heads and allow diplomacy to
rule passion.”

“Does that work?”

“Not really. The real reason is to use such provocation as a political tool, as is being
done here. The person standing for the ‘aggrieved’ pushes for a duel and stands for the
person in that, too.”

“We have something similar in my world,” Jason said. “Or we used to, anyway. When
we still had duels. There was a second who stood in if one of the participants didn't have
the bottle to front up.”

“Does that mean when they got scared and didn't show for the duel?” Zareen asked.

“It does,” Jason said. “So, who is that standing for the guy Gary clocked?” Jason
asked.

“'m not sure,” Liara said. “He’s wearing the symbol for House de Varco.”

“It's Lancet de Varco,” Zareen said. “He’s a tournament duellist; well known if you
follow the mirage arenas, but they haven’t been operating for months. He's also a



sometime adventurer. His guild uses him for public recognition, and in return, they help
rank him up with controlled monster encounters, the way aristocratic families do with their
scions. He's one of the rare arena fighters to not use cores.”

“Do you know where was he was when the Builder cities attacked?” Jason asked.

“Most of his guild fought the city attacking Livaros,” Zareen said. “All their ‘special’
members were assigned to monster watch on Provo.”

“That’s not so bad,” Jason said. “I did that too.”

“Yes, but while you were taking on gold-rank monsters by yourself, be was securing
the inside of a bordello.”

‘I was just one monster,” Jason corrected. “I'm not a madman.”

Zareen and her mother shared a glance.

One of the people standing by was a gold-ranker, Quint de Varco, in the same dark
maroon house colours as Lancet. He was amongst the people Jason asked Liara and
Zareen about. He stood out for having the same house colours as the man talking with
Rufus, along with body language that Jason read as more anticipatory eagerness than the
curiosity displayed by most of the onlookers.

“I think I'd better get in there,” Jason said.

He didn’t use his usual trick of aura manipulation to smoothly move past people as
this was not a crowd it would work on. As such, it took him time and a little rudeness to
move past the gathering onlookers. He arrived to find that the situation had been
escalating.

Gary was still holding a serving tray with an almost cartoonish dent. The head
responsible for that dent belonged to a sullen young nobleman, now back on his feet.
Separating the two as they stood off against one another were Rufus and Lancet de
Varco, whose dark maroon outfit had the symbols of his house and his guild stitched in
gold. It was very flattering, matching the gold of the celestine’s hair and eyes.

The adventurer facing Rufus was speaking.

“From the look of your friend, Mr Remore, | would be quite confident in presuming
that no apology will be forthcoming.”

“Let me guess,” Rufus said. “You aren’t willing to let this go unresolved.”

“Your friend has humiliated mine. If no restitution is offered, then | am afraid it must
be taken.”

“A duel,” Rufus said, blank-faced. “l assume you intend to stand for your friend.”

‘I am. Will you be standing for yours?”

“No,” Jason said, stepping out from amongst the onlookers. “He won’t.”



Lancet turned to Jason.

“The storied Jason Asano.”

“Yep. Don’t know who you are, sorry.”

“Then allow me to introduce myself. | am Lancet de Va-~

‘I don’t care,” Jason said. “Someone put you on the end of a stick and poked you in
the direction of my friend. I’'m going to be honest, Lancet: | know there’s been a lot of talk
about me, and I’'m only here so the fine upper crust of Rimaros can finally get a look at me.
Get a sense of who | am. Which | suspect you’re about to firsthand. | don’t know if
someone put you here to give me that chance or because they have some agenda, but it
was the right move. When you go after me through my friends, you get to see exactly who
| am.”

Lancet laughed.

“You barged over here because you somehow thought this was about you?”

“| did.”

“You’re quite arrogant, aren’t you?”

“It's kind of my thing. So, as much as | would like to watch you find out what happens
when you challenge Rufus Remore, you’re getting me.”

“So be it,” Lancet said. “We can make arrangements after the ball is finished.”

“No need,” Jason said. “It's a nice big room.”

Lancet frowned in confusion.

“Big room?”

“For the duel,” Jason said. “We’ll knock it out quick and let these fine people go back
to their celebration.”

“Are you talking about fighting right here? We’ll duel in a mirage chamber, you
savage.”

It was Jason’s turn to laugh.

“Oh, no. You asked for a duel, not a dance. | hate to break it to you, bloke, but
whoever put you up to this made you the pointy end of the stick. That’s the end that gets
blood on it. A duel is about putting yourself on the line for your principles.”

“Putting your reputation on the line.”

“And you think pretending to fight is where your reputation will come from?”

‘Il am an experienced arena duellist, you thug. | can assure you that it is very far from

pretend and there is plenty of reputation to be had.”



Jason grinned as he saw the gold ranker from House de Varco wince. While there
was no doubt that many knew Lancet’s background, that was very different to making a
point of it himself.

“An ‘experienced arena duellist’ wound up here, challenging someone to a duel in a
mirage arena?” Jason pointed out, voice filled with scepticism. “It's almost like someone
planned it.”

Lancet blanched as he realised he'd broken the cardinal rule of the political setup by
making the setup transparent. Everyone would continue to play along, but it was a minor
humiliation for House de Varco. Jason wasn't going to leave the knife just sitting there and
gave it a twist.

“Mirage chambers are for training. Arena duelling is a sport. I'm sure it requires a
great deal of skill, but this social event is celebrating the people who put themselves on the
line in the jungles and fortress towns. Who went into the depths to fight underwater
monsters and stood their ground against Builder cultists and Purity loyalists. Reputation
comes from what you do; not what you pretend to do in a magic playhouse. How do you
fight for your principles when the fight isn’t real? If you want a duel, you put blood on the
line. If you don’t have the courage of your convictions, you're just a coward playing
pretend. So, what will it be, Lancet? Courage or cowardice?”

“Your words are just sounds of a beast, howling for blood because it’s all his brutish
mind understands.”

“Cowardice it is.”

“Refusing to participate in a backwards blood ritual does not make me a coward!”

“No,” Rufus said, stepping up next to Jason. “Calling for a fight and then backing out
when you actually have to risk something is what makes you a coward.”

“You expect me to have a real fight with an affliction specialist?”

“What does his speciality matter?” Rufus asked. “I thought this was a matter of
principle. Oh, are you worried that an affliction specialist can’t face you without a team to
support him? That’s considerate, but unnecessary. He's an affliction skirmisher, not a
traditional specialist. He'll hold his own against you, don’t worry.”

“| apologise,” Jason said. “I mistook your concern for my wellbeing for cowardice.
Now that it's settled, we can commence the duel. It looks like the dance floor has been
cleared, is that space enough for you?”

Lancet’s smug expression was now pure bile.

“‘Rimaros is the heart of civilisation, not some frontier town. We settle our affairs like

gentlefolk, not drunkards brawling in an alley.”



“You're the one who picked this fight,” Rufus said. “You can refuse to fight it and
crawl off if you like, letting all these people know exactly what you are. That’s the benefit of
being in the heart of civilisation. The people in that alley you talked about? They don’t get
that choice. They win or die; they aren’t free to be cowards.”

“Stop calling me a coward!” Lancet snapped.

“Or what?” Jason asked. “You’ll challenge me to a duel in a nice, safe mirage
chamber?”

Jason could sense Lancet’s feeling of being cornered as the young nobleman
channelled his fear into anger. Jason knew that if he could sense it, so could many others
in the room, which itself sealed Lancet’s fate. The entire encounter was about putting on a
show, and they had seen what Lancet was. As the one who had lost control of his aura,
letting his emotions spell out, Lancet knew it as well.

‘I guess you were right,” Jason told him. “You do put reputation on the line. Your
mistake was pretending to be something you’re not. If you aren’t willing to go all the way,
you’ll always come up short against someone who is.”

“You're just a brute,” Lancet shot back. “Everyone in here knows it.”

‘I don’t deny it,” Jason said. “Which leaves you the choice between fighting the brute
or running from him.”

“Refusing to spill blood in the middle of a royal ball isn’t running.”

“Fair enough. I’'m sure we can fight a training hall somewhere. Probably best.”

“We don’t have to find a training hall, you lunatic. That's what mirage chambers are
for!”

“Mirage chambers are so you can do things without facing the consequences,” Rufus
said. “Duels are all about consequences, which means that, by definition, you cannot hold
a duel in one. All you can do is spar.”

“So, what'’s it going to be?” Jason asked. “We have all these people watching.”

“‘Perhaps,” a new voice interjected, “everyone can take a step back.”

The crowd parted like the Red Sea to permit passage of the Storm King.

“Young master de Varco,” the king said, “is here representing a powerful house and a
powerful guild. | wonder if, in the spirit of celebration and reconciliation, Young Master de
Varco would be willing to withdraw his duel request. And that you, Mr Asano, Mr Remore
and Mr Xandier, would be willing to accept that without blame or recrimination. No victors,
no cowards and no grudges.”

“l would,” Lancet said, grabbing the lifeline.

The king looked to Jason and his companions.



“Will you accept the withdrawal of the challenge without prejudice?” he asked them.

“We would be willing to do so,” Jason said, giving a short bow. “As a favour to you,
Your Majesty.”

They all felt the wave of whispers move through the onlookers; the favour of a
monarch was no small thing, and the king would not be the one in debt. That would be
Lancet and the forces standing behind him —whom the king had chosen to mention
specifically.

“Then | will count it as a favour, Mr Asano. And as someone who has seen recordings
of what you do to people, I'd appreciate your refraining from further attempts to do it in my
ballroom. We pay our stewards well, but some things | would still feel bad about making
them clean up.”

“I'll do my best, Your Majesty. But some days people won't let you end it with clean
hands.”

The king let out a chuckle, like the parent of a naughty child.

“I think it's safe to say, Mr Asano, that after this display, anyone who comes to you
looking for trouble will get exactly what they asked for.”

The Storm King turned to leave, but paused as his gaze fell on Travis.

“Travis Noble,” he said. “House Rimaros would like to again extend our thanks for
designing the weapon that brought down the Builder’s flying city and saved Rimaros,
perhaps the entire Storm Kingdom.”

“Er, your welcome.”

“Our door will always be open to you, young man. House Rimaros remembers the
debts it owes as well as the debts it is owed.”

Once the king walked back towards the royal family’s seating platform, Lancet moved
off in the direction of his house members.

“It just feels awkward standing here after that,” Jason said.

“We could go get food,” Gary suggested.

Jason and his team received a wide berth after the incident. While he made a very
distinct impression in Rimaros society, that wasn’t the same as a good one. He was sat at
a table with Liara and Zareen, sharing a large plate of food that Gary had left behind to go
get a larger plate of food.

“That could have gone worse,” Jason said. “It could have gone better, but on balance,
I'd say | was happy. I'll call it a solid win.”

“You would?” Liara asked. “Everyone thinks you’re dangerously volatile, now.”



“Which matches with what they've been assuming, based on all the rumours floating
around about me. | was never trying to ingratiate myself with the nobility. | was trying to
cement myself as an unpredictable factor with the favour of the royal house. Between the
king and people seeing us here, sharing snacks, that's coming along nicely. No one wants
to interfere with me until they know more, but I've also demonstrated that | can be reined
in. I've established myself as a factor best avoided, but that can be managed.”

“Did you plan for the king to step in?” Zareen asked.

“That wasn’t part of any plan | was told about,” Liara said.

‘I didn’t plan it,” Jason said. “It was one of several scenarios | gamed out, however.
Royal intervention, the people behind Lancet popping out. | was surprised they didn't send
someone more capable. | saw he was an empty shirt and ran with it.”

“He’s far from an empty shirt,” Zareen said. “Being a successful arena fighter in
Rimaros means that his skills are real.”

“Yeah,” Jason said, “But his spine’s imaginary. He never had to scramble for his life
with nothing but his own skills and tenacity marking the line between life and death. He
smelled so green it’s like someone just mowed the lawn.”

Liara thought back to the time she watched Jason fighting against the trio of Purity
loyalists. They had been sent after him with powers and items specifically to counter him.
Even so, he struggled far longer than she would have expected before they finally pinned
him down, and even then he never gave up, dragging her into it. It was as desperate a
fight as she'd seen, but he treated it almost like any other day.

‘I don’t think they anticipated you asking for a blood duel during a royal ball when
they chose him. What would you have done if he’d accepted the duel on your terms?”

“Drank the life out of him until someone made me stop.”

They turned to look at a man marching in their direction. He was wearing the same
outfit as Lancet de Varco, but Jason could immediately spot that this was a different kind
of man. He hadn't honed his abilities in the safety of a mirage chamber. He came right up
to the table, planting his feet firmly as he stood in front of them. He started with a bow to
Liara.

“Your highness.”

“Strictly speaking, the correct form of address is ‘milady,” Liara told him.

“Apologies, milady,” he said, then turned to Jason. “My name is Hector de Varco, and
| challenge you to a duel. Right here is fine.”

“Huh,” Jason said. “You realise the king just stopped me from doing this, right? Bloke,

you might want some looser pants if you’re going to haul around hefty nuggets like those.”



Chapter 610

Following Your Convictions to Your Death

Jason, Liara and Zareen were sitting at a table, with Hector de Varco standing in front
of them. It was already drawing attention, even if people couldn’t hear through the invisible
privacy screen. Hector was a larger man than his relative, Lancet, and less polished. His
hair was trimmed short instead of a sculpted coiffure, with broad shoulders and an outfit
that, while tailored, lacked the same flatteringly painstaking fit. Hector also lacked the gold
hair of Lancet, instead sporting a deep, shining copper in his eyes and hair.

Jason and the princesses shared a look.

“Young Master de Varco,” Liara said. “The king personally and specifically asked Mr
Asano to refrain from duelling in his ballroom.”

“Then we can take it elsewhere, milady. | am happy to let Mr Asano choose the
venue.”

“That is only the beginnings of our concerns,” Liara told him.

“Indeed,” Jason agreed. “| was just telling the princesses here that | was quite
satisfied with how things turned out. I'm not going to accept a duel just because you aren’t
happy with your family come out looking when they came looking for me.”

“You did nothing, Mr Asano,” Hector said. “Lancet is the one who hurt the reputation
of our house. | wish to you show you, and all the people who saw his shameful display,
that the de Varco family knows how to stand, be it in victory or defeat.”

Jason narrowed his eyes.

“You don’t expect to win,” he said.

“I am confident in my abilities,” Hector said. "But | do not fear defeat. A failure you
survive is but a stepping stone to the next success."

“Your motivations are irrelevant,” Liara said. “There’s no way-"

‘| have conditions,” Jason said.

"No, you do not," Liara told him.

“Princess,” Jason said, “while | ever value your counsel, the challenge was made to
me. The decision is mine.”

There was a delicate reverb of his aura in Jason’s authoritative tone, giving it a
weight that even the gold-rank princess could not ignore.

“Firstly,” Jason said to Hector, “it has to be tonight. | don’t have time to be running
around after every noble house that wants to put me in a fight. | have gods and great astral

beings lining up for that already. Second, you need the king to approve. I've already



caused one commotion and | have no intention of forcing him to take things in hand a
second time. I'm aware that adventurers of non-elite backgrounds are given leeway in
etiquette, but I'm not that bereft of courtesy. Thirdly, I'm going to need some incentive.
What you're proposing is a one-sided game. So long as you take your lumps without
wetting yourself, you get the good showing for your house that you’re looking for, win or
lose. |, on the other hand, get nothing, win or lose. | don’t need to prove myself to the
people here. The only reason | showed up is to demonstrate that I’'m not some lunatic
who’s going to start an interdimensional invasion again.”

“Again?” Zareen asked.

“Pretend you didn’t hear that,” Jason told, then turned back to Hector.

“In short, mate, what’s in it for me? And don’t say pride or honour, because | have no
interest in either.”

Hector frowned in thought for a moment before his eyes snapped up to meet Jason's.

“Mr Asano, how familiar are you with House de Varco?”

“If | was counting the minutes since | heard about you, I'd run out of fingers and toes,
but not by much. Princess Liara said you were traders.”

"At the risk of contradicting the princess, Mr Asano, while we do an amount of trade,
it's a corollary to our primary endeavour, which is the construction of vehicles. Everything
from wagons to ships to airships; even exotic flying vessels for private buyers.”

“'m already good for transport, mate.”

“Yes,” Hector said. “You possess a cloud flask. But as | said, my family creates all
manner of transport.”

“You’re offering me another cloud flask?”

"No. While the creation of such a vehicle is an ambition my family is working towards,
we are not there yet. We have managed some more limited cloud constructs, a true cloud
flask remains in the realm of ambition. But our progress has produced a by-product that
you may find appealing."

“Oh?” Jason prompted.

“A cloud flask can take a vehicle form,” Hector said. “But those forms are basic.
That'’s fine for a static construct, like a cloud house, but vehicles are more dynamic. The
inherent property of a cloud flask is to take on materials to expand its capabilities. In their
studies of cloud flasks, my family had developed the means to harness that effect. With
the right materials and design matrix, a cloud flask can replicate the finest vessels that my
family produces. And they, Mr Asano, are some of the finest vessels in the world.”



Jason looked to Liara, who gave him a confirming nod. He then turned back to Hector
and leaned forward in his chair.

“Ill admit that sounds interesting.”

“I know for a fact that we have several such design matrices sitting around as the
results of our ongoing experiments into cloud constructs. If you agree to this duel, | will
offer you the design and materials for a land vessel. If you win, | will offer you the same for
an air vessel.”

“‘How much material are we talking about here?” Jason asked.

“I’'m talking about the raw materials to build an entire airship from scratch, Mr Asano.
A small one. My understanding is that you won’t be able to produce the kind of massive
skyships cloud flasks are known for producing until gold rank.”

Jason remembered his first look at Emir's cloud ship, the size of a massive ocean
liner.

“That is acceptable,” he said, “but | have one more condition: It can’t just be you. You
have to bring three companions.”

“You want to fight four of us alone?”

“No, I'll be bringing companions of my own. If | take a second opportunity to kick the
crap out of someone and don’t invite my friend Sophie, she’ll kick the crap out of me.”

—

“Miss Hurin,” Trenchant Moore said. Farrah looked at the tall, lean, pale man with
dark hair, angular features and bright blue eyes. A little too blue, in fact. She guessed that,
like Jason, his eyes had diverged from their original state.

“Mr Moore,” Farrah said. “Is there something | can do for you?”

‘I have heard that you will be staying with us in Rimaros after your friend and his
team have all left.”

“For a time.”

‘I am... that is good.”

"Wow," Farrah said. "You're really smooth with the ladies. Come on, Stretch. | don't
think Jason is going to kill anyone on the dance floor, so we're probably fine taking a spin."

She grabbed his hand and dragged him in that direction as he trailed behind.

"Stretch?"

-

Jason and Hector approached the platform atop which was a lounge area for the core

members of the royal family. There wasn'’t a lot of lounging taking place, however, with the

presence of Soramir plainly reducing the family’s ability to relax. Hector was even more



nervous as they approached, only four people looking unperturbed. Two were diamond
rankers; Soramir and Zila Rimaros. One was Jason, who would not have looked out of
place strolling a market with his easygoing stride. The Storm King was neither relaxed nor
intimidated, playing up the stern-but-benevolent monarch rather than taking it easy with
family.

There were no guards at the platform. Anyone who made trouble there would either
be a peer of Dawn’s or swiftly scraped off the polished floor by palace stewards. Even the
most casual observer noticed that no one approached the platform without a very distinct
purpose. Jason reflected on the contrast between that and the people approaching him
earlier at the event, before he started talking about blood duels in the middle of a society
ball.

Jason didn't hesitate as he entered the platform's privacy screen, which started at the
short steps leading to the platform. Hector had been rather bold earlier, but the pinnacle
members of the royal family intimidated him in a way that even the gold-rank Princess
Liara did not.

“Come on, bloke,” Jason encouraged as he made his way up the steps, turning his
attention to Soramir and the Storm King, whose name he still didn’t know. He just knew
that he was Zara’s father.

“G’day again, your kingness,” Jason said, then nodded to Soramir. “G’day Soramir;
it's been a minute.”

Hector, who had already dropped to one knee, had the look of a man trying to figure
out how to shuffle very quickly on one knee away from the madman next to him.

“I had rather expected,” the Storm King said, “that our last conversation would be the
end of you making commotions at this event, Mr Asano.”

“Then you might want to skip my invite next time,” Jason said. “The more | try to have
a nice, quiet time, the more it ends up being one thing after another. | tried to have a
simple barbecue to meet the neighbours when | moved into town, and these two showed
up. Uninvited, no less.”

