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    PROLOGUE – An End and a Beginning – Part One 
 
    PRESENT - Ryun 
 
      
 
    In the beginning, or at least something resembling a beginning, there were only the Three: entities born out of nothing and everything, existing in the void that contained everything. The Three had always existed, or if they’d had a birth, they did not remember it. The Three did not know of a time when they had not been in one another’s presence. They existed for time beyond counting, and in that time they had done many things: argued about the nature of their existence, fought, loved, hated, and ignored one another. In time, they devised games to occupy themselves. Yet over the ages, they grew bored of it all. They knew one another as well as they knew themselves, and so there were no longer any surprises, as each could anticipate the others’ actions—until, one day, an idea struck them at the same time, a way to break the monotony and boredom. 
 
    They discussed the best way to proceed, argued about the details of their plan, but eventually decided that a few practice runs was the best way to proceed, so that they could learn, and adjust before enacting their idea. And so the Three joined their powers and brought into existence reality itself. Infinite universes, in countless forms with unending iterations of every universe. It took them some time to get it right, but eventually they manipulated this new reality to give birth to life in its immeasurable variants and shapes. Over countless ages they watched over it, refining and manipulating life to create more and more interesting beings. Testing and playing with the beings they created. 
 
    In the end they realized that for all that there was, and a countless amount of beings for them to watch, patterns emerged, and again their boredom returned. Seeing that they had reached the limit of what this reality could offer them, they decided that it was time for them to move on to the next stage. They had prepared to wipe out all of reality in order to craft a new and improved version, and to pick those worthy from the doomed reality and allow them a chance for survival. A test. They crafted a system, the Framework, and they began testing it. As with all things, it took them a while to get it right. But finally they had a Framework that would allow the races to gain more power in order to survive and thrive, which would introduce more chaos to entertain them. Each of the Three fashioned one facet of the final Framework, and all three of them gave a sliver of themselves to give birth to a being whose job was to watch over the Framework and deal with the mortal beings. Then they picked nine worthy races across the reality which was soon to be destroyed, and they chose nine iterations of each race across the multiverse. 
 
    And to them they gave the Framework, and the Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the flat top of the mountain looking at the sky. It was a beautiful day; the sky was blue and the sun shone radiantly down on to the Earth. He cast his eyes into the distance, and took in the endless ocean stretching in front of him. He was so high up that his improved eyes could see the curvature of the Earth clearly. If this was the world of before the Framework, he would not have been able to take in such a sight, as he would’ve frozen to death or died from the lack of air. But that world was dead, and he was not who he used to be. The sight around him was, in a single word, wondrous. It did not look at all like the world was about to end. 
 
    He used a mental command, and a screen flashed in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Time to the end of the world: 00 hours 09 minutes. Rankers, be ready for transport to the Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    It would not be long now. 
 
    He wondered what the next world was going to be like. Would it be like Earth from before the Framework, or perhaps the jumbled mess that it had become after? In the end, it would not matter much to Ryun. He had accomplished his goal here and looked forward to see what is to come. He had picked this location because of its view; he wanted to have at least one pleasant memory of this world before he moved on to the next. Still, he should’ve known better, the fates would not allow him peace.  
 
    The six people reached the top of the mountain he sat on. He had believed that they would not get here in time when he had felt them first take step onto the mountain. But it looked like the power they had gained in the last few months was far greater than he had assumed, and they were faster than he thought they would be. He had watched the Ranker list carefully over the last few days—once he had figured out what was happening, of course. He had been surprised that they would attempt something like this—he would’ve thought that they would find it abhorrent—but it seemed like they wanted him dead more than they cared about their ideals. Of course, in the end, it would not be enough. It never was. 
 
    Not even here, at the end, would they abandon their quest for revenge. Ryun didn’t really hold it against them; after all, he did deserve it. From their point of view at least. 
 
    Ryun sighed and stood up, abandoning the view and turning around to gaze at the six. They stood there glaring at him with hate in their eyes, their gear resplendent in the midday sun, their weapons held at the ready. They were already standing in formation, three in front, two behind them, with their last member standing at the back. Ryun wondered why they put their most powerful front-line fighter at the back, but he did not dwell on that for long. The time when he had to worry about tricks and traps had passed. There was nothing on the face of this world that could kill him now. 
 
    “So, you have come for me, here at the end,” Ryun commented. 
 
    “Not even the end of the world will save you from justice, monster,” the woman in the front spat at him. Gloria Hightower was one of the most powerful Classers on Earth—she had always been in the top one hundred on the Ranker list. Still, she had been in her forties when the Framework had arrived, and even with the slowed aging that came with those high levels, her silver hair betrayed her age, even though her high vitality made her skin look smooth and soft. She wore high-quality armor, and held a long, awakened two-hander, a unique weapon.  
 
    Ryun cast his eyes to the others, recognizing them all. The fact that they were the last people on the list made it easier. The two men standing next to her were Marcus and John Grisom, twins who were considered the two most powerful spear users on the planet. Wearing their dark red cloth garments and holding their awakened spears at the ready made them look intimidating to most. Behind them were Nkiruka Bezi and Anastasia Sokolova, top Ranking mages, their robes moving softly in the wind as orbs of power hovered over their palms. And lastly there was the man wearing a light, white suit of armor that contrasted his dark skin, holding a sword that resembled an oversized katana: Zacharia Gardner. Seeing his eyes peeking out of his dreadlocks made Ryun feel an echo in his heart, but it was an old pain. Ryun had long since buried it deep. Or rather it had been a long time since he felt anything at all. 
 
    There was a finality to their eyes. They had come here for his head, and they would not be dissuaded from their path. That was something that Ryun could respect. 
 
      
 
    Time to the end of the world: 00 hours 06 minutes. Rankers, be ready for transport to the Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    There was not much time left. For a moment, he considered stalling, but he dismissed the thought immediately. He could see it in their eyes that they would not let him. With an inward sigh he summoned his own awakened object, a long and thin double-edged sword resembling a jian. The six stiffened and prepared to attack, but he didn’t give them the chance. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] 
 
    And he was among them, standing just next to Gloria. Ryun did not know what the name of her Class was, he didn’t care enough to remember it, but he had fought her often enough to know her abilities and skills. He slashed to the side with a simple |Cut|. His sword glowed with an eerie green light and was met with her own, and the shimmering gold field that surrounded her blade met his sword and countered his attack. But even with his |Cut| countered, his physical stats were too much, and the golden light cracked and shattered, allowing his sword to smash into hers. He felt her using more skills to counter him, but it was useless. His sword moved without stopping, sending her flying backward and into John Grisom. 
 
    Ryun stepped back and allowed Marcus Grisom’s spear to pass harmlessly through the space where his head used to be. He spun around, the glowing threads in his vision guided his movements. He followed them until he was turned to face the spearman, and then he stepped off the path the threads showed, stabbing forward instead with his sword. The spearman blurred, using a movement ability of some kind and pulled his spear back in time to block Ryun’s attack. 
 
    But his paltry strength was barely enough to move Ryun’s sword a bit off target. The blade sunk into the spearman’s shoulder and Ryun took a deep breath, getting into the breathing form for his base technique, {Tranquil Mantle}. Qi inside of his core flowed through his body and into his arm, and a shimmering light enveloped the sword as he prepared to slash upward and cut the man’s head off. Before he had a chance, however, a ball of crimson fire smashed into him, making him take a step to the side. His sword ripped out of the spearman’s shoulder, leaving a large gash. Thankfully, Ryun’s black robes were enchanted with protection and the fire did little to him. Keeping up his breathing form, Ryun empowered his entire body, pushing himself to even greater limits than his base stats allowed. A spear of ice flew toward his head and he stepped forward, evaded it and used [Inevitable Step] to close the distance with Marcus again. He felt Nkiruka use some kind of a slowing ability, but his step could not be stopped—it was inevitable. The air around him shifted as the distance disappeared between him and Marcus. With his Qi coursing through his veins, empowering him, he activated his skill |Greater Cut|. His sword exploded with green light, and a spectral blade extended from his sword, extending his range. 
 
    Marcus’s eyes opened wide, and Ryun saw him trying to use his abilities and skills to escape, but it was too late. His spectral blade cut through him from the left hip to the right lower ribs. His body parted and the two halves fell to the ground. A pained cry sounded somewhere behind him, but Ryun gave it no heed. He felt the vibrations in the air and knew that Gloria was charging at his back. He activated his ability [Bringer of Sorrow], and a wave of emotion exploded from him, hitting everyone in his vicinity. He saw the two mages falter as they prepared to throw spells at him, their eyes watered and their chests constricted. He turned around and followed the threads that only he could see with his sword meeting the overhead attack from Gloria. 
 
    Her two-hander had a golden spectral blade extending from it, similar to what he had used just a moment ago. Her |Great Slash| smashed into his sword, which was strengthened with his Qi and glowing softly with a silver light. The ground beneath his feet cracked and splintered as his body was driven down by the force of the attack, but he did not bend. A spear flashed from around her side, a weeping spearman thrusting at Ryun’s heart. With a mental effort and an intake of air, Ryun kept Qi running throughout his body, keeping his technique active and his stats boosted by it. He moved out of the way, even as he pushed the great sword back with a monstrous burst of strength.  
 
    Then a dragon made out of crimson fire was flew straight at his head and Ryun grew tired of playing. He switched his breathing form and the {Tranquil Mantle} winked out. With a pause of his breath, his Qi was charged, and in the next moment he unleashed his fruit technique: {Final End} roared into existence, a silver wave of Qi that could not be stopped and that expanded in a sphere around him. The dragon winked out and as it was blown away, Gloria’s sword cracked and shattered, followed by her armor and then finally her body, which splintered in a shower of blood and bone blasting back away from Ryun and showering John Grisom in her gore as the wave reached him. He saw the man’s spear shatter and he heard the bones in his arms break as he was blown back. John was lucky; he had been far enough away from Ryun to survive. The blast carried over further, weakening as it expanded and staggered the two mages, sending them to the ground. With an [Inevitable Step], Ryun was above John, and before the blood-covered man could even register what was happening, he was decapitated. 
 
    Turning around, he pulled his Qi back and activated a skill. He swung his sword and a green shimmering light swallowed his blade. It looked as if his sword had disappeared into space itself, but in a fraction of a second the |Spatial Cut| slashed into Nkiruka from twenty paces away and cut her head off just as she was getting up. Anastasia looked at her dead companions, horrified, and Ryun pushed off the ground using only his monstrous stats to move. He reached her faster than she could react, and stabbed his sword into her chest. 
 
    Finally, he turned to look at the last person standing. Zacharia Gardner had not moved from the start of the fight; his sword was unsheathed and was resting on his hip, held by both hands, and pulled back as if he was preparing to strike. 
 
    “Is this why you came? To watch the others die? To let me kill you and be with the rest?” Ryun asked. When no response came, he started walking around him, keeping his focus on the man. “I know what you did in order to achieve this much strength. You betrayed every single thing you lectured me about in order to kill me, and it was still not enough. And for what? A minute more and this world will be gone, and we will have reached the next.” 
 
    “You cannot be allowed to reach the next world,” Zacharia spoke at last. “You are our burden. You cannot be allowed the chance to grow stronger. We have sacrificed everything to stop you here,” Zach told him. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Time to the end of the world: 00 hours 00 minutes 31 seconds. Rankers, be ready for transport to the Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    Soon, nothing about this world would matter again.

  

 
   
    PROLOGUE II – An End and a Beginning – Part Two 
 
    PRESENT - Zach 
 
      
 
    Zach watched as the monster that used to be a man activated his Class’s movement ability to reach Gloria. They had studied Ryun for a long time, and by now knew most of his abilities, skills, and techniques. They had many countermeasures and plans for fighting him, but they all knew that in the end, none of them would matter. They had done the unthinkable, had dirtied their own hands, all for this one chance at stopping him. They knew that they would die. The five standing before him were his closest friends, his brothers and sisters, and Zach’s heart ached for his role in their plan. But they could not allow the monster to go beyond this world, to inflict pain and suffering to the innocent chosen from other worlds. The monster was their responsibility.  
 
    Then the battle started, and immediately the true size of the gap between the monster and all of them was clear. Even with everything that they had done to close that gap, they were found wanting. Each one of them had passed level 80; they each had several skills, had each started on the path of Cultivation, and yet still they were like babes fighting a tiger. They could do nothing. 
 
    The monster cleaved Marcus in half, and Zach closed his eyes. He wanted to run over and help, but he knew that he couldn’t. He was their last chance. He kept his mind on his sword, channeling and preparing his skill. He had not managed to level it much, had not managed to evolve it. It was too late. There was nothing left living in the world; he couldn’t finish his skill quest and evolve the skill. He hoped that it was going to be enough, as he had spent an insane amount of Essence to purchase it from the Dealmaker. It was their last card to play. 
 
    Zach knew that they couldn’t kill the monster. Even if a skill that could harm him existed, it would cost more Essence than what the entire Earth contained. But they had to try. He felt the power of his skill rise, but it was not yet at its peak. It had to be channeled before it was unleashed, and against such an opponent as the monster before him it had to be at its full power. 
 
    He saw Nkiruka and Anastasia attack the monster, saw Gloria attack from behind. An aura of sadness exploded out of the monster, and Zach felt his breathing hitch as an unimaginable sadness gripped him. His passive skills allowed him to weather the aura somewhat, but still he felt a tear roll down his cheek. Gloria’s attack slowed, but she still reached her target. She struck and drove the monster into the ground, but it was not enough. He saw the moment when the monster stopped playing and unleashed its most powerful technique. {Final End} billowed out of him, the silver Qi destroying everything around him. Zach watched as Gloria was blown to pieces, and saw John’s body shatter as Nkiruka and Anastasia were thrown to the ground. The monster finished the rest quickly, then finally stepped toward the last survivor. 
 
    Zach didn’t react, but only focused on his skill. 
 
    “Is this why you came? To watch the others die? To let me kill you and be with the rest?” the monster asked. 
 
    Zach gazed into those empty eyes. He remembered them smiling, a long time ago, when he was a man named Ryun Nacht, but now there was nothing but an ocean of darkness there. There was no humanity in his face, no mercy or goodness, only apathy. His heart hurt to look at him. It has been a long time since the person in front of him had been anything but a demon. The monster continued speaking. “I know what you did in order to achieve this much strength. You betrayed every single thing you lectured me about in order to kill me, and it was still not enough. And for what? A minute more and this world will be gone, and we will have reached the next.” 
 
    Zach’s hands tightened on his sword. He hated this twisted thing before him—hated him for all the things that he had done, and most importantly for what he had forced the rest of them to do. Unbidden, the memory of an old woman holding him as he cried in a small windowless room came. Zach had sworn to her, and to every other person who had visited him in that small room, that he would end the monster and avenge them all. 
 
    “You cannot be allowed to reach the next world. You cannot be allowed the chance to grow stronger. We have sacrificed everything to stop you here,” Zach told the monster. 
 
    It shook its head, and Zach glanced at the clock. 
 
      
 
    Time to the end of the world: 00:hours 00:minutes 31:seconds. Rankers, be ready for transport to the Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    There was no time left. It was now or never. Zach felt the skill reach its crescendo. He knew that the monster could feel what Zach was doing, he just didn’t care. And why would he, when he was the most powerful being that had ever walked this Earth? Zach’s ability pinged in his mind and, without a word, he activated it. 
 
    |Sealing Slash| sang through the air. His katana slashing toward the monster in an attack far faster than any he had ever executed before. The monster had to have sensed that something was wrong, as he raised his black sword to block. But it didn’t matter—the monster did not know what this attack was. Zach’s blade passed through that of the monster, and Zach saw his opponent’s eyes widen as the blade cut through his arm and then his body, crossing through his torso to exit on the other side. 
 
    For a moment there was only silence as the two looked at each other. The monster lowered its sword and frowned as it looked at its completely untouched body.  Zach felt his strength leave him and he fell to his knees, gasping for air. The attack had taken everything from him, his vision danced in front of him and his body shuddered from exhaustion. 
 
    “What did you do?” the monster asked, a hint of anger entering the tone of his voice. 
 
    For that alone Zach managed to turn his head up and look at the monster with a smile on his face. And then he saw his opponent’s face pale and the monster doubled over, grunting in pain. He jerked as if struck and released a gasp of agony. He turned to look at Zach, glaring. “What did you do?” the monster asked again, now with panic in his eyes. 
 
    Zach struggled to get to his feet, leaning on his sword. He moved forward toward the disabled monster, and with shaking hands raised his sword. Zach knew that he had to end it, that this was his only opportunity. Even though he did not know if his weakened strike would be enough to get through the monster’s skin, he had to try. The monster shuddered on the ground, and Zach began his swing. 
 
    A loud chime inside of his head distracted him and a screen flashed in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are on the Ranker list, and are eligible for a place in the new reality. Prepare for transport to Infinite Realm. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Zach screamed as bright yellow light enveloped both him and the monster.  
 
    Then he knew only darkness. 
 
      
 
    *  *  *  
 
      
 
    Overseer Zha Miya was annoyed as she walked through the halls of the Framework control. They were in the finishing moments of the Seventh Iteration transfer; more than half of the worlds chosen for the test were in the process of being destroyed and their Rankers transported to the new reality. It was a stressful time, as the Overseer, along with its Controllers, made sure that the Framework did its work without issues.  
 
    Which was why she was annoyed—one of her Controllers had called her and asked for her to come down to the control room, as apparently there was a problem. That was not a good thing to hear, not now at the most important of moments, and especially not since there had been no problems with the Framework before now. She did not need this! Heavens forbid that the Dealmaker or the Three found out that they had screwed something up. The Overseer shuddered. She didn’t truly know which would be worse, but somehow she felt like attracting the wrath of the Dealmaker would be. 
 
    She reached the control room and entered, seeing several Controllers huddled around one station. The Controller at the station was the one who had called her, and all six of his limbs were flying over the control interface. She cleared her throat and the other Controllers turned around, noticing her. Quickly, they dispersed, allowing her to approach the station. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” she asked the Controller. 
 
    The man turned around and looked at her. “Overseer, ma’am. There are some irregularities with Earth Iteration Seven,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    She frowned. It did not sound like there was something truly broken. Irregularities were not exactly problems; such things happened from time to time. She had feared that something had gone wrong with the Framework. “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, first there is the fact that the entire Iteration has only seven Rankers,” the Controller said. 
 
    Zha Miya blinked at that. “That is unusual,” she responded. Every world that was taking part in the test had a limit of ten thousand Rankers, and only that number would be transported to the new reality. The rest of the unfortunate souls would be put in stasis as their world was destroyed when the Three broke it down for Essence. Perhaps never to wake again. For most worlds so far, every spot on the list had been filled. True, there was a minimum power required for them to be considered a Ranker, but still, such a level of power should be achievable for that number of people. Of course it was also possible that the world did not produce enough Rankers, but that hadn’t happened yet. Only seven Rankers out of a massive population was certainly strange. 
 
    “How large of a population did this Iteration have before the Confluence?” Zha Miya asked. 
 
    “Around seven billion,” the Controller answered. 
 
    Zha Miya nodded. That was about average for Earth Iterations. The other Earth Iterations that had already been processed hadn’t had any problems in filling their Ranker lists. “And what is the world population now?” 
 
    “That is one of the irregularities, ma’am. The population is seven.” 
 
    Zha Miya looked at the Controller for a long moment, his words not quite registering. “Seven people?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Show me,” Zha Miya said.  
 
    The Controller pulled a screen up and allowed her to take a look at it.  
 
    “This can’t be right,” Zha Miya whispered. Not only were there only seven humans living on the world, the population of wildlife was extremely low. Every monster invasion point had been closed, too, a thing that she had never before seen done. Nearly all of the evolved wildlife had been culled, and not only that, but the ambient Essence of the world had fallen to a negligible level. Of course, none of the worlds in that reality had much Essence to begin with, but with the Confluence and the arrival of Framework for the test, the Dealmaker had infused an amount sufficient to allow for growth. This, however, was something that she had never seen before. 
 
    She raised her hands to the screens and started moving them around, bringing up the Ranker list screen. She looked at the screen in shock. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Ranker Name 
  
       	  Level 
  
       	  Cultivation Realm 
  
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  1. Ryun Nacht 
  
       	  65 
  
       	  Mid Lord 
  
       	  3 (2-tier 2; 1-tier 3) 
  
      
 
       
       	  2. Zacharia Gardner 
  
       	  85 
  
       	  Mid Mortal 
  
       	  5 (3-tier 1; 2-tier 2) 
  
      
 
       
       	  3. Gloria Hightower 
  
       	  83 
  
       	  Mid Mortal 
  
       	  4 (2-tier 1; 2-tier 2) 
  
      
 
       
       	  4. Nkiruka Bezi 
  
       	  82 
  
       	  Early Mortal 
  
       	  4 (3-tier 1; 1-tier 2) 
  
      
 
       
       	  5. John Grisom 
  
       	  82 
  
       	  Early Mortal 
  
       	  4 (3-tier 1; 1-tier 2) 
  
      
 
       
       	  6. Anastasia Sokolova 
  
       	  81 
  
       	  Early Mortal 
  
       	  3 (2-tier 1; 1-tier 2) 
  
      
 
       
       	  7. Marcus Grisom 
  
       	  80 
  
       	  Early Mortal 
  
       	  3 (1-tier 1; 2-tier 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zha Miya looked at the screen in disbelief. The things she was reading just didn’t make any sense. They were impossible—no one could’ve reached such levels of power in the base worlds. There was just not enough Essence to go around for them to reach such levels of power in all three areas. She had been reading reports on the Rankers from the other worlds and their Iterations; the top 10,000 Rankers of a world were all powerful, but none had been as powerful as these seven were. The usual path was for people to choose one, or at most two areas and focus all of their Essence into those two areas. It was the only way for them to keep up with the dangerous monsters that were sent to test them.  
 
    The most powerful Ranker to date had been a Level 56 Classer, with a rare starting Class. He had made a good deal with Dealmaker for it, and had been a genius. By focusing solely on one area, namely the Class system, he had reached an incredible height of power—but he hadn’t reached the level where his Class could evolve at level 60. That should only be possible in the new reality, where the quality and quantity of Essence was far greater. But these seven had all reached the point where their Class had evolved, and not only that, they were not focused into a single area, but stretched over all three. The amount of Essences needed for doing something like that was astronomical. 
 
    And then there was the number one Ranker for this Iteration, Ryun Nacht. Not only had he evolved one of his skills to the third tier, a feat that was rarely accomplished even in the new reality, but he had reached the Lord Realm in the Cultivation area. That was insane. At most, those who focused all of their Essence into Cultivation managed to reach Peak Mortal Stage by the time their world came to an end. Only eleven true geniuses had managed to break through into the Early Foundation Realm. But Lord? And Mid Lord Stage, at that? It was impossible; the quality and amount of Essence was just not able to sustain such growth. For all intents and purposes, a Cultivator at Lord Realm was so far beyond the others that it was laughable, and a Lord Cultivator with an evolved Class and a tier-3 skill? He might as well be a god to them. 
 
    Zha Miya still couldn’t understand how such a thing was possible. Then she looked at the top Ranker’s status screens, seeing that his stats were unusually high, even for all of his achievements. She glanced at his titles. There, she found the reason for his power, as well as for the state of that world. She felt her lunch surge up from her stomach, and she struggled to fight it back. She felt sick to her core, and the Controller next to her looked queasy himself. She knew that she should remain neutral, detached from the mortals, but she couldn’t believe that such a monster existed—and soon, that monster would be transported to the Infinite Realm. A part of her wanted to reach out and deny it the transport, to leave it to die on its world, but she knew that the Dealmaker would not be happy, and its wrath would find her. 
 
    “Ma’am?” The Controller’s voice broke her from her thoughts. 
 
    “What is it?” Zha Miya asked. 
 
    “There are now only six Rankers,” the Controller said shakily. 
 
    Zha Miya looked at the timer, seeing that there were only a few minutes left before the Framework was done with that world. She quickly changed the screens to surveillance, and she saw the battle. The last seven—now six—Rankers were fighting. Zha Miya wondered what kind of a sick world produced people who killed one another, even now at the end. But there was nothing that she could do but watch. Quickly, the number-one Ranker disposed of most of the others, and Zha Miya lamented for their loss. The Framework and the new reality were created for the strong, and these people who had just lost their lives had been the most powerful Rankers that the basic worlds had produced to date. She had taken the time to look at their statuses as well during the battle. She knew how they had achieved their power, that they were not that much different than the number one, but it was not for her to judge—and for its part, the Framework didn’t care.  
 
    In the end there were only the first and the second left. She saw the latter attack and watched the events that followed. She knew what skill the number two had used, and she knew what had happened as the number one fell to his knees. Then, just as the second was about to finish the first, the Framework’s timer ran out and both were engulfed in a bright light. 
 
    Zha Miya reached for the screen and redirected their transport, from the new reality to the headquarters where she was currently located. 
 
    “Ma’am? What are you doing? We can’t interfere!” the Controller said in a panic. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m only delaying them,” Zha Miya said. She was not an Overseer for nothing—her job was to evaluate every transfer, to make sure that the transfer and the start of the Rankers’ lives in the new reality were as smooth as possible. Danger was expected, but the Rankers were supposed to have a chance at survival. 
 
    The Framework’s original destination for the transfer of the two Rankers had been a lush forest filled with low-level monsters: a standard landing place for Rankers. But these two were not standard Rankers. The Framework usually sent the Rankers from the same world in groups together, to make it easier for them to survive, but Zha Miya knew that these two were enemies, and they would kill each other should they reach the same place together. Her personal feelings aside, the goal of the Framework was clear. Rankers this strong had to be given a fair chance. She picked a more developed area of the new reality, with stronger monsters, and sent the number two Ranker on his way.  
 
    Then she looked at the remaining one. She could see his status screen, and the changes there; the attack from the second had done its job. It would not hold forever, but it would still hinder the first. She needed to be very careful where she placed him. But looking at his stats, she realized that even with his handicap he would still be a force to be reckoned with. With a sigh, she found a suitable area that was a fair distance away from the other one and, with a press of a button, she sent the Ranker on his way. 
 
    She only hoped that she had made the right decision.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 – PAST – Ryun  
 
    Dealmaker 
 
      
 
    A loud beeping woke him up. Ryun groaned and started flailing around next to his bed looking for his phone. Finding it, finally, he turned off the alarm and closed his eyes. After a few seconds his groggy mind processed the time he had glanced on the phone. It had been nearly nine. He shot out of the bed and cursed. He had to have used the snooze button before—he just didn’t remember. He dressed quickly and stepped out of his room, grabbing his shoes and heading for the door. 
 
    “Slow down, or you are going to break your neck!” his mother shouted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Ryun said as he put his shoes on. 
 
    “Come have breakfast,” his mom said. 
 
    “Can’t, I’m already late. Zach is waiting for me,” Ryun said. He had three messages from his best friend, and he hadn’t even had the chance to check them. He rushed out of the door, stopping only to pick up the backpack he had prepared last night. He yelled his goodbye to his mother as he slammed the door closed behind himself, cutting off her response. 
 
    Zach was going to kill him. 
 
    He ran down the stairs, apologizing to the startled neighbors who hurriedly moved to make way for his hurtling form. He exited the building and immediately saw his friend sitting in his car with an annoyed expression on his face. 
 
    “Finally, bro! I was just about to come up and get you,” Zach said. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, I overslept,” Ryun told him as he ran to the back and put his backpack in the trunk, then walked around to the passenger’s side and got in. Zach shook his head as he started the car. 
 
    “If I lose my chance with Linda because you overslept, I swear to God, Ryun, I’m gonna tell your mother about last Christmas,” Zach threatened. 
 
    “Hey, now, there’s no need for threats! I said I’m sorry—and I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Zach answered. 
 
    Ryun could tell that his friend was nervous, and he could understand why. Zach had been crushing on Linda for months now, and this camping trip was the perfect opportunity for him to make his move. The only problem was that Henry, a dude from their World History class, had somehow managed to invite himself along for the trip. Zach, Linda, her friend Melody, and Ryun had been a part of a close friend group since the beginning of the semester. Zach and Linda became friends at the start of the year, and then Zach brought in Ryun, and Linda brought in Melody. Since then the four of them had been inseparable. Henry was one of the guys that they had a few classes with, one of those types that tried to be friends with every group—staying on the outskirts, then interjecting himself into conversations uninvited. Ryun didn’t like him, but he also didn’t want to say anything. Henry was jacked and almost a head taller than him. Zach, for his part, was just too good of a person to say anything. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t like there was anything really bad about Henry—he was just the type of a person who Ryun rarely interacted with: outgoing, popular, handsome, everything that Ryun was not. Still, the man had never been anything but generous to both Ryun and Zach, insisting on buying the entire group’s meals and such, even when he didn’t have to. It gave him a few points in Ryun’s eyes.  
 
    They moved out of the city and toward the mountains. They had agreed to meet up near the base of the mountain with the others, seeing as they lived on different sides of the city and the girls had their own car. He didn’t know how Henry would get there, but he had a car, too. 
 
    Ryun saw that his friend was anxious. Zach looked the part of a playboy—he was tall, fit, and handsome—but Ryun knew that his personality didn’t fit his appearance. The two had grown up together, and had always been more interested in more geeky stuff rather than girls. Sure, they’d both dated, but nothing serious, and their relationships tended to end once the girls found out just how geeky the two of them were. Linda and Melody were the first girls they had met who were interested in the similar things as the two of them, which was mainly movies. 
 
    As the silence stretched, Ryun decided to distract Zach. “So, I read an interesting article last night…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No way!” Zach argued. “Thor cut through a fully powered Infinity Gauntlet beam and nearly killed Thanos. Captain Marvel was sent flying with a blast from the power stone alone!” 
 
    Ryun grinned. “Sure, but she physically overpowered him before then. Plus, she can fly through space, and Thor barely held his own against Endgame Thanos.” 
 
    “He was out of shape. Prime Thor is more powerful,” Zach insisted. 
 
    “But not stronger,” Ryun quipped. 
 
    Zach groaned in annoyance and opened his mouth to respond when Ryun’s phone chimed.  
 
    He glanced at the message and turned to Zach. “It’s Melody. They’re at the meet-up spot,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Let them know that we’re a few minutes away,” Zach responded. 
 
    Ryun typed the message and hit Send—but almost at the same moment, a loud crackling sound broke all around, startling them. Ryun raised his eyes from the phone. The sky was cracking, lines spreading all over it, and light, bright and shining, washed through and toward the ground. 
 
    “What the—” Zach started, but his voice was lost in the noise. As the light intensified, Ryun could soon no longer see, and the sound matched that intensity as well, and he could hear nothing but noise. Words flashed in front of his eyes and he frowned at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Framework initializing. Prepare for integration. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun closed his eyes and covered them with his hands, but the words were still there. The sound intensified and he was screaming from the pain, but he couldn’t hear his own voice. And then, in a single instant, it was all gone. He heard his coarse voice, and stopped screaming. Breathing heavily, he pulled his hands away from his face and opened his eyes. His vision was blurry but he could tell that he was someplace else.  
 
    He blinked and looked to his left, seeing only darkness. Zach wasn’t next to him; in fact, he was no longer in the car. 
 
    “Welcome to the Framework,” a voice said, startling Ryun. 
 
    He turned around and saw the speaker. Ryun was sitting in a chair, with a table in front of him covered with some black cloth, and across from him sat a person. Ryun blinked his eyes, then squinted, but he couldn’t see them clearly. The person was wearing some kind of a black cloak and had a hood raised up so that Ryun couldn’t see their face. In fact, the only thing that he could see inside the hood was an endless darkness. The person had their hands resting on the table, and both were covered with black gloves that for fitted slender fingers. There was no skin showing anywhere. 
 
    “Uh, hi?” Ryun said guardedly. His mind was working furiously as he tried to figure out what was going on. The light and the noise, then this darkness… Did we crash? he wondered. It would certainly explain the pain and the flashing light. That would mean that this was some kind of a dream—except that it didn’t feel like a dream. Perhaps he was dead and this was the afterlife. 
 
    “I am called the Dealmaker,” the person said. By their tone of voice, Ryun assumed that this “Dealmaker” was male, although he couldn’t be sure as the cloak obscured their physical appearance. “I am here to help you make the first steps inside the Framework-run world.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t understand what he meant, but he remembered the words appearing in front of his eyes. The words had mentioned this “Framework.” A suspicion occurred to him as his mind recovered. He had watched enough anime and read enough books about similar premises to know what the signs meant, but that only gave more credence to his dream theory. This can’t be real, can it?  
 
    Ryun coughed uncomfortably when he realized that the man, the Dealmaker, was waiting for him to say something. “I am Ryun Nacht. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise, Ryun. Your world has been incorporated into the Framework system. It has been reshaped and populated with challenges that will force your race to grow. You have ten years to do so; once the ten-year period expires, your world will be destroyed and harvested for Essence. Only the most powerful ten thousand humans of your world at the time of the end will be granted free passage to the next reality called the Infinite Realm. The rest will be placed in stasis until such a time when all the Rankers from every world and their Iterations have been transported. Power comes in many forms, and as such you have different routes available to you in order to grow. Your world is the seventh Iteration of the world known as Earth, meaning that those of you who become powerful enough to be considered Rankers will arrive to the Infinite Realm in the seventh wave, after the other six Iterations of your world and the eight separate worlds.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the information. He could only just barely understand what the Dealmaker had said, but his previous knowledge gave him the ability to at least comprehend it. He didn’t respond, but instead just thought about what he had been told. By now he was certain that this wasn’t a dream; it felt too real, and Ryun doubted that he could’ve come up with a story like the one he had just heard. But, this meant that Earth was about to be, or had already been, changed. He didn’t know what those changes would be, but he doubted that they would be good. Taking a deep breath, he looked into the darkness of the Dealmaker’s cowl. 
 
    “You said that you are here to help me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Dealmaker said, and raised an arm. A window opened up next to him with text inside of it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence worth 
  
       	  3000 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The Framework has quantified your life, and assigned you the Essence in the amount of your worth. You may use it to purchase a path from one of three areas.” He waved his arm and three nodes appeared in front of him, each individually labeled as Class, Cultivation, and Skill. As Ryun focused on each in turn, he saw more windows appear beneath them. He took his time and read through them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  A Class is a structure that facilitates growth. Each Class has three abilities which can be upgraded based on a branching path and evolves based on your achievements. The power of abilities depends on the Class and its rarity. Leveling a Class requires Essence. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  A Cultivation path is a way of reinforcing a person’s body. Each path has a unique style and unique breathing forms, along with three techniques which can be evolved. The power of a path depends on the path and its rarity. Climbing through the Cultivation stages requires Essence. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Skills are the paths to perfection and greater understanding. Each skill helps a person do one thing and can evolve as a person’s understanding of the skill grows. Skills require Essence to purchase, but do not require Essence to evolve. Instead, they evolve based on your willpower and completion of skill quests. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun read through the information available to him a bit more in depth, seeing as the Dealmaker was ready to let him. What was available to him was limited; he could see that each Class gave six attribute points per level, with three being free and three being allocated to the primary and secondary attributes. That would allow for some freedom in the Class build as it was not all already assigned. There didn’t seem to be any increase in points at all, and he could see that the Class could be evolved every sixty levels, where a Class user would be able to choose from a list of Classes that their previous one could evolve into and for which they had met the requirements. 
 
    The Cultivation path was different. It was separated into Realms, and the information only covered the first two: the Mortal Realm and the Foundation Realm. Each Realm was separated into three stages: Early, Mid, and Peak. A Cultivator only gained stats when they reached a new stage, and from what he could see it was harder to advance in stages than it was to advance in level. The points one got every stage were also flat to all stats, and changed depending on the stage and the Realm. With a bit of quick math, he could tell that those with Classes would get more stat points than a Cultivator. But if he was reading right, Cultivators would get special effects when they advanced and, also, the stat bonus increased through Realms—the Classes always gave the same amount of stat points, meaning that eventually a Cultivator should outpace the Class user. That was probably an intentional drawback; a Class user had more power from the start, while the Cultivator was weaker at the beginning, paying a price for future strength. 
 
    Skills were interesting. They were described as paths to a “greater understanding.” Ryun wasn’t really sure what that meant, but the fact that they couldn’t be upgraded with this Essence was strange. He was assuming that Essence was something like experience. 
 
    After he finished he looked at the Dealmaker, the being had stayed quiet and waited for Ryun to finish. 
 
    “So I need to choose between one of these three paths?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “For now,” the Dealmaker said. “You will be able to come to me at any time and purchase any other way of power from me for Essence, as well as other things.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. Realizing that he could pursue all three paths was getting him excited. “So, what are my choices?” 
 
    The windows disappeared and three new ones appeared. Ryun was disappointed by the small selection for each. “These are my only choices?” 
 
    “They are choices for which you have met the requirements, and for which you have enough Essence,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun looked back at his choices. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter (common) — 2000 Essence 
  
       	  Path of the Fist (common) — 2800 Essence 
  
       	  Danger Sense |passive| (common) — 2400 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hunter (common) — 2100 Essence 
  
       	  Path of the Watcher (common) — 2850 Essence 
  
       	  Clear Sight |passive| (common) — 2600 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thief (common) — 2200 Essence 
  
       	  Path of Knowledge (common) — 2900 Essence 
  
       	  Cut |active| (common) — 2800 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scout (common) — 2800 Essence 
  
       	  Path of the Blade (common) — 2950 Essence 
  
       	  Strike |active| (common) — 2900 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All of them were common, and he didn’t know how he felt about that. He also didn’t know how the Framework had quantified his life; was three thousand Essence, a lot or only a little? He wondered what other people’s Essence number was, and what their choices were.  
 
    He had already decided to go for the Cultivation node, but none of the choices appealed to him much, especially since they had the common rating, but he knew that his future growth would be decided by his choice. Then, after a few minutes of thinking about his choices, something struck him, and he turned his eyes back to the being across from him. 
 
    “Your name is the Dealmaker. Does that mean that we can make a deal?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The Dealmaker tilted his head and spoke with what to Ryun’s ears sounded like mirth. “Depends on what kind of a deal you want, and what you can offer.” 
 
    Ryun felt a side of his mouth turn up. If the world was going to be more dangerous, if there was going to be a competition to see who was going to survive, he assumed that the world was going to become a much more brutal place. “What are the rarity ratings?” 
 
    Words started writing themselves in the air above them. “Common, uncommon, rare, epic, legendary, mythic, relic, masterwork, and eternal are the possible rarities. Every path has the potential to reach the highest rarity, but only the first six rarities are available to you on Earth,” the Dealmaker answered. “Starting paths cannot be of a greater rating than rare.” 
 
    Below the words were symbols, one for each rarity; (C), (U), (R), (E), (L), (M), (Re), (Ma), (Et). Ryun assumed that the rarities could probably be upgraded afterward. Otherwise there would be no reason for a starting path to have a rarity cap. “Can you show me rare Cultivation paths?”  
 
    Suddenly the area behind the Dealmaker was filled with hovering orbs, and upon focusing on one, Ryun could see the name of a path. The problem was that there were just too many; he couldn’t even begin to count them, but there were thousands at least. And the prices… Every one he focused on had a price tag of more than fifteen thousand. The problem was that each path had only a few words attached to it that explained what they were focused on. 
 
    “Can you show me only the combat-focused paths?” Ryun said. 
 
    The orbs shifted, many disappearing and others moving into their place. But there were still too many. 
 
    “How about the paths that will be easier to improve to the legendary rarity?” Ryun asked on a hunch. 
 
    Even more orbs disappeared, but not as many as he had hoped for. There were still hundreds of them, and each had a price tag of more than a hundred thousand. 
 
    “Out of these, show me the paths that focus on destructive power,” Ryun said. 
 
     The orbs shifted and only three remained. Ryun immediately started reading their notes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path of the Lightning Storm (R) —  
  300,000 Essence 
    
  Follow the path of a greater storm. Harness the power of the heavens themselves. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path of the Final End (R) —  
  250,000 Essence 
    
  Follow the path of pure destruction and the ultimate end of all things. Harness the power of destruction. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path of the Rampaging Earth (R) —150,000 Essence 
    
  Follow the path of primal forces. Harness the power of the earth. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All three paths cost an incredible amount, and each seemed to be powerful, or at least had the potential to become incredibly powerful. Of course, he couldn’t afford any of them. 
 
    “So, what would it take for me to get one of these paths?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Essence,” Dealmaker answered. 
 
    “And how can I get more Essence?” 
 
    “Essence is earned by killing monsters, accomplishing feats and quests, and by recovering it from the environment. You can chose to keep your Essence without spending it, return to your world as you are, and then come back when you accumulate enough.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. The way that the Dealmaker had put it made him doubt that he could survive for long in this new world without a path. “Any chance that I can take a loan? Return the Essence afterward?” 
 
    “No,” the Dealmaker chuckled. 
 
    “You said that we can make a deal, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “These three thousand Essence that I have, they are based on the way I have lived my life. They’re like my achievements, correct?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes.” 
 
    Ryun thought about it a bit more, going over everything that he had learned so far. A thought occurred to him, but he needed to test it out. “You said that I can buy the paths from you, but also other things. What are those other things?” 
 
    “Items, weapons, potions, pills, concoctions… Anything and everything,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    “Does that mean that I can also sell things to you for Essence?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is there any restriction on what can be sold?” 
 
    “There is no restriction. Anything you own you can sell,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    “So, let’s say I wanted to trade my sense of smell for Essence. How much would I get?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The Dealmaker exploded in laughter. “Ah, this is not the first time someone has offered me something like this—but never on our first meeting! For your sense of smell, you would get five thousand Essence.” 
 
    “So little?” Ryun spoke instinctively. 
 
    “Well, your sense of smell is not particularly well developed, now is it? If you were a high-level Classer, you would get more.” 
 
    “If I sell you all my senses, how much would I get?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “For all of your senses, you would get one hundred and twenty thousand,” the Dealmaker responded. 
 
    That meant that some senses had more value than the others. Still, he had never intended on selling his senses; it was just an exercise so that he could test out what could and could not be sold. Ryun wanted to make a deal, not a trade.  
 
    He put his hand into his pocket, and pulled out a coin. The Dealmaker tilted his head as he studied Ryun. 
 
    “And what is this?” the Dealmaker asked. 
 
    “How about we make a deal. A wager,” Ryun said. 
 
    “You wish to gamble?” the Dealmaker asked. 
 
    “Yes, and if I win I get to pick one of these three Cultivation paths.” 
 
    “And what would you be betting? You do not possess anything of equivalent value even to the lowest valued path.” 
 
    “I want to wager my life,” Ryun said. 
 
    The Dealmaker didn’t respond. 
 
    “If only my senses are valued so, then I assume that everything that makes me human is valued more. Correct?” 
 
    “You would let a coin toss decide whether you live or die?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun answered. In the back of his head he could hear himself screaming that this was a bad idea, that he shouldn’t gamble like this. In truth, he didn’t know why he was doing it. In the other world, he had never been one to take chances, even when he wanted something. But here, he felt free; here, he felt no fear whatsoever. If everything that he had learned here, and everything that he assumed based on his prior experience with games, books, and shows was right, then he needed power in order to survive. Buying a weak Class and then dying to the first thing that attacked him was pointless—it was best that he walked out of here with a good foundation for the future. 
 
    “So, if you win, you get to pick the path, and if I win, I get all of you and your Essence?” the Dealmaker asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I accept this bargain, mortal. You may call.” 
 
    Ryun took a deep breath, then flicked the coin in to the air. “Heads,” he called and watched as it dropped to the table. 
 
    He stared at the coin for a long moment, and then he started laughing, the Dealmaker joining him a moment later.  
 
    “You are one crazy mortal, but a deal is a deal. You may choose.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at the three choices and picked. The orb for the Path of the Final End flew straight at him and entered his chest. He felt a burning sensation spread through his body, and then knowledge seep into his mind. When it was done, he realized that he knew how to begin following this path, and he felt elated. But then he pushed those thoughts aside and looked back at the Dealmaker. 
 
    “I still have my own three thousand Essence left, right?” 
 
    The Dealmaker shook his head and laughed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryun woke up on his back, staring at the tree branches above him. Words were floating in front of his eyes inside a small window. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Welcome to the Framework. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It took his groggy mind only a moment to remember what had happened, and his dream—which, as it turned out, had not been a dream. He jerked up and thought about the window disappearing, and it did once he focused and willed it away. He realized that he was shaking. He couldn’t believe what he had done in the dream, or the other place, or whatever. He had gambled with his own life. Now that he was back in the world, he realized that something about that place had made him act differently. He had been able to think and act, but it was as if he had no self-control. He had been so focused on getting the best deal possible that he had nearly thrown his life away. Ryun was certain that if he had been himself he wouldn’t have done what he had. He would’ve been too afraid.  
 
    He shook his head and looked around, seeing that he was inside a forest that looked much like the one he had been headed to for camping: Hemmlot Park. A groan made him remember Zach, and he turned around, finding him lying a little bit away. Zach got up and Ryun saw him look at his left hand. Ryun followed his gaze and saw that he was holding a scabbard and a sword in his hand, and he then remembered his visit with the Dealmaker. 
 
    Putting that out of his mind, Ryun ran over to his friend. 
 
    “Did you have a strange dream, too?” Zach asked, keeping his eyes closed. 
 
    “I don’t think that it was a dream,” Ryun said. 
 
    Zach grimaced and waved his hands in front of his eyes as he stared at something only he could see. “Right,” he said after a moment, turning to look at Ryun. 
 
    “The Framework,” Ryun hesitated. “I would say holy shit, but I don’t think that it covers even a portion of it.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Zach shook his head. “Where are we, anyway?” 
 
    “I think we’re in the park. We’d already arrived when the thing hit.” 
 
    “Right,” Zach said. “The car?” 
 
    “It’s not here,” Ryun answered as he looked around. 
 
    “Shit,” Zach cursed, and then his eyes widened. “The girls.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Ryun swore—he hadn’t even thought about them. “We were placed somewhere in the park, I don’t think that we were too far away from them actually. They might’ve been thrown somewhere close by, like us.” 
 
    “We need to find them,” Zach said. 
 
    “What we need to do is be careful,” Ryun said as he pulled his sword slightly out of its scabbard. 
 
    Zach blinked as he noticed the gesture. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “I made a deal,” Ryun shared. 
 
    “Right. Fuck, my head is all jumbled up. What did you pick?” 
 
    “Cultivation,” Ryun answered, then turned to meet Zach’s eyes. “You?” 
 
    “I got a Class, Swordsman, an uncommon one.” 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow. “That was one of the ones you had on offer?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How much Essence did you have?” 
 
    “About ten thousand, you?” Zach answered. 
 
    “Crap, I had three thousand. But I got a rare Cultivation path. I kinda gambled with my life for it.” He wondered why Zach had ten thousand Essence. Sure, he was better looking, more fit, and all that—but there had to be more than that to it. 
 
    “What?” Zach questioned. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later, I think we need to get out of here as fast as possible and find the others. I don’t think the wild is really safe anymore.” 
 
    “You’re right. Fuck me, this is really happening, right? I’m not dreaming?” 
 
    “If you are, then we are dreaming together, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Ryun remembered the instructions from the Dealmaker and mentally called up his status. Several windows appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  No Stage (0/100  Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cut (0/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He had been lucky that he’d had enough Essence for a simple sword and a skill—especially since it looked like he couldn’t advance on his path until he earned at least one hundred Essence. In retrospect he probably should’ve left some, but he hadn’t known about that then. His stats didn’t look all that stellar, either, and his first boost to stats would come from the Early Stage in the Mortal Realm. He just had to survive until then. 
 
    He dismissed his screens and was about to suggest to Zach that they start moving, when a growl made his entire body freeze. Ryun turned around slowly, only to see a wolf-sized monster with red eyes staring straight at him.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 – PAST – Zach 
 
    First Kill 
 
      
 
    Zach glanced at Ryun as he tried to make sense of everything that happened. His friend was tightly grasping his sword and looking into the distance with a blank expression on his face. He could tell that he was looking at something, but Zach saw nothing. A part of his mind realized that Ryun was looking at the screens in front of his eyes, and he remembered his own dream, the conversation with a being that called itself the Dealmaker. Zach was still not convinced that it had been real, but the message still inside his vision welcoming him to the Framework was pretty convincing. So many things were going through his mind—fear that all of this was real, worry for his family back in the city, and worry about Melody, Linda, and Henry, who had arrived before them. All signs pointed to a situation that resembled the stories and shows that Ryun liked to watch. Zach had never really been into them—he was more of a comic-book guy—but Ryun had tried to get him into the genre nonetheless. Zach could see that Ryun had already embraced what had occurred. The sword was a dead giveaway. A part of Zach wanted to slap his friend on the head and beat some sense into him, to remind him that this was a serious matter, and him acting as if it was the best day of his life was not appropriate. They had to be smart about this. 
 
    But the small grin on Ryun’s face made Zach more afraid than waking up in the forest. 
 
    He could see that Ryun hadn’t even thought about what this meant for his mother back home, or for all the other people in the world. But then, Ryun had always been like that. He cared little for other people. To him, this was a game. Zach was too shocked himself to speak up. Ryun’s actions spurred him to act as well. He remembered the instructions from the Dealmaker and dismissed the welcoming message. Next, he brought up his own stat screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  150 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Swordsman (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  0 (0/100 Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strike (0/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He had bought the Class that cost the most from those that had been available to him. An uncommon Class—Swordsman. It had cost him eight thousand and five hundred Essence, and with what he had left he purchased a skill, leaving him with one hundred and fifty Essence. It was strange; he seemed to know how to strike, but it wasn’t anything special, not any kind of attack. It was more of a sense of an action. How to strike better, whether with a weapon or his fist. He was completely lost. Ryun was much better at this stuff than him. From what he had gleaned from the conversation, leveling required Essence, which could be obtained from various sources. Seeing as he had enough to reach the first level, he spent them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Deposit 100 Essence into your Class? Y/N 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He pressed Y and a moment later his Essence number went down all the way to fifty. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached level 1 in the Class Swordsman! 
  3 attribute points available! 
  New Ability Unlocked—Piercing Stab 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He suddenly felt warmth inside his head, and then it was as if he just remembered that he had an ability. He knew how to do a piercing stab. It was a completely foreign sensation. He shook his head and turned to look at his other screens. Zach looked over to his stats—he had gained two stats in dexterity and one in strength. From what he remembered, every Class gave six attribute points per level, three going into the primary and secondary attribute, and three that were free to allocate. He didn’t know why his primary attribute was dexterity, nor did he know where to put his other points. After a few moments of thinking about it, he decided to put another one into dexterity and two into strength, bringing both stats up to eleven. 
 
    He turned to Ryun to ask if he had done the same when he heard a low growl. Zach turned around immediately, only to see a dog-sized creature step through the bushes. It was, in a single word, a monster. It looked like a cross between a raccoon and a skunk. Its fur was all black, with tiny horn-like growths rising from its shoulders and back paired with a skunk-like tail. As it slowly stalked toward them, Zach focused on it, and a small window popped up above it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Young Aniwye (C) (LVL 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach felt cold sweat dripping down his back, and he slowly put his hand out. “Let’s just walk back slowly,” he whispered, but just as he finished he heard a sound that very much resembled a sword leaving its sheath. Zach turned to look at Ryun in disbelief. Seeing him standing there with a sword in his hand, his mind just went blank for a long moment. By the time he realized that Ryun intended to fight this thing, Ryun had already jumped forward. 
 
    “Stop, fool!” 
 
    But Ryun didn’t listen. He swung at the monster clumsily using a simple stance that Zach recognized from when he and Ryun took Kendo for a year. Neither of them had been very good at it.  
 
    Ryun swung, and the monster jumped to the side. Zach saw it brace itself and prepare to jump forward at Ryun, and he saw the look on his friend’s face. It was almost as it hadn’t even occurred to him that he could miss. 
 
    Before he could think better of it, Zach jumped forward, pulling his hand back. The monster leapt at Ryun, its front claws extended, and Zach intercepted it, his fist landing on its neck and sending it flying into a tree. Ryun stepped back and slipped, falling to the ground. Before Zach could reach down and get him up, the monster attacked again. Zach raised his hands to protect his face, but the monster went for Ryun again. He heard a startled yelp and then a screech, and when he put his hands down he saw Ryun on his knees and the monster a few steps away with a small gash on its shoulder. It looked at them and bared its sharp teeth. Zach’s heart was pounding. The only thing he thought about was running away, but his legs were shaking and he couldn’t move. 
 
    Ryun got up and kept the tip of his sword pointed toward the monster. It looked from Ryun to Zach, and then back again. Deciding that an unarmed Zach was a better target, it launched itself at him. He barely managed to jump out of the way. Ryun stabbed forward, and caught the monster in its side. It screeched again and lashed out with its claws, scratching Ryun on his hand, he cried out and dropped the sword.  
 
    The sight of Ryun’s blood shook Zach to the core. He realized that this was real, that they could both die.  
 
    With a yell he jumped forward, his fist striking down toward the monster. He hit it in the back, and he felt the weight of his strike as it was sent down. It growled and turned, biting him on the leg. Zach cried out and raised his hand, something in his mind clicking and his fingers extended. 
 
    [Piercing Stab] 
 
    His hand stabbed into its eye. He felt his finger push past the eye and deeper until they hit something soft inside. The monster thrashed for a moment and then its jaws released his leg, and it fell to the ground, still. 
 
    Zach looked at it for a long while, breathing heavily, sweat pouring down his face. He didn’t feel tired, yet somehow he did feel weak. A flashing symbol in the corner of his vision drew his attention, and somehow without realizing it Zach brought the notification up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Young Aniwye slain — 100 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Achievement unlocked, title available—First Kill 
  
       	  Reward: 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He glanced at his status screen and saw that he had a new screen. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	  Reward 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Be the first person to kill a monster in the Framework-run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He saw that his Essence now totaled 5,150. He had gained Essence from killing the monster, and another five thousand from being the first person in the world to kill one. He didn’t know how to feel about that. The choice was taken from him as Ryun yelled out, startling him. 
 
    “Hell yeah! Did you get the achievement too? Five thousand Essence! This will give us a great head start compared to the others!” 
 
    Zach blinked. Ryun’s hand was bleeding which reminded him of his own injury. His leg was throbbing, but the only thing he could focus on was Ryun’s grinning face. Zach tightened his fist until his knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Hey,” Ryun called out as he took a step closer. “What, you didn’t get the title?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got the title,” Zach said through gritted teeth, and then he smashed his fist into Ryun’s jaw. 
 
    Ryun fell down to the ground, holding his face. Zach’s eyes opened wide as he realized what he had done, but he didn’t let himself pull back. He took a step closer as Ryun turned still on the ground. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” he yelled at his best friend. “Are you insane? Do you realize that we could’ve died? Why in God’s name would you do something so inexplicably stupid? Do you think that this is a game?” 
 
    By the time he was done, he was breathing heavily and glaring at Ryun. He saw his eyes widen, then look at the back of his hand and the claw marks there. His eyes then turned to look at Zach’s bleeding leg. 
 
    “I…” Ryun started, but he didn’t finish. 
 
    Zach wanted to say something else, to make Ryun see how stupid attacking that monster had been, but his legs gave out and he fell down on his rear. Ryun scrambled next to him, looking him over. He grasped Zach’s pants and cut them with his sword, looking at the wound. Zach wanted to tell him off, but the fight had left him. He watched as Ryun cut out a strip from his pants and then tied them around his calf. Both of them had attended a first-aid class, as it had been mandatory for their campus dorm. After he was done with Zach, he bandaged his own hand. They didn’t have any water, so they couldn’t clean the wounds, but at least they had stopped the bleeding. He didn’t want to think about what they could catch from the monster. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ryun whispered once he was finished. 
 
    “Me, too. I shouldn’t have punched you,” Zach said. 
 
    He could see that Ryun was much more subdued now, compared to how he had been before. The reality of what had happened seeped in—finally. Zach saw him glancing at the dead monster and then to the surrounding forest. It looked far more intimidating now compared to how it had seemed before. 
 
    “We should leave this place,” Ryun said finally. “Are we… Are we going to try and find the others?” 
 
    Zach swallowed hard, Linda’s face jumping out to him. Finding her had been his first thought once he realized what had happened. But now…if there were more monsters around… He shook his head, dismissing the cowardly thoughts. They didn’t even know where they were, didn’t know what was going on anywhere else. They were going to need to look for a road or some sign of civilization, and they could look for the others at the same time. 
 
    “We should keep an eye for them, but our first priority should be finding a way back to the city. I am sure that there will be an organized effort to deal with all of this.” 
 
    “Right,” Ryun said. “If there are now monsters in the forest… We should probably use the Essence we got as the reward.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “Yeah, good idea.” 
 
    The first thing Zach did was look at the shop screen. From what the Dealmaker told him, if he wanted to purchase something from him, he could use the shop; if he wanted to make a deal he had to use the Visit option at the top, which would send him to the Dealmaker directly. He didn’t know how exactly that worked, but he had no desire to go back to that dark place. Instead, he looked through the shop. He could only look through what was called the basic shop, as other tabs were locked for him. He went through the list and picked up a simple sword for two hundred Essence, opting for a curved sword that resembled a katana. After that, he saw a small pack which looked to be filled with some basic necessities: a water bottle, a first-aid kit, a small tent, and a sleeping bag. It cost one thousand Essence, but he had no idea where they were and if they would be able to get back home before nightfall, so he picked that up as well. As soon as he pressed the Finish Transaction button, the two items materialized in front of him. 
 
    Ryun looked surprised at seeing them, but then he nodded. “Oh right, the shop. I should probably get a pack, too.” Then his eyes got the same faraway look he saw before. 
 