Jason gestured at Zila and Soramir with a pointed finger. Jason hadn’t seen Soramir
in some time, since he was hurt escaping the underwater complex. It was plain that many
members of royalty looking on were not happy about Jason’s insouciance, but they were
not going to speak up when the king and the diamond rankers were willing to tolerate it,
even if they failed to understand why.

“Would it hurt you to show a little deference, Jason?” Soramir asked lightly.



“Would it hurt you to offer a bloke a seat?” Jason asked. “Addressing the deference
issue would involve delving into my thoughts of the relative merits of different forms of
governance. | don’t think this is the time and place for that particular debate.”

"While | genuinely say | would find that fascinating," the Storm King said, "You're right
that this is not the place. Which begs the question of why you have approached me, along
with this much more respectful young man from House de Varco. Given our last
conversation, you make for an unexpected pairing.”

Jason prodded the still kneeling Hector with his foot.

“This is your show, bloke. Maybe stand up and tell the nice king what you want for
Christmas?”

Hector was a silver ranker and didn’t sweat, but he felt like his body might figure out
how from pure nervousness. As Jason conversed with the royals, Hector realised that his
assumptions about the man he had challenged were way off. Not only was he speaking
with his Majesty and his Ancestral Majesty in a way that Hector would only describe as
suicidal, but he was getting away with it.

How was Asano not wilting under the attention of all that power? Just the passive
aura interactions from having two diamond rankers pay passing attention to him were
making the hair on his arms stand on end, and they were restraining themselves.
Anxiously, under the now focused attention of the King and royal family, Hector got to his
feet. He steeled himself, planting his feet as he raised his eyes to look at the king.

“Your Majesty, after my house failed to comport itself in a manner that reflects well on
its place in your kingdom, | took it upon myself to rectify the circumstances.”

“And how did you seek to go about that task?”

"l challenged Jason Asano to a duel, your highness. However, Mr Asano refused,
citing his respect for you and your desire that this gathering remains a peaceful one. He
said he would not accept unless my challenge could be made with your approval.”

“And why would | give that approval? You want to have a bloody fight in the middle of
my ballroom, in the middle of my ball?”

“Perhaps you could suggest an alternate venue, Your Majesty,” Jason suggested.
“Somewhere roomy, since it's actually going to be four duels. Should you approve.”

“Four duels?” the king asked.

“I thought that if we’re going to do it, why not put on a show? So, if you have a big
room somewhere that maybe you don’t mind us breaking some bits off of, we could just
quietly bunk off and leave your guests to their lovely evening.”

“And who else would be participating in this series of duels?” Soramir asked.



“The guy who's better at me with swords, the woman who’s better than me with fists
and the guy who’s better than me at talking to people like you.”

“That would be Rufus Remore and Sophie Wexler," Soramir said. "Not to put too fine
a point on it, Mr Asano, but that last description does little to narrow it down."

Jason let out an easy laugh and pointed. There was no shortage of people watching,
despite not hearing anything, having seen Jason and Hector approach the king.

“It's the tall, broad-shouldered bloke that is suddenly very aghast that I’'m pointing him
out to you.”

“Perhaps,” Soramir said to the king, “we can make some entertainment of it. The old
duelling arena has seating for an audience.”

“Wait, you guys have a duelling arena?” Jason asked. “You should have brought that
up when the other guy was crying about mirage chambers and saved us some trouble.”

“It has gone unused for many years,” the king said.

“It was installed only a century or so after the kingdom was founded,” Soramir
explained. “Back when | still ruled the Storm Kingdom, mirage chambers were yet to be
invented.”

“‘Duelling was already on the decline by the time they were,” the king continued, “but
the safety they offered resulted in something of a resurgence.”

“I happen to agree with Mr Asano that there are no duels in mirage chambers,”
Soramir said. “They’re just performances for people pretending to have courage.”

“Performances that let the hot-headed young members of the Houses play their little
games without starting blood feuds,” the king countered. “Not everything has to be about
following your convictions to your death.”

“As Mr Asano has done exactly that several times,” Soramir said, “I don’t think you
will have any more luck of having him agree than you would me. So you might as well
reopen the arena and let the ball attendees enjoy some sport.”

"Explain to me," the king said, "how failing to convince you and Mr Asano of anything
means | have to allow duels to take place.”

Jason opened his mouth to respond and then stopped, frowning.

“What the...”

“Is there a problem, Mr Asano?” Soramir asked.

“I figured someone would try and break into my house while everyone was off at a
party, but it just had to be while | was talking to the king, didn’t it. Sorry, Your Maj; | better
take a look at this.”



“Your Maj?” Hector asked, dumbfounded as Jason dug a hand into his shirt and
pulled out a necklace. It had two amulets on it, one being his Amulet of the Dark Guardian,
and the other being his shrunken cloud flask. Cloud stuff came spilling out of the tiny flask
and formed a vertical ring the size of a portal. It wasn’t portal energy that shimmered into
being, however, but an image of Jason’s pagoda. Four people dressed in black were on
one of the lower floor balconies, where they had laid down a board and were drawing a
ritual on it.

“Mr Asano?” the king asked.

“Yes?” Jason absently answered as he watched the image.

“How are you maintaining any connection to your cloud building through the very
significant defences around this sky island?”

Jason went still, then turned his head to look at the king with a friendly smile.

“‘Uh... I'm not.”

“Then what exactly is this?” the king asked, gesturing at the floating ring.

“Art?”



Chapter 611
The God in This Scenario

‘| can’t believe his majesty went along with this,” Liara muttered as she rode an
elevating platform into the bowels of the sky island.

“Dinner and a show,” Jason said. “What’s not to like?”

A vast amount of infrastructure was in the underground portions of the flying island on
which the royal palace and residential sectors for royalty and foreign diplomats were
located. A large part of that was underwater docking stations where vehicles could arrive
in an airlock where the water was pumped out, allowing the passengers to disembark. This
was where most of the royal palace traffic arrived, comprised of supply deliveries, palace
staff and government functionaries.

The lake at the heart of the royal palace was more naturalistic on the surface, but
underneath it was a perfect ring. The sections of it not occupied by docks offered magically
reinforced glass walls that made for interesting office spaces and other rooms that abutted
the lake below the surface.

One such room was the old duelling area, which was, like the ballroom they had just
left, a stadium-scale space, both horizontally and vertically. People were swarming down
from the ballroom for a chance to watch the upcoming duels, but most were heading for
the audience seating. Those heading for the main area were the royal family, various key
attendants, the actual duellists and a few attendants.

“The duelling arena has been used as a training hall by the Sapphire Crown guild for
years,” Trenchant Moore explained. He was on the elevating platform with Jason and
Liara, as well as Sophie, Humphrey, Zareen, Rufus and Rufus’ mum.

“You’re sure Callum isn’t behind the people breaking into my pagoda?” Jason asked
Arabelle.

“I've been very clear with him on this,” Arabelle said. “Also, he received quite the
impression last time he tried.”

“That doesn’t mean he didn’t send someone else to try,” Jason told her. “People do
things that are stupid and make no sense all the time. Myself very much included.”

“‘Jason, my job is helping people with their mental issues. You think | don’t know what
people are like?”

“You help people because they need it and come to you,” Jason said. “| get the ones

who lack that much self-awareness. Instead of going to you, they try to murder me. Or



kidnap. Honestly, if you discount monsters, | see more attempts to kidnap that kill me.
Does that make me popular?”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t be going to deal with the people breaking into your
house?” Liara asked.

“I'm a silver ranker,” Jason said. “What am | going to do to a bunch of gold rankers?”

“You’re sure they’re gold rankers?” Arabelle asked.

‘I am,” Jason said.

“‘How?” Arabelle asked.

“They’re still alive. Okay, that’s just me being dramatic; | can sense them.”

“You shouldn’t be able to,” Liara said. “The defences around this sky island are as
powerful as any in the world. It should cut off everything.”

“Does it prevent gods from speaking with their servants?” Jason asked.

“No,” Liara said.

“Then it doesn’t cut off everything,” Jason pointed out.

“Between you and the cloud house, who is the god in this scenario?”

“I refuse to answer on the grounds that | may incriminate myself. And it's not like
they’re good gold-rankers. They’re all core users.”

“All of them?” Zareen asked. “At gold rank, core users are less common than people
who trained up properly. Are they a bunch of craftspeople or something?”

“I'll ask them when | get home,” Jason said. “| have something to be getting on with
first... oh, it looks like they’ve decided to cut their losses and get out. They’ve started
breaking through walls.”

“Then you won'’t be talking to them when you get home,” Liara said.

“‘Maybe, maybe not. They haven'’t realised yet that | keep moving the room they’re in
to the middle of the building.”

—

Four men forcefully broke through a wall, arriving in another of a series of empty
square rooms.

“What did | tell you?” Jedrin asked as the wall they just broke through reformed
behind them. “No one pays four gold rankers to come a quarter of the way around the
planet to rob some silver ranker’s house.”

“Shut up, Jedrin.”

They were all uneasy. Their senses failed to extend beyond any of the walls and they
had stopped finding furnished rooms. Each wall they broke through led them to one empty

box after another. There was a pervasive sense that they were trespassing and there



seemed to be formidable power behind it. They couldn’t even be certain that power was
real, however, as their senses barely brushed against it and it was not something that
belonged in a silver-rank construct. It could easily have been their imaginations, except
that they had each felt it.

The result was that they quickly found themselves unnerved, and it only got worse.
Once they had broken into the house, they had moved through a series of ordinary rooms
until they found themselves in a room that was just a plain box. There were no windows
and even the door vanished, sealing them in. That was the point they decided to call it
quits and started smashing through walls to escape, but each new room was a new empty
box.

“Get bent, Kirk,” Jedrin said. “I should have told you to shut up when you wanted to
take this job. It's not like we're some infiltration experts. The only reason to go that far for
us is that it's how far you have to go to find someone who doesn't know how stupid an idea
it is.”

“| said shut up.”

“And | asked why anyone would go that far and pay that much for us? And now we
know it's because the people paying attention clearly looked into this job and said no.”

“How about you both shut up,” William said.

“Exactly,” Ray said. “Arguing won’t get us out of here.”

“Neither will breaking through walls,” Jedrin said. “We’ve gone further than the width
of the entire building, yet here we are. Either the rooms are moving or there’s dimensional
manipulation going on.”

“Which we can’t tell because our senses won'’t go through the damn walls,” William
said.

“If you have a better idea, let’s hear it,” Ray said.

‘I have a better idea,” Jedrin said. “Remember when | said that getting portalled in
right before the job was a bad idea because it didn’t give us a chance to do any research
into the target?”

“That’s not a better idea,” Kirk said. “That’s you passive-aggressively bragging - again
— about how you didn’t want to do the thing that you did right along with the rest of us.
Again.”

“Maybe let me finish?” Jedrin asked. “My point is that | did do a little research.”

“We were told not to, specifically to prevent alerting the target,” Kirk said. “And now

we’re stuck in a trap. Good job.”



“Do you seriously think that me doing some research on a different continent was
enough that all this was set up specifically to deal with us?” Jedrin asked.

“He’s right, Kirk,” William said. “I'm pretty sure that they just didn’t want us finding out
why no one else took the job.”

“They just didn’t want to use locals so it didn’t come back on them,” Kirk argued.

“If you'll stop interrupting,” Jedrin interjected, “I can get to what my research
uncovered.”

“Then stop flapping your mouth and get to it,” Kirk said.

“What did you find?” William asked.

“Not much,” Jedrin said. “It was short notice and | wanted to be careful. What | did
find was that the guy who owns this place won a cloud flask from Emir Bahadir in some
contest in the middle of nowhere. It was a big deal, with nobles sending a bunch of their
young people to compete.”

“Emir Bahadir the treasure hunter?” William asked.

“That’s the one,” Jedrin said. “The point is that | found out that the house we were
hired to rob was a cloud construct.”

“Oh, that's really helpful,” Kirk said snidely. “I hate to break it to you, Jedrin, but we
already knew that.”

“Now that we’re here, sure,” Jedrin said. “But | knew before. Long enough before that
| knew we'd be breaking into a cloud house, and therefore had time to bring a contingency
plan.”

“What kind of contingency plan?” Ray asked.

Jedrin reached into the dimension bag at his hip and pulled out a box the size of a
small suitcase, complete with handle. It was made of pale grey ceramic with dark metal
covering the corners. A complex array of sigils was engraved into the surface of the
ceramic, on each side of the box.

“What is that?” Kirk asked.

“It's a thaumic cohesion impedance device,” Jedrin said.

“A what?” Ray asked while William backed away from it.

“What in the sweet gods are you doing with that thing?” William asked. “They are
very, very illegal.”

“We’re breaking into someone’s house, William,” Kirk said. “We’re already doing

crime.”



“We’re doing the kind of crime that means our families have to pay a fine if we get
caught,” William hissed. “Jedrin just turned it into the kind of crime where the Adventure
Society crawls up inside us and builds a rustic cottage.”

Ray looked at William, then the device.

“I think you need to explain what this thing is right now.”

“It's—" Jedrin began, only for Ray to cut him off immediately.

“Not you,” Ray said, pointing at Jedrin before moving his finger to paint at William.
“You.”

“It's a device for breaking down things made of magic. Not things that are magical,
but things actually made of manifested magic. Conjured objects, spirit coins.”

“It's the perfect thing for trashing a cloud construct,” Jedrin said. “Which you all know
that we could very much use right now. That's my better idea; you're welcome.”

“You know what else is made of magic?” William asked. “We are. We're gold rankers,
so our bodies are made of magic. It's why we don’t die when we get stabbed in the head.”

“If it's going to affect us,” Ray said, “then | think that more specifics on exactly what
you mean by ‘breaking down’ would be something worth hearing.”

‘It means,” William said, “turning manifested magic, meaning magic that’s taken solid
form, back into non-manifested magic. Like when a monster dies and it turns into rainbow
smoke.”

Ray backed off alongside William.

“'m not interested in turning into rainbow smoke today.”

“I didn’t bring something that would kill us, you idiots.”

“I'm sure you didn’t,” William said. “That’s why they made them incredibly illegal. How
did you even get one?”

‘I know a guy,” Jedrin said.

“What guy?” Kirk asked.

“Sak.”

“Sak?” Ray explained. “That guy definitely sold us out.”

“To who?” Jedrin asked.

"To anyone he could,” William said. "It's Sak. Why would you ever consider buying
something that illegal from him? And where did he even get it?"

“He knows a guy too.”

“What guy?” Ray asked.

“I don’t know,” Jedrin said, increasingly defensive. “He had a hat.”

“A hat?” Kirk asked.



“Yes, a hat. A big hat.”

“Oh,” William said, his tone suddenly convinced. “You should have said that he had a
big hat. That makes it perfectly alright to BUY VERY ILLEGAL MAGIC DEVICES FROM A
COMPLETE STRANGER RECOMMENDED BY THE LEAST TRUSTWORTHY PERSON
IN THE ENTIRE COUNTRYY”

“Just so I'm following this correctly,” Ray said, “you bought a massively illegal device
that will melt us, assuming that the random man with a big hat you brought it from wasn’t
lying about what it is. A man you went to on the advice of a person most famous for selling
out the people he works with.”

“It sounds bad when you say it like that,” Jedrin said. “And it won’t melt us. These
things are optimised to break down amorphous substances replicating rigid substances.
Heavy conjured armour and cloud houses. Will it string us a bit? Yes. But right now we're
trapped on the wrong continent for a job we never should have taken in a house of infinite
boxes. A house that I'm fairly certain hates us. So, we can stay here, waiting for someone
to find us with this incredibly illegal device, or we can set it off to get us out of here and
wipe out the evidence in the process.”

The four men looked at each other and the box they were trapped in. After more
back-and-forth arguing, they finally agreed to set off the device, but not in the room they
were in. They would set it to activate and breach into another room, putting a wall between
them and the device.

Their precautions meant little as the device detonated. The room around them was
disintegrated, and plenty more besides. Suddenly there was a massive sphere-shaped
absence of anything in the middle of the pagoda, everything in the space having been
utterly annihilated. Partly destroyed rooms were exposed, sending furniture tumbling
through levels.

“I feel tingly,” Kirk said.

All four men had closed their eyes, wincing as it felt like sandpaper had been rubbed
all over their skin. They had fallen as the room they were in was destroyed and they
opened their eyes to see the destruction. The hole the device had ripped in the place had
dropped them into a mezzanine level with access to a large open atrium with a wall that let
them see outside. The air was filled by a hazy mist that was the dissipated remains of what
had previously been walls, floors and ceilings.

“Okay, we can get out,” Jedrin said. “I told you that... Kirk, where are your clothes?”

“I wear conjured clothes,” Kirk said. “Just from a magic item, nothing special. Easier

than owning a bunch of different stuff.”



“Do you have the item on you?” Jedrin asked.

“Yes.”

“Then how about you put on some damn pants before we make a run for it?”

“I think it’s a little late for that,” William said and the others joined him in looking
around. Dark figures, each with a large alien eye instead of a face, were swarming out of
the rooms that had been rent open.

“They’re silver-rank,” Jedrin said. “We can fight our way through.”

The haze suddenly coalesced in the centre of the space forming a giant blue and

orange eye. Then the four men’s flesh started to rot.



Chapter 612
The Only Person Who Thinks It’s Obvious

On one side of the duelling area, the entire wall was made up of reinforced glass,
behind which was the lake at the heart of the sky island. Specially reared aquatic
creatures, unfazed by the regular water traffic, swam around in the water. It was an
impressive backdrop for anyone viewing from the seats that made up the other side of the
area, also behind reinforced glass.

There were VIP viewing booths into which the palace stewards were expertly guiding
the more prestigious attendees, dealing with the etiquette protocols on the fly. There were
also ready areas at each end, behind massive doors. In the one set aside for Jason,
Rufus, Sophie and Humphrey, they were accompanied by their friends and several others.
Trenchant Moore, Zareen and Liara were all in attendance.

Jason was staring into the middle distance, his expression blank.

“Mr Moore,” he said. “I'm going to go see Young Master de Varco about final details.
If you would be kind enough to lead my friend to that viewing booth you mentioned.

“Of course, Mr Asano. And Princess Liara, His Majesty has asked after you.”

“What about the men in your pagoda?” Zareen asked Jason.

“They’re contained,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact.

“What does that mean?” Liara asked. “We’re going to need to talk to them. | know
your pagoda is intimidating, but it’s still a silver-rank construct. Four gold rankers might be
able to break out of they’re determined enough.”

“I've calibrated the house to keep rotting their flesh at roughly the same rate as their
gold-rank recovery attributes will heal it,” Jason said. “It will keep them debilitated until |
attend them myself.”

“Jason,” Rufus said in a worried voice.

“Rufus, you remember the joke back in Greenstone right?” Jason asked. His voice
held the whimsy of a man certain the police wouldn’t find the family before he’d had his
fun. “It turns out | am the man with the evil powers. I've already taught one world that.”

As Jason strode out of the room Humphrey also went to talk to him, but Arabelle
gestured him to stop. She looked to Farrah, who left to trail Jason.

“‘Am | missing something?” Zareen asked. “Or is he remotely torturing a group of gold
rankers? From here.”

“Your mother once approached me about the gap in Jason’s Adventure Society
records during his time away,” Arabelle told her. ‘| refused to share what | knew, but |



advocated against Jason participating in political games. | told her that he should be sent
away with his team, which | believe she agreed with, to her credit. The choice was made at
higher levels within the Adventure Society and royal family both, if I'm not mistaken.”

“You're not,” Liara confirmed.

“You may get your wish of learning about Jason’s time away after all, milady,”
Arabelle said. “If you put Jason in a political mess, try to exploit him and then make moves
on him behind his back-"

“We didn’t,” Liara said.

“Someone did,” Arabelle said. “And that’s what happened in that missing time. It
happened a lot, and now you’re seeing what Jason does when that happens. Put him in
that mindset and his instincts are to trust no one and kill everyone. To put aside his
principles whatever it costs him because that’s what it takes when the world is against you
and everyone coming for you has more power.”

“It's not like that,” Humphrey said. “This is a different world. And he has us.”

“Which | strongly advise to remind him of before his duel,” Arabelle said. “Especially if
you’re interested in de Varco still wanting to be an adventurer after.”

-

Farrah followed Jason into the hall, which was a plaln brick tunnel. To those who
didn’t know how expensive the bricks were, it lacked the opulence of a royal palace. To
those who did, it was practically a treasury. Entering the tunnel, Farrah was ready to rush
to catch Jason, but found him leaning his forehead against the wall.

“I thought | was better,” he said.

“You are.”

“I've been sitting around in the tropics, thinking | wasn’t the same. But when push
came to shove, it took one day. One day, and I’'m back to the same savage, reactionary
violence | was doing on Earth.”

“You are better, Jason, even if you don’t see it.”

“I’'m torturing a bunch of strangers as we speak.”

“Then stop,” Farrah said lightly.

Jason pushed himself off the wall and turned to look at her, expression cold.

“No.”

She flashed him a smile.

“You know what you remind me of right now? You, back in Greenstone. Getting some

kills under your belt and wondering what was becoming of you.”



“And now we know what became of me. | wouldn’t have been willing to do what I'm
doing back then.”

“No, you wouldn’t. But on Earth, you wouldn’t have been beating yourself up over it,
either. On Earth, you killed without a moment’s consideration of whether it was right
because you didn’t have the luxury. You didn’t have time for right or wrong, only for what
was necessary.”

“l took it too far, Farrah. You are what you do, and what | did was put aside my
principles.”

“But now you’re pondering them again, and that’s good. Keep questioning. But that
brutal part of you, that can do what’s necessary — it's necessary too. Some days you're
going to need it. But you can also put it back in the box, and that's the difference. On
Earth, you were a diamond knife, sharp but brittle. You were never soft, and every time
you got a little sharper, you were always on the verge of breaking.”

He bowed his head.

“You kept me from breaking.”

“Barely. But you have more people now, and you are different, Jason. | see it, even if
you don’t. You’re not as soft as you started out, but also not as hard as you became. Right
now you have a balance; you can do the hard things without losing yourself in doing them.
| know you’re still getting the hang of maintaining it, but we're here to help you. You just
have to let us.”

“Crap. I'm the fragile, high-maintenance one, aren’t 1?”

Farrah laughed.

“You’re only just figuring that out? Look, if you deny what you learned about yourself
on Earth, it’s going to devour you from the inside out. But you can’t let it dominate you,
either. Compartmentalise. Keep it in the box where it belongs and pull it out when you
need it. I'm not telling you anything you don’t know.”

“You're sounding a lot like Arabelle.”

"We talked about you a lot. She wanted to know about your world and our time there
from someone other than you, so she could better help you. And she did, even if you
maybe don't see it right now. But | see it, so you'll just have to trust me.”

Jason smiled.

“I can do that. Are you sure you won'’t come with us when we leave Rimaros?”

“You have a portal power and I'm inventing the magic phone. It’s not like you’re going

back to Earth and | won’t see you for a decade. Which means you’ll be getting plenty more



advice from me, starting with this: Don’t make this Hector guy quit being an adventurer due
to mental trauma. He’s not the one who broke into your house.”

“They set off some kind of bomb in there,” Jason said. “Blew a giant hole in the
middle.”

“They’re gold rankers. Even if they’re crap gold rankers, they could still throw a
garbage truck like a basketball.”

“Did you watch a lot of sports on Earth?”

"No, Jason. There was a bunch of giant, athletic men running around in tight outfits
and | thought to myself, 'that's not for me." Is the pagoda intact?"

“Not really. I'm going to have to return it to the flask and reproduce it.”

“Don’t,” Farrah said. “Pack up and go tonight. Be gone by first light. It's past time you
hit the road and had those adventures we promised you back in Greenstone.”

“There’s still stuff to do. People to collect. | haven’t even decided if the royal family
get to—"

“They don’t. As for the people who are going with you, I'll let them know to get ready.
If they don’t, go without them; they’ll catch up or they won’t. You’re the high-maintenance
one, remember? Let them work around you.”

—

Sophie’s opponent was an elf with the sword, shield, myriad and arsenal essences.
Her fighting style combined mobility with conjured swords and shields that floated around
her to fight the enemy on their own. Using quick abilities to conjure the weapons bought
time for her to cast more powerful spells.

The many shields, conjured over and over, moved into Sophie’s path as she
attempted to slip through with her speed. At the same time, Sophie was bombarded with
swords that she needed to smash out of the air. They would just keep hunting her, making
it harder and harder as more swords were conjured up.

Fortunately for Sophie, her Radiant Fist and Immortal Fist powers gave her
disruptive-force and resonating-force damage respectively, ideally suited for crushing rigid,
conjured tools. Even so, they were accumulating faster than she was breaking them down.

The early advantage was with the elf. Sophie initially dodged through the conjured
defenders multiple times to attack her, but Sophie’s strikes simply didn’t do enough
damage and she was repeatedly forced to back off from counterattacks. The elf was more
of a ranged than melee combatant, but no one with the sword essence was a slouch up
close. With floating swords and shields harassing her, Sophie wasn’t able to push the

attack for long.



The count of swords and shields slowly accumulated, making it harder for Sophie to
reach the elf with raw speed, but Sophie had tricks of her own as well. Her Cloud Step
power allowed her to run on air as if it were solid ground and, for brief moments, take on a
mist form that made her near-impervious to most forms of damage. Her Mirage Step
power allowed her to make short, blinking teleports, leaving behind afterimages that sent
out dimensional blade attacks to alleviate the pressure.

Sophie also used a space-distorting power. She could manipulate space to dodge
seemingly unavoidable attacks, but where Jason also used his power to obscure and
deceive, Sophie incorporated the distortions into her ever-flowing movement. Adding
staccato shifts to her prodigious speed made it all the harder to predict and intercept her,
while incongruously never seeming erratic or disjointed.

Jason had joined the Storm King, Soramir, Trenchant Moore and Liara in a viewing
booth, at Soramir’s request. The king had already levied some pointed questions about
how Jason was communing with his cloud house through the palace’s defence magic, but
to Jason’s surprise, Soramir had shut him down.

“That space-distortion ability she’s using,” Soramir said as she observed Sophie.
“That’s Between the Raindrops?”

“Good eye,” Jason said.

"Her mastery of it is formidable. In fact, her entire power set is dangerously skill-
oriented, yet she makes it look easy. You found this girl stealing in some provincial city-
state?"

“There was an open contract to catch her,” Jason said. “Oddly enough, we’'d met
before, briefly. Friend of a friend. Once it became obvious that there was some ugly
politics involved, turning her into an adventurer seemed the obvious way to get it settled.”

Liara let out a snorting laugh, despite the august company.

“You’re the only person who thinks it's obvious to break the thief you caught yourself
out of an Adventure Society holding facility, stash her with Emir Bahadir, of all people, and
then turn her into an adventurer.”

“Bahadir?” the king asked with a scowl.

“He’s a friend,” Jason said. “| know he’s not super-popular around here.”

“She’s quite the find,” Soramir said. “I'm starting to see why Roland has always been
so avid about scholarships.”

“You're talking about Roland Remore?” Jason asked, referring to Rufus’ diamond-
rank grandfather.

“Yes. His family runs a school. He won't stop talking about it."



“Try turning it into a drinking game,” Jason suggested. “It won’t stop him, but it makes
it a lot more fun.”

As they talked, the duel below was escalating. Sophie blurred as the Eternal Moment
power accelerated her personal time stream. She used the brief moment of subjectively
frozen time to create a storm of wind blades that erupted when time resumed. Each blade
exploded on impact, smashing many of the conjured weapons apart. It brought her
precious breathing room after they had threatened to overwhelm her.

“This match is shaping up to be quite interesting,” Soramir said. “Miss Wexler is
getting stronger as she goes, and | believe she’s inflicting escalating retributive damage. Is
that something from her balance essence?”

“That’s right,” Jason said. “She used an awakening stone of karma to pick up that
particular power. Legendary stone, but it didn’t disappoint. Her opponent is interesting,
though. It seems like she’s being increasingly pushed, but it looks like she’s using all those
conjured swords and shields to set up a combat ritual. Something to flip the match in a
moment, | suspect.”

“You noticed that?” Soramir asked, mild surprise in his voice.

“A member of his team uses combat rituals quite heavily, Ancestral Majesty,” Liara
explained. “It is quite likely that Miss Wexler has likewise recognised it.”

“Yet, she hasn'’t started taking greater risks to try and close the fight out early,”
Soramir observed. “She should be racing to finish the battle before her opponent
completes the ritual, even at the risk of taking greater damage. Yet she maintains her
slowly escalating tempo.”

“For all her speed,” Jason said, “Sophie does things at her own pace.”

“Meaning she either doesn’t know about the ritual, or she has something ready
herself,” Soramir observed.

“Sophie used a couple of awakening stones of the moment,” Jason said. “One of
them gave her that self-accelerating power she used to produce all those wind blades at
once. The other gave her a power she hasn’t shown off yet.”

Soramir tapped a finger to his lips thoughtfully, considering the powers such a stone
could produce from Sophie’s essences. It was a long list, even off the top of his head, but
the circumstances gave him clues as to what it could be. His eyes sparkled as he made a
guess.

“‘Moment of Oneness?” he asked.

“You know your essence abilities,” Jason said.

“It will take courage and timing to pull off,” Soramir observed.



“I'm not worried," Jason said. "Courage and timing are kind of her things."

The combat ritual suddenly triggered and the arena was immediately filled with so
many conjured swords it was impossible to see the combatants with the naked eye.

“Fog of Swords,” Soramir said. “Dedicated combat ritual essence ability spells are
extremely rare.”

“Levelling that thing must be a real prick,” Jason said. “The effort shows, though; she
timed it well. Sophie’s time-acceleration power could maybe have let her dodge it all, but
her enemy made sure it was on cooldown.”

The swords plunged in, too thick and too numerous for any amount of spatial
distortion to let Sophie avoid. Countless swords slammed into her, each one exploding as
it did. They moved with blinding speed, designed specifically to catch out even someone
as fast as Sophie. In the wake of the force explosions that distorted the air, Sophie was left
standing unharmed, not having bothered to dodge. Her opponent’s eyes went wide as
Sophie blinked, arriving right behind her. Sophie’s fist was a blur as it arrived at the back of
the elf’'s head, only to be stopped dead as it was caught in a hand. The impact caused
their clothes and hair to whip as if caught in a gale.

Up in the booth, Jason looked down at Soramir, blocking Sophie’s punch, then to the
diamond ranker’s now-empty seat.

“Miss Wexler,” Soramir said. “Unless Young Mistress Draglund here objects, | am
going to declare you the victor.”

The elf was shaken, both from the sudden arrival of Soramir Rimaros and the blast
that had gone off right behind her head.

“No objection, Ancestral Majesty.”

“Excellent,” Soramir said. “It was a fine match indeed. | can honestly say that you are
as excellent a pair of warriors as is to be found at your rank.”

The elf bowed.

“Thank you for your kind words, Ancestral Majesty. This is the honour of my life.”

“You are a credit to your house, Mistress Draglund. Have you ever considered
switching over to the Sapphire Crown guild?”

‘I am very satisfied where | am, Ancestral Majesty.”

“Well, you can’t blame an old man for trying,” he said, then turned to Sophie.

‘I won’t bother trying to recruit you,” he told her. “l imagine you’re at least as much
trouble as your friend Asano.”

‘I do my best.”

“From what I've just seen,” Soramir told her, “your best is very good indeed.”



Chapter 613

Uncharacteristic Sincerity

Melody woke up in a small pond, her head pounding. She opened her eyes and saw
massive amounts of destruction above her, something having ravaged the inside of
Asano’s cloud building. It had destroyed the room she was in and dumped her all the way
down into the mostly intact atrium.

She was in the waterfall pond that was the atrium’s centrepiece, but the damage
meant the waterfall no longer fell into it. As she got to her feet, dripping wet, she saw the
water was currently spilling from a hole in the lowest mezzanine level.

Melody had only briefly been in the atrium, accompanying her daughter as they
talked in spaces more pleasant than her cell. Her accommodations were far from
uncomfortable, but there was something about open space and natural light that even the
plushest of beds couldn't make up for. She looked around, her eyes lingering on the
transparent wall that showed a wide expanse of sky. Her gaze then drifted down, to the
doors.

“That would be a less than ideal decision, Ms Jain,” a prim voice said. One of Asano's
shadow minions emerged from her shadow.

“Looks like your employer is having a rough day,” Melody told Shade.

“This is hardly a rough day for Mr Asano,” Shade told her. “The day you met him was
a rough day. Not in his top five, but perhaps top ten.”

“‘He almost died that day.”

“Yes,” Shade said. “Almost. Now, if you'll follow me please?”

“What’s going on in here?” she asked as she followed the shadow man.

“Some gold rankers broke in and detonated some manner of device.”

“Where are they now?”

Rather than Shade, she was answered by pained screams coming from above.

“Oh dear,” Soramir said as Rufus’ opponent entered the arena from the large doors at
the end.

“What is it?” the Storm King asked.

“If ’'m not mistaken, that young man is using the classic sword master combination of
sword, swift, adept and master.”

“Ah,” the king said.

Jason noticed that Liara looked confused.



“It's the combination used by arguably the world’s greatest swordsman,” Jason
explained.

“What’s the issue with that?” Liara asked.

“This fellow is about to duel with that swordsman’s grandson.”

“Oh, dear.”

—

Different magical abilities led to different physiques amongst adventurers, although
they showed in different ways. There was something of a default, which was the lean
athleticism of a track and field champion. The variations came from those whose powers
gave them physical prowess above their baseline attributes, and they didn’t always
present in the same way.

Gary, Farrah and Neil all had comparable levels of strength, yet each looked
different. Gary was built like a furry powerlifter, while Neil was more like a bodybuilder who
didn't know how to dress himself properly. Farrah's physique was bulked out more than the
average essence user while remaining lean enough that she could hide it under the right
clothes. She was nowhere near the bodybuilder physique that Neil sported.

Essence users more focused on speed maintained a healthy athleticism, but trended
more sleek and lithe. Sophie’s lissom body was somewhere between a nymph and a knife,
and the swordsman facing off against Rufus had a similar feel. His clothes and physique
were both light, and while the sword at his waist was a sabre, his body felt as sharp and
pointed as a rapier.

Rufus had the standard physique for an essence user, which still made him look like
an Olympic decathlete. Like his opponent, he wore light armour, but with stiffer panels over
areas that could afford less flexibility. The magical materials still provided the mobility to
make full use of his speed and silver-rank attributes, but forewent the absolute freedom of
movement that more acrobatic power sets required.

The pale grey tones of Rufus’ armour contrasted his midnight skin and the sword he
conjured into his hand. It was a golden scimitar with ornate red scrollwork etched into the
blade. He held it down by his side where the air around it combusted into golden flames
that flared for a moment before settling to wreath the blade.

—

‘I wonder if he’s ever set his pants on fire doing that?” Jason wondered, observing
from the royal viewing booth. It was rather like an owner’s box at a sports stadium, with a
mix of standing room, seating and a loaded buffet table. “I bet he has. What'’s this other

guy’s name?”



“Glenn Twenhey,” Liara said.

“Glen 20?” Jason asked. “Where | come from, that’s stuff you spray after taking a
poo.”

The royalty surrounding him all looked in his direction.

“What?” Jason asked. “There are fewer essence users where | come from, so toilets
are a much bigger deal. Unlike you lot, even rich people need to be aware of poo-related
infrastructure.”

“Jason,” Liara hissed. “Stop saying ‘poo’ in front of the king.”

“‘Why? Does he have a weird fetish or something? Your Majesty, I'm just assuming
you have a good crystal wash supplier.”

“Perhaps, Mr Asano,” Soramir said, “You could focus on the duel before us.”

“They’re still just staring at each other like anime characters.”

“Then how about to stop talking about poo, shut your damn mouth and show a
modicum of respect while you wait quietly?” Liara asked. This drew all the gazes to her,
but Jason quietly moved to the front of the booth, standing next to Liara as he looked out.
He activated a small privacy screen to incorporate just the two of them.

“Is that better?” he asked lightly.

“You are not helping my standing in the royal family, Asano. You’re a bad influence.”

“Yet, here you are, alongside the king and his great, great whatever grandad.”

“Stern Jason, remember?”

“Yeah, | gave up on that. Stern Jason is for murdering people, so you really shouldn't
ask for him. Also, he's kind of a prick, although regular Jason is talking in third person, so
there’s pros and cons either way, | guess.”

“Why are you always like this?”

“Why do people participating in oppressive systems of governance always act like
being too casual is some grave transgression?”

“Oh, just shut up.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Liara glared at him.

“You and Baseph,” he asked. “Is that an open relationship thing?”

“Asano, | was an Adventure Society investigator for longer than you have been alive,
so when | tell you that I will hide your corpse where magic won'’t find it, you would do very

well to believe me.”

*kk



Like Rufus, his opponent was human. Glenn was leaning forward, almost like a
sprinter on a block. He and Rufus stared at one another in a silence that extended for an
entire minute, then a second and a third, neither moving so much as a tremble. Then a
voice resonated through the area.

“...just touch this crystal, right?” Jason’s voice boomed.

“Get away from that,” Liara’s voice followed.

“They’re just standing there! Get on with it Rufus, you dill pickle! | don’t have all-”

Jason’s voice was cut off, but the audience and Rufus’ opponent were all looking in
the direction of the royal viewing booth. Stewards were escorting Jason out, with an angry-
looking princess trailing behind.

“That's the man everyone's been talking about?” Glenn asked Rufus.

“Yeah,” Rufus said with a grin. “It's good to have him back.”

-

“...defeated the entire point of the exercise and ruined my reputation while you were
at it,” Liara railed as she led Jason into the booth where his companions were.

‘I said it wouldn’t work,” Neil said, turning at their entrance along with the rest of
Jason's friends. “| kept saying it, but did anyone listen to me? No, they did not. We should
have just snuck off in the night.”

“He’s not wrong,” Farrah said.

“Not wrong?” Neil asked. “Can’t you just say that I'm right?”

“It feels like that would set a bad precedent,” Farrah told him.

“Did they start fighting yet?” Jason asked, looking out the glass viewing wall.

“No,” Farrah said. “And what have you been doing to Liara?”

“How he treats me is secondary to how he keeps disrespecting the royal family.”

“I'm not feeling like it's a positive relationship from their end, either,” Jason said.

“Do you have no respect for the concept of royalty at all?” Liara asked.

“‘Nope.”

“No.”

“He does not.”

“Not even a little.”

“I'm a republican, bro.”

“You're a Republican?” Travis asked Taika incredulously.

“Australian republican,” Taika explained. “It means | want to stop using someone

else’s Queen as a loaner.”



“What they said,” Jason agreed. “Didn’t you read my file front to back? | should have
been in there.”

“It mentioned problems with authority,” Liara said. “Not some kind of anti-monarchical
bent.”

“That’s about as significant an understatement as I've ever heard,” Farrah said.

“Gods and great astral beings make him their personal enemy,” Humphrey pointed
out. “What does he have to do, hire a town crier?”

“I respect people one at a time, Liara,” Jason said. “| respect you. But if your family
had left me alone, I'd be in my house that hadn’t been blown up right now and wouldn’t
give your family a second thought.”

“Asano, this isn’t just some game.”

“Yes, Liara,” he said the amusement in his voice turned to weariness. “It is.”

“We're talking about one of the most prominent kingdoms in the world,” Liara said.

“Yes,” Farrah agreed. “And while your aristocracy was fighting over scraps of
influence, Jason was fighting to save his world and blunt the invader coming for this one.
What is one kingdom to him?”

Liara sighed, her shoulders slumping.

“Asano, would it really hurt you to keep your mouth shut and do what you're told for
one damn night?”

“Yes,” Arabelle said, turning from where she had been sitting quietly, watching her
son in the arena below. “Yes, it would. Tell the good princess why, Gareth.”

“From the moment he was pulled into this world,” Gary said, “Jason has been told to
bow to power. If he ever did, he’d be dead, I'd be dead and most of the people | love would
be dead. If you ever see Jason bow, Princess, you should start running because he’s
probably about to kill everyone. And | think we all know by now that only being silver rank
won’t stop him.”

“I've seen him do it,” Taika added. “The killing everyone part, not the bowing. He’s
doneiton TV.”

“That’s like a recording crystal that everyone in the world can watch,” Farrah
explained. “And everyone did watch.”

“He’s super famous in my world,” Taika said. “Controversial, sure, but famous.”

“You asked for a certain version of Jason,” Arabelle said, “as if he were a different
person. But he’s not. That part of him that is holding those men in his cloud house right

now is a part of him, the way that Liara Rimaros and Princess Liara are parts of you,



different, yet part of a whole. Which is why Princess Liara is unhappy about how this is
going, while Liara Rimaros recognises that Jason would have been a lot better off if you
and your family had left him alone. Perhaps you should do that now, and let cooler heads
prevail so we can talk this through later.”

“That... is sound advice,” Liara acknowledged. “I will find you at your pagoda after
this is all done, Asano. | want to see who these people are coming after you.”

Jason nodded his acknowledgement and she left.

“Thank you,” Jason said, his voice breaking up a little. “I'd almost forgotten what it felt
like to have people stand up for you.”

“Just to be clear, | didn't,” Neil said from the buffet table. “I think you should have kept
quiet and went along for once.”