    The rest of his Essence Zach put into his Class, letting him level to level nine, and putting almost half of the Essence to level ten. He felt a strange heat go through his body, but it was gone quickly. His twenty-four free points he put into vitality and endurance, half and half. He didn’t know yet what the stats meant, or how much impact they had, but the feeling of the monster biting his leg was still inside his head. As soon as he put the points in he felt a lot better, almost as if he had suddenly recovered. He untied his leg and saw the wound—it was still there, but it was no longer bleeding and it didn’t seem to be hurting as much. He took out the first-aid kit from the pack and the water bottle and did all the work again, now cleaning the wound. Ryun helped him re-bandage it before he did the same for his hand. After he was done, he looked at his stat screens again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Swordsman (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Piercing Stab 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  23 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  31 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  16 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  17 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strike (0/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Once he was finished, he looked at Ryun, who was sitting down with his eyes closed. Zach could feel a strange kind of energy coming off from him, but he couldn’t quite grasp what it was. Then Ryun’s eyes opened and he looked at Zach. 
 
    “I guess I am a Cultivator now,” he said with a grin.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    First Steps 
 
      
 
    Ryun put in the first one hundred Essence into his path, and started his journey on the path of Cultivation, reaching the Early Stage of the Path of the Final End. It was a strange sensation, one moment he felt like he normally did, and in the next there was a heat inside of his stomach. He could feel his core, the Qi inside of it, the conduits stretching through his body. It was an incredible experience. With the purchase of the path he knew exactly what he had to do in order to advance, his core needed Essence to advance, and he could get it in several ways, such as by meditating and drawing in from the environment or by using the Essence he earned from the world. After spending one hundred Essence, he had another four thousand left since he’d bought a pack just like Zach. Looking on his path screen he was disappointed to see that he needed forty thousand Essence to advance to the next stage. It seemed like a lot, but he had gained attribute points from his first advancement, five to every attribute, along with the ability to use his path’s base technique, {Empower}. 
 
    He brought his screens up and looked at everything. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  4,000 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Mortal (0/40,000) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Empower 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cut (1/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His skill had gone up a level, which was good, though he didn’t know how or why it did. Probably because he managed to cut the monster? But he was the most interested about his new technique. He switched his breathing pattern according to the knowledge inside of his head, and immediately he felt the Qi rush from his core, spreading through his body. It lasted for only a moment before he felt weakness and lost the breathing technique. He grimaced at his own stupidity. His core was small and undeveloped. Essence allowed him to shape and improve his core, but he needed to train in order to increase his own reserves and improve his ability to handle Qi. The {Empower} technique could be used to empower parts of the body only, allowing him to ration his Qi and use it for longer. The technique allowed him to go beyond his current stats, increasing his ability depending on the quality of his Qi. He was itching to test it out, but Zach stood up, interrupting his musings. 
 
    “We should head out. There might be more of those monsters around,” Zach told him. 
 
    “Right,” Ryun answered and stood up. He looked up at the sky, noting the position of the sun. He assumed that not much time had passed since they had been yanked out of the car and dropped here, but if more had, he couldn’t tell. For all he knew they weren’t on the same planet and it had been a hundred years—but he didn’t have anything else to go on. “That way should be south.” Ryun pointed. “If we head there, we should hit the road eventually.” 
 
    “If we are anywhere close to where we were originally, then that way should be where the others were waiting for us.” Zach pointed in the opposite direction. 
 
    Ryun sighed. He knew that Zach had fallen hard for Linda, but he wasn’t sure about them going and risking their lives for her. Although, when he thought about it a bit more, if there were any more monsters around they would probably find them deeper in the woods—and Ryun was very anxious about getting stronger. He needed more Essence. He realized that Zach was frightened, but for Ryun this was everything that he had ever dreamed about. He had never felt at ease in his life. He had dreaded the existence that had been expected of him: to finish college, to get a job, get married, have a family. That had terrified him.  
 
    But this…this was far less terrifying in comparison. Having abilities, a set path to follow and get stronger, to make his own way in this world—this was what he had always wanted. He couldn’t tell Zach that. They might be best friends, oldest friends, but Ryun knew that Zach couldn’t understand. All Zach had ever wanted was to do those things that Ryun feared. He remembered trying to tell his friend about how he felt, how he felt out of place in society as it had been, but Zach had laughed him away, telling him that he would grow up. That had hurt his feelings, a lot. He had thought that Zach would understand, but not even he had. 
 
    Ryun shook his head of the thoughts and nodded. “Right, we should at least try and find them,” he said. 
 
    Then he remembered something that the Dealmaker told him. He turned around and picked up the dead monster, then started looking through his screens. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Zach asked, but Ryun didn’t respond as he found what he was looking for. The monster corpse disappeared from his hands. 
 
    “Huh, only ten Essence for a corpse,” Ryun said. 
 
    “What did you do?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Sold it in the shop,” Ryun said. 
 
    He had a suspicion that he could’ve gotten more if he had processed the corpse somehow. Still, it was good to know that he could do that. Seeing as Essence was both a currency and a fuel for his path, he needed to get as much of it as possible. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Zach shook his head and put his pack on his back before walking away. Ryun did the same and caught up to him. 
 
    “So you leveled up, right?” Ryun asked. He could still feel the heavy atmosphere between them lingering. But it would pass—it always did. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m level nine now,” Zach answered. 
 
    “Whoa, that’s great. What are your stats?” Ryun asked, and Zach told him. 
 
    “That… That is a lot more than me,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, all of my stats are around ten. I only got five points per attribute, and I can’t choose where to put them in. I need a lot of Essence until I reach the next stage,” Ryun said. He knew how many points he would get per stage, all the way up to Foundation Realm. He knew that once he reached the Foundation Realm he would get an increase in how many points he got per stage, but from what Zach told him, a Class always gave the same amount of points. Eventually his path would overtake the amount that the Class gave Zach, but that was far in the future. There were other benefits that Cultivating a path carried, but those were all in the next Realm.  
 
    Still, it made sense, as the Cultivators in his stories started slowly, building up their base until they reached higher stages where their power shined. He had Qi, too, something a Class couldn’t use, and he could use Qi to close the gap somewhat. For a moment he wondered if he should’ve picked a Class instead of a Cultivating path, but he dismissed the idea. Sacrificing quick strength now for more in the future was a price he was willing to pay. He would just need to be more careful. 
 
    “How much Essence do you need until you can reach the next stage?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Forty thousand,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I can’t tell if that is a lot or not. I mean I am already level nine.” 
 
    “I think we got lucky with the reward. We were the first people in the world to kill a monster. I don’t think that you would’ve gotten that far ordinarily.” 
 
    “I dunno, but I’m glad that I have, even though it would’ve been smarter to run.” 
 
    “Right, I know that, I just…got carried away.” 
 
    “You need to think more, Ryun,” Zach told him seriously. “This is not a game. Our lives are at stake, and we don’t know much. Besides, I’m not sure that I trust anything that that Dealmaker told us. I was acting weird when I was there, almost as if I were drugged.” 
 
    “Me too, it was like my inhibitions were lowered.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, that was exactly right. I don’t know why, but I didn’t question the being at all. I believed everything that it said.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond. Instead, he thought a bit more on his own encounter. It was not that he thought that the Dealmaker had lied, but he was aware that he had just accepted everything that the being had said at face value. He even failed to question him on why all of this was happening or who was doing it. He shook his head; there was no point in dwelling on it, and he needed to be alert in case they encountered any more monsters. 
 
    Still, as they walked, he took the time to look at the shop. The basic shop didn’t have much in the way of items, but only some simple weapons, armor, and some supplies. There were three more shops, however: Class, Path, and Skill. For a moment he was tempted to look at the Classes, but he didn’t want to split his focus, as it would only make his advancement on the path that much slower. Instead, he looked at skills. There weren’t many; it looked like he could only see those that he could buy. He wondered if buying a skill would be prudent. He didn’t want to spend his Essence, but on the other hand he was lacking in stats compared to Zach. Perhaps he could use skills to bridge the gap a bit more. Before he could look through the options, a loud scream echoed in the forest. 
 
    Ryun dismissed the screens immediately and Zach met his eyes. A moment later, they were running.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Reality 
 
      
 
    Zach ran through the forest, his feet carrying him farther and faster than ever before. A part of his mind noted that he had left Ryun behind him, but he didn’t stop—even if it was foolish, he couldn’t stop. He recognized the voice that had screamed as Linda’s and he was not about to run and hide.  
 
    Finally, he reached them, jumping over a large root and stepping into the clearing. There were six monsters surrounding Linda and Melody. On the ground in front of them, two were ripping apart Henry’s body. Zach felt his stomach churn, but he pushed the feeling down, his eyes were on the girls and the four monsters that were growling at them. Melody had a long staff in her hands, and was swiping with it in front of them, keeping the monsters at bay. All of them were the same type as the one that he and Ryun had killed, Young Aniwye, their levels between two and three. He hoped that leveling up had given him enough of an edge to fight them even when outnumbered. He unsheathed his sword and jumped forward. 
 
    One of the monsters noticed him and turned, but not fast enough. Zack used |Strike| and his blade flew through the air. However, he missed a step and instead of taking the monster’s head, he cut it on the shoulder. It yelped and jumped back, but he didn’t let it recover. He followed, yelling unintelligibly at it. His sword swung back with another |Strike| and cut into the monster’s flesh as it tried to evade, opening a large gash in its side. The other monsters charged him and his eyes widened as he saw five of them running at him. 
 
    Then Ryun was there. He jumped from behind Zach and stabbed one of monsters, cutting into it with his sword. The one Zach cut open collapsed on the ground, but the others were circling them now, trying to surround Ryun and him as they stood back to back. Then Melody stepped from behind them and smashed one over the back with her staff with a sickening crunch. Zach took the opening as the monster yelped and jumped away from her to attack. He slashed at another monster, cutting its back, and Ryun did the same on the other side. Three more monsters fell quickly, leaving only one, which growled and turned to run away. Then a small ball of fire the size of a baseball struck it in the side, producing a sizzling sound as it burned a hole into its flesh. 
 
    Zach’s eyes opened wide as he saw Linda keeping her hand pointed at the monster. Then she collapsed on her knees. A moment later, Zach was next to her, helping her up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Zach, oh god…” She went weak in his arms. “This isn’t really happening, is it?” 
 
    “I think it is,” Zach answered. 
 
    “Oh, oh god, Henry, we need to help him, he—” 
 
    He interrupted her. “I don’t think Henry made it.” 
 
    “No, he was just—” she started, but then she looked at the body, the ripped-open stomach, the blood. Henry was gone. She retched, and then vomited next to him. Zach held her and kept her hair out of her face as she started crying. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    Zach didn’t answer. Instead, he slowly circled his palm over her back and held her as she sobbed. He didn’t know what to do. He glanced over, seeing Ryun and Melody standing a bit away talking. Melody, leaning on her staff, looked like she was taking things a bit better than Linda. He couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but Ryun was kneeling before some kind of a brown chest. He had it opened and was looking through it. As soon as Linda had calmed down, he led her to them. 
 
    “What is that?” Zach asked Ryun. 
 
    “Loot, I think. It appeared once we killed the monsters,” he shrugged and pulled out a small pair of gloves, which looked to be made out of leather. 
 
    “They have anything special about them?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Nah, it says that their rarity is common. Leather Gloves.” Ryun looked them over a bit before offering them up. “Anyone?” 
 
    When no one responded, he shrugged and put them on, and the chest disappeared immediately after. It looked as if it collapsed on itself. “We should sell the monsters, get some Essence,” Ryun said and walked over. 
 
    “Sell the monsters?” Linda asked, her eyes open wide. “That is what you are thinking about? Henry is dead, right over there!” 
 
    Ryun blinked at her, looking as if he had no idea what she was talking about. Zach already knew that Ryun was about to say something stupid and insensitive.  
 
    “But he is dead,” Ryun said. “There is nothing that I can do for him, but if we want to survive in this new world, we need to follow its rules.” 
 
    “How can you be so cruel? He was our friend! Don’t you feel sad?” Linda asked. 
 
    Ryun blinked, looking around at the others. Melody looked uncomfortable, but she didn’t look like she was all that shaken to see Henry dead. Zach himself didn’t know how to feel; he didn’t know the man well. A part of what Ryun had said was right—they had to think about themselves. Still, seeing Linda so shaken, he spoke. 
 
    “We should bury him at least.” 
 
    Ryun frowned and looked at Zach, but a look from Zach prevented him from speaking. 
 
    “Sure,” Ryun said at last. “Right. I’m sorry, Linda. I’m in shock, everything is happening so fast, and…you know?” 
 
    Linda looked a bit guilty, which nearly made Zach open his mouth and tell Ryun off, since he was pretty sure that he was bullshitting her. But seeing her calm down a bit made him hold his tongue. 
 
    The two of them used their swords to dig open a shallow grave. It didn’t take them nearly as much time as he had feared, as Zach found that he was much stronger now than he used to be. His strength stat seemed to have something to do with that. Once they gathered Henry and laid him down, they started covering him up. Zach did his best not to look at the man’s face. His stomach had still not settled, and he didn’t want to provoke it. Once they were done, they moved back to the girls, who sat against a tree with Ryun’s and Zach’s packs. Linda bandaged Melody’s hand where one of the monsters had scratched her; their bodies were gone now, as they had sold the corpses to the shop after Ryun had told them how. 
 
    “It’s getting dark,” Ryun said. “I don’t think we’ll find a road before night, let alone get back to the city on foot. If there even is a city.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if there is a city?” Linda asked. “Of course there is! We need to go and find a road—people will send rescue!” 
 
    Zach grimaced. He knew that a rescue was unlikely. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ryun said slowly. “We were on the road when this happened, but now there is no sign of civilization anywhere. The roads might just be gone. Or we could not even be where we used to. Anyway, we will not get anywhere before the night. We need to find shelter.” 
 
    “I think…” Melody started. “I think that there is a cabin nearby.” 
 
    “A cabin?” Zach asked. 
 
    “When we were running from those things, I think I saw something in the distance. I’m not sure, but it should be that way,” she said, pointing deeper into the forest. 
 
    “That might be our best bet,” Zach suggested. 
 
    “Right,” Ryun agreed. 
 
    Linda looked helplessly between the three of them, but didn’t voice her opinion again. 
 
    With that, they gathered their things and started walking. They walked in a line, with Ryun taking the back and Zach the front. They kept their eyes on the forest around them, looking for more monsters. While they walked, they talked quietly, and Zach learned that both of the girls had taken Classes. Melody was a Fighter, a common Class, and used a quarterstaff. It looked like she’d had some martial arts training, so she had purchased the staff from the Dealmaker just like Ryun had with the sword. Linda had an uncommon Class: Firebug, which seemed to focus on magic. But they didn’t have the time to get into it before they found the cabin. They inspected it for a while making sure that it was empty, and then all of them got in. 
 
    “Why is this still here, but the roads are not?” Ryun wondered once they were all inside. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Zach tilted his head as he answered. 
 
    There was not much conversation afterward, as each of them was drained both physically and emotionally. So, instead, Zach looked at his stats. He had gained three hundred Essence from the fight with the monsters. A lot less per monster than before, but he didn’t know if that was only for the ones he had killed or for the entire pack; but as Ryun and the girls had all gotten the same amount, it was probably for them all. Still, it was not enough for him to get the next level, but he was close. He needed one thousand Essence for level ten, and he had four hundred and fifty. The knowledge that he would need to kill more monsters to get that Essence filled him with dread. He had seen that he was stronger now, that he could take the monsters on, at least one on one, but he still feared for his life. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he could die at any time. 
 
    All four of them were huddled next to one another in the cabin’s living room, on the long couch. Melody was leaning on Ryun, and Linda on Zach. He saw that the others were already asleep, but he couldn’t let himself close his eyes. Instead, he watched through the window, looking for monsters.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Meeting on a Beach 
 
      
 
    He woke up on his back, staring at the bright sun that was in the dead center of the sky. Zacharia blinked his eyes. The light didn’t hurt him; his vitality was high enough that he could weather the sudden change quickly. Slowly, he rose up and took in his surroundings.  
 
    He was on a beach. The gentle sound of waves hitting the shore filled the background, the sounds of birds startled him, and he reached for his sword. Finding it next to him, he pulled it out and looked at the monsters, only to realize that none of the birds paid him any attention. Years of fighting monsters had taught him never to let his guard down, so he kept his eyes on them. A few minutes later, he realized that they had no interest in him and he frowned. With a few mental commands he removed the filter that blocked monster names and levels from showing—he typically kept it disabled as it was a distraction in combat—and then looked at the birds. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cloud Gull (C) (Tier 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He blinked, confused. He had never before seen a monster that didn’t have a level, the only thing that he could think about was that it counted tiers of power. Every evolution of power counted as one tier, one Class Evolution which was every 60 levels, or one Cultivation Realm which came every three stages. With that, the realization came, along with his memories. He had been with the others, in the last moments of the world. They had decided to challenge the monster, the World Ender, and they had failed. Zach bowed his head. He had failed to land the last blow. His attack, the skill that was supposed to seal all of the monster’s power, had landed, but he had no idea if it had been successful. 
 
    He looked around searching for any sign of the monster, but he saw nothing. The monsters in the distance were the only thing around, and they did not seem like monsters at all—more like animals, simple birds. It had been a long time since Zach had seen an animal that didn’t want to eat his face. He sheathed his sword as he realized that there was no immediate danger, and then he brought up the blinking notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Welcome to the Infinite Realm. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Seeing that, he felt a stab of pain. He had arrived to the place that they had all wondered about for so long, and he was alone. This was supposed to be so much different. Ten thousand Rankers were supposed to come with him, to reach this new land that had been promised to be a true paradise for those who were strong enough. But he was alone. Everything had gone so wrong. His heart ached for all those lost who shouldn’t be, all because one man had defied the world. Zach bowed his head, tears streaming down his cheeks as he remembered his friends, his family. He had seen so many people he loved die in the last ten years that he should have gone numb to the pain long ago…and yet it still hurt the same as it had the first time he’d lost someone. 
 
    He shook his head, taking a shaky breath and looking to the sky. His purpose was not yet done. He knew inside of his heart that the monster still lived, and he would not stop until it was dead. Zach had made an oath to stop the monster he helped create, and until the World Ender was dead, he would not allow himself to grieve fully. He steeled his heart and took a step, walking off along the beach. He had no aim; he did not know where he was or what dangers lurked in his vicinity. But he was a warrior of Earth, one of the greatest Rankers, and he knew his own power. As he walked, he brought up his screens, looking for any changes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, First to Ten, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Chief, Leader, One Against Many, First to Sixty, Class Evolution I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  506 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Blade Master (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  85 (0/610 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  White Wing 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Winged Leap 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Light Chains 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Lightning Blade (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Mortal (13/150 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Inner Peace 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Focus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  True Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (7/10) 
  
       	  Strike >> Greater Strike (4/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weakness Sense (5/10) 
  
       	  Evade (9/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Sealing Slash (5/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  155 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  251 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  107 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  108 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  95 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  90 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All seemed to be in order, except his Essence. Before he had arrived here, he’d had more than five hundred thousand Essence. Now he had only five hundred, but then he noticed that it was now called Greater Essence, meaning that what he’d had was now converted into a greater value. He had lost some, however, as his amount had been rounded down. He was annoyed at that. He had great need for Essence, and he had been getting close to the next level. He checked his spatial ring and relaxed once he saw that everything was fine there as well. He didn’t know what he would do without it. Inside, he had supplies that could allow him to survive for weeks, if not months. 
 
    He didn’t know for how long he walked, but the more time passed, the more he grew confused. The light in the sky was dimming, but the sun didn’t move; instead, it grew dimmer as well. It was an enigma, but he had no time to think on it. He was in a new world—who knew what kind of rules there were here? The sooner he found some sign of civilization, the sooner he would get some answers. 
 
    The daylight had turned to orange, resembling dusk even though the sun still remained in the center of the sky, when he heard a commotion around the bend. Sounds of battle and yelling reached him, and Zach ran forward. He walked around the cliff on the sand, his dexterity and strength allowing him sure steps. Zach came around and saw a group of three people fighting against almost a dozen crab-like monsters the size of horses. He removed his filter again and looked at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Crab of the Deep (C) (Tier 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zach looked at the three people. One appeared to be some kind of animal-person, with a lizard’s head and tail. He was covered in heavy gray armor and wielded a shield and a large axe. The second person was a woman, human looking except for her slightly pointed ears. The last person looked like a bird person, with black feathers and clawed hands paired with wings stretching down them.  
 
    Zach paused, the appearance of the strange beings halting him. He did not know if they were hostile or friendly, or if they were even people, but seeing the human-looking woman with them made him think that they were. He couldn’t see their levels, as he did not have the power for it, but he could tell that they had not yet evolved their Classes. It was in their movements, the way that they attacked and defended. He could also tell that they were Cultivators, beginners only, Mid Mortal Realm at best. Zach himself had not progressed far on his Cultivation path, but he was intimately familiar with the feel Cultivators gave off. 
 
    From the look of it, the group was struggling against the crabs. He heard the lizard-person yell something that Zach didn’t quite catch over the sound of battle, and then the bird-person took to air and started dropping what looked to be bombs on top of the crabs. It didn’t seem to be doing much, as the crabs had tough exoskeletons and at most were staggered. The woman had a white bow in her hand and was firing arrows at the more vulnerable parts of the crabs, while the lizard-person kept them at bay and smashed them with his axe. There were a few dead crabs around, but Zach quickly analyzed the situation and realized that the crabs would win. Despite their size, the crabs were deceptively quick, and with their numbers they would probably overtake the group even if they attempted to run. Well, the bird-person would probably be able to escape, but not the other two. 
 
    Making a decision, Zach unsheathed his sword, the white metal of his awakened blade singing as it came free. Windrazor was a curved one-sided blade, resembling a katana, just a bit straighter and a bit longer. It was his greatest tool. He bent his knees just as the flying bird-person noticed him and exclaimed something to his teammates, but Zach was already moving. 
 
    He activated the [Winged Leap] ability, and two bright wings of white light unfurled from his back. They beat once, sending him forward before disappearing. Zach leapt toward the fighting, the distance closing in an instant. With his sword held in his right hand, he stretched his left toward the crabs. 
 
    [Light Chains] flew out of his palm, binding the three crabs closest to the lizard-person. With a pull of his arm he tugged on the chains, pulling the crabs back and pulling himself toward them. He fell on top of the middle one, his sword stabbing right through the top of its body with a simple |Strike|. He then cut toward the front, opening the beast up. 
 
    He jumped to the side, rolling sideways as he fell to the sand to his knees. The lizard-person was looking at him with his golden eyes opened wide, but Zach paid him no heed. He ran at the next closest crab as his chains disappeared. A white light engulfed his sword, and he moved past the crab faster than eye could see, weaving between three of them in nearly an instant as the afterimage of a white wing trailed behind him. Following the threads that only he could see, he moved his sword, his |Weakness Sense| allowing his [White Wing] to cut through them as if they were paper, leaving only pieces and sickly greenish blood scattered on the sand. 
 
    The last remaining crabs all turned toward him, seeing him for the threat that he was. Zach took a breath, and using a breathing form he activated {Inner Peace}. The crabs came and he weaved between their attacks, his sword stabbing through their weak spots. 
 
    It did not take him long to cut his way through them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Agreement 
 
      
 
    With the crabs dealt with, Zach stood and watched the people he had just rescued. The three gathered a bit away, keeping alert and their weapons ready as they watched him in turn. The bird-person had landed and kept one of its bombs in its hand, keeping it behind its back and attempting to hide it. Bright spots in his vision informed him of all of their weak spots, his |Weakness Sense| telling him exactly where to hit in order to neutralize them. He doubted that they would be able to counter his skill; only one person ever had, and the monster just didn’t care if you went for the weaknesses and openings, as it wouldn’t matter in the end. Regardless, he did not intend to fight them. They were all much weaker than him. Instead, he stared right back at them, allowing them to make the first move. 
 
    It took a moment for the three to get the hint, but eventually the lizard-person took a step forward and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Uh, hello. Thanks for the assist,” he said. “We are adventurers from Port Helios. You really saved us back there.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Zach said, giving them a smile. Hearing that they were adventurers brought memories of when Earth had such things—before everything went to shit. 
 
    “You are of course welcome to any loot that dropped from these monsters. You did most of the work, after all,” the lizard-person said. 
 
    The bird-person grabbed his hand and whispered, probably thinking that Zach couldn’t hear, but he changed his breathing form and entered {Focus}. The sounds around him cleared, and he heard what they were talking about. 
 
    “…need that loot! If we don’t get enough Essence to pay back the guild…” the bird-person said. 
 
    “Do you want to tell him that he can’t have anything?” the lizard-person whispered back. 
 
    The woman then spoke for the first time. “Riss is right, we shouldn’t antagonize him. He is clearly a high-level adventurer. He has an awakened weapon!” 
 
    Zach turned around as he listened and looked at the monster corpses. He had no gathering skills, so their bodies were of little use to him. There were two chests on the ground, having appeared once the crabs died. Both had a green tint to them, meaning that any items inside were of an uncommon variety. Zach didn’t really need anything, as his ring was already filled with all sort of items, and artifacts, from common to epic rarity. 
 
    He turned to the group and interrupted them. 
 
    “It’s fine. You can take everything,” he said. He had already gotten the Essence for the kills—only ten Greater Essence, but still, that was much more than the highest-leveled monsters on Earth had been giving to him toward the end. 
 
    The three stopped arguing and looked at him askance. Then the woman nudged the lizard and he coughed uncomfortably. “Thanks,” he said, but none of the three moved. 
 
    Zach realized that they were truly afraid of him, and that made him think about the state of this world. Please, let this world not be like Earth. He could not bear another Earth. So he dropped his {Focus} technique and put a smile on his face as he spoke. 
 
    “I’m Zach, by the way. I’m new around here.” 
 
    The lizard glanced at his companions and then spoke out. “I’m Riss, this is Qiyanna, and that is Urda,” he said, gesturing to his companions in turn. 
 
    Zach bowed his head in their direction. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I was hoping that you might be able to help me. As I said, I’m new here, and any information you can provide about this area will be welcome.” 
 
    Zach wondered about how much he wanted to reveal, but the truth was that he was tired of lies, of hiding and seeing the worst in people. He just wanted to see some goodness. The more he debated with himself, the more he leaned toward telling them the truth. He saw no harm in it; they were not a threat to him, and they could provide him with information he needed. 
 
    The three whispered something that he didn’t catch, and then the woman took a step forward. Taking that as an invitation, he walked over. 
 
    “We are going to be making camp. You are welcome to come with us. The night will come soon,” Qiyanna told him. 
 
    That brought Zach’s attention to the darkening sky and he frowned. “The sun doesn’t move,” he said. 
 
    “Of course it doesn’t! What, were you born yesterday?” the bird-person—Urda—snorted, but then his black eyes widened and he looked unsure. His companions were looking at him like he had grown an extra head. 
 
    Zach only chuckled. “You could say that.” 
 
    Seeing that Zach took no offense, the group excused themselves and went to gather the loot, taking the chance to speak privately again. Zach didn’t intrude; instead, he watched the sky as it darkened and the sun turned into a moon. He watched as stars appeared in the darkness, but they did so in a strange manner, almost as if someone was turning them on one by one. They were strange in other ways, too—each appeared the same, as a golden dot that made up an image etched on the sky, forming a golden chalice surrounding the moon while the rest of the sky was dark. Zach wondered what that meant.  
 
    Once the group was finished, they returned and all four of them walked up the path between the cliffs that took them away from the coast. The landscape was rocky and filled with hills up here, with stone formations peeking out of the ground everywhere. They walked in silence toward one of the larger formations, where there was already a camp set up, or at least a circle where a campfire had been made before, along with some rocks placed around it as chairs. 
 
    The three immediately started to set up two tents, pulling out two tent bundles out of their rings, and impressing Zach with their coordination and skill. While they set up the tents, Zach prepared the fire by some unspoken agreement. He saw them cast curious glances at him when he pulled firewood out of his ring. He didn’t know how things were done here, but on Earth he had learned to be always prepared for everything. In any case, his ring had enough room, so why not make use of it? 
 
    After they all finished up, they relaxed around the fire. Zach did notice that none of them removed their gear or weapons. Zach, on the other hand, had put his sword back in his ring, leaving him only in his white cloth robe with his chainmail beneath. He didn’t comment; if it made the three feel safer, then he had no problem with it. 
 
    Still the uncomfortable silence stretched, and Zach didn’t speak first. He wanted to let them have the initiative, make them feel in control. 
 
    “You said that you are new in this area?” Riss, the lizard-person, asked. 
 
    “Yes, just arrived today.” 
 
    “We are pretty deep into the Golden Coast,” Qiyanna commented. “Were you shipwrecked?” 
 