“Weren’t you the guy who's been saying this wouldn’t work the whole time?” Travis
asked him.

“Someone on this team has to be the sensible one. That’s why | let everyone know
that | was going to be right — which | was — and then accepted the reality and made the
most of this buffet.”

“'m surprised they got it set up so quick,” Jason said. “Those palace stewards don’t
muck about.”

“They are very admirable,” Shade agreed from Jason’s shadow.

‘I suppose the rush is why there isn’t much food, compared to the tables in the
ballroom.”

“Oh, there was plenty,” Farrah said, looking at Gary.

Jason let out a sigh.

“If you'd all permit me a moment of uncharacteristic sincerity, I'd like to thank you. On
Earth, it was me and Farrah against the world, more often than not, and | barely made it
through intact. I'm still not completely sure | did. We were both on the ragged edge.”

“You more than me,” Farrah clarified and Jason laughed.

“Yes, me more than you. | forgot what it was to have a whole family who would stand
up for you against anyone, whatever the circumstances. | guess I’'m trying to thank you all
for reminding me of that tonight.”

Gary moved away from the food table to embrace Jason in a bone-crushing hug.

“Oh, hey,” Clive said. “Rufus finally started fighting.”

“Oh, the duel,” Taika said. “| totally forgot why we were here.”



Chapter 614
The Only Wound You Can Truly Suffer

Jason’s commandeering of the arena’s public address system had broken the tension
between Rufus and his opponent, Glenn Twenhey. After they saw Jason escorted off,
however, they went right back to staring at one another. It was more than just assessing
the other by physique, clothing and body language. Their auras were clashing like fencers,
each seeking an opening that would make for an advantage as the fight began, or even
uncovered a little extra information that could be the difference between victory and defeat.

“I should have moved when your friend provided the distraction,” Glenn said.

“Wouldn’t have helped,” Rufus said. “And I'm sorry for what’s about to happen. But
you knew who my grandfather was when you picked me as an opponent, did you not?”

“I did. Hector tried to talk me out of it, but | insisted.”

Rufus nodded.

“I know that feeling,” Rufus said. “The need to prove yourself, only to be dismantled
by an opponent you underestimated.”

“Who says I’'m underestimating you?”

Instead of answering, Rufus used his speed accelerating power and everything
seemed to freeze as his subjective time stream outpaced the world around him. He used
that time to close the distance between them, leaving a trail of light behind him. Time
unfroze and he smashed Glenn with a head butt, having never raised his golden sword.
Glenn realised that Rufus had burned a long cooldown power to effectively just flex, as a
head butt was nothing to a silver ranker. The simple surprise of it had staggered him more
than the damage.

Glenn activated his own time accelerating power, but he didn’t need it to close the
gap, since Rufus had done it for him. Rufus seemed to freeze, standing with his silver
sword at his side, and Glenn used a trick just like Sophie’s. Attacks made during the
accelerated time-stream would be all but harmless, so he generated a large number of
blade wave projectiles which were ready to launch as soon as normal time resumed. It
was only as the acceleration was about to end that he noticed a problem.

“Wait, silver sword?”

Rufus had the eclipse confluence essence. It informed the way he fought both with
specific powers, like the gold and silver swords he could conjure, along with the general
theme of his combat style. He shifted between three combat modes based on the sun, the

moon and the eclipse. The sun state was built around speed and offensive ability, while



the moon was about elusiveness and stealth. The eclipse state offered powerful but short-
term buffs or powerful finishers.

Each state was a combination of how he fought, the way he moved and the powers
he used, some of which offered different advantages, depending on which state he was in.
His Light of the Sun, Shadow of the Moon ability was one of several that offered
different effects based on his current state. In the moon state, it could make him intangible
for a brief moment. When Glenn's mass of blade waves shot into Rufus, they passed right
through him. The intangibility only lasted a few seconds, but Rufus triggered it right before
Glenn had slowed time, guaranteeing it would be up when Glenn’s ability ended and his

attack launched.
—

“That was nicely done,” the Storm King observed. “Luck?”

“Hardly,” Soramir said. “The swift essence is a favourite amongst skill-focused melee
adventurers. Personal time-acceleration powers are very common, even when not hunting
for them with specific awakening stones. Even magic swordsmen who go for other
essences get them. The Remore boy gets his from the light essence.”

“And | get mine from lightning,” the king said. “You're saying that Remore predicted
both that his enemy would have that ability, and that he would use it in that moment.”

“Yes.”

“Then it was luck. He could have easily been wrong.”

“Yes, but his odds were not as bad as they seem. This is a battle for reputation. By
burning one of his most powerful abilities to make an attack that was nothing more than a
statement, Remore was baiting his opponent. It began when they spoke before they
fought. Then Remore disregarded Twenhey with his opening move. He was essentially
telling his opponent that he could throw away key abilities and still win.”

‘I see,” the king said with a nod. “Twenhey wanted to show up Remore by using the
same ability to show him — and all of us — that he deserved to be taken seriously.
Especially by the grandson of the man who stands as the pinnacle of Twenhey’s essence
combination.”

“Exactly,” Soramir said. “Instead, he was outplayed again, which appears to have set
a tone.”

-

Glenn was a human and his ability set was reflective of that. His power set was very

high on offensive abilities, particularly special attacks. This fit very nicely into the Rimaros

adventurer ethos of ultra-specialisation, as he was a pure striker. Having so many



aggressive options at his disposal meant that he could tailor the approach of his offence to
the enemy he was facing. If one approach didn't work, he could pivot to another. What he
had never previously encountered was a situation where none of his approaches worked.

The advantage of using one of the most common and well-researched essence
combinations on the planet was that it was easy to optimise. Strategies to develop more
specific power sets and synergies were more readily available. Tailoring a power set was
never a perfectly reliable endeavour, but with a common combination made up of
common-rarity essences, it was more reliable than most.

The disadvantage of this approach was that it had the weaknesses of its strengths.
An opponent who was familiar with these strategies and techniques would, sight unseen,
have a solid grasp of at least the general approaches such an essence user would take.

Rufus talked a lot about how his family ran a school, but Jason had never understood
the totality of what that meant, or why it was such a source of pride. The Remore Academy
studied adventurer methodology from across the globe. This helped them to educate
students that came from around the world, as well as prepare their students for what they
would encounter in their travels.

Remore academy students were scions of international mercantile guilds, famous
adventuring families, aristocrats and even royalty. The academy prided itself on preparing
those students for whatever they might face. That could be a tricky diplomatic situation in a
palace, a grim assassination attempt on a remote roadway or a pitched battle against sky
pirates.

Rufus was more than just the beneficiary of the teachings of his family’s academy. He
had seen all kinds of adventurers from when he was old enough to be carried around by
his father. Most importantly for his current situation was that Rufus had been trained in
swordsmanship personally by the greatest swordsman in the world.

Glenn was exceptionally skilled. His proficiency was not just with sword technique
and his essence abilities, but using them in conjunction for results greater than either
would achieve alone. His efficiency was tight and his tactics were built on centuries of
refinement, passed down by the masters of history. It wasn’t enough. Every tactic Glenn
used, every ability he pulled out, was not just something that Rufus had seen, but also
practised against extensively. Rufus knew the methods of sword masters and he knew
how to counter them.

Glenn was very good and deserving of his place in a prestigious guild, but the more

they clashed, the less Rufus saw him as an opponent. Glenn, in Rufus’ eyes, increasingly



became a collection of flaws in need of correction. Since his family ran a school Rufus did
what he knew: he put on a class.

Using his sun state, Rufus applied pressure on Glenn, baiting out techniques and
provoking counters that he dismantled one by one. When Glenn shot blade waves that
tracked their opponent, Rufus shifted to a moon state where he couldn’t be tracked. The
blades shot forward blindly, hitting walls or the floor. When Glenn incorporated special
attacks into his swordsmanship, Rufus spotted the indicators and dodged, blocked or
countered as appropriate.

Glenn grew increasingly frustrated as his tactics were pulled apart in front of the high
society of Rimaros. Guild masters and the heads of noble houses were watching as Rufus
disassembled his abilities like a watchmaker taking apart a faulty timepiece. He was on the
greatest stage in his life, only for every aspect of his prowess as an adventure to be pulled
out and found wanting.

As a final, desperate stratagem, Glenn drew back from Rufus and paused.

“Would you be willing to try something a little different?” Glenn asked.

“I've been waiting for something even a little different this entire fight,” Rufus told him.

Glenn sheathed his sword, untied the dimensional pouch bound tightly to his potion
belt to avoid it flapping around, and pulled out two collars. They were comfortably padded,
but still plainly suppression collars.

“Pure swordsmanship,” Glenn said. “No powers. How good you are against how good
| am.”

Rufus blinked in surprise.
“I will say this,” he said. “That is the first time since we walked out here that you've
done something that | truly did not anticipate.”

Rufus held out his hand and Glenn tossed him a collar. Rufus opened his own
dimensional pouch and took out a sword, since he would be unable to use his conjured
ones. It was a scimitar, but very plain compared to those he could create through magic.

“If you want something better, | can loan you one.”

“This sword was crafted especially for me with care, by my best friend in the world.
You don’t have anything better.”

“Friendship is all well and good, Mr Remore, but you shouldn'’t let it blind you to the
fact that your friend is a worthless smith.”

Rufus smiled.

“My grandfather has given me all manner of good advice over the course of my life,”
he said. “For example, he once told me that if someone provokes you, then let them. But



instead of getting angry and letting it cloud your judgement, let it take away your mercy as
you calmly take them apart. | was only going to take this so far, Young Master Twenhey,
but now | find myself short on mercy.”

Glenn smiled back as he clipped on his suppression collar and Rufus did the same.

“Just so you know, Mr Remore, my sword instructor studied at your academy. He was
trained personally by your grandfather and spent decades developing counters to his
fighting style.”

“Would that be Ayer Wick you're referring to?” Rufus asked, eliciting a surprised
expression from Glenn.

“You know of him?”

“It was a guess. A lot of people develop counters to my grandfather’s style, and Wick
is about right in terms of age and location. My grandfather rather enjoys that they do, since
it's hard to refine his style as the centuries roll on. He showed me the counters your sword
instructor developed. They were okay. | saw you trying them in our earlier clashes, which
was why | was so surprised you chose this path.”

“That was with powers mixed in,” Glenn said. “We’ll see how you do when all you
have is technique.”

“Yes,” Rufus agreed, his eyes glancing over the audience. “I'm going to make a point
of it.”

He raised his scimitar.

“With this sword.”

—

Jason had become very, very good with the sword. Rufus had helped him to take the
skill books containing the Way of the Reaper and make the technique his own. After the
incredible number of battles Jason had been through, wild and desperate and strange,
experience had truly allowed him to become a master of the sword.

Technique to technique, Glenn would have beaten Jason. Jason was an adventurer,
not a duellist, and his combat style intricately blended his skills and powers to the point
that removing one would severely impede the other. Glenn’s strategy of removing powers
from the equation would have gotten him a win against Jason without question.

Rufus was not Jason. There was a reason that Rufus was seen as the future of the
Remore family. They knew talent and had nurtured his, with training and opportunities they
carefully engineered so that he would see success and failure both. When he went his own

way, Rufus had setbacks.



Although they didn't push their expectations on him, Rufus knew his family
anticipated great things. Responsibility weighed heavily on him, and the loss of Farrah and
Jason had somewhat derailed him. But the life of an adventurer was long and his family
was patient. They did not interfere as he turned to teaching over adventuring. Only his
mother stepped in, and even she was a light hand.

The return of Jason and Farrah brought with it a slow change in Rufus. He wasn’t
sure what his future held, be it teaching or adventuring, both or neither, but he knew one
thing: he wasn't letting his friends down again. During his time in Rimaros, Rufus had
taken the fundamentals of training he taught Jason and followed them with relentless
determination. He honed his skills, pushed his body and took contract after contract, which
the monster surge offered in plentiful supply.

The weight of what Rufus had been through was different to what Glenn had done.
He was not dissimilar to Rufus if he had never left Vitesse; never felt true desperation and
never felt the consequences of abject failure. The pride and ambition that drove him was a
gentle breeze before the raging gale of Rufus’ determination.

“What's he doing?” Clive asked. “Why doesn’t he finish it?”

“I don't know what you call it here, if you have even have the practice in any of this
world's cultures,” Jason said. “Where | come from, it's usually known as counting coup.
You touch the enemy without harming them, to prove that you could have beaten them. It's
a way to gather prestige or humiliate an enemy into accepting defeat. Rufus was making a
show of how much better he was than this guy, but I think slagging off your sword pushed
him over the line, Gary.”

“Good,” Gary said. “There’s nothing wrong with a good, plain, reliable weapon. You
don’t have to make it all fancy.”

Jason glanced down at the scabbard on his hip.

“That one is your fault,” Gary said, following Jason’s gaze. “Your soul bond made it
go weird.”

“Making things go weird is kind of my thing,” Jason said, prompting agreeing nods all
around.

—

“l yield,” a crestfallen Glenn said.

‘I haven’t even touched you with the edge of my sword,” Rufus said. “You’re going to
quit without a scratch on you?”

“You didn’t have to do it this way,” Glenn told him.



“You're not going to fight on? What about the pride of your guild? Of your sword
instructor? Of your house? Are you going to throw it all on the ground?”

“Why are you doing this?” Glenn asked, his voice pleading.

“We didn’t ask for this,” Rufus shot back coldly. “I didn’t bring us here. Hector de
Varco’s challenge turned us into a whetstone for his house and guild to hone their
reputation. Defeating you wouldn’t hurt you. Humiliation is the only wound you can truly
suffer. Now, if you'll excuse me, | need to go have my sword repaired.”

Rufus held up his blade, peering as he inspected it for nicks and dents.

“Oh. It looks like | don’t have to.”

—

Jason and his companions were waiting, sitting around calmly as Rufus returned to
the viewing box.

“That was awesome,” Travis said. “| know we haven’t known each other very long,
but you totally educated that guy. And Jason was telling me your whole family fights like
that? You should open a school.”

Rufus frowned in confusion.

“My family does run a school,” he said. “| thought | told you tha...”

He trailed off as Travis took a shot glass from the dimensional bag at his waist.
Everyone else in the room but Rufus himself did the same and drained their glasses.
Rufus took on an aggrieved expression, his eyes landing on Arabelle and the empty glass
in her hand.

“Mum, you too?”



Chapter 615

Mother’s Favourite

“‘Humphrey is the least-suited to duelling out of you four,” Neil assessed as they
watched Humphrey enter the arena.

Jason had a lot of training and experience in the five years since his first arrival on
Pallimustus, allowing him to master his own power set. But when it came to group tactics,
Jason could not match the lifelong education people like Neil, Humphrey and Rufus had
gone through. That big-picture understanding required exhaustive instruction on essence
abilities, roles, tactics and strategy that couldn’t be replaced by skill books or combat
experience. It took active guidance and tutelage that Jason never had neither the time nor
opportunity for. His time training with Rufus, Farrah and Gary had been a desperate rush
to cram him with the fundamentals of being an adventurer.

Neil, on the other hand, was one of the handful of adventurers in Greenstone that had
enjoyed that kind of training. The Davone and Mercer families had colluded to team him
with Thadwick Mercer at a young age, giving Neil the same opportunities afforded to
Thadwick and his sister, Cassandra. Neil had made the most of those opportunities, like
Cassandra, rather than squandering them, like Thadwick.

As the healer, Neil was always watching over the team in a more holistic manner than
any other member. This made his understanding of the team’s strategies and tactics as
comprehensive as that of Humphrey, who was the driving force in developing them. He
was, therefore, fully qualified to assess the chances of his team members in different
circumstances.

“‘Humphrey has set himself up to be very team-oriented,” Neil explained to the people
in the viewing box that weren't on their team. “He’s developed his combat style, his tactics
and his equipment around working with the group. Belinda’s cooldown reductions, my
buffs, Clive’s mana replenishment; many of our core tactics centre on supporting
Humphrey, while he has increasingly focused on making the most of those advantages.
Not to say he isn’t strong alone, but he has given up an amount of solitary strength to be
the solid anchor of our team.”

“He’s the black lion,” Jason said.

“A black lion?” Neil asked. He and the rest of the team were confused and would
have ignored Jason like usual, if not for Taika and Travis nodding in agreement.

“That makes sense, bro.”

“You're saying that he’s strong on his own,” Travis said, “but he’s no Voltron.”



“That’s it,” Neil said. “No more people from Earth, or this will turn into a disaster.”

“I think the problem,” Belinda said, “is that Humphrey isn’t selfish enough. He’s not a
glory hound, unlike some other team members participating in these duels.”

“Hey,” Jason complained.

"Oh, please," Farrah said. "Your first idea on how to investigate magic in your world
was to pretend to be an angel and faith-heal your way through a children's hospital. Don't
even try to pretend you aren't a big, prancing attention seeker."

“And | remember how you were, back in your cage fighting days,” Belinda said to
Sophie.

"Theatricality is a part of arena fighting,” Sophie said. "No one loves a boring
gladiator. But | wouldn’t go underestimating Humphrey just because he doesn’t care for
putting on a show.”

“She’s right,” Rufus said. “Jason, your skills have exploded in the handful of years
since we met, but you don’t understand just how deep Geller family training goes.
Humphrey has been training since before his earliest memories. He’s an adventurer down
to the bones, and the depth of that only comes out when you start pulling away at the
layers. When the Geller family train their people to handle the unusual situations, they are
just as diligent as with their training for everyday activities. Perhaps even more so. They
know it's the edge cases that will get you killed.”

“Not to mention that our entire team is built around handling those edge cases,” Clive
pointed out.

“That’s not a coincidence,” Rufus said. “Your entire team reeks of Geller family
methodology, and that’s far from unique. There’s a reason people scramble to be on a
team with a Geller who went through their Greenstone training program. If Rick Geller
announced at this ball he was recruiting a new team member, he’d be mobbed with
applicants from the best families in Rimaros.

“And don’t forget that the Geller family is crazy rich,” Gary pointed out. “He has entire
gear sets to recalibrate his strategies. Not as many as Lindy, but a lot. | made some of that
gear myself.”

—

Humphrey stood in his conjured armour that looked increasingly like Stash’s natural
form, compared to the lower-rank version of the power. The scale armour was glorious
with iridescent rainbow scales, like a quilt made of opals. Five blue crystals floated around
him, lit up with internal light as they replenished his mana. He had yet to call up either of

the swords he could conjure.



“‘Humphrey Geller,” he introduced himself. His opponent was dressed in strange
clothes with numerous folds that looked awkward to fight in.

“They call me The Smoke Hunter.”

“‘Okay,” Humphrey said, unfazed. He was getting a vibe of early Jason from the
alchemist’s sense of melodrama. “You hunt smoke? | didn'’t realise it was that hard to find.”

“That’s not what it means.”

“Some people use smoke as signals. Because of how easy it is to see from far away.
In fact, most people avoid using smoke when they’re being hunted, specifically because of
how easy that would make it to track them down.”

Humphrey was not big on banter. He liked fighting monsters, not people, but his
mother had still drilled into him the advantages of making an opponent emotional. So, now
that he found himself in a duel, he did his best Jason impression.

“Let’s see what you think of my smoke when you’re choking on it!”

He plucked a syringe from the air and jabbed it into his leg. His body immediately
started changing and Humphrey understood what he was up against. His body was
growing, the purpose of his unusual clothes revealed as they expanded to accommodate
his growth. Folds unfurled and straps slipped through buckles as the loose, bunched-up
outfit became fitted light armour. He become twice as tall and half again as wide as he had
been moments before.

Humphrey’s opponent was an alchemist, although a very different one from Belinda’s
boyfriend, Jory. This was a full-blown combat craftsman who sought to beat Humphrey at
his own game of burst-damage in the high-damage, low-endurance mould.

Combat alchemists were unusual, especially non-support variants that engaged in
direct combat, so it was unusual to see one in a duel. Humphrey, by contrast, was the
most orthodox member on his team, with only Neil coming anywhere close. This meant
that Humphrey's power set, like that of Rufus' opponent, didn't pack a lot of surprises in his
toolbox. He did have a few, though, and he would need to use them well. Otherwise,
predictability would be as much a defining factor in this duel as it had been in the previous.

The alchemist’s proportions became less human and more hunched over. His hands
grew bigger and his arms longer. His skin became leathery, taking on the lumpen green of
crocodile hide. Reinforced patches on his armour looked strikingly similar to his new skin.
He did not look awkward for the transformation, however. Humphrey assessed that he was
still limber for his size, like an animal ready to pounce.