    Zach shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Did you use a teleporter?” Urda asked, his strange bird eyes narrowing at him. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Zach said, then took a deep breath and decided to stop dancing around the issue. “Actually, when I say that I’ve just arrived here, I mean to the Infinite Realm. I’ve been transported from my world a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    The three looked at him as if he was crazy, Urda snorting in a strange birdlike manner. “That’s nonsense. You are clearly not a Ranker.” 
 
    Zach tilted his head. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You are too strong, obviously. Is this some kind of a joke?” Urda asked. 
 
    “Urda,” Riss hissed at him, but the bird didn’t heed the warning. 
 
    “I mean, why are you here, really? Is this some kind of plot to get us to lower our guard and then you rob us? If it is, it’s the most elaborate robbery I have ever heard of!” 
 
    Qiyanna and Riss looked uncomfortable and kept glancing at Zach as if waiting for him to explode and kill them all. That alone told him a lot about this world, and they were not good things. Regardless, he didn’t want to have a long conversation trying to convince them. 
 
    “How can I convince you that I am telling the truth?” 
 
    Urda narrowed his eyes before speaking. “Show us your stat window.” 
 
    “Urda! That is completely inappropriate!” Qiyanna yelled at him, then looked back at Zach. “Please forgive him, he doesn’t know how to act properly with his betters.” Then she turned at the bird-man and hissed at him. “Apologize now, fool!” 
 
    That interaction informed him a lot about the culture of this world. Apparently asking to see someone’s stat window was considered, at the very least, rude. On Earth, they hadn’t really cared all that much—some chose to keep their stats hidden, others showed them. He also learned that those stronger were considered better than those weaker. That made him cringe inwardly, reminding him of Earth. He didn’t allow memories to intrude on his mind and pushed them back. “All right,” Zach said, silencing the argument that had erupted between the three. All of them quieted and turned to look at him, surprised. 
 
    Zach pulled out his stat window and made only his name and race visible. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Urda said, looking as if he couldn’t really believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “Was the arrival that near already?” Riss asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t follow the news all that much,” Qiyanna said. 
 
    All three of them had gone quiet, looking at the window. Zach closed it and they snapped out of it looking at him as if seeing him for the first time. 
 
    “You are a Ranker,” Riss said. 
 
    “You are not?” Zach asked. 
 
    “We were all born here,” Qiyanna said. “I don’t even know any Rankers.” 
 
    “You don’t look old enough to be born here,” Zach commented. The Framework had arrived ten years ago; even if some Iterations had arrived before, they couldn’t have been born here, not unless he was missing something. 
 
    “Oh, time doesn’t pass at the same rate between the old worlds and here, at least that is what most people say. The First Iteration Rankers arrived here more than a thousand years ago.” 
 
    Zach sighed. It looked like he didn’t know much at all. “Can you help me? I’d like to learn more about this world.” 
 
    “How are you even here?” Urda asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zach asked. 
 
    “I mean, if you arrived today, how did you reach this place? This is deep in the Golden Sect territory, far away from the Ranker arrival area.” 
 
    “Ranker arrival area?” Zach asked. “I woke up here, on the beach.” 
 
    Qiyanna glanced at the others. “That is impossible,” she said as she turned back to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    It was Riss who answered him. “Rankers arrive in designated area. An entire Iteration arrives in the same place, ten thousand people from each of the nine races, for a total of ninety thousand.” 
 
    “Hm…” Zack didn’t say anything. He didn’t know enough to speculate. 
 
    “Maybe…” Qiyanna started. “It might be because he is so strong?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Riss said noncommittally. 
 
    By now Zach had noticed that they had stopped being afraid of him. Perhaps learning that they were the ones who had him at a disadvantage, at least in terms of information, made them feel better. “What do you mean I am strong? Aren’t there stronger people around?” 
 
    “I can’t tell how strong exactly you are, but I have never heard of Rankers as strong as you. They are generally not so strong when they arrive.” 
 
    Zach didn’t speak. He knew the reason for his strength—it made him sick just to think about it—but it made him feel better to know that other worlds were not like his. “Perhaps that is it.” 
 
    “How did you get so strong?” Qiyanna asked, her tone betraying her eagerness. “I’ve heard that old worlds are Essence poor, that there is nowhere enough of it for everyone to really advance. Not like here, at least.” 
 
    “That is true, at least according to what I have seen so far. The air here is filled with more Essence. As for how I got this strong, well, I don’t know what to tell you. I pushed myself as far as I was able,” Zach told them. The truth would not serve him well here. 
 
    “Genius,” Riss whispered. “I’ve heard of the great geniuses of the first Iteration, everyone has. You know, when they arrived here in the beginning they had an entire hostile world against them. They tamed it and made it theirs, carved out areas of civilization and established their territories.”  
 
    The other two nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “I don’t know about being a genius,” Zach commented lamely. The entire conversation had started to make him uncomfortable. He knew that he was not strong; he was weak. 
 
    “You know,” Urda said slowly. “Perhaps we can help each other out.” 
 
    “How so?” Zach asked. 
 
    Urda looked at his companions, then back at Zach. “Well, the three of us are here to attempt and reach level sixty. We wish to evolve our Classes. It is not something that is easily done, and the only place where we can get enough Essence for it is here, since we aren’t wealthy enough to just buy Essence Crystals. But as you have noticed today, we are not strong enough for this area. I propose that you help us level, and we answer all your questions and teach you more about Infinite Realm and the way things work around here. I mean, what you want to know can’t be learned from a single conversation.” 
 
    Zach could tell that Urda was an opportunistic man, or bird, or whatever. Still, he did need information. 
 
    “You have a deal,” Zach said, and extended his hand.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    New Knowledge 
 
      
 
    Zach danced among the crab monsters, shattering their legs and pincers, leaving them vulnerable for the three adventurers coming from behind to take care of. He’d spent nearly a week doing the same thing. Over the day they would go out and find monsters, Zach would cripple them, and the others would come in with the killing blows, farming Essence. In the evenings when they retreated to the camp he would ask questions, and they would answer.  
 
    He had learned a lot about the Infinite Realm already. Most of it had been split into territories, each ruled over by sects or organizations. Many sects formed alliances and larger organizations, but most of the world was basically run by city-states that controlled large territories. The most powerful sects were those that had been founded by the first and the second Iteration Rankers, which made sense, as they had been here for longest. Zach didn’t learn much about these sects, as apparently their territories were a long way from here and they were in the minority. The territory where they were, was basically the frontier. Which led to another interesting tidbit: this world was in fact flat, and infinite, or at least no one had found an end to it. People constantly pushed further, exploring the world and sending expeditions farther and farther away. 
 
    Zach already had a problem with the night and day cycle; adding a flat world and fog of sight that prevented him from seeing a certain distance was a bit too much. He had decided not to dwell much on those things; the rules of this world were as they were. He couldn’t change them, only accept them. Still, it was an adjustment, and as the day turned into night and they headed back, he glanced to the sky, seeing the golden stars that formed a chalice—another strange quirk of this world. The chalice was in fact the crest of the owners of this territory, the Golden Sect. Apparently if Zach was to walk out of their lands, the stars in the sky would change to reflect the crest of the territory on which he stood. It made it easy to tell where he was, or at least who owned the territory he was in. As they returned to camp, Zach helped by making a fire, while the others prepared the meat for cooking. After they were done, and the meat began to cook, they settled in to eat and Zach started with his questions again. 
 
    “So, how do I go about joining the Adventurers Guild?” Zach asked over the meal. 
 
    Qiyanna was the one who answered him. “There is a test. It can be taken in any of the Guild headquarters.” 
 
    One of the first questions that Zach had asked had been about the races of this world. He had found out that Qiyanna, with her elven features, considered herself human. Her ancestors had been from the fourth Iteration of Earth, and it appeared like different Iterations sometimes had differences. There were apparently, out of the seven Iterations counting his, three different human forms. Riss was a drake, and Urda was Karura. There were nine different races on this world, with the other six being Kreacean, Demasi, Skreen, Minotaur, Cthul, and Ravzor. He didn’t know much about them, other than the fact that the Kreacean and the Skreen hated each other. From what he could glean, the two races had evolved on the same world and had warred against each other constantly, in every Iteration so far. He was provided with general descriptions of each race so that he could at least recognize them. 
 
    “And is there a headquarters somewhere close?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Port Helios has one. It’s not the largest headquarters, but they can issue you a license,” Urda answered. 
 
    Zach nodded. From everything that he had learned, getting an Adventurers License would make his life far easier. License-holders were allowed to travel between territories without many questions, and if he was going to be traveling and searching for the monster, he would need to be able to move unhindered, as well have access to a large information network—which, he had been assured by the three, the Adventurers Guild had. 
 
    “That’s great. You said that you are planning on heading back once you hit level sixty?” Zach asked. 
 
    The three nodded. “Yeah, but we also need to get enough loot to pay back the loans we took,” Riss said. 
 
    “Loans?” Zach asked.  
 
    He was surprised at just how much the three had started to trust him. It looked like trusting them with his story had made them trust him more in turn, to say nothing about the fact that he was basically power leveling them for what might as well be free. 
 
    “We borrowed Essence from the Guild so that we could gear up for this hunting trip,” Urda said in a slightly embarrassed tone. “This area is a bit over our levels, and we had hoped that better gear would help us bridge the gap.” 
 
    Zach remembered how he’d met them, about to be killed by crabs, and knew that their plan hadn’t worked. They had been lucky that he had come along. “So they gave you a loan, just like that?” It didn’t seem like a smart investment to Zach. If they had died, the Guild would’ve gotten nothing back. 
 
    “Uh, we did leave something as a collateral,” Qiyanna said. 
 
    Zach raised an eyebrow, but didn’t press, seeing her expression. They would tell him when and if they wanted to. He steered the conversation in another direction. 
 
    “So, tell me more about Port Helios.” 
 
    “Well,” Riss started, “it is a new town, relatively speaking. Small, but with a developing community and economy. It is led by the Golden Sect, as you know, which is a mid-sized sect. They are merchants, dealing in rare items and materials.” 
 
    “So, are there many powerful people there?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Not really. The territory master should be in the Early Lord Realm, if the rumors are to be trusted, and he should be around level sixty-five,” Riss said. 
 
    Zach nodded. The monster had been in the Lord Realm as well, but Zach knew that it was a unique case, as for its advancement and level it was far stronger than ordinary people. Based on what he had learned from the three, Zach knew that Cultivators that cycled were rare in these parts. Most people focused on Classes, while they used Cultivation as a secondary path. There appeared to be two schools of thought, one that focused on Classes and the one that focused on Cultivation. Zach doubted that a Lord from here would be anywhere near the capabilities of the monster; after all, its strength didn’t come just from its Cultivation, but its perks and titles as well. Its stats were far higher than they should be. 
 
    Zach was unsure where he stood compared to this Lord, but he wasn’t here to start fights. Still, he would like to know that he could fight if he needed to. His Cultivation was still far too small for his liking, but he had been following the same path that the monster was, cycling and reinforcing his core. He had a lot of Essence Crystals in his ring, which he had learned he could sell here, so he had been cycling every night, expanding his core. He didn’t need to sleep every day—he could go for two or three days without sleep—so he was taking advantage. And with the much greater amount of ambient Essence here, it went faster than on Earth. He had also learned that there were places here where the Essence density was even greater, and that those places were sought by powerful Cultivators from all over the world. 
 
    “So, how much longer do you think you will need to reach level sixty?” Zach asked. 
 
    “A few more days,” Qiyanna said. “Three at the most.” 
 
    “Very well. After that, you will take me to the town. Deal?” 
 
    “Of course,” Urda answered. 
 
    “Good,” Zach said. Only a few more days.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Alone 
 
      
 
    Ryun woke up looking at the tree crowns and the golden light sneaking through the branches and the leaves. It was a familiar sight, and something nagged at his mind, but he couldn’t remember. His mind was fuzzy. He blinked a couple of times and then he sat up. He looked around, seeing the bright red leaves covering the forest floor and the dark, almost black bark covering the trees. He glanced up, seeing that even the leaves up on the trees were red. He had never seen such color on a tree before. He noticed his sword lying next to him on the ground, and he picked it up before standing up slowly. 
 
    He turned around, searching. Something told him that he wasn’t supposed to be alone, that someone should be there next to him. A feeling of déjà vu filled him, but he couldn’t place exactly where the memory came from. He shook his head, dismissing the last of the fog on his mind. And then he remembered the pain, and his eyes widened as he remembered everything. He looked inwardly, feeling for his path. He could feel his Qi, his core and conduits, but it was as if something had covered it all up—a sheen of crystal that prevented him from touching it. It was the same with his Class. He couldn’t reach his abilities, a crystal block covering it all up in his mind’s eye. The only thing that he could touch were his skills. In his mind, he saw the giant crystal ball enveloping his power, and a bright sword peeking out of it, cutting through the crystal and keeping it away. His skill |Spatial Cut| hadn’t been covered, and instead the crystal had broken itself against it. There were cracks spreading in all ways away from the sword. He reached for the cracks, attempting to break the crystal and release his power, but there was no use—he couldn’t budge the crystal. Feeling a touch of fear, he quickly brought up his screens and looked. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron, Beaten but not Broken, First Quickened Mind, Cannibal, One Against Many, First Lake of Qi, First Lord, First Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, First True Body, Hated Foe, One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  3,000 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class (Sealed) 
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  65 (0/1700 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation (Sealed) 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord (1270/12,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Silent Breath 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Final End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (5/10) 
  
       	  Cut >> Greater Cut >> Spatial Cut (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vibration Sense >> Enhanced Vibration Sense (9/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of Iron (Path Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quickened Mind (Path Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lake of Qi (Path Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Manipulator—Weaver of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Untethered (Path Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  491 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  492 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  576 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  491 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  464 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  519 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He grimaced as he saw his screens. He couldn’t touch his Class abilities or his path techniques—both had been sealed. But at least his stats were still whole, as well as his perks and titles. Without them, he would be truly handicapped. He figured that he could be worse off; what Zach had attempted could’ve gone a lot worse. His attack could’ve worked and sealed off all of his power. From what he could see, the crystal seal only worked on Classes, paths, and skills, not on stats or perks. If not for his tier-three skill, he would’ve lost them all. Still, he needed to find a way to get his power back, especially since he was no longer on Earth. And then there was the Essence that he had, it said three thousand now, but he’d had three million before he arrived here. Now it appeared he had something called Greater Essence, and it appeared like one Greater Essence equaled about one thousand ordinary Essence. He grimaced as he realized that the process of conversion had removed what he had over three million; it had been only a few hundred, but it was still annoying. He needed every Essence he could get if he was to advance to the next stage.  
 
    A flashing notification finally brought his attention to a new message. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Welcome to the Infinite Realm. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    There was nothing else, but it was enough. He had finally reached the next stage. A realm that was supposed to be so full of promise and opportunity; a realm that had succeeded the previous world. For a long moment, he just stood there looking at the light streaming through the leaves, holding his sword in his hand and keeping his mind blank. 
 
    He had no idea what to do. He had never had a plan about what to do with his life once he came here. He had no desires, no reason for taking a step forward. On Earth he had already accomplished what he set out to do, and now there was nothing. For a while he debated ending it all, but then put the thought aside. That would give Zacharia’s and the others’ words far too much credence, and that was one thing he didn’t want. They did not deserve to have their beliefs confirmed. 
 
    He didn’t know how much time had passed, but to him it seemed significant, and he noticed the light getting dimmer. One thing caught his eyes, however—as the light dimmed, the streaming light did not move, but instead it came through the same way it had since he arrived here. The barely visible sun behind the red leaves had not moved from its spot in the center of the sky. 
 
    Ryun frowned. He was certain that the light was growing dimmer, and yet the sun wasn’t setting. Finally finding something interesting enough to investigate, his curiosity made him move. He jumped, grabbing a tall branch at least ten meters in the air and started climbing. Even with only using one arm, it was easy for him, but he put his sword back into his spatial ring for efficiency’s sake. He climbed quickly and finally reached the top. He looked at the now orange sun, sending dim light to the ground. All around him were red tree tops, and in the distance to his right was a massive mountain range, taller than any he had ever seen. The mountain peaks seemed to pierce the sky itself. To his left the forest stretched for leagues, hills rising and falling, creating a sea of red waving in the distance. Everywhere he looked, it seemed as if there was no end. There was no horizon; the land just sort of grayed out, disappearing into a fog of nothingness. Ryun frowned and turned to look at the sky, at the sun. He sat there at the top, watching without blinking, seeing the sun grow dimmer and dimmer without moving in the sky. The clear sky dimmed and the sun turned a pale white color. Ryun watched as the sky turned black and the sun never moved. Instead it now looked more like a moon, washing the ground in a barely visible pale light. 
 
    He scratched his head, as he realized what this meant. He was truly in another reality now, one which did not follow the rules of the old one. The light in the sky was not a star, or if it was it was unlike any that existed before. Looking around at the dark shapes of the trees, he wondered if this world was flat. He had not seen a curvature in the distance, and there had been no horizon except for that fog that obscured his vision in the distance. He couldn’t even begin to tell how far he had seen before the fog, but something told him that it was an impossibly far distance. His eyes were better now that they had been when he was only a simple human; he could see everything in his vision on Earth if he had no obscured sight line, perhaps not with perfect clarity, but enough. The only thing that hindered him was the horizon. Had he seen more now than he could have back on Earth with a high vantage point? He was unsure. In the end, it did not matter much, only in the sense that it was interesting. Looking up above, he saw nothing but darkness and the sun-moon. No stars, nothing but blackness. 
 
    His curiosity satisfied somewhat, he dropped down to the ground, landing softly and with no sound. There was barely any light that reached to the forest floor, making it almost complete darkness. It did not bother Ryun much. He and the dark were old acquaintances—not friends, perhaps, but they were familiar with each other nevertheless. And with his skills still available to him, he had no issue in knowing his surroundings. His |Vibration Sense| told him that there were critters beneath the ground, some moving about, others sleeping. His |Enhanced Vibration Sense| sensed the vibrations in the air, informing him about the nocturnal predator birds flying above the trees, and some below. He felt the disruption in the air from the birds sleeping in their nests, too. This world was filled with life—a thing that he had not felt in a long while. He had forgotten how nature could feel, how it should feel. Earth had not been balanced like this since before the Framework arrived. He took a deep breath, for the first time in a long while allowing himself to relax. Even the air felt different here, somehow better. 
 
    He stood there, just breathing the ambiance in. He itched to cycle, to draw in the Essence from his surroundings, but he could not touch his Cultivation at all. That angered him. His Cultivation had been one pillar of his existence, always there when he needed it. 
 
    And now he was without it, all because his enemies could not admit defeat. It made him regret even considering to allow them to live. With an effort, he put those thoughts out of his head. He did not need to dwell on them, not now and not here. He was in a new world, and perhaps it was time for him to make a new path for himself.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Company 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked through the darkness, the pale moonlight barely illuminating his path, yet not hindering him at all. His senses allowed him sure footing and perfect sight of his surroundings. He did not allow his mind to wander; instead, he kept it blank as he walked. It was not as easy to achieve as he once could. The crystal seal over his power nagged at him. It made him feel like a part of him had been cut off, even though he could still feel it there. The fact that his skills were still under his control was the only thing that made the feeling hurt less. Still, if his skill could prevent the seal from covering it, he could probably figure out a way to free up the rest of his power. 
 
    But that was not what he was attempting to do now. He only wanted to enjoy a stroll through the woods without being hunted and without feeling the hate directed at him. Calm and peace were a few things that he had lacked on Earth. And now, even though a pack of monsters was circling around him, waiting for a moment to strike, he felt at peace. Every one of his steps was light, without the weight of baggage he left on Earth. It felt good to feel so free and calm. Earth was behind him, and it would never matter to him again. 
 
    The future held promise. He could do whatever he wanted to do, could be whoever he wanted to be. The sky was, for the first time, truly the limit. 
 
    His peace was broken, however, by a monster deciding, at last, that he was simple prey. Ryun halted in his step as a black and furred shape flew through the air in front of him, and missed as it overshot. Ryun heard and saw it in his mind as it hit the ground and turned impossibly fast before leaping toward him again. Ryun summoned a blade from his spatial ring. Shadow Princess appeared in his hand without its sheath, and he raised it as the beast finally came into his eyesight, its name appearing immediately above its head once his eyes saw it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Twilight Woods Dire Wolf (C) (Tier 3) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The silver threads of his |Combat Mastery| showed him where to move and how to step to avoid the beast, while the red threads of his |Sword Mastery| showed him how to move his sword in order to do the most damage. He ignored both.  
 
    Stepping to the side and toward the Dire Wolf, he cut with a backward swing at the monster as it attacked. His sword hit it in the side, cutting a huge gash in its flesh until it hit the bone, and he felt a reverberation as his sword was repelled. The monster cried out as it fell on the ground, but it quickly turned around, looking at Ryun with glowing red eyes. It had obviously revised its estimation of Ryun’s status as prey, but already Ryun had nearly forgotten it. He was staring at his sword. It should’ve cut through the monster like it was nothing, yet it hadn’t cut through the bone. True, he hadn’t really put all of his strength into the attack, and it was a simple attack rather than a skill or ability, but still… It had been a long time since he had to put much effort into cutting through anything. 
 
    The monster seemed to have made up its mind and decided that it wanted to risk it. It leapt at him, its jaws open and heading for his head. Ryun moved only at the last moment, taking a step back as he raised and stabbed with his sword forward faster than the Dire Wolf could react. His sword pushed through the monster’s mouth and up into its skull. The bone parted with only slight resistance. The massive body of the monster carried forward and pushed his sword deeper, but quickly Ryun’s unmovable form robbed the corpse of its momentum. He pulled his sword out and the corpse tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Howls rose up all around him, and Ryun turned around. In the distance, among the trees a single beam of moonlight illuminated a truly massive monster, a wolf at least twice the size of the dead one at his feet. Its name floated above its head in purple, marking it as an elite monster. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Twilight Woods Dire Wolf Alpha—Ereclaw (E) (Tier 4) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It looked at him with piercing red eyes, its silver fur almost sparkling in the moonlight. As it studied him, so in turn he studied it. He could sense the entire pack standing all around him, just waiting to attack and avenge their packmate. But the alpha saw something in Ryun’s eyes. The alpha howled and the pack turned around, moving away from Ryun, the alpha stayed, keeping his eyes on Ryun. The two studied each other, each measuring up the other. Then Ryun inclined his head, and the alpha turned around and ran off. He wasn’t sure because of the low light and the distance, but it looked like the monster had inclined his head at Ryun in return. He had never before met a monster that seemed to hold so much intelligence in its eyes, and he hadn’t encountered a named monster either. Ereclaw had been the name above its head, and he wondered what it having a name meant. The tier thing was strange as well. But this was not the old world. He took a moment to think about what that could mean, and came to the conclusion that it was probably a measure of power. He had learned over the years that each way of power had thresholds that could be counted as one tier of power. A Class Evolution or a Cultivation Realm. If he counted his own power in the same manner, he too was on the fourth tier of power. 
 
    He turned around and turned his thoughts to other things that were nagging at his mind. He walked over to a tree, tilted his head to the side considering it, then punched it. The bark and the trunk beneath it cracked with a thunderous snap that echoed through the forest. But Ryun frowned as he looked at the damage. There was a hole where his fist had hit, along with cracks spreading all over the trunk. Most of the bark had broken off and flown away from impact. It was not the effect he had expected. On Earth, a punch like that would’ve pulverized the tree trunk, snapping it in half and sending small wood chips flying everywhere. So either he had gotten far weaker, or things on this world were tougher than they had been on Earth. The wolf he could understand—it was more powerful than anything on Earth—but a tree? He experimented for a bit, hitting any trees and rocks that he could find, snapping branches and slashing with his sword. In the end he was forced to conclude that he had been right. Everything on this world was tougher than it had been on Earth: the trees, the ground, the rocks. It didn’t matter much, as he could still produce similar effects with only his stats alone, but it was good to have more information. It always was. 
 
    With his testing done, he walked toward the wolf’s corpse and put his sword back into his ring. He had gotten eighty greater Essence for the kill, a fortune compared to what the most powerful monsters on Earth had given him for killing them. He wondered how much he would get if he still had his Class and could use [Reave]. Putting that out of his head, he knelt and pulled out a skinning knife. He could’ve picked up a crafting skill, but he had decided against using up another of his limited skill slots. Instead, he had learned how to skin over the years. He got to work, cutting into the monster and starting the process of harvesting it. Nothing went to waste; he even took the bones. By the time he was done the moon had started glowing brighter, turning into the sun. He wondered if he would ever get used to that. 
 
    After he was done, and the wolf parts were stored inside his ring, he stood up and walked away, heading in the direction where he could sense a familiar pattern of air vibrations. He reached the small creek and pond a couple minutes later. He disrobed, putting his black combat robe into his ring and then stepped into the pond, washing the blood from his hands and washing himself after. He took his time, floating on the surface of the pond and relaxing. It had been a long time since he could relax like this.  
 
    But fate, it seemed, was not willing to let him relax. His senses picked up voices, speaking loudly some distance away. He would’ve ignored them, but they were headed his way. With a sigh he finished up quickly and pulled out a towel from his ring, drying up and dressing. Then, he jumped into the trees and waited. 
 
    Soon a group of six people came up to the pond, and Ryun blinked at what he saw. Only one person among them was human. Two looked human enough, except for the horns and tails. Another two had green skin and looked a lot like what Ryun considered to be orcs, but the strangest being was the last. He couldn’t even tell its gender. It looked like some kind of a humanoid crustacean, with an exoskeleton, standing upright on two legs, and with two sets of arms. Its head was somewhat triangular, with ridges and indents all over. Four small beady eyes stared out of indentations in the same places where human eyes would be, and its mouth seemed to have tiny pincers. Ryun watched as they refilled their water canteens and listened to their conversation. 
 
    “I can’t believe that we got this shit duty again,” one of the horned ones said, a female. 
 
    “It’s better than digging all day like those poor bastards,” one of the male orcs responded. 
 
    “Only just barely,” the human said. 
 
    All six of them had clothes with the same color scheme: red on green. The orcs wore armor, while the human and the two demons had some kind of robes. The crustacean had nothing except a strap across its chest and a belt, probably not needing anything on account of the exoskeleton. 
 
    “We are exploring the surroundings,” the crustacean said in a monotone voice with clicks thrown in between words. “If the sect is to claim this territory, we must know what will surround the new town. That way, we can prepare for any threats accordingly.” 
 
    “I don’t know what the Sect Leaders are thinking,” one of the orcs said. “The Twilight Forest has remained unclaimed for this long for a reason you know. No one knows what kind of monsters lurk in here.” 
 
    “And we are here to find out,” the human said. 
 
    “They should’ve sent a stronger force, or at least more than one Lord,” the orcs complained again. 
 
    “Young Master Fier is a high-leveled Classer as well as a Lord. He is fully capable of keeping this expedition safe,” the crustacean replied. 
 
    “Of course, Commander. I am not saying that he isn’t. It is just that we have no idea what is out here. And with Jork’s team still missing…” The orc trailed off. 
 
    “I understand, but we still have a job to do, and I expect you do it without complaining,” the crustacean said, ending his sentence with a series of clicks. 
 
    The orc and the others all nodded and voiced their agreements. Then they were on their way, walking deeper into the forest. 
 
    Ryun waited for them to get out of his eyesight and then he followed, keeping to the trees.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Fugitive 
 
      
 
    Ryun followed the strange group as they moved through the forest, his senses tracking them easily. With most of his power sealed, he had some trouble estimating just how strong they were. He did not have any inspect powers, so he couldn’t look at them and see their levels and Cultivation Realm. Based on the pace they set and the way they moved, he could make an assumption. The crustacean was the most powerful by far—by Ryun’s estimates, at least level sixty and in the Mid Foundation Realm. He didn’t think that his Cultivation was all that strong for his level, but Ryun had never really met anyone who had cultivated to the same extent as he himself had. Most just gathered the Essence needed for advancement and spent it to reach the next level. Very few Cultivators actually cycled Essence through their cores to strengthen them. Why waste the Essence? Ryun alone had had the opportunity and means to cycle for long periods of time before advancing. 
 
    The rest all appeared to be still in the Mortal Realm of Cultivation, and without an evolved Class, putting them at below level sixty. None of them were a threat. What had been interesting, however, were the monsters that the group had encountered in the forest. Ryun had seen no sign of the Dire Wolf pack that he had encountered the night before. Most of the monsters were tier two, only one had been over that at tier three. They had encountered a bear-looking creature and some giant rats that had moss growing on their backs, but that was the extent of it, and the group had been able to handle everything that they encountered. 
 
    They didn’t speak much, to Ryun’s disappointment. They were acting in a straightforwardly professional manner. Ryun was somewhat impressed. The group was well trained, and the crustacean was a good commander. Eventually, as the sun in the sky dimmed, they turned around and headed back to their base. Ryun followed, jumping from branch to branch silently. Just before nightfall they led him to a large hill that had been cleared of trees and where the start of a small town could be seen. Ryun stayed in the forest, looking at the construction from a safe distance. In the dimming light he saw a couple hundred people, some digging large holes in the ground, others cutting trees down and more making planks. They had a simple palisade running halfway around the hilltop, with two buildings already erected. Both made out of black wood, one looked like a long barn, and the other was clearly a residence of some kind. There were banners with an image of a black serpent on a field of red and green, and most people wore the same colors. Ryun sat in the tree top, looking on as the sky turned to night and the people lit torches and abandoned their work. Most retreated to the barn, a few to the tents erected next to it, and a handful to the residence. Ryun counted the guards, seeing that there were around twelve set on watch around the town boundaries. 
 
    As he watched the town he sensed another presence some distance away from him. The vibrations of its passage through the air were slight, but enough for him to notice. He turned his head and looked into the darkness, seeing nothing. He waited for a long while until finally the presence took a step into a beam of moonlight. The Dire Wolf Alpha stood there looking straight at Ryun. That surprised him—he could see intelligence in those eyes, but not only that, the monster had actually been able to tell that he was there. The wolf turned its head and looked at the town, its red eyes narrowing and studying it the same way Ryun had. Ryun’s senses didn’t catch any sign of the pack, which probably meant that the wolf was alone. 
 
    Based on what Ryun had learned from listening to the patrol, this area had not been claimed by anyone because it had been too dangerous. And if Ryun was right, the wolf and its pack were the reason for that. The monster and Ryun seemed to have reached some kind of an agreement—the wolf clearly sensed that Ryun was not easy prey, just as Ryun could tell that the monster was incredibly strong itself. The two of them remained in their spots, each studying the town, hidden in their spots. 
 
    As the moon turned into the sun, the wolf backed away and ran off, but Ryun remained. With his endurance stat he needed to sleep only for a few hours every week or so, and he was nowhere near his limit. He remained hidden as the town woke up, and he watched as they started work. He was impressed with their speed; the town looked as if it was rising up before his eyes. Patrols left, and Ryun didn’t follow. Instead, he watched. Sometime near what he would consider midday, when the sky turned completely blue, a man—one of the demon-looking ones—walked out of the residence building. His tail was split in two halfway down its length, and he had two sets of horns, one above the other. Ryun wondered if he was in charge because he looked different, or if it was because of something else. He was followed by two soldiers, both armed, one a human woman and the other a crustacean. The man was clearly in charge, both based on his elaborate combat robe with bright green and red colors, and the fact that all those around him stopped their work and bowed deeply as he passed. The man walked around the town, clearly inspecting the work and talking with a few people that Ryun had marked as supervisors, and then he retreated back to the building. 
 
    Ryun was too far away to really gauge the man’s strength, but if he didn’t misunderstand what the patrol had spoken about the day before, then the man should be in the Lord Realm, as well as high level. He didn’t know what these people considered high level, though, and Ryun wondered just how strong the man was. Ryun’s power was denied him, but his stats, skills, and perks were still his. Those he hadn’t lost. He doubted that the man had anywhere close to the same stats as he did. The requirements for getting the perks that gave him such an advantage were not possible for any random person to meet. 
 
    Ryun spent the entire day watching, evaluating their strengths and weaknesses. He didn’t know much about this world, of the people who lived here, but one thing was clear to him: these people had lived in this world for a long time. They hadn’t just been transported here. There were children there, something that he knew was impossible if they had been on another world just yesterday. Children couldn’t take in Essence until they turned at least fifteen, which meant that they couldn’t be Rankers. He also counted at least four different races: the humans, demons, orcs, and crustaceans. There didn’t seem to be any hierarchy based on race, meaning that they had been living together for a while. 
 
    This told him that his arrival here had not come at the same time as that of other worlds. 
 
    It didn’t matter much to him, as he had no intention of actually confronting these people, not until he figured out a way to remove the seal on his power. He waited until nightfall, and then prepared to leave. But as he was about to leave his hiding place and go back into the forest, he noticed something strange. Two forms, one adult sized and one child sized, ran into the forest. He saw one of the guards usher and let them through the perimeter. The other guards didn’t notice, and the two shapes disappeared into the forest. 
 
    Intrigued, Ryun followed after them. He jumped through the trees and quickly caught up. Down below him were two shapes, both appearing to be female from what he could see in the dark. Both were covered up, so he couldn’t make out more than that. The adult carried a sword on her hip, and held the smaller one’s hand as they ran through the forest. He followed them silently as they got away from the town. He wondered what was going through their heads, why they were running from a safely guarded town and into danger. It made him curious, and he had nothing better to do. 
 
    Then he felt a vibration in the air, one he was familiar with. His eyes turned, looking in the direction of the source. A stray beam of moonlight illuminated the source for just a moment, but enough for him to see its name. 
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    Ryun changed directions, increasing his speed. He jumped over the heads of the two running forms, his feet making one of the branches creak as he used it to shoot off into the distance. He sensed the woman’s head rise alertly to the tree branches above, searching for any danger. Ryun flew and intercepted the swooping owl as it was preparing for the attack on the two running forms. It didn’t even see him coming. His hand grabbed the bird’s head, squeezing and cracking the skull, eliciting a loud pained and surprised screech from it. He landed on a branch and twisted with perfect balance, turning around and smashing the bird’s head against the tree trunk, cracking it to pieces even as he pulverized it. A loud crack echoed in the forest as the owl died, and he sensed the woman stop and turn toward the direction of the noise. She pulled her sword out and put the child behind her back, looking into the darkness. 
 
    Ryun put the bird corpse into his ring and crouched on the branch, looking at the barely visible shape on the forest floor. The woman’s head was swiveling, looking for danger, but she couldn’t see him. After a long moment of silence, she put her sword back and pulled on the child, continuing their run. Ryun followed. 
 
    They ran for most of the night, going toward the mountains in the distance, and stopping only near dawn. Ryun could tell that the woman could still go on, but it was the child that couldn’t take it anymore, even after being carried by the woman for a while. The woman appeared to be at least in the Foundation Realm, but didn’t appear to have an evolved Class. Ryun had learned to recognize the signs. Upgrading one’s Class made people give off a slight sense of power, one that he couldn’t feel from the woman. And different Cultivation Realms made the Qi feel... different. He watched as she found a shrub with an opening that allowed her and the child to crawl inside. They hid, and Ryun could no longer see them. The child fell asleep nearly instantly, by the feel of her breathing at least, while the woman kept watch. 
 
    As the moon turned to sun, Ryun turned around and went back to the town. This was an interesting series of events, and he wanted to see what the reaction from the people in the town was going to be once they found out that the woman was gone. He crossed the distance in barely a fraction of the time it had taken the woman to get so far away.  
 
    Settling in to his hiding place, he watched as the town woke up.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Bargain 
 
      
 
    Ryun watched from his hiding spot, tearing a piece of raw dire wolf meat with his teeth and chewing. With his stats he didn’t really need to worry about eating raw meat, and it wasn’t like it didn’t taste good. He even felt a pleasant and warm sensation spread from his stomach as he ate. Up on the hill, those asleep started to wake. As the town came to life, the people from the barn—which he suspected to be some kind of dormitory—spilled out. Supervisors left their tents, the guard shift changed, and everyone started working at their posts.  
 
    It wasn’t until almost midday that the kind of commotion Ryun had expected happened. He couldn’t tell much of what was going on, but people were obviously agitated. Then their leader walked out of his residence. There was some yelling, some pointing of fingers, and then a search of the camp was quickly organized. It didn’t last long; everyone had been brought to the large courtyard and they saw that two of their people were missing. The leader yelled again, too far away for Ryun to hear, but he could imagine what was being said. Several guards were brought before the man and he started questioning them. When he was halfway down the row, he started yelling again and Ryun knew that the truth had come out. The guard shook his head, and pleaded with the leader, but the demon didn’t want to hear it. 
 
    He spun, and his two-pronged tail struck the man, sending him flying across the courtyard to slam hard into the palisade wall. Ryun was impressed—that attack was incredibly powerful. The leader yelled at his people again and they all scrambled in a mad dash all over the hill. A group of soldiers was assembled and they set off immediately into the forest in the same direction that the woman escaped. Ryun stayed and watched. He saw the now unconscious soldier brought back before the leader again, and the leader reached up and broke the man’s neck. Ryun watched as they disrobed the man on the leader’s orders and then hung him above the barn’s doors. 
 
    Ryun hummed softly to himself. It was not the first time that he had seen that type of sentence, nor that type of discipline and example making. He had done similar things himself. It saddened him a bit to see it here as well. 
 
    He shook his head and pushed off his branch, heading back toward the woman and her child. He found their hunters—two crustaceans, three humans, and one orc—and followed along with them. He watched as they took their time to track their prey and head on a direct course toward her. Even so, at the pace they were going they would reach the fugitives resting spot in a couple of hours. Ryun increased his speed and went ahead of them. His unique body allowed him ease of maneuvering among the trees. As long as he willed it, gravity had a weak hold on him, and he could move silently and quickly over vast distances. Sometimes he wondered if he had made the right pick of a True Body from his advancement to Mid Lord, but in the moments like these, when he was soaring through the air, nothing but a gentle touch sending him flying farther than anyone else could hope for, made him feel like there was nothing in the world that could touch him. Moments like these convinced him that his choice was the right one. 
 
    He reached the hiding place, and found it empty. He shot past it, not even slowing down, his senses searching. He headed toward the mountains, and an hour later he found them. They were climbing up the slope toward the mountain. He slowed down and then stopped. He was far more visible in the day, even though he doubted that the woman had the means to detect him. The branches were thick and obscured him nearly completely. The two were obviously tired; their pace had slowed down considerably. 
 
    “Mom, can we stop?” the tiny voice asked. 
 
    “Just a little bit more, sweetie,” the adult answered. “Just as soon as we are in the mountains.” 
 
    “I can’t, it hurts,” the little girl said. 
 
    Ryun saw the woman stop and turn, letting him see her face for the first time. She wasn’t human; she looked to be an orc, with slightly pointed ears, tusks peeking out of her lower lips, and dark green skin. Her black hair was pulled back and braided. She had blue eyes, and an attractive face, even with her non-human features. The little girl looked like a tiny version of her. The mother knelt and looked at her daughter before pulling her in for a hug and looking behind them at the way they had come from. Ryun could see pain and fear in her eyes before she closed them tightly. After a long minute, she opened her eyes and smiled at her daughter. 
 
    “I’ll carry you, okay?” 
 
    The daughter nodded weakly and the mother turned, letting the girl climb on her back. Then she was off, running up the slope slowly. She was obviously exhausted, but even still, she ran faster than an ordinary human could’ve, letting him gauge a bit of her strength. Ryun knew that it wouldn’t be enough—her pursuers would catch her before the night fell, or turned. Is it then ‘nightturn’? he wondered absentmindedly as he followed behind the woman and her daughter.  
 
    He wasn’t sure why he was even doing it. He had no real intention of interfering. He was mostly just passing the time, and watching an interesting development. It was one thing that he had missed in the last few years, the excitement of something new happening. It was waking up parts of him which he’d thought died long ago. 
 
    The woman struggled for hours, and by the end her run had slowed to a walk. Just before nightfall, or rather nightturn, the six pursuers found her.  
 
    She heard them first. Dropping her daughter, she turned, putting the girl behind her as she drew the sword on her hip. It was a long and straight sword, with a golden hilt and silver blade. She waited for the six to come into sight, her eyes turning to steel. 
 
    The six stopped a dozen steps away, their own weapons drawn. The leader of the group was a man, human, with long blond hair drawn into a ponytail. Seeing his long hair reminded Ryun that he should cut his own. He caught a few strands of dark brown hair and pulled on them. He hated having it be so long, but he could rarely be bothered to cut it. He sat down on the branch, his legs dangling off it, and pulled out a small knife from his ring. He started cutting his hair with precise, silent movements as the group below began talking. 
 
    The leader of the group spoke first. “You shouldn’t have run. You know that the young master doesn’t tolerate disobedience. It’s going to be worse for you now.” 
 
    “It was going to be bad either way,” the woman answered. 
 
    “Please, throw down your weapon and come with us peacefully. He might be lenient if you come of your own free will. We can say that your grief pushed you to run. Please,” the man pleaded. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “No. I am not responsible for my husband’s debts.” 
 
    “You know that sect law says otherwise,” the man argued. 
 
    “I would’ve worked to pay them back, but I will not warm that entitled brat’s bed,” the woman hissed at them. 
 
    The six looked uncomfortable, but they didn’t lower their weapons. “He is the Sect Head’s nephew. We can’t disobey him,” the man said. 
 
    Ryun gathered a bit of what was happening from their conversation. He settled on his branch and watched with interest. 
 
    “Then we will fight, and some of you will die. You might capture us and take us back, but at least one of you will not.” 
 
    The man closed his eyes and bowed his head. “We have no choice.” 
 
    The woman moved first. She jumped forward, leaving her daughter and stabbing at the leftmost person, the crustacean. He, or it, barely had the time to react—its upper arms rose and the two short blades in them battered the woman’s sword away even as its lower arms stabbed forward with another two swords. As her sword was pulled away, she whirled in an incredible burst of speed, probably using an ability, and cut through the crustacean’s lower arms before stabbing it in the throat. She jumped to the side, using its falling body as a shield against an attack from the orc man, who swung a large axe at her. She just barely got out of the way. Ryun saw that it was she who had the advantage, as her opponents were not trying to hurt her, but only attempting to capture her. 
 
    One of her opponents, another human, made a beeline for her daughter, running toward her. The woman’s eyes widened and she used a movement ability, appearing in front of the human and blocking him. They exchanged blows quickly, earning her a cut on her upper arm and earning the human one on his cheek. Then a crustacean used a crowd control ability—a tendril of smoke appeared from the ground at the woman’s feet, hindering her. She used her Qi, switching her breathing form, a pale green light enveloped her and she freed herself, but she was too late. The leader used a movement skill and reached the daughter, capturing her and putting a sword to her throat. 
 
    “Stop, or I will kill her,” the man warned. “You know that he doesn’t need her. He wants only you.” 
 
    The woman looked at the five remaining opponents, her eyes searching for a way out, but there was none—and yet she didn’t lower her sword. 
 
    “Come back with us, and she will be safe. She’ll grow up in the sect and have everything that she needs. You only need to do what he asks of you.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes were filled with desperation, and Ryun wondered if she was willing to sacrifice her daughter for her own freedom. But then he saw her sag in defeat. Seeing that look of defeat in her eyes woke something inside of him, something from long ago—a memory of a dark hole and boiling water. He felt his face contort in anger; it was an old memory, one that he had long since buried, yet the events in front of him made him feel, and he hadn’t felt anything in a long time. 
 
    Without really realizing, he’d made a decision. He jumped from his branch forward until he landed on one directly above the group. He wasn’t hiding anymore, but all of them were too focused on each other to notice. The only one who did notice him was the little girl. She stared at him with a wide look in her eyes, and there was hope there. Ryun didn’t want to see that, couldn’t bear it—such feelings and looks should never be pointed in his way. He managed to keep his inner turmoil to himself, however, and gave the girl a quick wink. 
 
    He knew that the woman was about to surrender, so he spoke. 
 
    “Hello there.” All the eyes turned up to look at him, standing there above them on a branch, but Ryun was looking at the woman, and it was to her that he aimed his question. “Would you like to make a bargain? Your freedom, in return for—” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, she spoke. “Yes, I accept! Please, just save my daughter!” 
 
    Ryun blinked, then smiled. “Ah, a bargain struck without a payment named. Lucky me, I guess.” 
 
    He saw the woman startle at that, realizing that she had made an open ended bargain, but he turned his attention to the others. 
 
    “So, I would be remiss if I did not offer you a bargain as well. Your lives in return for the woman and the child. Choose.” 
 
    “This is not a matter that concerns you, stranger,” the human leader said cautiously. “We are members of the Black Viper Sect on orders from our territory master. Stay out of this, or the entire sect will be your enemy,” he warned, his hand tightening on the little girl. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, or anything about your sect, but I offered my aid and it was accepted. It is now a matter that concerns me,” Ryun said with a sad smile. 
 
    “You will be making a powerful enemy,” the leader said, his eyes glancing from him to the woman and back. 
 
    “Power is relative; to an ant, a mouse is powerful,” Ryun shrugged and took a step. He fell to the ground, the pull of the gravity on his body lessening as he neared the floor and he touched onto the leaves lightly without a sound. None of his movements made noise, his Class perk, Silent Hunter, muffled it all. Everybody tensed, getting ready for a fight, but even as crippled as he was, Ryun was above them all. He moved, his stats sending him further and faster, his hand shooting forward at the leader and the little girl. He grabbed the leader’s arm and squeezed, crushing bones as he ripped the man’s arm from the girl’s throat and pulled him aside. He threw him, his body flying through the air, hitting the tree and shattering against it. He grabbed the little girl and jumped up to the branches, placing her on one and then jumping back down. 
 
    The woman had herself jumped back into the fight, killing the orc. Ryun saw the wide eyes of the others as they looked at the broken body of their leader. Then, they turned to run, but Ryun summoned his sword. 
 
    Shadow Princess landed in his palm, and he swung. |Spatial Cut| took their heads off at the same time. Then there was silence. The woman was staring at him and glancing up at her daughter high in the trees. Ryun jumped up and saw the mother stiffen at his sudden movement. He picked up the wide-eyed little girl and slowly floated down, and she ran to her mother as soon as he released her. The mother hugged her daughter and looked at him over her shoulder, fear filling her eyes again. For a moment Ryun was confused as to its origin, but then figured out that the woman was probably wondering if she would have been better off with her pursuers. 
 
    She stood and pulled her daughter behind her, her sword pointed at the ground, but ready. She cleared her throat and spoke. 
 
    “You said that there was to be a payment for your help,” she said, more than asked. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, thinking. “Yes.” 
 
    When he didn’t elaborate, she spoke again. “Can you tell me what this payment is?” 
 
    “Does that mean that you would refuse certain forms of payment?” Ryun asked curiously. 
 
    The woman, to her credit, didn’t lie to him. Instead, she met his eyes even though she was afraid. “Yes.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled and shook his head. “You needn’t worry. The payment for my help are answers.” 
 
    “Answers?” she frowned, confused. 
 
    “To questions.” 
 
    “Questions?” She blinked, her confusion only growing. 
 
    Ryun didn’t know what she had been expecting, but what he had said had obviously not been it. “Answers are what usually follows questions. I shall ask, and you will answer.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything important about the sect or—” 
 
    Ryun raised his arm, halting her. “I have no interest in this sect. I shall ask questions about anything and everything, and you will have an answer or you will not. If not, I shall ask another.” 
 
    She looked at him like he was crazy, which in some way he perhaps was. She did not know that he had no knowledge about this world, however, and that information about it was the most precious thing to him right now. “How many questions?” 
 
    “As many as I deem necessary,” Ryun said. 
 
    He saw her open her mouth to argue, but he spoke before she could. “You were the one who agreed before hearing the price.” 
 
    She grimaced, but then nodded. She glanced at the dead bodies and then back to him. “They’ll send more. The young master will not want to let me go.” 
 
    “Then they’ll die,” he said offhandedly. 
 
    She glanced at the corpses again, and shuddered. Ryun frowned in confusion; he didn’t feel the cold. He shrugged and walked over, the woman stiffening as he came closer. 
 
    “Come, we should get up into the mountains before more of them come,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Can we not rest a bit first? Both of us are tired,” the woman said. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “No need, I’ll carry you.” 
 
    He reached for the woman and before she could react he had picked her up, one of his arms behind her back and the other behind her knees. He then knelt and turned his back to the child. 
 
    “Grab on,” he said. The woman looked at him with her eyes open wide, but didn’t say anything even though Ryun could see that she wanted to protest. She exchanged a glance with her daughter and reluctantly nodded. 
 
    The little girl grabbed him around the neck and he stood up. “Hold on tight,” he said, and then he was off, flying over the forest floor. The woman cried out at the speed and reached around his neck to grab her daughter, who nearly fell off. 
 
    I probably should’ve started slower, he thought as the land began disappearing beneath his feet. 
 
    A while later, he climbed all the way up to the base of the mountain, and with a jump he moved out of the forest onto the top of a small cliff and into the sunlight.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Strange Questions 
 
      
 
    Anrosh looked at the stranger over the fire. Her daughter, Kri, was huddled next to her, sleeping. The stranger had taken them up to the mountains, and had them make camp near the base of a cliff’s face. Anrosh tried to keep her nerves in check, but every time the stranger moved it made her shiver just a bit more. His movements were smooth, far too smooth. She had never seen anyone move like that, without sound, as if they were gliding through the air with no resistance. If she didn’t know better, she would put him at Peak Lord Stage, but not only was there no sense of Qi coming off of him, his body also had no distinguishing features that would mark him as someone who had achieved the True Body stage, like the young master with his double horns and split tail. Thinking on the young master made her angry, however, so she pushed him out of her mind. She didn’t have the time to worry about him, not when this stranger was staring at her from over the fire. 
 
    His eyes were empty, and that scared her to the bone, even more than the thought of spending the rest of her life warming the bed of a bastard like Fier. At times she thought that she saw some emotion inside of those eyes, but always it was quickly gone, replaced by that emptiness. The scariest thing was that she couldn’t tell how strong he was. He didn’t feel like a Cultivator, but he didn’t feel like a Classer, either. She had seen him use a powerful skill, but other than that, nothing. Everything he did, he did with the pure power of his stats—but how could he have such high stats without being a Classer or a Cultivator? It was impossible. The only explanation was that he was hiding his power somehow. Anrosh didn’t presume to know everything, though, and it was possible that there were ways of veiling power. 
 
    But the longer they sat there, the more her fear grew. She feared of opening her mouth and saying the wrong thing. She hadn’t really thought things through when she had agreed to the stranger’s help, but she had been desperate. Yet, what kind of payment was answering questions? It didn’t make sense, which was why she was on the lookout for a trap. 
 
    Then, finally, the stranger spoke. 
 
    “What are you?” he inquired. 
 
    She frowned, not really understanding the question, but answered nonetheless. “I’m called Anrosh. I’m from—” 
 
    “No,” he interrupted her. “I asked what.” 
 
    She blinked, completely at a loss. Anrosh tried to turn the words in her head, to come up with an answer, but she just didn’t understand what he meant and she was too afraid to ask for clarification. Finally, she decided that she needed to speak, so she said the first thing that came to her mind. “My ancestors were from Fourth Iteration Earth. I’m human.” 
 
    The stranger tilted his head, then nodded. 
 
    Anrosh frowned. That couldn’t have been what he wanted? He should know that already. 
 
    “Uh…” she started slowly. “Can I ask who you are?” 
 
    “Our bargain was for answers, not questions,” the stranger said. 
 
    “Of course. Apologies.” She bowed her head quickly, not wanting to offend him. 
 
    “Why are there no stars in the sky?” he asked.  
 
    She blinked. Another strange question, she thought. “Because this territory isn’t claimed.” 
 
    He tilted his head again, and didn’t say anything. After a long breath, he spoke again. “Why were you running from those people?” 
 
    Her first instinct was to refuse to answer, but she knew that she had given her word, and if the only thing this stranger wanted was answers, then that was a small price to pay for freedom. “My husband and I joined the Black Viper Sect six years ago. Since he showed promise, the sect invested resources into him, developing him as one of their warriors. A few days ago, he and his team failed to return from a scouting mission, and another patrol found their remains in the forest. With his death, all the resources that the sect invested in him are now wasted. Along with that, he had taken some loans from the sect, putting his family as collateral without my knowing. Now, with his death, I am supposed to pay back his debt. Ordinarily that would mean working for the sect, but the young master of this expedition had always kept his eye on me. It didn’t matter, since I was married, until then. With my husband’s death and his debts falling to me, he no longer had any reason to hold back. He wants me as his personal slave. I refuse to be reduced to that.” 
 
    The stranger blinked once, slowly. 
 
    Anrosh found herself annoyed at his mannerisms. It was almost as if he didn’t know how to act like a proper person, and was imitating someone else. 
 
    “Why did you run toward the mountains?” he asked. 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. “There was nowhere else. We are deep in the frontier, and there are no settlements anywhere near us. If I tried to run toward any of the other sects or towns, I would’ve just been captured and delivered back to the Black Viper Sect as a present. The mountains were my only option. Also…there are stories that say that the Third Iteration has gone beyond these mountains in their exile.” 
 
    “Exile?” he asked. 
 
    Again with the strange question. She didn’t know if he was playing with her or testing her, but she still answered. “The war? The First and the Second Iterations against the Third Iteration Rankers?” 
 
    The stranger nodded, then spoke again. “This young master, how powerful is he?” 
 
    “He currently has four tiers of power, as he is in the Mid Lord Realm and is level sixty-one in his Class. He has a few evolved skills, but no one knows the exact number,” Anrosh answered, glad that at least one question was something that she could understand. 
 
    “Those were good answers. I’ll think of more questions for tomorrow.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him as he stood up and walked into the night. She wondered just who she had made a deal with. A small groan escaped her daughter’s mouth as she slept, and Anrosh looked at Kri. In the end, it didn’t matter—she had escaped the sect, her daughter was safe, and that was all that she could ask for.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Conversations 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Ryun sat on a rock and watched his two companions eat. They were casting glances at him as he ate his own dire wolf meat, and he figured that was because he was eating it raw. He didn’t really care what they thought about him, however; he only needed answers to his questions. He had given them some of his meat, but they preferred to cook it over the fire. He didn’t mind, he just couldn’t be bothered to wait. So, once he was finished, he stood up and left, leaving them there alone. He doubted that they would run, and even if they did, he would catch them. 
 
    He had other things to worry about. He found a secluded place on the edge of the cliff and sat down with his legs crossed, getting into a meditation pose. He tried to reach his Qi, but every time the crystal seal was there instead, unmovable. Switching gears, he attempted a breathing form to activate a technique. The moment he started to, though, a burning sensation spread all over his body and he gasped. It felt as if his body wanted to tear itself apart from the inside. He stopped and waited for the pain to subside before trying to cycle, but that too was unsuccessful. His Class might not even exist as far as the seal was concerned. Ryun cursed his own arrogance for allowing Zach’s attack to land. He could’ve easily evaded, but he had been so sure of his power that he hadn’t bothered. 
 
    He had more things to try, however. His skills had remained untouched, and that was all thanks to his |Cut| skill—it had somehow stopped the crystal from covering his skills up. So, he tried using |Cut|. He did so for a few hours with little results save for several hundred cuts into the rock of the cliff. Reaching, he tried imagining cutting at the crystal in his head, tried to use his skill inside his body. For a moment he thought something was happening, like the cracks in the crystal seal around his skills were widening, but ultimately he felt no change. With a sigh he brought up his screens, taking a look to see if anything had changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron, First Quickened Mind, First Lake of Qi, Beaten but not Broken, Cannibal, One Against Many, First Lord, First  Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, First True Body, Hated Foe, One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  3190 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class (Sealed) 
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  65 (0/160 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation (Sealed) 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord (1270/12,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Silent Breath 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Final End  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (5/10) 
  
       	  Cut >> Greater Cut >> Spatial Cut (9/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vibration Sense >> Enhanced Vibration Sense (9/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  491 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  492 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  576  
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  491 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  464 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  519 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He cursed when he saw no change. He had hoped that whatever Zach had done would be temporary, but it looked like he would have to figure out a way to free his power on his own. With no other way to improve, he pulled out his sword and started shadow fighting, following the threads of his |Sword Mastery| skill. It wouldn’t improve his skill, and it was actually a bit counter intuitive—one didn’t improve by following the threads, but rather by ignoring them. The threads were there to teach one a skill, a learning tool, but the only way to improve such skills was by adapting what one learned from following the threads in real combat, and usually that meant not following the threads. 
 
    He spent the next hour training, while his mind wandered and thought up more questions for the woman, Anrosh. 
 
    Finally growing tired of the training he stopped, and headed back to camp. He found the two huddled around the fire. They both jumped when they noticed him. Ryun took a seat across from them without speaking. 
 
    “Uh, mister, I wanted to say thank you for saving me and my mother,” the little girl said. 
 
    He looked at her for a moment, but seeing her little face hurt him, so he glanced away and just nodded. 
 
    “I was wondering,” the little girl continued. “Would you tell us your name?” 
 
    He glanced back, seeing the innocence in her face. She didn’t know, of course, couldn’t know that he hadn’t heard his own name spoken in years. He had no one who cared enough for him to call him by his name. He had been the monster, or the World Ender, for years. Having his name spoken threatened to break down his carefully built wall.  
 
    Still, he could not deny her an answer. 
 
    “Ryun,” he whispered. 
 
    The girl smiled as she got an answer. “Thank you for saving us, Mr. Ryun. I am Kri,” she said and bowed down. 
 