Alchemy-fuelled transformation was a rare speciality, but also a famous one. It stood

out from all the warrior, wizard and assassin variants, and made for popular villains in



stories. It was centred on powers that required alchemical catalysts to produce extreme
transformations, with the nature and potency of the catalyst defining the result. Humphrey
had no doubt that his opponent had gone for maximum power at the cost of maximum
side-effects in the aftermath.

The alchemist had bet everything on a short-lived burst of power, which was pure
Rimaros-style ultra-specialisation. It was a fantastic choice in a duel, or as a trump card for
a team large enough to not miss their absence during downtime.

Contrasting the Rimaros approach was Humphrey, who was a dedicated and
practical adventurer. His Vitesse-style training was focused around covering all his bases,
SO as not to be caught out. It worked much better in the versatile tactics his team favoured
than Rimaros teams that liked to build around supporting a single specialist.

While Humphrey’s team could use a similar approach, usually focused on Humphrey
himself, they would never match up to the Rimaros standard in that regard. In that way,
they were like Jory compared to this alchemist, in that it was something they could do, but
not as well as those who truly focused on it. Humphrey’s duel was a microcosm of the
Rimaros versus Vitesse styles of adventuring, and his opponent held the advantage.

Humphrey’s approach served him well in day-to-day adventuring, which was what he
cared about. In the artificial circumstance of a duel, however, it placed him at a
disadvantage. He didn't have to think about secondary enemies that might be lurking
nearby. He didn't have to worry about watching out for his team or reserving anything for
later fights. All the time and resources he had spent on training and equipping himself for
those things were useless to him here.

Combat mutagens, especially the powerful ones, were known for two things: their
immense potency and their immense backlash when they ran their course. The strategy to
combat them was to retreat when the alchemist was at their strongest, wait out the
mutagen and strike again when they were at their weakest. But in a duel, there was no
retreat. There was nowhere in the arena to hide, and no extra enemies or later fights the
alchemist needed to reserve himself for. He could throw everything he had into one
challenge, knowing that his opponent had to take it up.

Humphrey was aware that his opponent’s enhanced body would have formidable
power, resilience and regenerative properties. He had not geared himself up to maximise
his offensive strength and he was now grateful for it. That was more Farrah’s speciality,
and while she might have had the punch to beat the mutagenic monstrosity through all of
those enhancements, he did not, even with his most aggressive gear. While his attacks

were powerful, they weren’t lava cannon powerful.



Instead, Humphrey had selected to forgo enhancing his attack. His attacks were quite
strong on their own, so he focused on defence and endurance. Hidden under his conjured
armour were amulets that enhanced the resilience of his conjured objects, be they his
swords, armour or wings. Enchanted armbands, rings, anklets and others all offered
simple and passive, but effective boosts to his mana recovery, stamina and certain
essence abilities.

Seeing his opponent hulk out in front of him, Humphrey knew that he had made the
right choice. His path to victory was holding long enough that the power of his opponent
petered out. Once the mutagenic cocktail the alchemist had taken lost its effectiveness,
the backlash would leave Humphrey the victor, assuming he could last that long.

Humphrey hadn’t wasted time as his opponent was transforming. He could have used
that moment to launch into an attack and try to end the fight before the alchemist’s
transition was fully complete. That was an all-or-nothing gamble, however, and one he
knew he’d lose. Any adventurer who had reached the level this Smoke Hunter had would
have traps prepared for anyone looking to exploit such an obvious weakness.

The moment the alchemist injected himself and Humphrey realised what he was up
against, he sprung into action himself. He pulled a gourd from his storage space, spilling
bone ash from it in a circle with practised speed. He then tossed a pair of twelve-sided
dice into the circle, and illusions projected from their top faces as they came to a stop.
Above one die was the image of a fish, while the other showed a very pale, blue swirl.

Humphrey didn’t stick around to look at the results, as the alchemical bulk of his
transformed opponent was already lunging at him. He dashed to the side, the dice leaping
through the air to return to him. He shoved them into his storage space while on the move,
skirting away from the circle and around his opponent.

Humphrey’s initial assessment of the Smoke Hunter’s abilities under the effect of the
mutagen proved accurate. The alchemist was not slowed down by his large body, giving
Humphrey no advantage in speed. All that silver-rank speed had a lot of mass behind it,
however, which was great for ramming an enemy but not for quick changes of direction.
This was something Humphrey understood well, having spent years swinging a giant
sword where the key was balancing mass and leverage. With every rank, Humphrey had
grown stronger and stronger as his sword grew heavier and heavier, so his grasp of weight
and momentum was drilled into his most fundamental combat instincts.

This was something Humphrey called on, not to fight, this time, but to evade, as he

led the alchemist on a merry chase around the arena. It didn’t take long for the alchemist



to realise that Humphrey was buying time, with Humphrey still yet to pull out a weapon. He
stopped in the middle of the arena and Humphrey paused, carefully out of reach.

“Coward,” the monster spat in a growling, inhuman voice.

“Fighting the way you want me to would make me a fool, not a coward.”

If his opponent was willing to waste time, Humphrey would accept that gift with
graciousness. He did not share Jason’s love of combat banter, but his mother would growl
at him if he didn’t use every tool available. In a demonstration of Geller indoctrination that
Rufus was not familiar with, it never occurred to Humphrey that his mother might not know
what he was up to at any given moment.

Sadly, the alchemist gave up on talk when his provocation failed and plucked two
orbs from a dimensional storage space, each large enough to fill his giant hands. One he
threw in a flat trajectory, high above Humphrey’s head. Humphrey didn't know what the
alchemist was up to and dodged so that it didn’t pass directly over him. The other orb was
tossed over the alchemist’s shoulder.

Each orb was a sphere swirling with mist, both of which smashed against the large
doors at each end of the arena. The strength of the monstrous alchemist was enough that
even a casual toss let them cross the distance. Thick smoke started filling the arena from
each broken orb, slowly expanding towards the combatants in the middle.

“What will you do when you’re out of room to run away?” the alchemist taunted.

“Well,” Humphrey said, "the first thing I'll do is realise that your transformation had
drawbacks to go with its advantages. It's heavy, and apparently, your aura senses aren't
great. I'm not sure if it also affects your intelligence or if you're just naturally dim, but either
way, you haven'’t realised that the way | was leading you around was specifically so you
wouldn’t look back at the circle I left behind.”

The alchemist turned around to see that the circle of bone powder had turned into a
pale circle of light from which strange creatures were now emerging, one by one. Rising
silently into the air was what looked like air elementals, being made of condensed air that
was hard to spot but created a visible distortion. Easier to see where the skeletons inside
them, which were like that of a shark except for being somewhat draconic in shape, mostly
in the skull. The wind dragon sharks were also wearing ethereal armour, easier to spot
than their airy bodies but still not as obvious as their floating skeletons.

Humphrey’s summoning ability, Spartoi, called up dragon bone warriors, but his
summoner’s dice replaced the ordinary soldiers with more exotic forms. One die changed
their shape, while the other infused them with elemental or even more exotic energies. The

results were rather random, but added some much-needed unpredictability to Humphrey’s



orthodox combat style. The summons were then further bolstered by Humphrey’s power to
equipped them with conjured magical gear.

A dozen of the wind dragon sharks were already floating silently in the air, gathering
above and behind the Smoke Hunter as he focused on chasing Humphrey. Knowing that
more extreme mutagenic shifts almost always traded off various things for greater power,
and aura sensitivity was a common one, Humphrey had tried to distract his opponent as
his summons emerged. To his great satisfaction, it worked, clawing back at least a little of
the alchemist's advantage.

With an angry growl, the alchemist resumed his chase, moving the duel into a second
phase. This time, Humphrey had much less room to move as the sickly green smoke filled
more and more of the arena. He had new advantages, though, as what eventually became
twenty wind sharks started harassing his opponent. They weren’t a danger to the Smoke
Hunter, but they were a frustrating annoyance. The flying creatures clamped onto his
limbs, forcing him to smash them off or ram into the walls to crush them, whittling down
their number.

Unfortunately for the sharks, their ethereal armour offered little protection against
brute force attacks. Unfortunately for the alchemist, destroying that armour inflicted an
affliction that left chaotic winds clinging to him and buffeting his body. The affliction was
too weak to impede his monstrous strength at first, but the effect grew stronger with each
destroyed wind shark, disrupting his movement, coordination and balance. Even so, the
alchemist continued destroying them, as it was easier for his strength to power through
some wind than deal with sharks hanging off his arms and legs.

Although he was rapidly destroying the sharks, the alchemist was aware that too
much time was slipping away. He chose not to completely dedicate himself to eliminating
the summons and continued to charge after Humphrey, sharks still swimming through the
air to harass him.

Humphrey tried to remain evasive and stretch out the battle further, but his free space
was ever-diminishing. He finally pulled out his massive dragon sword, which wreathed
itself in fire, adding defensive strikes to his dodging.

Although strength was one of the defining traits of Humphrey’s power set, being on
the defensive against a larger, stronger opponent was not a novel circumstance. While he
was usually the adventurer with the biggest stick, most silver-rank monsters towered over
him. The Smoke Hunter was more monster than adventurer at that moment, and

Humphrey fought accordingly.



Humphrey’s strength might not equal the absurd levels that the alchemist currently
possessed, but it was still well above the silver rank baseline. Added to his array of special
attacks, the Smoke Hunter was startled at the power behind them, becoming more wary.
The long arms and huge hands reaching for Humphrey were blasted away by Humphrey’s
sword, even as Humphrey continued to dodge. One strike carved off three of the
alchemist’s fingers, eliciting a howl, even if they quickly grew back.

Despite the impedance of the sharks, it was increasingly difficult for Humphrey to stay
out of the alchemist’s grasp as the green smoke further boxed him in. That did not mean
that his small box of tricks had been emptied out, however. As he was about to get pinned
against the wall, he teleported behind his opponent and a mass of spider webbing
slammed into the alchemist’s back, pinning him against the wall instead. The massive
spider that spat it then turned back into a tiny bird and flittered away, vanishing amongst
the remaining sharks.

Humphrey didn’t bother to attack the entangled alchemist. He was holding a massive
sword but his true weapon was time, and cutting the alchemist free himself would be
counterproductive. Even so, the Smoke Hunter made relatively short work of the webs,
even pinned face-first to the wall. He wrenched his limbs free and leveraged them against
the wall, steel-like webbing giving way to prodigious strength. The alchemist, now draped
in webbing and the few remaining sharks, turned angrily to face Humphrey. Humphrey
opened his mouth, but instead of words, fire came spewing out.

-

In the viewing room, Arabelle looked at the remnant wind sharks, the shape-shifting
dragon, the enemy covered in burning webs and asked a question.

“Didn’t you say he was the most orthodox member of your team?”

-

The spider form Stash had taken was called a greater firelight spider. It was known
for producing sticky, inflammable webs that clung to its targets, even as they burned. The
remnant webs still draped over the Smoke Hunter did exactly that under Humphrey’s Fire
Breath power, which itself left burning residue behind. Humphrey was under no illusion
that it would take out the alchemist, but being covered in what amounted to magic napalm
made it rather hard to focus.

As the fight resumed, Stash started participating more following his initial ambush.
None of his silver-rank monster forms was a match for the dosed-up alchemist and
instead, he used hit-and-run attacks to harass. He shifted from one form to another, too

quickly to be pinned down unless the alchemist turned his attention from Humphrey. That



was something the Smoke Hunter could not afford, as while even the burnt-off skin might
grow back, every passing moment was a different kind of wound. Each second ticking by
brought the duel closer to a victory for Humphrey, and chasing his familiar would just be
another distraction.

Humphrey continued to use every trick and tactic available to avoid being pinned
down. He conjured his wings to shield him from attacks, de-conjuring them to escape
when the alchemist grabbed them. But in the end, he came up short. With almost no space
left to avoid the green smoke, he'd already been forced to dip into the billowing wall to
avoid the alchemist and felt the poison seeping through his skin. Along with eating away at
his flesh, it slowed him just a little, but just a little was enough.

With a shout of triumph, the alchemist’s massive hands wrapped around Humphrey,
pinning his arms to his sides. He slammed Humphrey with a pair of head butts before
hammering him repeatedly into the floor. This continued until the cooldown of Humphrey’s
teleport allowed him to vanish, but the alchemist was ready.

There was only so much space left for Humphrey to teleport into and the Smoke
Hunter predicted Humphrey’s destination. He leapt up, even as Humphrey was
reappearing above him and conjuring his wings to stay aloft. The alchemist snatched him
out of the air. Before even dropping to the floor, the Smoke Hunter threw Humphrey deep
into the noxious green gas that now almost filled the arena.

The alchemist grinned at his victory. Even if Humphrey came right out, the smoke
would have done enough work to make the result a foregone conclusion. If Humphrey was
foolish enough to try and wait out his transformation in the cloud, the poison would finish
him off. Before that happened one of the powerful attendees, no doubt monitoring
Humphrey’s condition, would step in as Soramir had in Sophie’s fight.

The alchemist waited, revelling in his triumph. And he waited. And waited. Why
wasn’t anyone stepping in? He hunted down the last of the sharks as he looked around for
Humphrey’s elusive familiar, but saw nothing. It had to be somewhere, and maybe it could
turn into a monster with invisibility. Or, he realised as his eyes went wide, it could
shapeshift into something immune to his smoke's poison.

The alchemist snarled as he pulled an orb from his storage space, immediately
throwing it into the smoke. The counteragent dispersed the noxious gas almost as swiftly
as a gale, revealing not Humphrey but a giant frog with bright red and green skin.

The frog opened its mouth and Humphrey staggered out, clearly having caught a

sharp dose of the smoke before hiding inside the frog. He was also dripping with the frog’s



viscous saliva, stumbling with weakness. His skin was marked by the toxin, splotchy with
green and black marks.

“Yield,” the alchemist growled.

“I accept your yield,” Humphrey croaked.

“What? No, you yield! You’re about to drop dead!”

Humphrey grinned.

“Would you like to see my mother’s favourite of all my abilities?”

The alchemist had a bad feeling and charged at Humphrey, but the frog sprang into
his path. Despite having more mass, the frog bounced away while the alchemist was only
brought to a stop, but that was all the time Humphrey needed. Jack Gerling had frustrated
Jason with the Immortality power, which cleansed all afflictions unconditionally, ignoring
any and all effects that would normally impede or prevent cleansing. It was also one of the
most powerful healing abilities in existence, causing Humphrey to glow with golden light as
he activated the power. His body was restored to near-full health in an instant, with a
potent ongoing recovery effect on top. The cooldown of the power was a full day, but it
was Humphrey’s turn to take advantage of their fight being a duel.

The alchemist looked at the restored Humphrey and all the room he now had to
evade in with half of the arena cleared of smoke. He could already feel his strength fading
and knew that the backlash would soon kick in. That would leave him effectively helpless
against a fully recovered opponent.

“I yield.”

—_—

Palace stewards came in and cleaned the walls with magic, removing the poison
residue left behind by the alchemist smoke. They also used some rituals to repair the
damaged portions of the brickwork floor, although it had held up remarkably to the rigours
of battle. The observation glass was undamaged, although rather in need of a clean. Once
the stewards cleared the area, the doors at each end opened to admit Hector from one
end and Jason from the other. The massive doors closed ponderously behind them.

Hector had changed from his formalwear into a formfitting light outfit. The material
was a recognisable one, with woven black and blue fabric. Mimicloth was noted for its
ability to endure various methods of shape-shifting and matter alteration by its wearer. In
the case of Hector, Jason had already been warned of his ability to transform into living
stone.

Jason was already in his conjured robes, his sword at his hip. Hector was somewhat

taken aback by the strange, portal-like appearance of the cloak draped over him. With the



cloak obscuring his legs and his poised gait, Jason almost seemed to float as he walked
towards the centre of the arena. He and Hector both stopped when they were around ten
metres apart.

“I feel it’s only right to warn you,” Hector said, “that this arena offers a strong
advantage to me. One of my evolved racial gifts allows me to modify my earth abilities with
the properties of any nearby magical stone. This arena is built of core-heart lattice granite,
which is resilient and easy to repair with the right rituals. Those properties will make my
stone abilities much harder to break through, and give me some abilities that will be almost
like healing to me.”

Jason said nothing. His aura was invisible to Hector, as was his face in the dark
hood. Only his alien eyes were visible to his opponent.

“Well,” Hector said, “if you have nothing to say, I’'m going to begin.”

Hector fell over, foaming at the mouth as his body thrashed in a seizure until
Soramir’s aura pushed Jason’s back, cutting off the soul attack. Soramir appeared, glaring
at Jason.

“That’s quite enough, Mr Asano.”

Jason turned and walked back to the doors, which slowly opened to accept him.



Chapter 616
A Good Friend to Have

Estella Warnock still thought of it as her grandfather’s house, even though he was
now gone. After the death of her parents, Warwick Warnock had retired from adventuring
to raise Estella, never pushing her to adventure the way he had her father. Warwick had
learned that lesson at the price of his son’s life, and had been determined to avoid the
same mistake with his granddaughter.

Warwick had only ever pushed Estella to find her passion, whatever that might be. If it
turned out to be adventuring, he would have supported it, but to his relief, it had not been
the case. The death of her father had strangled any desire to follow that path in the crib.

Warwick hadn’t loved the path that Estella did eventually choose, as a spy for hire for
shady people in the city, but he never tried to dissuade her from it. What he did do, from
time to time, was try to nudge her in the direction of using her skills for something a little
more responsible. That was how she ended up scouting for monsters that Jason Asano or
other adventurers were sent after during the Builder attack.

At the same time as she was doing a rare bit of civic duty, her grandfather had gone
off to fight one of the fortress cities, but never came home. They told her he died like a
hero. It was the same thing they said about her father.

All of this came at a time when she was realising that her chosen profession was not
working out. She enjoyed the challenge of it, but her sketchy clients always wanted more
challenge than she did. To them, she was a cheap option for spying on those that would
otherwise require an expensive and troublesome high-ranker to keep tabs on.

She had left the job after several hours playing cat and mouse with Asano’s
damnable shadow familiar. She had been uncertain at the time about whether or not to go
back and what changes to make. The loss of her grandfather had left her uninspired to
return at all, and she’d been languishing in aimlessness after moving back into his empty
house.

Of all people, Asano had been something of a comfort. He was neighbourly and it
was refreshing that he didn’t want anything from her, at least until he did. His offer of
employment had sounded suspiciously like adventuring by proxy. On the other hand, it
would be nice to work for someone at least partially invested in her wellbeing, compared to
Havi Estos and his ilk. They were all about benefits exchange, where her interactions with

Asano and companions had shown that they genuinely cared for one another.



That kind of genuine companionship was something she’d never had. Her parents
died before she really gained an appreciation of trust, and only her grandfather had ever
earned it. There was a distinct appeal to becoming part of a group where that trust wasn’t
just a factor, but the norm. For all that they regularly jabbed one another, Asano and his
friends breathed in camaraderie like air.

She’d been considering Asano’s offer for some time, but remained uncertain. It was a
path forward at a time when she felt directionless, but should she jump at the first thing
that came along? Her instincts told her that it was what her grandfather would want.
Despite his nudges in how she should utilise her skills, his only outright complaint was how
solitary her life was.

Late one evening she was mulling the issue over, checking if expensive liquor would
help resolve her indecision. It hadn’t any of the other times she tried it, but she prided
herself on professionalism. She had to be thorough in checking.

She turned her head, looking at the wall as her magical senses moved beyond it.
Something almost undetectable was approaching; one of Asano’s shadowy familiars.
She’d regularly felt the shadow-being’s many bodies roaming around within the scope of
her prodigious senses since moving close to Asano's home, and was beginning to suspect
that the familiar was using her for practise.

On this occasion, Shade made his way to her front door. He knew she was aware of
his presence and did not knock, and instead, waiting outside her doorway. She got up,
moved to the door and opened it.

“Something | can do for your boss?” she asked the shadow man in her doorway.
“Isn’t he at some big fancy party?”

“He is, indeed, Miss Warnock. | have come to discuss the offer of employment he
made you.”

“I've been deliberating.”

“You have, by my estimate, one hour and forty minutes to conclude your deliberations
or the offer will be revoked.”

She frowned.

“Tell your boss that | don’t like being pushed?”

“He is not pushing, Miss Warnock; he’s leaving. Our full entourage will be gone within
the next two hours.”

“Did something happen at the party?”



“Mr Asano was attending,” Shade said. “So, yes, but my understanding is that was
tangentially related at best. He informed me that the decision to leave tonight was centred
on a friend helping him to remember that which mattered and that which did not.”

“Sounds like a good friend to have.”

“Quite so, Miss Warnock. If you are willing to tolerate a piece of unsolicited advice, |
would point out that you should perhaps consider transitioning to a position where you can
make friends of your own.”