    Ryun watched her, unsure how to feel. She was showing him respect, was honoring him, but she didn’t know, didn’t understand what he was. She had no idea what kind of a monster she was sitting across from. Her mother, Anrosh, looked at him with suspicion. Ryun met her eyes and decided to ask more questions in order to change the topic. 
 
    “How many territories are there?” he asked. 
 
    The woman seemed almost startled that he had asked her a question. “I don’t know. Many—there are hundreds, if not thousands, of sects, and many control more than one territory.” 
 
    Ryun nodded, filing the information away. “Which is the most powerful sect?” 
 
    “It would probably be between Dragon Heart, a First Iteration sect, and Zenshuen, a Second Iteration sect.” 
 
    “They don’t accept anyone from other Iterations?” 
 
    “They do, but only in lesser positions. The core of their sects are the descendants of their Rankers.” 
 
    Ryun hummed as he thought about that. He wondered if there were any Rankers from that time still living today, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t want to stay on the same topic for long. He would ask that another time. 
 
    “Are there any seasons here?” 
 
    “What?” Anrosh asked, confused. Her daughter next to her looked confused as well. 
 
    “Change of weather patterns,” Ryun clarified. 
 
    She blinked, but answered. “Not that I am aware.” 
 
    Another strange thing about this world. He wanted to ask if the world was flat, but he was pretty sure that it was, and in the case he was wrong he didn’t want to get laughed at. That left one more question.  
 
    “When was the last time a new Iteration arrived?” he asked. 
 
    “Around five hundred years ago, I think. The first three Iterations arrived with a ten year gap between them, the fourth arrived after five hundred years with the next two coming with the same ten year gap. It has been five hundred years since then. There should be another arrival soon,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun nodded. It looked like he was right about the Iterations arriving in a staggered manner. With that question answered, he stood up and walked away, heading back into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun jumped into the air as soon as he had walked out of Anrosh’s vision. Her words had given him some answers; not all, of course, not yet, but he would learn more later. For now, he had a meeting to get to. It was a strange thing… He had felt it when the wolf had come close to his fire. At first he had thought that it was thinking about attacking, but Ereclaw had again come without its pack mates. Ryun was intrigued, both by the intelligence of the monster and its actions. Another series of interesting events, and he for one wanted to see what the monster wanted. 
 
    Ereclaw didn’t turn and run as Ryun approached, even though Ryun knew that it could see him as he jumped through the trees. Finally Ryun reached the wolf and looked at it from above, standing on a branch. 
 
    Ereclaw looked right back, its red eyes glowing and studying him. Then, shocking Ryun, the monster spoke. 
 
    “Two-legs, you are being hunted.” 
 
    It took Ryun longer than he wanted to admit to recover from the shock of hearing the monster talk, but he managed. 
 
    “You can talk?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Obviously, two-legs.” 
 
    “But…you are a wolf.” 
 
    “Are all two-legs as slow as you?” the wolf asked. 
 
    The jab snapped Ryun out of his shock and he shook his head. “Sorry. What do you mean I am being hunted?” 
 
    “Two-legs have sent a lot of hunters from their pack home, and their alpha is among them.” 
 
    The wolf had a strange way of speaking, but Ryun could understand what it meant. The sect had sent more people after Anrosh, and their Lord was most likely with them. “Why are you warning me?” 
 
    “You are different from the other two-legs. Your steps do not disturb the ground, do not destroy the forest. And you are strong, even with your power being hidden from you.” 
 
    As far as answers went, it wasn’t the best, but Ryun wasn’t sure what to expect from a wolf. “How many are coming?” 
 
    “Many.” 
 
    “Can you give me a number?” 
 
    “Many,” the wolf repeated. 
 
    “As many as there are in your pack?” 
 
    “Less,” the wolf said. 
 
    There had been at least a hundred wolves in the pack the first time he had encountered them, so he figured less than a hundred people—probably far less. It was nothing that he hadn’t faced before, even if there were that many. “Thank you for warning me. Do you want something in return?” 
 
    The wolf was quiet for a long minute, but then he responded. “Even with your power hidden from you, you are stronger than their alpha. But you are a lone wolf and they are a pack. If you survive, I will want to make a bargain.” 
 
    With that the wolf turned around and ran away, faster than even Ryun could follow. 
 
    He frowned, thinking the warning over in his head. He could just run away; he doubted that these people could keep up with him, or that they would even care to follow. And it wasn’t like he was attached to the woman or her child—he could leave them. Yet he still had questions to ask, and he had promised her freedom in return for those answers. He had never gone back on his word before.  
 
    He sighed, making his choice. It was a pain in the ass, but he was not worried. A little fight might just be what he needed. He started running over the branches, heading toward the town. A few hours later he found them at the base of the mountain, studying the corpses of their men in the faint torch light. There were more like fifty warriors there compared to the two dozen that he’d imagined, but he had faced worse odds before regardless. 
 
    He didn’t stay for long. Instead, he turned around and ran back up the mountain. They wouldn’t reach them until tomorrow at the earliest. That many people could only move as fast as their slowest member, and he had seen them prepare to make camp.  
 
    They would reach him by tomorrow, at noon, most likely. Ryun would need to find a suitable place for the fight.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Scouting 
 
      
 
    They spent the entire next day huddled in the cabin. Zach had insisted that they take the time to rest and heal from their injuries. His leg already looked a lot better; the wounds weren’t gone, but they had visibly healed, and faster than they would’ve before. Ryun’s and Melody’s wounds were healing a bit slower, but not by much. They’ve shared information and tried to figure out how their abilities worked. The girls’ and Zach’s Classes gave them an ability each, as well as a lot of stat points. Both girls had reached level three from the Essence they’d received from the fight. Ryun, on the other hand, was the only one who had taken a Cultivation path. He had a lot less points, and he couldn’t assign them—all of his stats were raised equally. The fact that he needed a lot more Essence to progress made Zach feel like his path wasn’t nearly as good, but he didn’t say anything. Ryun had been doing some kind of meditation, or cycling as he’d put it. Apparently he could just draw in Essence from the air, and put it toward his Cultivation advancement. Zach agreed that that made it a bit better, as at least he didn’t need to go and fight monsters, but it was slow and he couldn’t use Essence so gathered for the shop, only his Cultivation. 
 
    The day after that, they had decided to finally leave the cabin and try to search for a road in hopes of finding a way to the city. They moved slowly and silently, far slower than Zach wanted, but he didn’t intend to risk death by running into a monster. 
 
    They were headed west, in the direction of the city from their position, or at least based on their positions before the Framework. After about three hours of walking they decided to make a short break to rest. They settled in and Ryun and Zach pulled out water bottles from their packs, offering them to the girls first.  
 
    Then Ryun spoke up. 
 
    “I don’t think there are any roads.” 
 
    Zach met his eyes. “You can’t know that.” 
 
    “We should’ve found a road by now. We weren’t that deep into the forest,” Ryun insisted. 
 
    Zach didn’t know what to say in response to that. He knew that Ryun was right, it was just that he didn’t want to abandon hope. “We just need to keep searching.” 
 
    “Zach is right,” Linda said. She had gotten a lot better since their reunion, and she had at least accepted what was happening. “The road must be close.” 
 
    Melody shook her head. “I think that Ryun is right,” she said. 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow at that surprised, Zach did the same. “Why?” 
 
    “Look around,” Melody said, gesturing at the forest. “Does this look like the same forest we were in before? I don’t think we are anywhere near home.” 
 
    Zach looked around, but he had no idea. To him, one forest was the same as any another. He couldn’t tell the difference. “It’s not?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. I’m not an expert, but the trees look different to me. But that is not why I think that Ryun is right.” 
 
    Linda raised her head. “Why, then?” 
 
    “Look at the sun. I’ve been watching it all day yesterday and today. I don’t think that its arc across the sky is the same as it was before all this. I don’t think that we are anywhere near home—more like another part of the planet.” 
 
    Zach blinked. Turning his head up, he looked at the sun that could just barely be seen through the branches. He hadn’t noticed a difference, but then again he hadn’t been looking. 
 
    “So what do you want us to do?” Zach asked, defeated. He had no idea what they should do. He had been holding out hope that they would find a road and reach civilization, then find someone in charge who could tell him what to do. 
 
    “We should continue as we are,” Ryun interjected. 
 
    “What? You just said that looking is waste of time!” Zach said. 
 
    “No, I said that I don’t think there are any roads around. We should still scout out our surroundings, see what is around us. If we are deep in the wilderness, then we need information. I also think that we should make sure that we have enough time to return to the cabin before nightfall. I don’t think we want to be outside in the dark.” 
 
    Linda closed her eyes and covered her face, Melody put a hand on her back and whispered something too low for Zach to hear. He took a deep breath. What Ryun said made sense, but he still felt like they should press on, try to find help. In the end, his friend’s more sensible approach won. 
 
    “All right, we’ll do it your way. We still have a lot of daylight left. Let’s continue for a bit longer before we head back.” 
 
    Zach led them through the forest. Surprisingly, they hadn’t encountered any more of those monsters, but they were all keeping their eyes open for them. They walked for another hour before Zach thought about heading back—but then he saw an opening in the trees and light coming in through. They headed there and a few minutes later they stepped into direct sunlight. Zach looked with his eyes open wide at the sight stretching before them. 
 
    “I guess we are not home anymore,” Ryun said. 
 
    Zach silently agreed. They stood on the edge of a tall cliff, with a valley stretching before them, the entirety of it covered in green tree tops. To the left where the cliff curved they could see a massive waterfall, which told him that they weren’t anywhere near their home, as there had been no waterfalls nearby that he knew about. The forest spread as far and wide as the eyes could see, and in the distance he saw mountains that he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Is that smoke?” Linda asked. 
 
    He turned to see her pointing somewhere north, where far in the distance it looked like there was a plume of smoke rising. “It looks like it.” 
 
    “We should head that way, there might be people there!” Linda said excitedly. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t,” Ryun said before Zach could agree. 
 
    “What?” Linda asked. “Why not??” 
 
    Ryun met her eyes calmly. “Do you see how far away that smoke is? All the way to the horizon, and we are high up compared to the valley. That means that that smoke we see is a long way away, and down in the valley. We have no idea what’s between us and that smoke, and we don’t even know if there are people there or if it’s just a fire. Even if we wanted to go now, we are not prepared for the trip. We do not even have any supplies, not to mention the fact that we know no way down into the valley. At the rate we have been moving through the forest, it would take us at least a day to get there, perhaps more. Do you really want to spend the night out here in the forest?” 
 
    Linda clenched her fists, staring daggers at Ryun. But then she nodded in agreement. 
 
    He raised his arms in surrender. “Look, I’m not saying that we shouldn’t go at all. Just not now. We need to prepare for a trip like that. We don’t have a car to move around, and we are clearly not home anymore. We need to think about these things far more if we want to survive.” 
 
    Zach’s first instinct when Ryun spoke had been the same as Linda’s, but the more Ryun spoke, the more Zach saw that what he was saying was the smart thing to do. 
 
    “I agree with him,” Melody said, eliciting a look from Linda in response. “We can’t risk it, not until we prepare for it.” 
 
    Linda turned to look at Zach, her eyes pleading.  
 
    “Let’s head back to the cabin,” Zach said softly. “We can discuss it there.” 
 
    Linda glanced back at the smoke longingly, but then turned around and nodded again. 
 
    They started heading back to their cabin, walking in silence. They managed to reach the cabin before nightfall, but found that they had visitors. 
 
    A group of strange, monkey-like creatures were standing on the porch. Their bodies were striped with brown and black, making them look like some kind of monkey zebras. Zach saw the names above their heads. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Tiger Macaque (C) (LVL 4) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “What should we do?” Zach whispered. 
 
    “Drive them off, of course,” Ryun said as he unsheathed his sword. Before Zach could speak up, Ryun looked at Melody and gestured for her to follow. 
 
    The two of them moved toward the seven monkeys, leaving Zach and Linda behind. He wanted to speak out and stop them, but he didn’t want to alert the monsters. He looked at Linda, who had gotten pale, and cursed. He pulled out his own sword and put a hand on her shoulder, leaning in to whisper. 
 
    “Can you use your fire spell?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “[Fire Flare], yes.” 
 
    “Good, wait for one to be alone and isolated, away from the cabin. We don’t want you to set fire to it,” he said, trying to make a joke, but Linda just looked horrified. 
 
    Not knowing what to say, he took a step after the others, Linda following closely behind. He watched the monkeys play with some firewood in front of the cabin’s porch. Then Ryun and Melody charged them, Melody holding her staff raised up tall as Ryun swung his sword. The monkeys noticed them before they could close the distance, however, and they screeched. The one Ryun had attacked moved out of the way of his swing, but then Zach saw Ryun’s legs glow with a faint silver color and he pushed off the ground, following after the monkey. Moving faster than before, he surprised it and cut, pushing his sword deep into its stomach. The other monkeys all went nuts. Melody used her smash ability and hit one that had charged her straight out of the air, sending it smashing against the ground. Zach ran toward them, cursing Ryun for his recklessness. He caught one of the monkeys with his sword as it attempted to jump on Ryun’s back, using |Slash|. He cut it nearly in half. 
 
    Ryun turned and looked at the monkey with a surprised look on his face, then he grinned at Zach. 
 
    He wanted to smack that expression off his face, but he had no time to as even more monkeys attacked. He pulled his sword up as a monkey jumped toward his face. It grabbed his arm and started biting, and he screamed before trying in vain to dislodge it. Then Ryun cut at its back, and it let Zach go just in time for him to move out of the way of another monkey jumping at him. A small Fire Flare struck the monkey midair, and Zach saw Linda standing on shaky legs with her hand stretched forward. Ryun slashed from above, decapitating another monkey, and Melody whirled her staff and smashed the last one, breaking its skull. Zach was breathing heavily, looking at the blood on the ground surrounding the dead monkeys. 
 
    “So, anybody up for monkey meat?” Ryun asked with a grin. 
 
    Zach heard Linda throw up behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, once the girls went to sleep, Zach found Ryun in the kitchen sitting on the floor in a meditative pose. The girls had retired to the bedroom where they slept, while Zach and Ryun slept in the living room. He looked at his friend for a long moment before clearing his throat and getting his attention. 
 
    Ryun opened his eyes and looked at him. 
 
    “Hey, you need something?” 
 
    “I think we need to talk,” Zach said. He wasn’t sure how to even start this conversation. 
 
    “Sure, about what?” Ryun stood up and pulled out a chair sitting at the kitchen table. 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and did the same, taking a seat across from him. “We need to talk about the way you’ve been acting.” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes narrowed. “And how have I been acting?” 
 
    “Recklessly,” Zach said. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “How so?” 
 
    “What you did today!” Zach hissed. “Attacking those monkeys without a plan! The way you attacked that monster when we arrived here! Everything since then!” 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer for a long time. Instead, he just looked at him. “Is that really it?” Ryun said, and Zach recognized the tone of voice. It was what he used when he knew that he was right, and that Zach was wrong. 
 
    But this time Zach wouldn’t let him turn this on him. “We need to be more careful, to avoid monsters and get help! Find someone in charge! Not do this thing that you have been doing—and I’ve noticed the way you’ve been acting! This isn’t a game, Ryun!” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “No, it is not. It is reality, and you are still refusing to accept it. You and Linda both. It’s going to get you killed.” 
 
    Zach blinked, his friend’s words feeling like slaps, and Ryun spoke again before he could answer. 
 
    “You are acting as if this is still the old world, where there are laws, right and wrong, where you could find a cop to get help. This is no longer that world. We are in the wilderness, with monsters surrounding us, and your focus on finding a way back to civilization is what is hindering us. I’m not saying that we shouldn’t look for others, but we are on our own here, and unless we get stronger, we will not survive. What happened today is a prime example. Did you think that we could somehow avoid fighting? That we should avoid it? Why? We need Essence to grow stronger, and this is the only way to get it. If you mean for us to travel across that valley, we will need to be ready, and strong enough to survive the journey. You should take a good look at what you want. Do you want to die here before we find safety, or do you want to do everything in your power to survive?” 
 
    With that, Ryun stood up and walked away, leaving Zach alone in the kitchen with his thoughts.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Crystals 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat in the living room, meditating. He was pulling in Essence from around himself and filling his core. It was a slow process, but every bit helped. He was still behind the others in terms of stats, and even the girls had more than him by now, at least in their main attributes, considering Ryun had all of his attributes raised equally. While his {Empower} technique allowed him to go beyond his stats for a few moments, he didn’t have a large supply of Qi. It was why he was cycling, putting Essence into his core, straining it and expanding it. Once he hit forty thousand, his core would reach the limit of how much it could stretch, and he would be able to advance to the next stage by consuming all that Essence. He hadn’t put any of his “free” Essence, the Essence that he had earned from killing monsters, into his core. He didn’t know if he would need to buy something from the shop, so he kept it saved. The Essence inside of his core he couldn’t use, as it counted as being spent, which was why he had only been filling up his core with cycling. As he finished with another session, he glanced at his screen, looking at his Cultivation. 
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       	  The Path of the Final End (R) 
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       	  Early Mortal (287/40,000) 
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    In three days since the Framework had arrived he had only managed to gather 287 Essence from cycling. It was basically free Essence, requiring only his time, true, but it wouldn’t help him advance any sooner. He had nearly five thousand Essence from what they gathered from the monsters and what he had left from the title reward. What he wanted to do was go out and hunt monsters, but Zach was hesitating. Ryun could tell that he couldn’t accept this world and the necessity of hunting monsters for Essence. He could understand that, somewhat. For Ryun, the coming of the Framework had set him free. It allowed him to have a chance to escape the suffocating life that had he had been dreading. For Zach and Linda, it meant their lives were over, as both had had bright futures ahead of them. Both had spoken often about what they were going to do after college—they had been anxious to start their lives. 
 
    He had been thinking about getting better gear from the shop for the trip into the valley. They had had a conversation about it, but hadn’t decided on anything other than “preparing” for the trip. Ryun knew that they needed resources. They could buy water from the shop for a small amount of Essence, but they had no food other than the monkey meat they got yesterday, and the others weren’t really liking it. It tasted fine to Ryun, a bit willowy and charred from the way they cooked it in the fireplace, but still eatable. They weren’t really any good at skinning and cutting the corpses—they had probably ruined half of the meat—they’d had no choice. 
 
    One thing was for certain, they couldn’t stay here for long. Ryun knew that they had to start doing something or they would meet a monster that was too high a level for them and die. 
 
    He sighed, banishing the thoughts. He didn’t want to get suffocated with useless concerns. Things were as they were, and Zach and Linda would have to accept that. He turned his mind back to the cycling and his core. He was spending every moment he had experimenting with {Empower} and his Qi. Now, looking at his core he could feel it straining slightly from the Essence inside of it, getting just a bit larger. He knew that if he dumped all the Essence he had he would probably be able to use more Qi, but for now that seemed imprudent.  
 
    As he studied his core, he got a strange feeling. Acting on instinct, he tried grabbing the Essence inside his core; something felt a bit off to him, and he tried to figure out what the feeling was. Acting on a hunch, he tried pulling the Essence out of his core. A moment later he felt it move out of his core through his Qi conduits and into his hand. He felt a heat and looked at his palm as faint white light leaked through his skin, forming into a shape just above his palm. His eyes widened as the light solidified and became a crystal that dropped to his palm. 
 
    He brought it to his face and studied it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Essence Crystal — 287 (Owner Ryun Nacht) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He glanced at his stats and saw that his Cultivation now showed zero Essence. He got excited, thinking that perhaps he could put all his Essence into his core, expanding it and then retrieving it later. Looking at the crystal, he tried to do something with it, and retrieve the Essence. But nothing seemed to work. He couldn’t pull the Essence into himself. After a few minutes of trying he stopped attempting it, and sighed. It seemed like he had just wasted all the Essence he had cycled in, but then he looked at his Core, and saw that it was just a tiny bit larger than it had been before he started cycling. He frowned, thinking. The core had expanded with Essence, but when he’d pulled it out, it had contracted—but not to its original size. Instead, it was slightly larger.  
 
    Realization hit him. If what he was thinking was right, it would mean that he could enhance his core even more beyond simply advancing. He wondered how large the increase would be if he filled it to the top, drained it, then repeated the process several times. He looked at the crystal and frowned. It seemed like he couldn’t use the crystal again; he wondered if that meant that he would basically be throwing Essence away, or if there was some use for the crystals. In any case, he would need more Essence if he was to increase his base. 
 
    He stood up, the crystal still in his hand, and went to find Zach. He and the girls were in the kitchen working on the meat, not seeming to have much more success than he’d had yesterday. 
 
    “Hey, Zach,” Ryun said. The awkwardness between them was still there, but he didn’t dwell on it much. It was not the first time that they’d had a difference of opinion. “I was thinking about doing some scouting. There must be some kind of stream or creek around here seeing as there is a massive waterfall nearby, and we could use a source of water other than spending Essence.” 
 
    He didn’t mention that he wanted to see if he could find some monsters to hunt.  
 
    “Ryun…” Zach started, but Melody interrupted. 
 
    “Can I come with?” she asked. “I want to stretch my legs.” 
 
    Zach and Linda looked at her, then exchanged looks between themselves. Ryun was surprised that she had asked. He hadn’t really spoken with her much since the Framework arrived, but he had been impressed with her actions so far. She was handling this new reality much better than Linda. 
 
    “Sure,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Great, let me get my staff and we can go.” 
 
    She walked off in the direction of the bedroom, and Ryun stood there in the doorway watching Zach studying him. He remembered the crystal in his hand and decided to fill the silence. 
 
    “Hey, Zach, can you use this?” Ryun said as he threw the crystal at him. 
 
    Zach grabbed it out of the air and looked at it frowning. “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “I made it. It’s a Cultivation thing—can you use it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s asking me if I want to consume the crystal,” Zach said. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. It looked like he couldn’t use his own cycled Essence. He wondered why that was, but shook his head. Cultivating allowed him to farm Essence without any dangers, so it had to have some kind of drawback. If his thinking was right, it would mean that he could advance faster if he didn’t drain his core to expand it, but then he would miss the opportunity to enhance his own ability. 
 
    “Use it,” Ryun told him. 
 
    The crystal flashed in his arm and then disappeared, seeping into his palm. 
 
    “It added to my Essence. I have enough to level to ten,” Zach said, a bit of excitement entering his tone. 
 
    Ryun smiled at him, glad that things between them weren’t irreparably broken. “Congratulations!” 
 
    “Thanks,” Zach said. “Does this mean that you can supply us with Essence like this?” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “In a way. I lose the Essence that I use to create the crystal, so it would take me longer to advance, but in theory, yes. I’m going to have to test it out a bit more.” 
 
    Melody came back with her staff. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ryun said. “We won’t be long!” 
 
    “Be careful,” Zach said. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Ryun turned around and followed Melody out of the cabin. 
 
    They set off toward the southwest, in the direction of where they’d seen the waterfall in the distance. 
 
    “You know,” Ryun started once they got a bit away from the cabin, “I was surprised when you asked to come with me.” 
 
    “Oh, why is that?” she asked with a small smile on her face. 
 
    Ryun looked at her and shook his head. “Don’t know, really. I didn’t think that you would be up for this putting your life at risk thing, walking through the forest filled with monsters.” 
 
    Melody’s brown eyes twinkled, and she pulled a strand of her black hair behind her ear as she leaned in. “Can I tell you a secret?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I am a pretty big gamer,” she whispered. 
 
    “What? You never said before!” Ryun exclaimed. While the four of them had been friends, they generally spent more time talking about their classes and at times about some movies. 
 
    “Well, you know how it is. You tell guys that you play games and they get all these stupid ideas in their heads…better to keep quiet,” she said mischievously.  
 
    Ryun snorted. “Right.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan? We really going to just scout around?” 
 
    “Well I had planned on hunting some monsters. Only if we come across them, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” she nodded. 
 
    “You’re not scared?” 
 
    “I am, a bit at least. But I think that we need to adapt to this new reality. Linda and Zach are still living in the past. We can’t do that—we need to get stronger.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Ryun said, feeling somewhat validated in his own beliefs. 
 
    She smiled and they lapsed into a silence, turning their attentions to the forest as they moved further away from the cabin. They walked for about an hour, then made a short break, talking about what games they both used to play and which were their favorite before continuing on their way. Ryun found that he was enjoying spending time with her. She was easy to like—she always had been—but he felt like he was only now seeing the real her. Their little group had always been centered more on Zach and Linda and their “will they, won’t they” dynamic. Melody and Ryun had been on the sidelines. Now, it felt like they were making a real connection. 
 
    Eventually, Ryun stopped. “Can you hear that?” In the distance, he could hear a low rumbling. 
 
    “Yeah, might be a stream or something.” 
 
    They headed in the direction of the sound until they could finally see it. They huddled behind a rock and looked over. There was a large boulder with a crack in it from which a spring flowed, the water falling down into a pond and then flowing away as a small creek. The reason they stopped, however, was that the spring was not unoccupied. Three monsters, the aniwye that they had faced before, were at the edge and were drinking the water—except that they were larger than the ones that they had faced before. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mature Aniwye (C) (LVL 7) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun grimaced, but he thought that they could take them, especially since Melody had reached level six after the fight with the monkeys, and Ryun could match them with his {Empower}. He was just about to suggest an ambush when Melody nudged him and pointed down the creek. The aniwye raised their heads and scattered as another monster walked up to the creek, each step making a stomping sound. Ryun read the name above it and his eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Great Boar (U) (LVL 22) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The boar was massive, the size of a horse. Its hide was black and looked thick, its tusks long and curved. Muscles moved beneath its hide as it walked and then knelt to drink. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Ryun whispered. Melody only nodded.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Decisions 
 
      
 
    Zach was lying on his back, looking at the ceiling, Linda draped over his chest. He had no idea how they ended up in the bedroom. One moment they were in the kitchen, Melody and Ryun having just left, and the next they were tearing their clothes off. He had spent so long wanting this, before the world had gone to shit, that he had no idea how to act now. He had spent most of his time these last few days with Linda, talking about nothing, trying to get their minds off their situation. They hadn’t spoken about their feelings at all. It wasn’t how he imagined things happening, but he was glad all the same. He tightened his arm around her, and she sighed contently. For a while both of them had forgotten all about the world going to hell. 
 
    Then the doors to the cabin opened and Linda shot up, Zach following quickly behind. 
 
    “They’re back!” she whispered as she started looking for her clothes. Zach got up from the bed and leaned down to pick up his pants. 
 
    “Hey, guys!” Melody’s voice got closer, along with her footsteps. “Where are you? We got ne— Oh my god!” 
 
    Zach froze and turned his head around and saw Melody standing in the doorway with her eyes and mouth open wide, looking at him with his pants still around his knees. He quickly pulled them up, bowing his head in embarrassment. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ryun yelled out as he got closer, his voice worried. 
 
    “Nothing,” Melody said, and he could hear her walking away. “Except for Zach’s tight ass in my face, nothing at all.” 
 
    “Hey!” a muffled voice came from Linda who had her shirt over her head. 
 
    “What?” Ryun asked, confused. 
 
    Zach picked up his shirt and pulled it on. Linda walked out of the bedroom, followed quickly by him. Ryun blinked at them as they came into the living room. Zach saw that Linda’s face had turned nearly completely red from embarrassment. Her hair was messy and she was trying to pull her golden locks back. Zach looked at Melody and Ryun standing next to each other and just staring at them. 
 
    “Oh,” Ryun said as he glanced from Zach to Linda. 
 
    “You found something?” Zach asked quickly. 
 
    The two didn’t respond immediately—they seemed to be in a state of shock. 
 
    Finally, Ryun spoke. “Yeah, we did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were gathered in front of the fireplace that evening, Linda sitting next to Zach, holding his hand, and Melody and Ryun sitting across from them. 
 
    “So what you are saying is that we should stay here,” Linda accused. 
 
    “No,” Ryun shook his head. “I’m just saying that if there is one such powerful monster around, there are bound to be more. And I know that we would die if we tried to fight that boar or anything like it. We need to get stronger.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why we can’t just avoid the monsters?” Linda argued. “We can just run away, head to the valley. We can be careful.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “You’ve seen how all of us have gotten stronger, faster, with more stats, yes? The monsters are the same. If a monster that’s so much stronger than us wants to catch us, it will.” 
 
    “So you want us to stay here. Forever?” Linda said. Zach could tell that she was angry, and he understood her position, but he also understood Ryun’s. It was why he was keeping mostly quiet, not wanting to get in between them. 
 
    “Of course not, don’t be stupid. What I want to suggest is that we start hunting monsters, actively. We will both make our area safer, as well as get stronger. Once we are strong enough, we can make the trip to explore the valley.” 
 
    “And what if those people leave, huh? What if they go, and leave us alone here?!” she yelled. 
 
    “We don’t know if there are people in the first place,” Ryun said reasonably. 
 
    Linda turned to look at Zach. “Tell him! We should go and find help, we can’t stay here!” 
 
    Zach grimaced. He really didn’t want to get in between them, but seeing her pleading with him made him speak. “She is right, Ryun. We can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    Linda shot Ryun a smug expression. 
 
    “But…” Zach added, and Linda turned to glare at him. “I also think that we need to be able to handle everything that is out there. So I am proposing that we spend the next week doing what Ryun said. We go out and hunt monsters, get Essence, prepare for the trip, and then we go.” 
 
    Linda looked like she was about to argue, but Melody spoke up. “I think that that is reasonable,” she said, looking at Ryun, who himself didn’t look happy. 
 
    Finally, Ryun nodded. 
 
    Zach sighed as the atmosphere settled. “Good. We’ll start going out for hunts tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Zach looked at his stat screen. With the Essence Crystal from Ryun, he now had enough to get to level ten. He was a bit hesitant to spend it all, since they depended on the shop for water, but Ryun assured him that he had enough. So, with a deep breath, he put one thousand Essence into his Class. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Level 10 unlocked! 
  3 attribute points available! 
  Movement Ability Available—*Multiple Choices Available* 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Achievement unlocked, title available—First to Ten 
  
       	  Reward: +10% to all stats; 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Seeing the new title, Zach blinked. The reward hadn’t been just Essence, he had gotten a bonus to his stats. He read deeper into the reward. From what he gathered he had received a ten percent bonus to his base stats, meaning that the bonus would scale as he leveled. That was pretty good, but the Essence was much more welcome—with it, he could level more. Then something occurred to him. If what he’d read about his title was right, then he was the first person in the world to reach level ten. Suddenly, he felt weak in the knees. That did not make him feel better at all. If he was the strongest person on the planet at the moment then the situation out there was far worse than he believed. Quickly he put all his Essence into his Class, stopping once he reached level fourteen, as he didn’t have enough to reach level fifteen. That left him with one thousand Essence.  
 
    Then he turned to look at his stats. With the five levels he had gotten he had fifteen free points to distribute. His Class points had already been put into dexterity and strength, bringing them to thirty-seven and twenty-four, respectively. 
 
    Suddenly, he started to feel strange, his mind heavy. He tried to move but his body was sluggish, barely responding. Something was wrong. He tried to yell out, but it came out as a garbled mess, but someone had to have heard him, because suddenly he saw Ryun kneeling in front of him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ryun asked looking him over. 
 
    Zach tried to explain, to speak out, but it was like he couldn’t control his tongue, like it was faster and slower than him at the same time. Ryun frowned as he saw that there was no mark on him. Zach tried to speak again, but his words were muddled, but Ryun seemed to have gotten something. 
 
    “Did you level?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Zach managed to nod. Something in Ryun’s eyes told him that he had an idea of what was happening, so a part of him felt relieved. 
 
    “Okay, do you have any attribute points left to allocate?” 
 
    Zach nodded again. 
 
    “Good, I want you to put them into your lowest attribute, or attributes, if you have more than one that are around the same amount. Raise them up, okay?” 
 
    Zach nodded again and tried to use his screens. Thankfully, they responded as normal. 
 
    His intelligence and wisdom were his lowest stats, at seven and eight, so he started putting points in. He had four points, and after he put only two into intelligence and three into wisdom, the feeling disappeared. 
 
    “What was that?” Zach asked slowly. He was still a bit woozy. 
 
    “I think it was stat sickness,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I used to play some games that didn’t let you just put all your stats in one or two attributes. You couldn’t min-max—you needed to bring up all of your stats up at the same time. You said that your Class automatically puts in points in your primary and secondary stat, so I figured that something like that had to have happen. Your main stats are dexterity and strength, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you didn’t put anything in your intelligence and wisdom, I’m assuming?” 
 
    “No, they are the same as they’ve been at the start of all this.” 
 
    Ryun nodded knowingly. “I think that what happened is that your body became too powerful for your mind to handle. You’d upgraded your physical attributes, but not your mental, and that probably created some kind of dissonance.” 
 
    Zach looked at his stats, starting to understand. He experimentally put one point in dexterity, and immediately the same sensation returned. Quickly he put another point in intelligence and then another in wisdom. The sensation went away and he sighed again. 
 
    “What did you do?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I put a point in dexterity and the feeling returned, and it didn’t go away until I put in a point in intelligence and wisdom,” Zach said. 
 
    “It looks like there is some kind of a limit to how much difference there can be in stats.” 
 
    Zach nodded as he did some quick math. “The difference is forty two between my highest and lowest stat now.” 
 
    “That could be it.” Ryun nodded. 
 
    Zach looked at his stats for a bit then allocated the rest of his points and took one last look at his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, First to Ten 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  1037 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Swordsman (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  14 (0/3000 Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Piercing Stab 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  *Available 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  35 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  52 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  17 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  18 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His ten percent bonus seemed to give him a rounded down point, so his intelligence and wisdom didn’t provide him with an extra point until he’d brought them up to ten. He had to put one more point in each so that he could keep up with the bonus that the percentage gave him to dexterity. It affected his base stat, so it didn’t increase again once he passed forty in dexterity.  
 
    But it was the fact that he could choose another ability that he was happy about. He looked at the choices. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Double Step 
  
       	  Quick movement: allows you to make two steps for what looks like one. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Roll 
  
       	  Defensive roll: able to halt your momentum and execute a roll at any time. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Leap 
  
       	  Distance closer: allows you to leap up to ten paces forward. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    [Double Step] looked interesting, but he was leaning more toward [Leap]. He liked the idea of crossing a larger distance quickly, and he could use it either defensively or offensively. Making his decision, he picked up [Leap], and he knew he needed to try it out before they went out to hunt. 
 
    “You okay?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Zach said, then decided that he needed to tell him about his title. 
 
    “Wow,” Ryun said after he told him. “Ten thousand Essence? That’s a lot.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear the other part?” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “Yeah, it’s great news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s not really what I was thinking.” Zach narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t you understand what this means? There isn’t anyone out there who is stronger than me, no one who can protect us!” 
 
    “So? I mean, we’re in the middle of the forest, we have only ourselves to depend on. I know that you guys all want to find other people, to get help, but did you ever stop to think what would happen if we go out there into the forest and find people in the first place? You think that you will just be able to lose all responsibility and relax? Follow others? Did you at all think that perhaps any people we find will be looking to us for help?” 
 
    Zach’s mouth opened in shock. He hadn’t thought about that at all. 
 
    “The fact that you got that title means that is all but guaranteed. I didn’t refuse for us to go out into the valley because I don’t want to find help; I think that we need to get strong so that if we find more people, we can protect them. Whether you accept it or not, we need to be able to take care of ourselves first. We can’t just sit around waiting for others to save us.” 
 
    Zach gave his friend another look. He realized that he had misjudged Ryun. He had assumed that he didn’t want to go because he was in part glad that this had happened. He knew that Ryun hadn’t been happy with his life, and this was probably something that he had always fantasized about—and while he still thought that Ryun was embracing this world just a bit too much, he could see now that he had been thinking far more about this than Zach had given him credit for. 
 
    When Zach didn’t respond, Ryun sighed. “C’mon, the girls are waiting.” 
 
    Zach sighed in turn and stood up. They were going hunting.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Hunting 
 
      
 
    An aniwye leapt at Zach, its front paws extended and claws ready. Zach stepped to the side, his body faster and more coordinated than ever before. The monster was level eight, and easy for Zach, who was level fourteen, to avoid. He raised his sword from below, cutting into the aniwye’s stomach as it flew past him, his blade sinking into the stomach until it reached the spine and severed it, cleaving the monster in half. In the distance he saw Melody and Ryun fighting off another four monsters, so he activated his [Leap]. 
 
    His legs bent and pushed off the earth, sending him flying across the small clearing and into the midst of the monsters. With a |Strike| he brought his sword down on the aniwye, cutting through the flesh on its shoulder. These were not the Young Aniwye that they had fought before, but were rather Mature Aniwye. They looked much the same as their smaller counterparts, a cross between a raccoon and a skunk, except that these weren’t the size of a dog, but rather that of a pony. The aniwye reared back as Zach cut it, letting Ryun get a chance to stab it through the chest. Seeing that it was still alive, Zach put a [Piercing Stab] through its stomach. 
 
    Behind him, Melody whirled her staff and kept four Young Aniwye at bay while Zach and Ryun dealt with the bigger ones. Then two quick Fire Flares flew across the clearing, hitting two different monsters, burning their hide and into their bodies. The last of the Mature Aniwye roared and jumped at Ryun, faster than Zach could react. But a pale silver light enveloped Ryun and he shot off to the side, and Zach jumped forward to meet the monster with a |Strike| to the head. It tried to evade, but Zach was faster—his sword cut into its skull and got stuck halfway through, but the monster was dead. 
 
    Breathing deeply, Zach turned around, seeing that Melody and Linda had dealt with the smaller ones and were safe. Then he turned to Ryun, who was on his knees, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You okay?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Fuck no,” Ryun gasped out. Zach knew that that silver sheen was one of his Cultivation techniques that let him empower himself, but he hadn’t seen him use it on his entire body before.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Stupid technique is what…happened,” he said between breaths. “My core is not developed enough for me to use it on my entire body…but it was that or getting my face eaten by a monster.” 
 
    “At least you got out of the way in time,” Zach said as his own breathing calmed down. 
 
    He left Ryun to recover on his own, and looked around. There were about a dozen dead monsters, with four being mature ones. Two small brown chests stood in the middle of the clearing among the corpses. This was their third hunt of the day—they were fighting a group of Tiger Macaques as well as another smaller group of Aniwye. Zach glanced at his screens and saw that with this hunt, he had earned enough Essence for level fifteen. Immediately he put three thousand Essence in and leveled up. New screens appeared, startling him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Level 15 unlocked! 
  3 attribute points available! 
  Support Ability Available—*Multiple Choices Available* 
  Class Perk Available—*Multiple Choices Available* 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It looked like he could pick his final Class ability, but it was the text about a perk that drew his eye. He looked at the windows showing the perks. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quick Steps 
  
       	  You gain 10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Duelist 
  
       	  When fighting opponents that use swords, gain +10 to all stats. (Gain one additional stat for every ten levels.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Riposte Strike 
  
       	  Once per combat, gain the ability to execute a lightning-fast attack after being damaged. (Speed of returning strike equals double your dexterity.) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Seeing the Duelist perk immediately made his eyes darken. That one was obviously meant for people fighting other people, which he wasn’t interested in doing, and he could immediately eliminate that one as a choice seeing as he was fighting monsters regardless. The other two were both very interesting. Quick Steps was a good passive bonus to his speed, but he was already faster than all the monsters they had fought. Riposte Strike was riskier, but being able to return a strike that had a good chance of ending his opponent was incredibly good, and he couldn’t afford to think that he wouldn’t get injured again. Making a decision, he picked Riposte Strike. Immediately he felt as if a small node appeared in his head, and he knew how to activate the power. 
 
    With that done, he looked at the abilities. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Chains 
  
       	  Summon chains from your arm to bind your opponent. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Sword Shine 
  
       	  The blade of your sword reflects and amplifies light in the direction of your opponent. (Requires sword-type weapon.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shimmer 
  
       	  Your form shimmers for an instant, confusing your opponents. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    All looked like they were good choices, but he eliminated [Sword Shine] because he wasn’t sure that he would always have his sword at hand. [Shimmer] might be a good distraction, but in the end [Chains] appeared the most useful—being able to bind monsters in place would have a lot more utility than attempting to blind or confuse them. After he made his pick he looked at his stats. For his three free stats, he put two in intelligence and one into wisdom, because he wanted to get some cushion room for his stats. His dexterity was now forty-two and his strength twenty-seven. He would probably bring up his strength next. 
 
    He had only about 150 Essence left, and he needed 3500 for the next level. With a satisfied smile he closed his windows and looked around, seeing the others standing next to the two chests that they had received as loot. They had gotten them for the last two fights as well, only the items hadn’t been all that useful: some articles of clothing, a leather tunic and pants. They took them, but no one used them. They were all still wearing the clothes that they’d had on when they arrived here. Each of them had been dressed for a walk in the woods and camping, and so their own clothes provided more protection than what they were getting from the loot. 
 
    As he walked over he saw that this time they had gotten some weapons. One chest had two simple daggers, and the other a helmet made out of bound leather. 
 
    “Any takers?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Melody reached down and picked up the daggers, then turned to Linda. “You should take them.” 
 
    “I don’t want them,” she said with a queasy look on her face. 
 
    “You might be able to use your fire at range, but you need something in case a monster gets closer,” Melody said. 
 
    “She is right,” Zach said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll teach you how to use them.” 
 
    Linda looked at the daggers like they were snakes, but she did take them. 
 
    “And the helmet?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “One of us three should take that,” Melody said. “We are the ones in the thick of things.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “Ryun, you should take it. You have the lowest stats.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced but nodded, taking the brown helmet and putting it over his head. Melody and Linda had both reached level ten, and their stats were higher than Ryun’s, their primary ones at least. Zach didn’t know how good his path was, he had little to go on, but so far the Classes seemed more powerful as well as less demanding. Ryun still didn’t have enough Essence to advance. 
 
    They took the corpses of the monsters and sold them in the shop. They had tried their meat and found that none of them liked it, so for now they were using the monkeys as a source of food. They gathered up and headed out. It was only around midday, and they planned on hunting for a while longer.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Moonlit Talk 
 
      
 
    Instead of picking up a spot for an ambush, Ryun decided to play some games with the would-be-hunters. He went back and erased any tracks leading to his camp in the mountains. Then he went ahead and made new tracks leading in different directions. By the time the sect warriors decided to follow, there was no tracks that would lead them to the woman and the child, and about a dozen others leading them in circles. He got a lot of enjoyment out of watching them follow the false tracks and then ending up exactly where they’d started. 
 
    Ryun stayed hidden in the trees, looking from a distance, far away enough that there was no chance of them noticing him. After a while, however, he got bored and decided to head back to the mountains. He doubted that they would find them now; his camp was almost a day away, and they had no tracks to find them. And if they did, he would deal with them as he had dealt with all who had ever come after him. 
 
    A few hours later he reached the camp and walked up to the mother and daughter. They had been preparing the meat that he had left them. Without saying a word, he sat next to the fire and looked at the woman, Anrosh. He studied her closely. She was fit, a warrior, obviously. Her skin was of a darker shade of green, almost brown, but not quite. Her hair was black, pulled back into a braid. Her blue eyes stared at him defiantly, her hands gripping the shoulders of her daughter, who was kneeling in front of her. To his eyes she looked like an orc, but she called herself human. Ryun remembered only a little about his talks with the Dealmaker, but he did remember that Earth had nine Iterations, or at least nine had been chosen for a chance of some surviving and being allowed into this new reality. 
 
    So, if she was human, that would mean that there was an Earth out there—or rather there had been an Earth—that had developed slightly differently, resulting in green-skinned and tusked humans. He wondered what their world was like, how it had been different than his own Earth. He debated asking, but Anrosh had been born in this realm, and she couldn’t give him the eyewitness account that he wanted to hear. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” Anrosh asked, snapping him out of his thoughts. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Am I not allowed?” 
 
    “I don’t like it. Would you please stop?” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun frowned, thinking about what he’d done. It made no sense; he’d done nothing wrong. Still, he nodded and turned to look at the little girl, Kri. She looked like a smaller copy of her mother, and her blue eyes met his with far less fear than those of her mother. 
 
    “Staring at my daughter is not any better,” Anrosh snapped. 
 
    Ryun looked at her, confused. “Why?” 
 
    “It is rude.” 
 
    “Ah, is that a common custom around here?” 
 
    “Custom? No, it is just rude everywhere. Where in the Dealmaker’s name did you come from that you don’t know that?” 
 
    “I’m from Earth,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Of course you are from Earth, you are human.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I mean what territory are you from? Where did you grow up?” 
 
    “Earth,” Ryun said again, as he picked a piece of meat from the fire and put it in his mouth. It wasn’t cooked enough yet, but that didn’t bother him. 
 
    “All right, you don’t need to tell me,” Anrosh told him. Then a moment later she frowned and spoke again. “Wait… Are you trying to tell me that you are a Ranker?” 
 
    Ryun glanced back at her seeing her studying him with her eyes narrowed. “I am a Ranker.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked, and Kri’s eyes widened in awe. “Are you really?” the little girl asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “That is so cool,” Kri whispered. 
 
    “You are from the Sixth Iteration, then?” Anrosh asked, her voice getting just a tiny bit more respectful. 
 
    “Seventh,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Seventh? That’s impossible. The Seventh Iteration should be arriving soon, but even if they already had, that would be impossible. If you were a Ranker from the seventh you wouldn’t be as strong as you are. You are lying.” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes darkened and a wisp of his Reaper’s Aura leaked out as his perk activated. He glared at Anrosh, seeing her eyes widen in terror. “I. Do. Not. Lie... Ever.” 
 
    Immediately she drooped from the stone and onto the ground, kneeling and pulling her daughter down with her, keeping her head touching the ground. “I apologize. I did not intend to insult you, master. Please, I ask for forgiveness.” 
 
    Ryun recoiled as if he’d been slapped when he heard her call him master. Memories threatened to come back up, people prostrating before him as he slaughtered them all, but he pushed them back. He’d overreacted; he hadn’t intended to let his aura leak out. He pulled it back quickly and spoke. “Stand.” 
 
    She rose slowly, keeping her now shivering daughter close to her with one arm while the other was resting close to her sword. “I did not mean to frighten you. Be at ease.” 
 
    Anrosh looked as if she was ready to run, so he spoke again. 
 
    “I overreacted, and I apologize for that, but it would be prudent if you did not accuse me of lying again. You do not know me.” 
 
    She nodded her head, her mouth pressed into a tight line.  
 
    “And don’t call me ‘master.’ Ryun will suffice.” 
 
    He stared at her until she responded. 
 
    “I understand,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Seeing that he had frightened them too much, he sighed and stood up, walking a few steps away before sitting down in a meditative pose. He closed his eyes and tried to tune out the mother’s whispering as she tried to reassure her daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later he felt the vibration in the ground as tiny footsteps approached him, though he didn’t turn or otherwise react when they stopped just behind him. 
 
    Minutes passed, and finally the fidgeting child cleared her throat. “Uh, I’m sorry to bother you, ma…er, Mr. Ryun. But can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Ryun glanced over his shoulder at the little girl, then nodded. 
 
    “I was wondering what you plan on doing with us?” 
 
    The question caught Ryun a bit off guard. He had thought that he had been clear with his intentions. He wanted to answers to questions, nothing more. But perhaps he had missed something. It had been a long time since he had interacted with another being capable of speech who was willing to speak without trying to kill him or curse him to death. “I want answers to questions. Afterward, you are free to go.” 
 
    “You know, we don’t really have anywhere to go. Mother means well, but without you we would be all alone in the mountains or captured and back with the sect.” 
 
    Ryun turned around fully, casting a glance at the bundled and still form of Anrosh. He had sensed her slip into sleep a while ago. 
 
    The girl saw him looking and spoke up. “She is asleep. She hadn’t slept since father’s patrol went missing. She is exhausted…and I think that you might’ve scared her to sleep.”  
 
    Ryun looked at the girl in alarm. He hadn’t intended to do something like that—he hadn’t even known that it was possible. 
 
    Kri saw his expression and quickly waved her hands in front of her. “No, no, that was a joke.” 
 
    Ryun’s expression cleared. “Ah.” 
 
    The girl walked over and took a seat next to him on the cliff’s edge, looking over at the sparse trees rising from the side of the mountains and the tiny path in the distance that led back into the valley and the forest. She didn’t say anything, which made Ryun uncomfortable, he didn’t know how to act next to a child. There had been no children on Earth. The children had been the first to die in the new world, and no new children had been conceived. Those who survived and managed to grow up to be fifteen years old and gain a path more often than not died soon after. The world had not been a kind place to children.  
 
    And then Ryun had happened to it. 
 
    Feeling the need to fill the silence, Ryun spoke. “I used to understand humor, I think, long ago.” 
 
    “Why don’t you now?” the girl asked. 
 
    Ryun wasn’t sure from where his words came, but he didn’t stop them. “I think…I think that I forgot how.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    “I lived a life without humor for far too long,” Ryun said, as he was looking at the strange starless sky and the moon/sun. “Are you not afraid of me?” he asked after a beat. 
 
    Kri, to her credit, didn’t respond immediately. “I am. I think that you could kill both me and mother if you wished. That you could do anything that you wanted to us. But I also think that you won’t hurt us.” 
 
    Ryun felt only cold from the child’s innocence. She had no idea what kind of a monster she sat next to. It made him want to weep. 
 
    “When did you arrive to this world?” Kri asked when the silence stretched. 
 
    He took a deep breath, then responded. “A few days ago, my world ended, and I woke up down in that forest.” He inclined his head toward the pass. 
 
    “You were transported here?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes. Is that odd?” 
 
    “Rankers from the old worlds all arrive at the same territory, always. They call them the starting zone or the arrival zone, because Rankers, while not really weak, are not as strong as people who had lived here for long.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ryun simply said. 
 
    “So, you were always this strong?” Kri asked him. “From before you came here?” 
 
    “I was stronger.” 
 
    “I never heard of a Ranker stronger than level fifty, and those were true geniuses. Ones who are now legends, heads of great sects.” 
 
    “I don’t know about others, but I think that my world was unique,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That is not something that a young child should know about.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” she said petulantly. 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I am fourteen. I will be fifteen in a few months, and then I will get my path and be an adult!” 
 
    “Then, by your own words, you are a child for few more months,” Ryun teased. By what she said, it looked like people here considered adults to be only those who could earn Essence. 
 
    Kri opened her mouth to respond, but then closed it, staring daggers at Ryun. “I’m not a kid,” she said after a while. 
 
    Ryun could detect much in her voice. He didn’t recognize most of it, but he could tell that she had seen more than a few horrible things. “Perhaps.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    Ryun turned to look at her. “You are not very respectful to your elders, are you?” 
 
    “I am,” she raised her chin, then paused. “All right, maybe not always. Mother tells me that I need to learn how to show ‘proper’ respect. Whatever that means.” 
 
    Ryun hummed, but didn’t comment. It was not like he cared much about such things. 
 
    When he lapsed into silence, she spoke up again. “So you wanted us in order to ask us questions. Is this because you don’t know anything about the Infinite Realm?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You could’ve gone to the sect, or captured a patrol and interrogated them. You didn’t need to help us,” Kri said, her head turned away, her eyes looking out in the distance. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he agreed. 
 
    “So why did you?” She asked, keeping her head turned away. But Ryun could tell that she wanted to know. 
 
    “Because you were interesting,” Ryun said, telling a half-truth. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He sighed, deciding that there was no need to omit the truth. “Yes, because you were interesting, and because I thought that what was happening to you was an injustice. And because that injustice reminded me of things from my own past.” 
 
    Kri didn’t ask him to elaborate, perhaps sensing that he did not wish to speak of it. After a while, she spoke again. 
 
    “So, will you protect us from the sect?” 
 
    “Until such a time when I feel that I have learned enough from, yes, you will have my protection.” 
 
    After that, the two of them lapsed into a silence again. Sitting next to each other, they watched the pale moonlight wash over the mountains.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Morning 
 
      
 
    Anrosh woke slowly, her thoughts jumbled up and disoriented. She reached next to her, searching for her husband. 
 
    “Jork?” she whispered, but there was no response. Her hand found nothing but cold stone, and then she remembered. Her husband was gone, dead, never to return. Her next thought was of her daughter. She rose up looking around seeing an empty campsite. Then she remembered where she was, and the events of last night. Fear filled her and she shot up to her feet before looking around. 
 
    A gasp behind her made her blood turn cold and she turned, expecting the worst. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Kri’s asked, indignant. 
 
    Anrosh found her daughter sitting some distance away with the stranger, their rescuer, who said that his name was Ryun. They were both leaning over a small table with figures on top of it. She recognized it as a Shah set. Her fear abated, but not by much. She had not intended to go to sleep, but exhaustion had finally caught up with her. She remembered the aura that the man had released, the feeling of dread and death… She had never before felt anything like that, had never heard about anything like it other than in stories and rumors of Monarch and Heavenly Realm Cultivators, of high Classers who had evolved their Class for the second or third time. People who were whispered about; Heads of Great Sects who lived in territories that were fortresses, not to be seen by mortal beings like her. 
 
    She did not know who the stranger was, how he had such power, but she was afraid. She had made a bargain for her daughter’s life, and now she didn’t know if she had made a mistake, if she would’ve been better off with the sect. Humiliated and treated like a toy, but at least her daughter would be safe. Now, as she watched Kri laugh with the monster who sat across from her, she could not shake the fear away. She walked over slowly, as if she was approaching some great sleeping beast that she did not wish to wake. 
 
    “Kri,” Anrosh spoke. Her daughter turned and looked at her. 
 
    “Oh, you are awake!” she said, and then the man across from her coughed pointedly and she looked chastised. She turned to Anrosh and bowed her head. “Good morning, mother. I hope that you had a pleasant night’s rest.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked in shock. Her daughter was the prime example of an opinionated teenager—she never spoke to her like that. As soon as Kri raised her head, she looked over to the man. 
 
    “Like that?” Kri asked him. 
 
    The man tilted his head and waved his hand. “You need to work on it a bit more. I’m not sure that I believed you.” 
 
    Kri waved him off. “Bah, it was perfect.” 
 
    Anrosh couldn’t believe her eyes. She had never seen her daughter like this. “Kri, is everything…okay?” Anrosh asked with a glance at the man. 
 
    He looked at her with that same intensity that he had used the day before. His eyes bored into her; it made her feel naked as if there was nothing that she could hide from him. But the worst thing was that when he looked at her she felt as if she was an ant, as if she did not matter to him at all. 
 
    “Yes, Ryun was just teaching me how to play better,” Kri said. 
 
    “You mean teaching you how to play from scratch,” Ryun added. 
 
    Kri turned to look at him. “Ha, see? It is coming back to you!” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know what was happening, but she needed to get her daughter away from him. Before she could think of something, he waved his hand over the board and put it back inside his ring.  
 
    “We can continue later. I should go out and scout our surroundings. I’ll be back.” With that, he stood and jumped off the cliff. Kri leaned down to watch and Anrosh crossed the distance, catching her hand and pulling her back. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Anrosh hissed at her. 
 
    “What?” Kri asked innocently. 
 
    “You were supposed to wake me up if I fell asleep, and I told you not to get near him!” 
 
    “Relax, mother. He isn’t going to hurt us,” Kri told her. 
 
    “You don’t know that! We don’t know anything about him!” 
 
    “Actually, we know quite a bit. We know that he is strong, that he is a Ranker from the Seventh Iteration, and that he helped us out. What more do you want to know?” 
 
    Anrosh shook her head at her daughter’s words. “If your father was here…” 
 
    “Well he’s not, now is he? He got himself killed and caused all of this!” Kri yelled out, her eyes starting to water. 
 
    Anrosh let her go and sighed, the fight going out of her. She and Jork might not have been the perfect parents by any measure, but they both loved their daughter, and as much as Anrosh had lost a husband, Kri had lost her father. She pulled Kri into a hug and put her chin on top of her head. 
 
    “I’m just worried about you.” 
 
    “I know,” Kri whispered in her shoulder. 
 
    “You shouldn’t tempt the fates, Kri, talking with him that way… You might say something that he doesn’t like,” Anrosh said, remembering what had happened the day before. 
 
    “He’s not really like that. I mean, he is strange, and…well, really strange. But I don’t think that he wants to hurt us.” 
 
    “You think that you know all there is to know about him from one conversation?” 
 
    “Well, we did talk for most of the night,” Kri said as she pulled back. 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She had thought about trying to run away, get deeper into the mountains. But she knew that they had even less of a chance of escaping Ryun than they had of escaping the sect. “Kri…” 
 
    “I know, I know, it was stupid, but I am fine, and we just talked.” 
 
    “And did you learn anything that I should know?” 
 
    “He said that he arrived here a few days ago, that he woke up in the forest,” Kri said. 
 
    “He didn’t appear in the starting zone?” 
 
    “Not according to him. He also said that he was strong because his world was special.” 
 
    “Well I don’t know how much we can trust him or his word.” 
 
    “I don’t think that he would lie. I think that he is…sad, and lonely. I think that he saved us because he wanted someone to talk to.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at Kri. Her daughter was many things, and insightful was one of them.  “You think he is lonely?” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling I got. When he speaks, it is almost as if he is struggling to remember every word, to remember how to interact with people.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t have anything else to add to that. So she turned around and looked over the cliff at the pass in the distance. She wondered, not for the first time, who exactly she had involved herself with.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Mistakes 
 
      
 
    After doubling back and listening to the conversation between Kri and Anrosh, Ryun headed out of the mountains. He wasn’t offended by their conversation; Kri had spoken truthfully, and had said what she thought. Anrosh was afraid for her child, something that Ryun couldn’t understand, as he had never felt such a fear. He had, however, experienced other kinds of fear. He decided that he wouldn’t keep them anymore, as he had already learned enough. Tomorrow, he would give them some supplies and send them on their way. He had enough in his ring to make sure that they could get through the mountains.  
 