-

The arena ready-areas were essentially large locker rooms, with projectors on one
wall so anyone inside could watch the duels. Liara was alone in Jason's ready room,
having just watched him not so much win a duel as look at it sternly until it slunk away in
shame. She knew enough about him to know he had used a soul attack, but even her gold
rank senses had failed to pick up the spike of aura he used to do so. The sheer power and
precision of it, at his rank, was almost as terrifying as the attack itself.

Fully as terrifying was Asano’s willingness to make soul attacks not just in public, but
in front of a prestigious and attentive audience. Soul attacks were extremely rare, almost
never coming from essence abilities. They were most notoriously associated with the kind
of villains that Liara had spent most of her adventuring career hunting down.

She had asked Jason to be serious and demonstrate that authority could reign him in.
He had told her that it was a bad idea, and now she finally believed him. She had never
imaged that he would fulfil her request by attacking someone with an attack of such
sudden, violating brutality that Soramir Rimaros had to step in and stop him.

The arena doors opened to admit Jason, still in his sinister blood robes and uncanny
cloak. He almost seemed to be progressing in a slow glide due to his smooth gait and the
cloak obscuring his feet. The doors closed behind him as Jason moved towards her.

"The way you move using the cloak is unusual," she observed.

“When | was iron-rank, | spent no small amount of time developing movement
techniques that incorporated various minor aspects of my powers, methodologies taken
from the Order of the Reaper. It helped me to travel quickly through the Greenstone Delta
on foot while navigating difficult terrain and maximising my endurance. Over time, it
became habitual while | was wearing my cloak."

A dark mist shrouded Jason, dispersing after just a moment. When it did, his robes
and cloak had been replaced by his previous formalwear. The absence of his sinister

adventuring attire did not alleviate the heavy air surrounding him. He wasn’t projecting the



polite subdued aura that etiquette called for. His aura was barely detectable at all, and that
was by a gold-ranker standing right in front of him.

“Miss Hurin told me that you are leaving tonight.”

“Yes.”

“You were meant to leave with His Ancestral Majesty. Make a show of you going off
into the cosmos together.”

“‘He can come to the cloud house and put on a show if he likes.”

“Soramir Rimaros doesn’t go to you, Jason. You go to him.”

“That hasn’t been my experience.”

As much as she might want to, Liara couldn’t argue the point. She had been raised to
venerate the absentee figure of the Storm Kingdom’s founder, but meeting the real thing
had upended her expectations. He was a lot more casual and relaxed than the figure
depicted in history books, which, she supposed, was something you could do when you
didn’t answer to anyone. The fact that Soramir and Jason were quite alike in this regard
was not lost on her.

"I've been making arrangements as best | can to facilitate your departure,” she told
him. "Vidal Ladiv is bringing everything you'll need from the Adventure Society to us here.
Amos Pensinata and his nephew have been notified and are en route to your building.
Carlos Quilido is also making rushed preparations, with no small number of complaints
over the short notice. | was not sure if you had decided to take someone from the Rimaros
family with you, be it Zara or... my daughter."

“I’'m taking neither; we have complications enough. From almost the first moment |
arrived here, House Rimaros has been pushing itself into my affairs or pulling me into
theirs. Now that I’'m leaving your family’s kingdom, you will find my patience for that kind of
intrusion has sharply declined.”

Despite the heaviness of the moment, Liara couldn’t help herself.

“This was you being patient?”

Jason broke into a laugh, breaking the tension

“Believe it or not, yes. You're probably better off without me.”

“No,” Liara said. “You’re trouble in a clearly labelled box, Asano, but you may just be
worth that trouble. Without you, my husband would be dead. If your friend Belinda was still
in Vitesse, the Order of Redeeming Light would still be a threat. If not for your friends
Travis and Dawn, the battle with the Builder’s city-fortresses would have gone very
differently. If you hadn’t somehow made the Builder pack up and leave, the invasion would

have continued for as much as five or six more weeks.”



“Princess, that’s just how things go for me. The reason I'm leaving is in the slim hope
that maybe it won’t be, if even for a little while. | do have to save my home planet again,
but I'm hoping | can do that on the down-low.”

The door leading into the hallways around the arena opened and Vidal Ladiv came in.
“Good evening, milady. | apologise, Mr Asano; | didn’'t want to interrupt your duel
preparations. They told me it was about to start, so | thought it would be underway by now.
| didn’t want to come in until the duel had begun, and | didn’t sense anyone but you in

here, Princess.”

Seeing someone who was visibly in front of them but absent from their magical
senses was unnerving to most essence users, and a large part of the mystique high-
rankers held. Vidal showed no sign of being perturbed on his face, although both Liara and
Jason could feel it in his aura.

“It's fine, Mr Ladiv,” Liara said. “The duel is already over.”

This time surprise did show on his face.

“I would have expected it to take longer,” he said. “Hector de Varco can turn himself
into stone, isolate afflictions into small parts of his body and tear them off, replacing them
with stone from the environment. It’s a rather unusual form of regeneration that works very
well against affliction specialists. Or is supposed to.”

“Mr Asano decided to forgo afflictions for another approach,” Liara said. “You can ask
him about it later, if you have the courage. Right now, he needs the documentation from
the Adventure Society. Did you get everything in order?”

“l did, milady. Rodney was a great help.”

“You know my assistant?”

“Yes, milady. Very well, in fact.”

“He never mentioned,” Liara said.

“You're a princess,” Jason said. “He didn’t think you’d care.”

Liara looked at Jason, then back to Vidal, whose face gave reluctant confirmation.
She frowned unhappily.

“Mr Ladiv,” Jason said to the man who increasingly looked in need of rescue. “What
do you have for me?”

“Give him what he needs, Mr Ladiv,” Liara said. “I’'m going to go help extract Mr
Asano’s companions, so they don’t end up in any further political messes after the duels.”

Vidal nodded, moving over to Jason and taking a file folder from a dimensional pouch

as Liara departed.



“This is the documentation relating to your Adventure Society memberships,” Vidal
said, and handed over the folder. “The paperwork for your real identity and your new
identity, with the alias you have chosen, is all here. By the time the sun comes up, these
will all have been updated in the Adventure Society central record.”

Vidal then took out a small box.

“These are your new badges, with the updates rank for your real identity and the false
identity.”

Vidal opened the case to reveal two silver-rank Adventure Society badges, sitting on
the padded lining of the box. The badge on the right had a single star while the one on the
left had three. In both cases, however, they differed from the solid five-pointed stars that
Jason was familiar with. The single star on the right badge had a circle around it, while the
three stars on the left badge were not solid stars, but pentagrams.

“What's going on here?” Jason asked, pointing them out.

"This," Vidal said, indicating the single star, "is the standard marker for an auxiliary
adventurer. It means that they can't take solo missions; they have to be attached to a
team. It's for auxiliaries that can hold their own in a fight, if necessary, and means they
qualify for a share of contract awards if they participate in combat or, more frequently,
other dangerous activities. An intrusion expert might need to join the team if they’re
breaking into some fortified lair, for example. They might not fight the things in there, but
they’re still going into the dangerous place to open locks and bypass traps.”

“So, it's for when the cook is secretly super combat guy and there’s a naked lady
asleep in the cake.”

“'m afraid you’ve lost me there, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir. Call me Jason, or Asano, if you’re more comfortable with that. Call
me H.R. Pufnstuf if you like, but not sir. I'm not in charge of you.”

“No, you're definitely in charge of me, sir.”

“You’re an independent liaison from the Adventure Society.”

“Sir, I'll be with your team and your friends in your cloud construct. While I'm
confident that most, if not all of the rumours I've heard about that building are wrong, there
are people I’'m very scared of who are scared of it. Add that to you being suspicious of me
as an outsider and I’'m not entirely certain you won't kill and dispose of me if | stumble onto
the wrong secret. You're in charge of me, if only from the perspective of my not being an
idiot.”

"That's fair," Jason acknowledged. “Alright, tell me about the other badge.”



"Well," Vidal said in the tone of someone familiar with the term 'shoot the messenger,'
"you're definitely a three-star adventurer. Three stars means dealing with contracts related
to high-level politics. If Soramir Rimaros is asking about your star rating, that pretty much
answers the question right there. But, the Adventure Society is also aware that you
sometimes feel compelled to act against your own best interests when your principles are
involved. While that is certainly admirable, the society wanted to de-incentivise you
flashing a three-star badge that, officially, is in another dimension.”

“You were told to say that pretty much word for word, weren’t you?”

‘I was, sir, yes.”

“So, what do these modified stars mean?”

“They don't, strictly speaking, mean anything. This star design was made for you, and
you alone.”

“Oh,” Jason said. “That’s kind of clever. If | go trying to use the authority of a three-
star as a shortcut for my team, the idiosyncratic badge will mean that an Adventure
Society branch will dig deeper, opening up the whole can of worms where I’'m meant to be
off in another dimension. Basically, they guaranteed that any time | use my badge it will be
a whole mess, reducing my reduce the temptation to use it. If it’s a sufficient pain, I'll seek
out more nuanced methods first.”

“Very astute, sir, which | imagine to be how you got those three stars in the first
place.”

“‘Don’t patronise me, Ladiv, or I'll throw you overboard while we’re in the middle of the
ocean.”

‘I have the water essence, sir, so | would be quite fine in that scenario.”

“Of course you would; I'm not going to murder you for patronising me. I'll just make

you run alongside the vehicle for an hour or two.”



Chapter 617
Put the Extraordinary Aside

A large flying carriage landed on the lawn in front of Jason’s pagoda. Jason and his
companions emerged, along with Liara, and Jason immediately walked up to the pagoda
doors, which opened at his approach. As soon as they did, water came spilling out onto
the grass. It was far from a flood, but enough to demonstrate that the massive atrium floor
had been flooded to at least a couple of centimetres deep.

Like the night outside, the interior was dark. That did not obscure Jason'’s vision, but
he still conjured his cloak, from which a swarm of tiny star lights emerged. They swept up
into the building, growing brighter as they went. The massive destruction that had taken
place on the building’s interior became plain for all to see. It was clear that some force, not
explosive but annihilating, had essentially deleted a sphere almost as wide as the building
itself. Several floors were all but absent while others were damaged to various degrees,
including the mezzanine levels. The waterfall was now spilling through a hole rather than
over an edge into the pool, which was the source of the shallow flooding.

“‘Damn,” Gary said. “Are you going to deal with the guys who did this?”

High above, one of the intact sections of floor opened up and a small group of rot-
black meat lumps dropped out, falling some seven storeys to smack wetly into the floor.

“No,” Jason said. “These people were idiots being used by someone else. Liara,
you’re better equipped to investigate the man behind the curtain that | am, and a revenge
spree is a little public for someone who’s meant to be in another dimension.”

“‘Now you hand over prisoners,” Liara said. “| don't suppose you want to throw in
Melody Jain? Assuming she didn't take the opportunity to break out.”

“Definitely not,” a voice came from above and Melody dropped from a high floor,
forgoing slow fall abilities to make a superhero landing before standing up and gesturing at
what was left of the gold rankers on the floor. What was left did not include limbs.

“Asano did this to people while attending a party, portal distance away, behind what
has to be formidable communication-restricting magic. | decided then and there that not
only was | not going to make a break for it without a lot of confidence in my plan, but also
that Asano probably wasn’t in the best of moods, based on what he did to these poor saps,
anyway.”

“That was a good choice,” Sophie told her mother. “He soul attacked a guy in front of
the king until Soramir Rimaros stepped in to stop him.”

“And what did the king do about that?” Melody asked.



“Not sure,” Sophie said. “Had another drink?”

Melody looked over at Jason, still shrouded in his cloak.

“You just keep getting scarier, don’t you? Is that a deliberate thing, or does it just
happen?”

Jason pushed back the hood to reveal his face, which left him looking like his head
was sticking out of a portal.

“That’s creepy, bro. I'm into it.”

“‘Everyone get packing,” Jason said. “I'm reconfiguring the house to a vehicle, so
there’ll be less room to play with.”

—

Liara was directing Adventure Society personnel to put the beleaguered gold rankers
into a secure transport carriage. Once they were clear of the cloud house, its defences
stopped ravaging them. The potent recuperative strength of their gold-rank recovery
attributes turned them back into recognisable people by the time the magical flying paddy
wagon arrived. They were all collared as they were placed inside, completely docile. None
of them was acting out or speaking at all, which was remarkable for any group of gold
rankers. They just looked relieved, even eager, to be taken away from the pagoda.

Suddenly, Soramir Rimaros was standing next to her. If she’d been silver rank
instead of gold, his diamond-rank speed would have been indistinguishable from
teleportation. He turned on his formidable privacy screen, cutting off the various observers
still watching the pagoda.

“He’s still trouble,” Soramir said.

“If | might ask, Ancestral Majesty, why do you let him run so rampant? | know that
there’s no way the king would have put up with his antics without you telling him to.”

Soramir thought about it for a moment.

“The healer from Asano’s team, Neil Davone,” he said. “He’s a capable enough mid-
rank adventurer from a minor noble house in some city-state no one would ever have
heard of if not for the Geller family. Under normal circumstances, would | even know the
name of the person | just described?”

“‘Unlikely, Ancestral Majesty.”

“Out in the cosmos, that's me. There is no reason | would ever come to the attention
of the First Sister of the World-Phoenix. That's who Jason’s friend Dawn is. Or was. She's
moved onto some more nebulous rank. In the cosmic realms, I'm just a face in the crowd
and she is a blazing sun. But just as | know who Young Master Davone is because of

Jason, she knows who | am because of Jason as well.”



“You'’re saying that he operates in prestigious circles. We knew that from the great
astral beings and gods visiting him. Just about where we’re standing, in fact.”

“I'm not sure you understand how prestigious. He's already at a level where he needs
to deal with me instead of the king for his actual objectives, because the king isn't enough.
The only reason he's dealing with any of our family is that we dragged him into our politics.
And we still failed to marry any of ours off to him; | knew we should have focused on that
more heavily. Actually, now that | say it, | heard that your daughter—’

“No.”

“No?”

“No, Ancestral Majesty.”

“You know | meant your younger daughter, Zareen?”

“And you know | meant that while you can order my family members as part of House
Rimaros, you were also acknowledging that you cannot give orders that intervene in my
family dynamic. Ancestral Majesty.”

Soramir chuckled.

“Asano is a good influence on you. You’re an important part of the family, with your
position in the Adventure Society, but you let your peripheral position in the royal family
make you timid. You’re going to need to hold your ground more and more, Liara. | expect
to see more of that in the future.”

“I'll do my best, Ancestral Majesty.”

“My point,” Soramir said, “is that the troubles of a royal family are significantly below
the level Asano is operating at. There are things | won't tell you; secrets that belong to
Asano that would cause him no small consternation should they come out. What | will say
is that Asano isn't really a silver ranker. He's a very dangerous diamond ranker that hasn't
caught up to his natural rank yet. I'm confident that he’ll be younger than you are now
when he reaches diamond rank, assuming he survives that long.”

“I need to go, Ancestral Majesty,” Liara said, indicating the security carriage about to
lift off.

“Of course. Please attend to your duties.”

As Liara departed, Jason emerged from the building, entering Soramir’s privacy
screen.

“You know you don’t need this thing,” Jason told him. “You could just pop inside.”

“I'll decline, thank you. And you should be careful about who you let in there, given
what you’'ve become.”

“I wondered if you realised, given your experiences in the wider cosmos.”



“The vast majority of astral kings are messengers, Mr Asano. With a war with the
messengers in the offing, that’s not going to make you a popular figure if people find out.”

“l imagine it won't. But laying low is the plan, so I'll do my best to avoid standing out.”

“And how good is your best in that regard?”

“It's probably best you don’t ask,” Jason said.

“Once you send your friends on their way, Mr Asano, come to the palace. Officially,
we’ll be in seclusion until our departure is announced. In reality, | will have you portalled to
them.”

“‘Rather than that,” Jason said, “you can take one of my familiar's bodies back with
you. He can wear my conjured cloak and occasionally be spotted in the palace after I'm
gone.”

“That will work?”

“He can mimic my retracted aura well enough that anyone who can see through it will
have to be either rudely focused with their senses or someone like you or Amos
Pensinata.”

“That should suffice, then.”

“Which makes this the last time we’ll see each other for some time. | hope that it will
be as equals, instead of my stature being propped up by association with the people
around me.”

“And by the ones that aren’t people.”

“Gods and great astral beings are people, Soramir,” Jason said firmly. “They’re just
weird and powerful.”

Soramir laughed.

“| said something funny?” Jason asked.

“Oh yes, Mr Asano. | think | just understood you a little more, and how you wound up
where you are. It's one thing to say that these vast entities are fundamentally the same as
us when you’ve never felt their power pressing down on you. | know from experience that
once you have, that perspective is harder to maintain.”

“Almost everyone | deal with dwarfs me in power,” Jason said. “Look at you and me.
You get used to it.”

“If 'm not mistaken, neither of us ages anymore. I’'m curious about how your point of
view has shifted the next time we meet.”

“If | reach that point, I'll call it a win. | seem to go from one desperate attempt to cling

to life to the next.”



“Which is the point of our current efforts, is it not? To put the extraordinary aside for a
while and live as much of an ordinary life as you can, given secret identities and secret
agendas?”

“Itis. But I've had hopes like that before.”

Soramir nodded.

“What you’ve faced all came around two ranks too early,” he said.

“Tell me about it,” Jason said, then looked up at an approaching flying carriage,
massively oversized and covered in metal plating.

“Preparation continues unabated, Ancestral Majesty; we should go, which means it’s
time to drop the privacy screen.”

Soramir nodded. Once it was once again possible to eavesdrop, Jason started the
show.

“My cloud flask isn’t developed enough to be useful where we're going,” he said. “I'm
going to leave it here with one of my shadow familiars, because he can use it. He'll
essentially be another auxiliary, in charge of transport and accommodation.”

Jason plucked the cloud flask’s shrunken form from his necklace and it grew to
normal size. A Shade body emerged from the pagoda and Jason handed it over.

“It won’t do anyone any good to steal it,” Jason told Shade, “but some idiot probably
will try anyway, so don’t let them.”

“Of course, Mr Asano.”

“I left the materials to fix it up after the damage inside, so use them before you break
down the pagoda.”

“Yes, Mr Asano.”

After a handful of other instructions, Jason wrapped himself completely in his cloak,
such that no one notice him shadow jump and leave a Shade body in his place.

“Have you said your goodbyes?” Soramir asked.

“I did that away from prying eyes,” Jason’s voice came from the disguised Shade.

“Then we’re done here,” Soramir said.

-

Carlos watched them leave, having disembarked from the heavily modified vehicle
that landed during Jason and Soramir's conversation. It looked like a mix of double-decker,
oversized tour bus and prison transport. After Jason refused to house the Order of
Redeeming Light in his soul space, Carlos had been forced to make custom
arrangements. The vehicle was part mobile prison, part hospital and part accommodation

for Carlos and his research assistants.



The Shade that had accepted the cloud flask led Carlos into the pagoda.

“| still don’t understand why Jason wouldn’t just accommodate the Order of the
Redeeming Light people himself,” Carlos complained. “He’s already holding Melody Jain.”

“Ms Jain is a special case,” Shade informed him as they reached the doors. “Holding
hostiles in his own home can have...”

Shade paused as the doors opened and they went inside.

“...ramifications.”

Carlos craned his head back to look at the destruction to the pagoda's interior.
Jason's cloak lights had been replaced with an array of floating glow stones so that no one
stumbled of any ledges.

“What did this?” Carlos asked.

“Hostiles in Mr Asano’s home,” Shade said. “Do come along, Priest Quilido.”



Chapter 618

A Chance For Some Relative Quiet

In the atrium of his pagoda, Jason had set the cloud flask on the floor and placed a
funnel into the neck. He had a large box of quintessence gems that he tipped into the

funnel.

» You have added silver-rank [Air Quintessence] to the cloud flask. Remaining
materials required to replenish cloud construct fundament:

» 274 silver-rank [Air Quintessence].
» 311 silver-rank [Water Quintessence].
» 2648 silver-rank [Cloud Quintessence].

After the destruction wreaked in his pagoda, Jason needed to top off the base
material the cloud flask used to generate constructs. Fortunately, the quintessence types
required were extremely common in the Sea of Storms. His current notoriety had
uncharacteristically proven more help than hindrance as he contacted a trade hall broker
and, in less than an hour, had crates of quintessence waiting when he portalled to the
Adventure Society campus.

That had been one of Jason’s last jobs before pretending to go off with Soramir. He
was now operating under his assumed identity and would not be emerging from the cloud
house again before leaving Rimaros. Amos Pensinata arrived, along with his nephew,
Orin. Estella Warnock showed up, not having believed for a second that the figure
departing with Soramir was actually Jason.

Jason was in his soul space while Shade returned the pagoda to the cloud flask and
replaced it with a vehicle construct. Estella, on her arrival, insisted on seeing Jason and,
after some deliberation, went through the white archway to Jason's soul space.

Estella was immediately wary of the strange realm. Anyone who entered could feel its
uncanny nature, but her senses were much stronger and more developed than most. She
looked around the beautiful but unsettling landscape, unsure of not just where she was,
but what manner of reality she had found herself in.

“Strange, isn’t it?” Jason asked, suddenly standing beside her. She could sense that
this was not Jason as she knew him, as he was part of this place. Or maybe it was part of

him.



“Your senses will give you more insight than most into this place,” he said. “I would
take it as a kindness if you would keep any such insights to yourself. Maybe tell Clive. He’'d
like that.”

“I wanted to talk to you. Before | finally accepted your offer.”

“I hope coming in here hasn’t put you off.”

“What is this place?”

“It's a space that belongs to me. Sadly, it doesn’t translate into power outside it,
except in a few specific ways.”

“Like making a defence specialist fall like a chopped tree in an instant?”

“You heard about that? But no, that wasn’t because of this place. | suppose you could
call them fruit from the same tree.”

“I want some assurances before | sign on.”

“No,” Jason said.

“No?”

“No. All I'm offering you is friendship and trust. Where we go from there is something
we have to work out together.”

“Does friendship and trust come with a salary?”

Jason burst out laughing.

“Officially, we’ll both be auxiliaries,” he said. “Since I'm just the cook, you'll get paid
more than | will.”

-

The pagoda dissolved into cloud stuff that swept into the flask over the course of
several minutes, like a genie slowly returning to its lamp. Shade then produced a new
construct, this one a vehicle. It was different from what the team was already calling the
Carlos Crime Wagon, which was a massive bus in plain shades of khaki and grey,
dominated by heavy bolted plates.

Until it reached gold-rank, the cloud flask wouldn’t be able to produce the ocean-liner
sized vessel that Emir could, but it could still manage something the size of a superyacht.
It had similarities to a large leisure craft in design, but instead of tapering to a sleek hull to
cut through the water, it spread out like a massive hovercraft.

Being made of magic clouds, it didn’t require the engineering and storage spaces of a
yacht from Earth. Along with magical propulsion that did not require an engine room,
Jason had fed enough low-rank dimensional quintessence into the cloud flask that it could
make modest dimensional storage cupboards. This meant a lot more internal space for

accommodation and leisure, and less for cargo and space-eating cabin wardrobes.



There was still a bridge, from which Shade would pilot the vehicle. It was on the top
covered deck, along with the owner’s cabin, with only an open roof deck above. Open
areas featured at the front and rear of the two main decks as well, set up for lounging or
launching smaller vehicles. Both Clive and Belinda had obtained skimmers that were
parked in dimensional bays by the lower starboard deck.

Most of the cabins were below deck, while the two main decks were defined by
purpose. The lower main deck was dominated by a sprawling dining bar lounge, which
was the main congregating area on board. It also contained a generous galley. The upper
main deck was more for the business of adventuring, mostly taken up by a spacious
training room, but also with conference and briefing rooms. It was a small command centre
for the two adventuring teams that would be aboard.

Arriving shortly before the cloud yacht’s departure had been Arabelle and Callum
Morse, whose visible agitation was a long way from his familiar stoicism. Like Carlos, they
were relegated to their own transport, with a more modest vehicle. It was a skimmer
designed for both land and calm waters, with seating for two and some compact bunks.
Jason wasn’t going to allow Callum in the cloud yacht, even if Arabelle insisted that Jason
hear the man out, sooner or later. Jason had chosen later, leaving the pair to trail behind.

Arabelle was going to be part of Carlos’ team anyway, but she didn’t trust Callum left
to his own devices. For that reason, she stayed with him in their own vehicle instead of
joining Jason on the yacht or Carlos in the crime wagon. It wasn'’t like she and Callum
hadn’t shared close confines before, in their days on the same adventuring team.

The final arrivals were the remainder of Orin Pensinata's team. Jason had been
reluctant to accept their presence at first, as had Orin's uncle, Amos. Orin had proven
intractable on this, however, and Jason had sympathy for someone not wanting to be
separated from their team. Using the Shade body he had left with Liara for communication
purposes, he had her run background on the team before accepting their presence. He
had worked with the team before, and knew that while their experience was limited, their
training and discipline — at least while on the job — were respectable. They were guild
elites, and he’d seen their power and teamwork firsthand.

Finally, not long before the sun was due to rise, the procession of vehicles set out.
They left Arnote and headed south, moving over a quiet sea to the mainland. Jason and
Carlos’ vehicles could both fly in the high-magic zone, but neither did. The crime wagon
and Callum’s skimmer van hovered a few metres over the water which consumed the spirit

coins they used as fuel at a much more economical rate.



Jason had the advantage of feeding the cloud yacht magic from his soul space, but
he had no interest in rushing. He had played enough open-world games to know that once
you unlocked flying movement, the wonder of exploration became greatly diminished. As
such, he let the cloud yacht rest on the surface of the water like a hovercraft, only hovering
up to remain level in the face of larger waves.

As the vehicles moved away from Rimaros, Jason sat on the upper rear deck, under
an awning, while most of the group was on the roof deck. He sat on a couch to watch out
the back window as the island shank from view. Farrah joined him.

“Not worried about anyone seeing you?” she asked. “There are still a lot of eyes on
us.”

“There are invisible screens all around the yacht that only kick in as necessary. They
let in a nice breeze, for example, but keep out the rain. It's also how people can have
private conversations, since they act as privacy screens as well. | added that function to
the cloud flask after seeing their ubiquity in Rimaros. From the outside, anyone trying to
see us will only see a blur while the privacy screen is active. And because it's part of my
spirit domain, even gods can't see through it, so anyone who can spot me deserves to.”

“Fair enough.”

Farrah would only be joining the trip to the limits of his portal range. Once they
reached that distance, he would be portal her back and collect the promised rewards from
House de Varco for winning the duels. While Jason and his companions set off, Liara
would collect the rewards to hand over to Jason.

“How are you feeling?” Farrah asked as they watched the island shrink in their wake.
They were both thinking of their arrival in Rimaros half a year ago. They were now at the
start of the wet season in the tropics, and as monsoon rain started coming down, Jason's
ability to see through the dark was no longer enough to keep sight of the island behind
them. The rain ran off the invisible screen, but with a thought, Jason let the rain through. It
pounded onto the deck and off the awning, which shifted from cloud-stuff to mimicking
canvas. The canvas started thrumming as the rain hammered it.

“l always liked that sound,” he said. “When | was a kid we went on a holiday once
where it rained every day. | spent the whole time living on snack food and reading as the
rain fell against the tent.”

“‘Does it help? | know that you’ve set off on a lot of journeys that weren’t what you

wanted them to be.”



“It's nice, but I'm just fine,” Jason said. “I've got a luxurious magic boat, good friends
and maybe even a chance for some relative quiet, at least for a while. Also, if | can avoid
getting killed too often, | might just live forever. That doesn’t suck.”

Kok

Most of the cloud yacht’s occupants were on the open roof deck until the rain started.
It spilled off the invisible dome over the deck that still somehow let in the wind, but most of
the people took the stairs to the lower decks. Orin Pensinata and his team did not,
remaining outside.

The leader of Orin and Kalif's team was Korinne Pescos. They had first encountered
Jason in a mixed-force expedition. It was a strange group centred around their team of
guild elites, but also included non-guild members and a pair of princesses. Kalif had been
prodding the non-guild members, to see if they had any spine to them. That included
Jason after Kalif noticed that the princesses seemed to at least recognise him.

“What have you gotten us into, Orin?” Kalif asked. His brief history with Jason Asano
was making him uncomfortable. Kalif had first caught Jason at a bad time. It had been at
the height of Jason’s volatility from the continued absence of his team, even as the
Builder, Purity forces and local politics all sought to harass him. His response to Kalif's
provocation had been to sharply demonstrate their difference in soul strength.

Kalif and his team had worked with Asano twice. There was the expedition where
they met, during which time Asano went off alone and mind-controlled a bunch of Builder
constructs through means still unknown. Asano had been a savage, solitary figure at that
time, barely talking and rushing off alone, with no sense of teamwork.

The next time they worked together was very different. Kalif's team leader, Korinne,
had been in charge of coordinating the underwater complex rescue. Asano had been
critical to portalling people in and had been with his team at that stage. Although they
barely interacted, Asano had been noticeably different. He was more like an ordinary
adventurer once he had his team around him.

That day was the beginning of Asano’s public notoriety, in the aftermath of the
underwater complex raid. Rumours abounded, ranging from the unusual to the outright
insane. Finding a way to portal past magical barriers was one thing, but who would believe
that a god would visit Asano for a casual chat, like an old friend?

For many, the previous evening's ball was the first time they had caught sight of
Asano as Princess Liara paraded him like a prized pet. It had deflated many of the
rumours about the man until people started causing trouble. The culmination of that was

Asano dropping Hector de Varco, famed for his defensive prowess, like he was culling a



helpless animal. Kalif couldn’t help but think of the time he provoked Asano and was
stopped dead with an aura technique. In that moment, he realised how lightly Asano had
let him off.

At that point, Kalif wanted nothing more to do with Asano and was relieved to hear
then man would be leaving Rimaros. Then he discovered that their team would be going
with him. Orin just looked at Kalif, who repeated his question.

“'m not joking, Orin. What have you caught us up in?”

“That’s enough, Kalif,” Korinne cut in. “You know that this isn't Orin. It's his uncle. Our
choices were to abandon our team member or to come along. Are you suggesting we
should have let him go alone?"

“Of course not,” Kalif said. “I course we go. That doesn’t mean we go blindly, and you
know that Asano and | have bad blood.”

“Then why don’t we cleanse it?” A new voice said. The team turned to look at Jason
moving up the stairs. He moved in front of Kalif and looked up at the taller man.

“We didn’t start off on the best foot, did we?” Jason asked. “l was in a bad place and
neither of us were our best selves that day.”

He held out his hand as a peace offering.

“How about we start over, and put what came before behind us?”

Kalif looked at Jason’s hand for a moment before shaking it.

“Alright.”

Jason flashed him a grin and moved over to the railing. The rain was thick, cutting off
visibility, but he looked out anyway. Kalif and his team watched him, warily.

“I enjoyed Rimaros,” he said winsomely. “I'd like to come back during quieter times. |

never even met all the Al brothers.”



Chapter 619

Surplus to Requirements

Jason and his team, plus Rufus, were sitting around the conference table on the
cloud yacht, looking at a projection of a map.

“We’re freer now to make our own decisions than we’ve been in a while,” Humphrey
said. “That means literally charting our own path. We have a general plan of moving south,
down this continent before crossing over to the Great Southern Continent. We'll move
across there, then cross north again to reach Hornis on our way to Greenstone. From
there we’ll continue up to Vitesse and then Cyrion, where the other outworlders from Earth
are located.”

As he talked, Humphrey pointed with his finger and a line appeared on the map. The
Earth equivalent of the path he drew out would be going from the Caribbean through South
America to Antarctica, then back up to Africa before reaching Europe. The Pallimustus
version of Antarctica was apparently much more hospitable than the earth version, while
the local version of Australia was just the opposite. The most notorious high-magic zone in
the world, it was mostly a haven to diamond-rank monsters and anyone fool enough to
hunt them.

“It's not a wildly efficient route,” Rufus pointed out.

“Efficiency is counter to our purpose,” Humphrey said. “It's time for this team to start
seeing the world.”

“Even if it means wandering over most of it like a drunkard who can’'t walk in a
straight line,” Neil added, raising a fist in the air. “I'm all in. Team Drunkard!”

Humphrey’s eyes went wide and he let out a loud groan.

“I forgot to change the team name after the administrative restrictions came down
after the surge!”

“I think that die is cast, my friend,” Jason said. “I think we’re all pretty happy with the
team name.”

“Yeah!” cheered the moustachioed mouse dragging a biscuit the size of his entire
body from the plate on the table.

“m afraid that battle is lost,” Rufus comforted Humphrey. “Perhaps we should just
move onto the specifics of our journey.”

Humphrey resignedly nodded before resuming the discussion.



“The first leg of our trip is to move south. There is a great road network connecting
the population hubs, whichever way we go, and our general options are the east coast, the
west coast or the central regions.”

“What are the differences?” Jason asked.

"The east coast is what you might call the standard route. It's the most populous, the
most developed and the most stable, magically speaking. Magic strength there is in the
mid-range, meaning primarily silver-rank monsters, with some large packs of bronze and
the occasional gold. That's a very good starting range for where we are right now, looking
to rank up long-term."

“The problem with that path,” Rufus said, “is that the surge just ended. There will be a
lot of Adventurers hitting the road, just like us, and that will be the road most of them take.
That means more competition for the best contracts at every branch we run into. Also, the
locals in each branch can get resentful of all the outsiders coming in to snake the most
lucrative jobs.”

"The next option," Humphrey said, "is the central region. This, | think we should
avoid. There's more wilderness and fewer developed areas, which isn't inherently bad, but
the magic levels are. The central region is notorious for inconsistent magic levels, so one
day you're fighting iron-rank monsters and the next, gold rank."

“And the west coast?” Jason asked.

“It varies between low and medium ambient magic levels. Not Greenstone low, for the
most part, but sometimes it is. There are a couple of areas that, like Greenstone, are major
sites for low-rank spirit coin farms. Mostly, though, the monster level is around bronze or
silver.”

“That’s a little too low for us,” Sophie said.

‘I agree,” Humphrey said. “On the other hand, there will be less competition for the
best contracts.”

“I think east,” Jason said. “We don’t need the most lucrative contracts. | know the only
real experience | have of standard adventuring was in Greenstone, but what | saw there
was that the people who needed help the most were often overlooked. They couldn’t
sweeten the contract rewards over Adventure Society standard rates, so their contracts
tended to languish until the society assigned them as punishment contracts.”

“You want to take the worst contracts?” Neil asked.

“Worst by what metric?” Jason responded. “The unpopular contracts tend to be the
ones that deviate from the standard. To me, that sounds more fun.”

“Of course it does,” Neil said.



“We should also look at our wider objectives,” Clive said. “This is an adventuring tour.
If we’re going to see the world, let’s see it. New towns, new people. There’s more to
meeting other adventurers than competing for contracts. If we want to spend the whole
time slogging through unpopulated areas, we might as well fly over them.”

“I'm really liking the sound of this,” Jason said. “Coast roads and food markets. Yeah,
I’'m sold.”

Humphrey looked around the table.

“If there are no objections then, east we’ll go.”

-

The door to Jason’s cabin opened as Korinne Pescos approached. It was the only
cabin not below decks, sharing the upper deck with the bridge. It was spacious and ringed
with windows, aside from the wall it shared with the bridge. Jason was sitting on a couch
that faced starboard to enjoy the panoramic view, watching the vehicle's wake.

"Please join me, Miss Pescos," he said, neither getting up nor turning around. She
moved slowly through the spacious cabin, which was more like an open lounge. There
wasn't even a bed, but she had seen him manipulate the structure of the ship by changing
the cloud-substance it was made of, so he could make one at need.

Korinne moved around the long couch and sat, the impossible plushness of it slightly
leeching the hard edge with which she had entered. She wondered if this was incidental or
something Asano did deliberately to engineer his interactions. She had been warned that
his seeming frivolity would often hide deceptively deliberate manipulation.

“What can | help you with, Miss Pescos?” Jason asked. “Refreshments?”

"No thank you. Spirit coins are food enough for me. The plainness helps keep me
sharp. It fosters an efficient mind."

“l can’t argue with the results,” Jason said. “I've seen you in action. I'd been told
about the strength of guild elites for some time, but yours was the team that truly showed
me what that meant, when we went on that expedition together. It was deeply impressive.
If I'm being honest, even with my full team around me, we couldn’t match the
overwhelmingly comprehensive speed and power with which you tore through that pack of
monsters. It was a large pack, too, yet you were clean and controlled the entire time. The
benefits of an efficient mind, | imagine.”

“You don’t consider your own mind efficient?”

“Oh, I don’t think anyone does, so | might as well indulge.”

With a gesture, a low table formed in front of him and he pulled items from his storage

space to place on it; a tray of assorted baked goods and a pitcher of iced tea. He took out



two plates and two glasses, but only filled one, which he sipped from appreciatively. He
then moved one of the colourful baked slices from the tray to a plate, which he picked up.
Korinne watched in silence as he went through the slow and deliberate motions of setting
out snacks. Finally, Jason bit into his slice with an appreciative moan.

“I'm so glad this world turned out to have coconuts,” he said. “I do hope you won’t
begrudge me indulging.”

“It's fine.”

“So, what brings you to my cabin?” he asked.

"Do you genuinely not know?" she asked. "I was warned by your team that you know
everything that happens on this ship.”

“I'm not a god who can pay attention to every follower at once, Miss Pescos. | might
realise that your team is discussing something, but unless | give it my direct attention, |
don't know what it is. Think of it like looking down from a tower. | can see what the people
below are doing in general, but without paying closer attention, | can't see the details. Did
my team also tell you that they’ve started using privacy screens in their cabins for private
moments?”

“They did, but also that they couldn’t be sure if the screens actually blocked your
power to observe. Do they?”

‘I don’t have an answer that can satisfy you, Miss Pescos. Be it yes or no, | have
reasons to lie either way, which means that you can’t trust what | have to say.”

She nodded, acknowledging the point.

“This was all very last-moment, Mr Asano. If I'm being honest, | would prefer that my
team had our own, separate transport.”

“That is between you and Amos Pensinata. My understanding is that you are here
because his nephew is here, and Orin being here was the condition of his uncle being
here.”

“‘And why exactly is Amos Pensinata joining you?”

“A friend of mine asked him to teach me some things. He agreed, in return for help
giving his nephew some seasoning as an adventurer.”

“And what makes your team qualified to instruct mine?" Korinne asked. "By your own
admission, we are guild elites that can outstrip your team."

Jason smiled with infuriating self-indulgence, but didn't answer immediately. He took
another bite of coconut slice, then washed it down with a sip of iced tea.

“Are you sure | can’t tempt you, Miss Pescos? These refreshments are well-described
in this humidity.”



“Your boat does a fine job of keeping that outside, Mr Asano.”

Jason nodded.

“Your question was what my team has to teach you,” he said, finally getting back to
the point. “As your tone so clearly implied, we have nothing to teach. What | would like to
correct is your claim that | have admitted the inferiority of my team. What | said was that
we could not equal the speed and power you demonstrated in destroying the large pack of
monsters that attacked our expedition. That is not the same thing.”

Korinne let out a snort.

“You're going to talk about Rimaros-style adventuring versus Vitesse-style, aren’t
you? Specialisation versus generalisation.”

"I've only ever been to Rimaros. Once we reach Vitesse it will be my first visit, so |
won't go speaking to the way they do things there. For that, you should seek out Rufus
Remore. He trained me, and is steeped in the Vitesse approach. You know his family runs
a school there?"

“He mentioned.”

Jason smiled.

“What Amos Pensinata asked was not training, but seasoning. Be it in Rimaros or
Vitesse, the problem with training low-rank adventurers is that their experiences must be
heavily curated or the local monsters will kill them. Forgive me if I'm mistaken, but my
understanding is that you and your team were quite orthodox in that regard.”

“We spent the majority of our iron and bronze ranks under gold-rank supervision,”
Korinne conceded. “But we’re silver rank now. We operated alone through most of the
surge.”

“And that’s what Lord Pensinata wants more of. Experience, away from the safety of
your guild. Facing the consequences of your choices with no recourse but yourselves. He
will be there if you truly are in need of rescue, but he won'’t be following you around and is
likely not to make it in time if you find yourselves in truly desperate straits.”

“We’re hardly free of gold-rank supervision, Mr Asano. There are four of them in just
this tiny convoy.”

"Yes, but the only one you need to concern yourself with is Lord Pensinata. Carlos
was never an adventurer, and while Arabelle Remore certainly was, she'll only help my
team, and even that's a maybe. | think you'll find both she and Pensinata giving us all

enough room to live with our mistakes. They have the resolve for that; ask Arabelle’s son.”



“Even accepting that we are on our own, or close enough it, how exactly does being
with your team benefit us? Why does Lord Pensinata see value in bringing Orin on this
journey?”

“It's a matter of experience.”

“And why do we need your experience? You already said you aren’t going to teach
us.”

“‘And we won’t. Don’t look at myself and my team as instructors.”

“You don’t have to be concerned on that front,” she said, making Jason laugh.

“We are peers,” Jason told her. “Avail yourself of us as such, and expect us to do the
same. Advice from those who already have experience is always valuable when going out
to have those experiences yourself. | met Rufus Remore because he and his friends
realised that they needed experience they could not get in Vitesse. He ended up founding
a satellite school in a low-magic zone based on that very principle.”

Korinne didn’t respond for a long time as she processed what Jason had said. For his
part, Jason ate baked goods and watched the rain pouring down outside, heavy enough
that he could barely see the other vehicles.

“I've heard things about you,” she said finally. “The veracity of what I've heard seems
spurious at best.”

“Try living through them,” he said, shaking his head. “| can’t speak to what you've
heard, and telling my own story doesn’t seem helpful. Words are easy, after all. All I'll say
is that my team and | have faced situations where we had no one but ourselves to fall back
on, even when the stakes were high.”

“That’s what Orin intimated.”

“Intimated?”

“‘He’s not a big talker. But he said he saw into your aura once, unfiltered. He said it
told a story that he believed.”

“Right,” Jason said. His first encounter with Orin was when Vesper Rimaros had
arranged a ‘coincidental meeting’ with Kasper Irios. It was part of her political machinations
that, like Vesper herself, died when the Builder conflict reached Rimaros. Orin had been a
friend of the man and Jason had picked him out as the sensible one of the group, showing
him a glimpse of his real aura so they would back off quietly.

“Actually,” Jason said, “I didn’t show him the full thing. But if you’d like to see it, | can
show you.”

“You're a skilled aura manipulator,” she said. “That much I've heard and believe. You
could put up a facade to impress me.”



“I don’t need to impress you, Miss Pescos. Not to put too fine a point on it, but your
team’s presence is a favour for a favour for a favour. Surplus to requirements. Officially,
I’m going off with Soramir Rimaros, but you and yours can’t be here without knowing that’s
a lie, so you've been brought into that circle."

He grimaced.

“l didn’t want you here, Miss Pescos, but to get Amos we needed Orin, and to get
Orin we needed you. Apparently. Someone who means a lot to me left this world recently.
Literally left; not a death metaphor, but | won’t see her again for some time. She was the
one who wanted to connect Lord Pensinata and myself. Otherwise, I'd cut my losses and
take none of you. | don't need what Pensinata has to teach that much.”

“Then why put up with us? Why not stash us in the bottom of the ship in our cabins
instead of letting me in here to question you like this?”

“Because you’re on my boat, which makes you my guests. If you’re more comfortable
buying a vehicle of your own as soon as we reach a place that will sell one, you are
welcome to do so. | might recommend it, in fact.”

He leaned back into the plush couch, laying his arms along its back and letting them
sink in.

“Cloud furniture can be hard to give up,” he told her with a grin. “And if your team will
be eating spirit coins, watching what the rest of us enjoy will be bad for morale.”

Korinne looked at him thoughtfully, then picked out a baked slice, put it on the other
plate and claimed it, taking a bite. She contemplated the taste for a moment.

“You're right,” she said. “I don’'t want my team getting used to this.”



Chapter 620

Bad at Crime

The small convoy carrying Jason and his friends turned east as soon as it hit the
coast, hovering along the wide and well-maintained network of roadways. The immediate
turn east was to Belinda’s disappointment, as she was interested in heading further south.
That way led to the famously sketchy nation of Girlano and all the opportunities it offered
to an enterprising and open-minded young lady.

“| officially retract my endorsement of you and Humpy,” she told Sophie. “This whole
‘being a better person’ thing has sucked the fun right out of you.”

They sat on the cloud yacht’s open lower foredeck. There wasn’t much to see, with
the wall of rain still running off the invisible cloud screen.

“And by fun, you mean elaborate schemes to steal things?” Sophie asked.

“Schemes? Now you’re sounding like Jason. This whole team is a bad influence.”

“In that, they are against robbery?”

“Exactly.”

“Lindy, we’re not street rats anymore. We’ve met the king of one of the most powerful
nations in the world.”

“But | never got close enough to lift his watch though, did we?” Belinda asked, taking
out a pocket watch and turning it over in her hands.

“What's that?”

“It's a watch.”

“Whose watch?”

“‘Remember that guy who tried to provoke us at the ball, not long before Gary bent a
tray over some other guy’s head?”

“Kind of. He wasn’t exactly memorable. Wait, that’s his watch?”

“Yep.”

“Well, that’s fine. Screw that prick.”
“Exactly. | lifted his watch while he was busy being a turd.”
“You didn’t touch him. You didn’t even get close.”
“I know, right?”
‘Damn, Lindy. That’s a good lift.”
-
“Is this rain ever going to let up?” Jason asked, looking out the window of the bar

lounge.



“Itis,” Humphrey told him.

“It doesn’t look like it. How long is it going to take?”

“About four months.”

“Bloody monsoon weather.”

“One of the reasons Rimaros is situated on those specific islands, instead of the
larger ones, is that they see the least rain in the Sea of Storms.”

“I thought those windmill-looking things was meant to stop all this nonsense.”

“The storm accumulators only affect storms with a heightened ambient magic level.
Regular weather is unaffected. Look at it this way, Jason: we picked a great time to get out
of the tropics.”

“That’s why I like you, Humphrey. You look for the best in everyone, even this bloody
rain.”

“My homeland is a bone-dry desert, remember?” Humphrey said. “If not for the
magical river creating the delta, we wouldn’t get rain at all, so the goddess Rain is always
welcome. She’s heavily worshipped in the delta.”

Belinda laughed at Humphrey’s words as she and Sophie came inside.

“‘Remember that time Sophie didn’t know what rain was?” she said.

“It doesn’t rain in the city!” Sophie exclaimed defensively.

‘I knew what rain was.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Well, maybe if you actually talked to people instead of punching or porking them, you
might have heard about things.”

“I talked to you.”

“Why would | tell you things? It’s hilarious when you don’t know about stuff that
children do. Remember the whole woollen sweater debacle?”

“We grew up somewhere very hot! Why would | know about those?”

“Because you didn’t talk to people.”

“| talked to you!”

“You said that.”

“You're a bad friend.”

Jason and Humphrey watched the pair go below decks.

“You did well, there,” Jason said.

“I was worried,” Humphrey said. “When we heard you were coming back, there was

all these unresolved-"



“They’re resolved now,” Jason said. “She latched onto me because | was the first guy
who wasn’t a piece of crap to her.”

“Except for Jory.”

“Yeah, well that guy was far gone for Lindy from the start. But Sophie didn’t just need
just good, mate; she needed stable. I've been called a lot of things, Humphrey. | was
called ‘a small tin of marrowbone jelly’ once, but | don’t recall ever being called stable.
You’re the anchor on this team. You should have gotten a healing power set.”

“That’s what my mother said. The power set thing, to be clear; not about the tin of
whatever that is you said. But she got a good deal on those two wing essences, and the
idea of Henri and | getting the phoenix and dragon confluences appealed to her.”

“How is Henrietta?”

“She was fine last | saw her in Vitesse. She made silver rank, but she’s never fallen
into a permanent team. She ran around with Cassandra Mercer for a while.”

Humphrey frowned.

“I'm not sure how that turned out, now that | think about it. Henri always had kind of a
crush on Cassandra.”

‘I heard about Thadwick, “ Jason said. “After the Builder possessed him, he turned
into some weird vampire?”

“We're fairly certain he devoured that loose soul around the sword we found. No one
at the Magic Society was ever able to figure out what was going on with that whole sword
and soul thing, since Thadwick made off with the sword as well. Not a lot left to study.
Rufus' parents were chasing Thadwick for a while, but the trail went cold.”

“l imagine he’ll pop up somewhere. Causing trouble for us, probably. Thadwick was
always fixated on me. | think he might have had a sister complex.”

‘I don’t know what that is, and I’'m confident | don’t want you to tell me.”

“Fair enough,” Jason said with a chuckle.

“Mr Asano,” Shade said from Jason’s shadow. “We will be approaching Rajoras in
around five minutes.”

“Thank you, Shade.”

Shade, along with piloting the cloud yacht, was using vehicle forms to scout the way
ahead for trouble that might otherwise be hidden in the rain. Rajoras was one of the larger
cities on the southern mainland coast, making it one of the southernmost centres in the
Storm Kingdom’s territory.

In the wake of the monster surge, Rajoras was a major hub of activity. People

needed to return home after far too long boxed-up in fortress towns and often found



destruction waiting for them. Every town and village needed repair, while some had to be
rebuilt entirely. That was true in a normal surge, that lasted a fifth as long as this one.
People and materials were already streaming through Rajoras like a river, and the road
grew increasingly busy as the team drew near, despite the weather.

The massive vehicle that was the cloud yacht did not make for practical city travel, so
the trio of vehicles in the convoy stopped. They needed to visit the city, as their sudden
departure from Rimaros had left them somewhat undersupplied, and the guild team were
hoping to find a vehicle of their own. The convoy pulled off the side of the road, with Shade
floating the cloud yacht up and over the jungle so as not to obstruct the road with the giant
vessel.

Jason’s team and the Rimaros team assembled on the lower starboard deck, rain
bouncing off an invisible dome overhead. That open deck was where the vessel would
dock when acting as a boat, while doubling as a launch platform for the two skimmers in
dimensional storage. Clive and Belinda pulled the skimmers out, each vehicle equipped for
travel over land and water, with magical spray screens that would handle the rain. Each
skimmer was a decent size, able to seat eight.

“I know that Belinda and | are the designated drivers,” Clive said, “but we both need
to go with the Rimaros team. Sorry, | didn’t catch your team name.”

“Team Storm Shredder,” Kalif said.

“That’s so much better than ours,” Humphrey muttered, to the shaking heads
disagreement of his teammates.

“Anyone can drive these skimmers, though, so long as we’re not in a low-magic
zone,” Clive said. “They’ll run on spirit coins, so you just need some of them. And a local
driving permit, obviously.”

“A what?” Belinda asked.

“The license | told you to get,” Clive said turning to frown at her. “You did get that
license, right?”

“Uh, yep.”

“‘Can | see it?”

‘I don’t have it on me right now.”

“You don’t have it on you?”

“l do not.”

“You have dimensional storage space where you keep all your worldly possessions.”

“Not all of them. And | have a cabin. Some things are unpacked in there.”



“Then you might want to go get it,” Clive said. “They may be checking them at the city
gate. This soon after the surge, they’ll probably be doing extra monitoring.”

“Yeah?” Belinda asked, her voice only a slightly higher pitch than normal. “I'll take
that into consideration. On an unrelated note, does anyone know how local low-level
officials respond to bribes?”

“Why do you two need to go with Team Storm Cutter?” Jason asked.

“It's Storm Shredder,” Korinne corrected.

“Storm Cutter was already taken?” Jason asked.

“Yep,” Kalif said, earning him a sharp glance from Korinne.

“‘Anyway, Clive, why do you and Lindy need to go with them?”

“We’ll all be heading to the same part of the city for vehicle stuff,” Clive said. “They’re
looking to buy a proper transport, and since we’ll be here a few days, Lindy and | need a
dry dock to disassemble-"

Belinda slapped him on the arm.

“...we need to buy some skimmers,” Clive pivoted. “And that is all.”

Clive’s team all stared at him.

“We already have skimmers,” Sophie pointed out, gesturing at the two vehicles
resting on the deck. “These skimmers.”

“We need different ones,” Clive said.

“You are so bad at crime,” Belinda muttered.

“We’re not meant to be good at crime!” Clive hissed at her.

“Speak for yourself,” Belinda hissed back.

“Whatever happened with that submarine Belinda stole?” Neil asked.

Clive opened his mouth and Belinda slapped his arm again.

“What submarine?” Clive asked unconvincingly.

“The one you took when you broke out of the Order of Redeeming Light’s hidden
base,” Neil said.

“That sank,” Belinda said. “Or | lost it. Or both. I think it was both. Yeah, | told you that
it sank and | don’t remember where, right?”

Kalif leaned closer to Orin.

“It's your fault that we're travelling with these people?”

Orin didn't say anything.

Korinne’s team was with Clive and Belinda in a skimmer, in a queue waiting to move

through the city gate checkpoint. The city walls loomed ahead, still bearing the scars of



monster attacks from the surge. Clive was in the driver's seat, with Belinda beside him at
the front.

“Can | ask you something?” Kalif said, leaning forward to speak. “Do you find it
unnerving that Asano's aura is everywhere in that vehicle? | mean, everywhere. It feels like
he’s watching your thoughts.”

“Different auras feel different to different people,” Clive said. “To me, it's benevolent.
Overbearing, yes, but benevolent, which is very much Jason. It's reassuring, though, after
having thought we’d lost him to the Reaper.”

“You get used to it,” Belinda said. “There’s an assurance to his presence. Like a
guard dog. You can feel how far he’d go if someone came for us, and we know that feeling
is real. We've seen it.”

“That’s what it feels like to us,” Kalif said. “Except that we're the ones the guard dog is
watching. It’s unsettling. Makes it hard to relax.”

“l don’t know,” said Rosa Liselos, the scout from Korinne’s team. “| don't think it's so
bad. | can definitely live with it if it means cloud beds and giant dinner spreads. That lunch
looked amazing. How often do you all eat like that?”

“That's just normal lunch when we aren't in the field,” Belinda said. “Jason has always
kind of been the auxiliary member in charge of food. Why didn't you all join in?”

“Korinne,” Orin said, with no more explanation than that.

Korinne's five teammates all turned to look at her, to which she didn't react.

“Discipline,” Korinne answered Belinda. “Indulgence dulls the wits. Sharp, efficient
minds are what we need.”

“Well, | need sandwiches the size of my forearm,” Belinda said. “But whatever works
for you, | guess.”

-

Jason ended up staying behind when his team went into the city. Humphrey, Sophie
and Neil went in search of supplies, but Jason gave them a food shopping list instead of
going himself. Between the business and the weather, it wasn'’t an ideal time for
sightseeing, and they were close enough to Rimaros that it wouldn’t offer a fascinating
new culture to interact with. It also meant that Jason knew enough about the local food
that most, if not all of his list should be obtainable.

Arabelle came aboard the cloud yacht, still hovering over the jungle canopy beside
the road. She found him brewing tea and they sat by the window, watching the traffic

below trudge along the road, through the downpour.



“It's past time we had a talk about Callum,” she told him. “I wanted to do this back in
Rimaros, but you decided to leave very suddenly.”

“Where is Callum?”

“He took our vehicle and went into the city. It's not the smallest, but it's not that much
bigger than a large skimmer. Nothing like this monstrosity.”

“'m quite happy with this monstrosity, thank you very much.”

He sipped his tea, then set it down on a side table.

“You mentioned some time ago,” he said, “that you had figured out the real reason
that Callum was so obsessed with Sophie’s mother.”

“Yes.”

“‘And?”

“He’s in love with her.”

“'m sorry, what?”



Chapter 621
An Evil God Sitting on Her Shoulder

“The full explanation is somewhat complicated,” Arabelle said.

“Itd bloody well want to be,” Jason told her. “If there’s a simple explanation for how
your team member ended up chasing around my team member’s evil brainwashed mum
because he’s in love with her, a lot of people have been very, very oblivious.”

They were sitting in the cloud yacht as it hovered over the jungle beside the road
leading into the city of Rajoras. They were drinking tea and watching traffic go past in the
pounding monsoon rain.

“I'll take you through what happened, as | understand it,” Arabelle said. “But know
that all | have to go on is Callum’s account.”

“And Callum isn’t at his most reliable, right now.”

“Just so,” Arabelle said. “It's disconcerting, seeing him like this. He’s never been good
at dealing with people, but he’s always been stoic and reliable. Now he’s anxious and
unreliable, and chasing around after a woman. Seeing him so different to when we used to
work together is downright startling.”

“Have you considered letting Carlos have a look at him? Make sure there’s nothing
affecting Cal beyond stress?”

“That was the first thing | did once | realised how far from normal Cal had become. |
had him checked for signs of the Order of Redeeming Light’s ‘purification’ ritual, then
anything else Carlos could find. This wasn’t any outside influence that he could dig out,
which means that it’s all but certainly not outside influence. Finding and dealing with soul
influences is his specialty; he’s at the top of his field. From star seeds to vampirism to plain
soul trauma, he’s the best there is.”

“Which is why he’s so obsessed with helping the Order of Redeeming Light members,
| assume?”

“Yes. And why the authorities are giving him leeway to handle this. Not a lot of people
would be allowed to put a group of important prisoners in stasis and haul them around in a
bus.”

“If he doesn’t fall under Carlos’ specialty,” Jason said, “then he falls under yours.
Good old-fashioned mental health problems.”
“Yes,” Arabelle said. “Strictly speaking — ethically speaking — | shouldn’t be treating

him, because he’s too close to me. The Church of the Healer gave me special



dispensation because he refused to even speak to anyone else and they thought he’'d
open up to an old team member.”

“And he did.”

“Of course he did. And it took me a while, but | teased the whole story out of him. At
least, the story as it happened in his mind. I'll be interested to hear Sophie’s mother’s
version of events, but having them meet now would be a disaster, given the states they’re
both in.

“Melody seems fairly together,” Jason said. “Her aura doesn’t match her body
language, though. She’s masking a lot of fear and confusion.”

“Exactly,” Arabelle said. “Too many unknown factors to bring them together yet, even
if it would answer a lot of questions. The goal is to help the both of them get better, after
all, not satisfy our curiosity.”

Jason nodded.

“Let’s start with how things went from Cal’s perspective, then, shall we?”

Arabelle nodded.

“We’ll start with context. Callum is part of the Cult of the Reaper. It was something
that didn’t impact his day to day life when we were a team, so it never really mattered.”

“Like Clive,” Jason said. “| don’t think he’s formally part of whatever organisation they
have on this world, but he venerates the great astral being called the Celestial Book.”

“Cal’s membership in the cult of the Reaper is now very much a factor. At the same
time, Melody Jain was part of the Order of the Reaper. Do you understand the difference
between the organisations?”

“The cult are the ones who follow the Reaper’s principles. The order is an offshoot of
the cult that became an order of assassins interested in cultivating backroom political
power. They split off from the cult as they increasingly moved away from its core
principles.”

“Yes,” Arabelle said. “The story begins with Melody Jain, around a quarter of a
century ago, in the city of Kurdansk. This part comes from what Callum claims Melody told
him herself, from before Melody and Callum knew one another. They were each members
of their respective organisations, both of which operated in secret. The Order of the
Reaper was in the midst of bringing centuries of planning to fruition, and they were very
particular about whom they brought into the fold. Melody was highly capable and from one
of the old order families, so she was completely welcome. The man she chose for herself
was not, however.”

“This isn’'t Callum we’re talking about, is it?”



“‘No. We're talking about Sophie Wexler’s father, although his name was not Wexler,
then. Melody kept him a secret from the order, along with the fact that they had a child. But
when the child was still small, they were discovered. The Order of the Reaper specialises
in infiltrating people into organisations unnoticed. With religions, it's essentially impossible
to fake, but many religions have low-level administrative staff for their endeavours that
aren't required to be deeply faithful. Someone working for the Church of Fertility in their
record-keeping discovered the details of how the church had helped Melody have a child
without her order overseers realising.”

“What were the repercussions?”

“According to Callum, Melody was certain that the order would kill her secret husband
and child. This was especially true if they discovered that Melody had been teaching him
the order’'s method of fighting for years.”

“A method he eventually passed on to Sophie.”

“Yes. Melody was warned that the order had discovered her family by a woman
named Marta Fries; a fellow member and Melody’s best friend. Melody had Marta smuggle
her husband and daughter away, with even Melody herself not knowing where they went.
She did not want to be captured and be forced to divulge where her family was so that the
order could tie up loose ends. Even Marta Fries wasn’t certain, having supplied the secret
husband with just enough information and resources to disappear on his own.”

“Thus, Sophie and her father wound up in Greenstone. Sophie doesn't have many
coherent memories before adventurers found her in that shipwreck."

“She was young. Didn’t even know that her real name is not Wexler, but Jain. It's
possible her father muddled her memories, somehow. Alchemy can be effective on
children that young. There are potions used to help children move past traumatic events,
although | try to avoid using them. When treating children, some horrors are best put
aside, but the effect of the missing memories can linger, and be harder to deal with for
their absence.”

“I have to wonder how much of this, and what version of it, that Melody has told
Sophie,” Jason wondered. “They’ve been talking for weeks, and | imagine it must have
come up.”

“You didn’t ask her?”

“If Sophie feels like there is something | should know,” Jason said, “she’ll tell me.”

“It has all been happening inside your cloud house. Couldn’t you listen in?”

"l could, but I don't. | know they're talking, but | put my a