    That left him with the need to find something else to occupy his time. There wasn’t much that he could do out here; he figured that he could go out of this forest, find some sign of civilization and see what his choices were. As he jumped from cliff to cliff, from rock to rock, his mind wandered. There were not many powerful monsters around; he had seen only one large, bird-type monster that was tier 3, while the others were all around tier 2. 
 
    He jumped off a rock and a sword appeared in his hand—not his awakened one, but a simple, solid sword. Seeing a flying monster in the distance, he focused and swung his weapon. 
 
    |Spatial Cut| cleaved the monster in half, and its Essence was added to him. It was a large amount of Essence, at least compared to what he would get on Earth, but it was a fraction of what he could really get from the monster if he only had his Class available to him. As the body of the monster fell to the ground, Ryun grimaced at the waste of Essence, but there was nothing that he could do. He started hunting, cleaving the air in front of him and sending |Spatial Cut| into the air, killing the monsters, farming Essence. Every time he gained Essence he tried to push it toward his Class or Cultivation, and every time he failed. He could not touch them at all. He was getting increasingly frustrated, both by the power of the monsters around him and the fact that he couldn’t reach his true power. 
 
    Aside from Ereclaw and his pack, there had been no high leveled monsters around. That made him think that perhaps, Ereclaw and his pack were the ones that regulated this territory, keeping stronger monsters from getting into their territory. He knew that what they had called boss monsters on Earth did not like each other and would often clash. And from what he had overheard from the sect scouts and learned from Arnosh, settlement of this area had been attempted before, always ending in disaster. Probably by the claws of Ereclaw. Ryun did not get the sense that he liked two-legs, with perhaps himself as the exception. That was one other thing that intrigued him, he wanted to find out more about the wolf. He would probably go and find it before he left. 
 
    A new notification appeared in the corner of his vision, and he pulled it up. He was surprised at what he saw. His |Spatial Cut| had finally reached 10/10. It had been stuck on nine for a long time, years. Quickly he looked at the message. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Skill Quest Available! |Spatial Cut| (10/10) — Kill 1,000 monsters with any |Cut| tier skill while more than fifty steps away. 0/1,000 (Reward—skill evolution, 5,000 Greater Essence) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ryun grinned. It had been a long time since he’d had a quest for his |Cut| skill, but he welcomed it. The Essence reward was great, too—it would certainly help him advance to the next stage. |Cut| was his first skill, and one that had proven its worth countless times. Closing the windows, he continued running, taking down a few more monsters using his |Spatial Cut|, starting the quest. 
 
    A while later, when he couldn’t find any more monsters, he landed on a tall rock pillar, high up the mountain. Around him the world stretched for a truly insane distance, the landscape disappearing into a kind of fog instead of bending around the horizon. He allowed the sight to take his attention, but he knew that he was stalling. Finally, he sighed and decided that it was time to do the thing that he had been trying to avoid.  
 
    He knelt and moved through his windows until he reached the one for the shop. He was not inside any ruled settlement, so he had access only to the basic shop, and nothing there was of interest to him. Instead, he found the button that would take him to the Dealmaker. Before he could change his mind, he pressed it. The old and familiar sensation came over him and then Ryun was sitting in a dark realm. Across from him sat the being in his dark cloak, with no features visible. 
 
    “Ah, my favorite mortal. It’s been a long time, Ryun,” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond. Already, he was regretting coming here. 
 
    “Why would you come if you did not wish to speak? Did you come to pay the remainder of your debt?” the Dealmaker asked. 
 
    Ryun took a deep breath. “I wish to make a deal.” 
 
    “Of course. Tell me, how can I help you?” 
 
    “I want the seal on my power removed,” Ryun said. He knew that the Dealmaker already knew about it. He knew everything, but Ryun was also certain that the Dealmaker had sold the skill to Zacharia. 
 
    “That is an expensive want. You do not have enough Essence to pay for such a thing.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. He had nearly three and a half thousand free Greater Essence; that was three and a half million, it was a fortune, more than a fortune. And he had much more. “I have Essence Crystals, worth millions of—” 
 
    “I know what you have. When I said that you cannot pay, I accounted for your wealth.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes, the seal on his power nagging at him. It was always there, constantly reminding him that he couldn’t use the power that he had paid a price in blood for. “How about information? Can the seal be removed?” 
 
    “One thousand Greater Essence,” Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes. One million Essence just for information. He didn’t accept, not immediately. He assumed that it could be removed, as his skill had managed to resist it. So he did not want to have to ask more questions after. While he thought about what kind of a question to ask, he looked at the Dealmaker. 
 
    “Show me the skill that sealed my power,” Ryun asked. If it existed, it could be bought from the Dealmaker. The man across from him chuckled and a small orb with a node inside flew from the darkness behind him to float above the table. 
 
    Ryun looked at it, reading the text. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Sealing Slash (legendary) 
  
       	  A spectral slash that temporarily seals the target’s powers, specifically created with the intent of sealing the powers of Ryun Nacht. The length of the seal and its power depends on the user’s power and attack charge time. 
  
       	  Price — 18,000,000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That explained several things. Ryun knew that one could ask the Dealmaker to create a skill for them, but those cost an insane amount, as proved by the price tag on this skill. It was more than Ryun himself had used for his advancement, more than he had even with his Crystals. But he suspected how Zacharia paid for it—the same way that they all got so strong in such a short period of time. The same way that he had. It was also a skill with a legendary rarity, aside from being developed especially to counter him. Not even he had a legendary skill or an ability. A rarity of the skill did not necessarily mean that it was strong, it showed how complicated a skill was, and it also reflected difficulty one would have in evolving it. 
 
    It also explained why Zacharia had stood back while the others fought him. He had been charging the attack. Ryun wondered how long it was going to take for the seal to break; would it be a few more days? A month? A year? More? He didn’t want to spend Essence to ask. He knew that it would disappear, that it could be removed. So instead of asking how long it would be, he asked something else. 
 
    “Can I remove the seal?” 
 
    “One thousand Greater Essence,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun grimaced, but nodded. “In crystals?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Ryun put his arm to the side and pulled Essence Crystals out of his ring. Six boxes, full to the brim with crystals, appeared. He had made them by cycling on Earth, so all of them had lesser amounts of Essence, but it did add up. The Dealmaker waved his hand and the boxes disappeared. 
 
    “The answer to your question is yes.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the Dealmaker, then sighed. He was not the best at this. In any case, he had gotten what he asked for. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ryun said and stood up. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” 
 
    “I accomplished what I came to do.” 
 
    “As you will, but remember, you still owe me a debt,” the Dealmaker said, and a moment after Ryun’s eyes opened in the real world. 
 
    Dealing with the Dealmaker did not happen in the real world, and the time that passed inside did not matter to the real world. 
 
    Now he knew that he could remove the seal, and he was certain that his skill could help him with that. In his inner vision it alone pierced the seal, breaking apart around his skills. And he remembered the sense of something moving the last time he tried using it to |Cut| away at the seal. Perhaps he only needed to evolve his skill further. 
 
    Ryun looked around, seeing nothing amiss. With nothing better to do other than think, he decided to head back into the forest to check up on the sect. He used his Untethered body freely, jumping high into the air and slowing his descent into a long gliding arc. It was almost like he was flying, and it was one of the things he loved the most about the body. He fell down from the sky and into the forest, slowing his body down so that he stepped gently on the thin branches near the top. Quickly, he jumped down to the sturdier ones and then started running toward where he had last seen the sect forces. 
 
    Even before he came into their sight, he realized that the sect forces were no longer there, not most of them at least. Once he came close enough to see the former camp, he found only four people there, and they were packing up the camp and talking. 
 
    “…us too. The young master might need all the help he can get,” one of the humans said. 
 
    “I doubt that any force out here would have a Lord present,” a crustacean said. “They are not a disposable resource for any sect, and this territory had been killing anyone foolish enough to try and settle it. No, I don’t think that we are facing a group with a Lord.” 
 
    “Yeah,” a woman with pointed ears agreed. “The young master will handle them and bring back the defector.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe that Anrosh was a traitor,” the last member of their group, a demon-looking woman, said. “I mean, running away from your debts is already dishonorable, but going to another sect? Killing your comrades?” 
 
    Ryun frowned. It appeared like the sect had come to the wrong conclusion about Anrosh and their dead scouts. Perhaps his little stunt with the many tracks hadn’t worked out as he had intended. He had wanted to screw with them, true, but it looked like they thought that Anrosh had betrayed them for another sect. 
 
    “The young master will deal with them and the traitor,” the crustacean said. 
 
    The human man looked at his comrades a bit uncomfortably as he spoke. “It isn’t like she didn’t have a cause to try and leave.” 
 
    The others didn’t respond for a long while, and then the demon woman nodded. “True. But if the rest of us can put up with the young master, so could she. We are all outcasts and undesirables here. The ones that the sect can afford to lose—but you don’t see any of us going to another sect.” 
 
    “Still, I pity her. Once the young master gets his hands on her, it won’t be pretty. He was quite angry last night,” the crustacean said. 
 
    “Good thing that the scryers managed to locate her. Otherwise—” 
 
    Ryun stopped listening. The branch beneath his feet cracked as he jumped through the tree top and out into the sky soaring toward the pass. He had been stupid, he had known that there were Classes that could be used to locate people; he had been found by them often in the beginning. The truth was that he had forgotten, as once he had found a way to avoid being tracked, it became a non-issue for him. But now it hadn’t been him who was tracked, but two people that were still in his charge, people that he had made a bargain with. 
 
    A part of him wondered why he should even care. He didn’t have any attachment to the two, he thought—except that he knew that was a lie. He was attached; not because of them, but because of his own past. He had done many things that he had not been proud of, things that were terrible and unforgivable, but he had done them all out of a sense of justice. His own justice, perhaps, but he did not for a second believe that he had been in the wrong. What he had done had been necessary, even though he had harmed the innocent, even though not all had been equally guilty. It was what he had decreed, what he had promised to do. 
 
    He had taken on the names they threw at him. He became the monster, the World Ender, because he deserved it. The scorn and the hate were a price that he was willing to pay. But this here was a new world, with people who were not from his old one. These people were innocent of the crime that he had sought to punish. The mother and daughter were under his protection, such as it was, and he would not let them be harmed.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Running 
 
      
 
    She noticed them coming as she was practicing with her sword. It was not her |Danger Sense| that had alerted her—that one had been softly humming ever since she left the sect’s town construction site. It was her |Echo Sense| that tipped her off, and far too late. She turned around and ran to camp, grabbing her daughter. 
 
    “We need to run, come on!” Anrosh whispered. 
 
    “What, why?” Kri asked as she was dragged away from the camp, the fire still burning. 
 
    “They’ve found us.” 
 
    “How? What about the amulets?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Anrosh was running, her daughter barely keeping up. She had much the same questions as her daughter. Around their necks were two of the sect’s cloaking amulets, which were supposed to make them impossible to find by scryers. She had stolen them just before they left. But she shouldn’t have trusted in them; this entire expedition had been one elaborate act of waste removal by the sect. She wouldn’t be surprised if half of the artifacts that the young master brought were faulty or of poor quality—that was probably why she had even detected the sect closing in on them. 
 
    Her sense had heard snapping branches in the distance, but the fact that she hadn’t heard them before meant that they were using sound-canceling artifacts. It made sense, considering they knew about her skills and abilities. She had been a warrior in the service of the sect. She hadn’t been born into it, had married into the sect, so her path differed from the others, but a requirement for joining was to show them all of her stat windows. She had no advantage against them, and they knew everything that she could do. 
 
    “What about Ryun?” Kri asked between breaths. 
 
    “He isn’t here, he can’t help us,” Anrosh said. She never should’ve trusted the stranger, no matter how powerful he was. He might’ve even led the sect warriors to them, traded them for some concession from the young master. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard a lot more running steps heading after them, abandoning stealth. They had to have reached the camp. Fear was threatening to overwhelm her. Kri was too slow, they couldn’t out run them. She had no idea where she was going, the small plateau covered in grass where they had their camp hugged the mountain, but she could see no way out. The clearing stopped as it came against the mountainside, and everywhere she looked was the same. Below them was the canyon, with a sharp drop hundreds of steps deep and all around were rocky sides of the mountains. They were trapped. 
 
    She came to a stop, Kri halting next to her. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t answer. Already she could see her future dimming. She had loved her husband, but she now regretted marrying him and getting involved with the Black Viper Sect. All sects were the same—they exploited everything and everyone to further their own goals—but Jork had convinced her that this one would be different. He hadn’t been born in the sect, but recruited. He had been low in the sect standing, but he had promised that it would improve, that they would advance and climb the ranks together. Jork had hitched himself to a nephew of a Sect Head, someone with influence and social standing that put them high in the sect hierarchy. 
 
    The young master, Fier ji Van, was a rising star, a talented Cultivator and capable warrior, someone who the sect had invested resources in. Anrosh’s family’s future had seemed bright—until Fier fell out of favor, and he got banished to this forsaken territory. 
 
    From there, everything went from bad to worse. The now disgraced master turned violent toward his subordinates, blaming everyone but himself for his failing, and Anrosh had the bad luck of catching his eye. While Jork had been alive, he couldn’t afford to act on his desires, couldn’t afford to alienate the leader of his scouts, and yet he had been propositioning her and attempted to pressure her into his bed, quietly, when her husband wouldn’t notice.  
 
    But with every refusal he only grew angrier. Then, when her husband failed to return from a patrol, the obstacle in his way disappeared. Fier had barely waited a day before he came to her, and when she refused again, he threatened her daughter. It was all Anrosh could do to convince him to give her a few days, at least, to mourn. She ran away the day after. 
 
    There was no safety back with the sect, as the others were too afraid to step in. No one wanted to challenge a Lord-level Cultivator. No one could challenge him. Now, she would end up a slave to a monster, her daughter used to keep her in line. Perhaps if she had sacrificed herself, her daughter could’ve had a good life, but she had seen the way the sect operated and knew that staying would sentence Kri to a lifetime of service to people like Fier, perhaps eventually even being forced like she had been.  
 
    And that was not what she wanted for her daughter. 
 
    There was nowhere left to run. She pulled her sword and turned around as the footsteps grew louder. Her last hopes of escape died when she saw the young master himself stepping toward her, and behind him dozens of sect warriors. Fier came to a stop a dozen steps away and glared at her, the marks of his Cultivation, the True Body of the Black Viper Sect, made him look intimidating. His four black horns curved back behind his head, his two tails swinging from side to side, the black claws on his fingertips gleaming dangerously. 
 
    She had underestimated his desire for her, she realized. He had come himself, unafraid of his subordinates seeing him chase after her. Everyone would know why he came—it was no great secret that he wanted her. But to show it to everyone openly meant that he didn’t care about his reputation. Kri hid behind Anrosh and she put her hand back, holding her. 
 
    “You made a lot of trouble for me, traitor,” Master Fier said. “Betraying the sect, killing my subordinates… You will have to pay for it all.” 
 
    His head turned, looking around. “Where are your friends? Did they abandon you as you abandoned your own sect?” 
 
    Anrosh frowned in confusion at his words, but then she realized that he thought that she had gone off to another sect. He knew that she couldn’t have defeated the group he sent after her alone. It was a logical assumption, as sects constantly tried to get any advantage on one another. 
 
    “Which sect was it?” Fier asked. “The Dal Mura? They had tried settling this territory before. Or was it the Last Ember Sect?” 
 
    “I didn’t turn traitor. There isn’t any other sect here. I just ran away from you.” 
 
    Fier’s eyes narrowed. “You want me to believe that you escaped my warriors on your own? No—not possible. We have seen the tracks, too, enough for a small army. I know that they are here somewhere, waiting to strike. If you tell me all about them, I might be lenient.” 
 
    Anrosh had no idea what he was talking about, but she knew that there was no leniency possible, not for her. “I am telling the truth. I’ll gladly use a truth stone if you wish. And…I am willing to come back peacefully if you let my daughter go free.” 
 
    Fier’s face turned cruel. “I think that we are past such offers. I will get the truth out of you—after you have been punished, of course. Your daughter will make a good pet. Perhaps seeing her on a leash will keep you in line.” 
 
    Anrosh shivered. There was no point in fighting, no point in trying anything. She was no match for all the warriors behind him, let alone the Lord himself. She looked at the people around him. She knew them all; some had been her friends. None could meet her eyes. 
 
    “Please,” Anrosh whispered. 
 
    “Oh no,” Fier told her. “You’ve disrespected me, betrayed me, killed my warriors. Nothing you say will save you now.” 
 
    He took a step forward, a short, two-pronged bladed weapon appearing in his hand. 
 
    “Mom,” Kri whispered from behind her, but Anrosh had nothing to say. It was over. 
 
    Then a small speck of black drew her eye to the sky. She saw it grow larger and her eyes widened. 
 
    Fier noticed and turned to look, then quickly jumped back as a shape fell from the sky. Anrosh stiffened, waiting for the crack of earth and rock, for the sound of crashing. But there was none of that. The man slowed and touched the ground with no sound whatsoever.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Power 
 
      
 
    Ryun landed between the sect members and Anrosh and Kri. A part of him was glad that he had reached them in time, even though he had been prepared to find them dead. Death was no stranger to Ryun, and a death of one or two more shouldn’t matter to him. What mattered was that he had given his word to a little girl. It had been strange, talking with a child; she pretended to be an adult, but she was clearly not. Ryun still did not know what to think about her, but it was no wonder, considering he had not talked with or even seen children in a long time. He did not know how to act with them. 
 
    Ryun didn’t look at the two of them, but instead at the warriors before him. There were around fifty of the sect warriors, and at their head before Ryun, stood their leader. What Ryun could tell about the man supported what he had been told. The demon-man had an evolved Class and he had advanced to Lord Realm. On paper, the man before him was as powerful as Ryun was with his full power available.  
 
    But he was not impressed; he could tell that the man was not as strong as he. Ryun had forged his path, cultivated his path to its limit. He had not advanced when he had Essence available, but had instead cycled, spending his earned Essence to increase his core capacity and strengthen it. He cycled the Essence from his surroundings, filling his core to the limit before draining it, again and again, until when he finally advanced, his efforts were rewarded a thousand fold. He had done so with every single one of his advancement stages. But that power was barred from him, his Qi sealed behind an impenetrable seal.  
 
    Yet still he was not afraid. 
 
    Because the truly terrifying thing about Ryun was not his Cultivation path, nor simply his epic evolved Class. It was his perks and his stats. His perks were geared toward fighting against many opponents at once, and his monstrous stats he had gained as rewards for his unique titles. There was no chance of anyone here having the same. They lived in a world where there had been many before them. Gaining a unique title was impossible for them, but Ryun had been the first in his world to achieve many things. And still, even if they did have titles that gave them rewards, he doubted that they had as powerful ones as he. 
 
    Ryun stared at the sect leader, and the demon-man stared back at him. Then, getting impatient, the demon-man finally broke the silence. 
 
    “So, the traitor has been lying after all, she did betray us to another sect. Who are you? What sect are you from?” 
 
    “I do not belong to any sect,” Ryun said. 
 
    “There is no point in lying now. I don’t know what you think you can accomplish, but I can tell that there are no others nearby, and you alone can’t hope to oppose us. I can’t feel any Qi from you; you cannot stand against a Lord with just a Class,” the demon said, sneering at him. 
 
    “Your belief means little. You have a choice to make.” Ryun shrugged. “These two are under my protection. Either leave, or die.” 
 
    The demon looked taken aback, as if he wasn’t sure what he had heard. Then he started to laugh. “You have courage, I will give you that, standing before a Lord and not cowering. Few are stupid enough to do that. Do you even have any idea who I am?” 
 
    “No,” Ryun said truthfully. 
 
    “I am Fier Ji Van, nephew to the Sect Head Eerv Ji Van of the Black Viper Sect! I am a Lord of the sect, and you and yours have interfered in our business, have helped that traitor kill Black Viper Sect warriors. You have brought down the wrath of our sect down upon your heads! I shall not rest until I make sure that you and your sect pay the price for interfering with our affairs,” the demon-man, Fier, said haughtily. 
 
    Ryun sighed, starting to get annoyed. “I. Am. Alone.” 
 
    Fier snorted. “Pretending will not save your comrades. I will find and punish them all. You can surrender yourself and tell us all that you know, and I promise you a quick death. Otherwise I will cut you apart piece by piece until you tell me all that I want to know.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes and shook his head. People like this reminded him of why he had isolated himself from others. The all-knowing attitudes, the sentiments that they were in the right and that their word was law, that their rules were somehow more valid because they had convinced or coerced others to obey. People who believed that they could do whatever they wanted, just because they wielded power. In a way, Ryun was like him as well. The difference was that he preferred to be left alone. 
 
    With no more patience left, Ryun took a glance behind him, seeing that Anrosh and her daughter had retreated back against the mountainside. He saw fear in both of their eyes: a hopeless fear from Anrosh, and a hopeful fear from Kri.  
 
    Looking back at the expecting Lord, Ryun unleashed his Reaper’s Aura. 
 
    A feeling of dread and death filled the plateau, making the warriors stagger. Many went to their knees, a few vomited, but all were uncomfortable under the full breadth of his aura. The Lord’s smug and superior expression receded, and his two-pronged sword raised up in a combat stance. 
 
    “Who are you?” Fier asked, suddenly shaken. 
 
    “A monster,” Ryun said, pulling back his aura in anticipation of combat. Keeping it manifested drained him.  
 
    Fier’s eyes narrowed as it winked out. “You are not a Cultivator. You should know that you can’t fight me.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. He had fought against thousands at the same time, and one man did not frighten him. 
 
    Fier waved a hand and yelled out. “Stay back! I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    Ryun pulled Shadow Princess from his ring and took a relaxed stance. 
 
    Fier’s eyes went to his blade. “That is an awakened blade.” 
 
    “It is,” Ryun said. The Lord’s weapon was of great quality, but it was no awakened blade. 
 
    Ryun saw the moment Fier’s look turned greedy. He wanted Ryun’s weapon, he realized. 
 
    The man made a decision, and nearly faster than the eye could follow, he sprung, using a movement skill. Ryun didn’t recognize it, but nevertheless he didn’t move. Fier reached him and swung with his sword, going for Ryun’s throat. He was fast, his strength and dexterity both probably over two hundred, but Ryun was faster. Shadow Princess was there, blocking the attack.  
 
    Fier’s eyes widened, but to his credit the man did not slow. He pulled back and unleashed a barrage of stabs at Ryun, an ability, by the feel of it. Ryun’s sword moved, blocking every lightning-fast attack, filling the mountains with echoing clashes of metal upon metal. Then the Lord pulled back, turning around and snapping out with both his tails and with his blade. Ryun took a step to the side and jumped over the tails as he blocked the sword midair. The attack pushed him to the side, the Lord’s eyes glinting as he pressed his advantage. But Ryun was not off balance, and he landed gently on the ground, his Untethered body barely rocked. Fier raised his blade above his head and slashed downward. 
 
    Ryun raised his sword and blocked, the power of the strike sending a force through Ryun and into the ground, cracking it and pushing him deeper into the rock. But his Untethered body did not bend, and his sword did not move. Fier’s eyes widened as he saw an attack with his full strength being stopped. He pushed harder, putting more power into it, but the only thing that happened was that the ground beneath Ryun’s body cracked louder.  
 
    Then Ryun moved his sword, pushing the man back as he took a step. Fier tried to fight it, but quickly adapted once he realized that he couldn’t stop Ryun. The Lord jumped back, getting some distance and readying himself to attack again, but Ryun pushed off the ground in a leap, the earth behind him cracking as he surged forward through the air. 
 
    Fier was startled, but he managed to put his blade in front of his body and block Ryun’s sideways slash. What Fier did not anticipate, however, was the height of Ryun’s stats. Ryun saw his mouth open as his block was pushed back, as his elbows bent by themselves and his blade was pushed from its place. Ryun’s attack didn’t slow—instead, it carried Fier’s block until he was struck in the chest with his own arm and sword, Ryun’s blade making a shallow cut on his shoulder as he was picked up off the ground and sent flying. 
 
    Fier flew as if he was an arrow shot out of a bow, flying through the air with a confused look on his face. He twisted in the air, his tails stabbing into the ground and halting his flight. Even still, he fell to the ground and rolled over three times before he came to his knees. 
 
    The Lord looked at Ryun with a strange look on his face, but now Ryun saw his arrogance gone. For himself, Ryun was disappointed—he had hoped for a challenge. The Lord was strong, stronger than Zacharia and the others had been when they had confronted him at the end, but not by much. Although he was nowhere near as good as they had been, the others had far greater mastery of their power. They hadn’t been great Cultivators, but they had been higher levels in their Classes than Fier. 
 
    “You are not a Cultivator. You are not using any skills or abilities,” Fier said, his expression filled with disbelief as he stood up. “Those are your stats. You are fighting a Lord Realm and evolved Classer with only stats!” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond verbally. Instead, he just tilted his head and kept his eyes on the man. 
 
    Fier’s expression darkened, and Ryun saw a faint glint of green seep around his blade, wisps of it trailing off, telling him that he had just started using his Qi and had activated a technique. Then Fier used his movement ability to close the gap again, his blade slashing at him. Ryun blocked, then attacked. Fier wasn’t as fast as Ryun, but he was well trained, or he had good skills—either way, he kept up. He avoided getting into strength contests with Ryun. Instead, Fier tried to just dance around his opponent, slashing and trying to keep on the offensive. 
 
    Ryun kept blocking and keeping his ground. He wanted to see just how strong a Lord in this world was, wanted to gauge the level of power that this world’s warriors could provide. He might as well—he had already decided that the man was not a threat to him. 
 
    Then, during one of Fier’s flurry of attacks, his green Qi surged and thickened around his blade. A moment later, a whip of Qi with a needle-sharp point lashed out of it, going around Ryun’s blade and stabbing right through Ryun’s shoulder. Fier’s face split into a victorious grin, but Ryun didn’t even bother to pull the whip out. He just used |Cut| and split the Qi in half with a swing of his sword. 
 
    Fier jumped back, the grin still on his face. Ryun looked at his shoulder. The green Qi had already dissipated, leaving him with a small puncture wound. Ryun watched as it slowly closed back up. It hadn’t been that deep, and with his Regenerator perk it might as well not have even happened. It would take much more than that to truly injure him. Ryun glanced back at Fier, seeing a confused look on his face. 
 
    “Taking a break?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Fier opened his mouth to say something, but then Ryun jumped forward. He had grown tired of the fight, and knew it was time to finish it. He landed near Fier with no sound, and attacked. The Lord barely managed to get his sword in the way and block, but his block was pushed back and Ryun’s blade cut into the Lord’s leg. He yelled out and jumped back, three Qi whips lashing out of his sword, stabbing at Ryun. |Cut| dealt with two of them, and one stabbed Ryun in the thigh, but he didn’t pay it attention. He advanced, and the Lord used his abilities to get more distance between them. A |Spatial Cut| nearly took Fier’s head off, but he ducked and rolled beneath it. Then he swung his sword and a wave of green Qi darts flew out of it, heading toward Ryun, whose sword moved in a flurry, deflecting and cutting the darts as he walked toward Fier. 
 
    Ryun attacked, his swings getting faster and faster. |Greater Cut| extended his sword and Ryun drew blood from the Lord’s ribs. Fier jumped back as Ryun’s attack nearly took his head off again. Then the Lord activated his movement ability and flashed across the plateau, landing in the midst of his warriors. He glared at Ryun, and then yelled out: 
 
    “Everyone, attack!” 
 
    Ryun sighed, and readied himself for another bloody fight.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Monster 
 
      
 
    Fier’s warriors hesitated for only a moment, but when their Lord charged at Ryun again, they followed. Ryun almost respected them for that, but he knew that they were heading into their deaths. He was a master at fighting against many.  
 
    The first to reach Ryun was Fier, lashing out with his whips from mid-range. Ryun |Cut| through the Qi, then sidestepped to avoid an arrow tipped with the same kind of green Qi. Seeing the field of green Qi, Ryun realized that all of them followed the same path. He didn’t know what their Qi technique did, but it appeared to be something like his {Empower}: a way to strengthen their weapons, create whips, perhaps. It wasn’t really important to Ryun. He stepped to the side and let a spear flash through the air where his head used to be. 
 
    Fier sent more darts at him, half of which Ryun blocked, and the other he ignored as they stabbed into his arm while he blocked an attack from a sword that was about to take his head. All around Ryun, warriors moved in a flurry, attacking with finesse and ferocity. They were all well trained, their moves smooth and precise. Compared to them, Ryun was just standing in place and swinging his sword from one attack to the other. But that didn’t matter; they didn’t understand. Feeling his blood flowing down his chest from various shallow wounds, Ryun decided that it was time for an education. He moved faster than their eyes could follow, leaving only an afterimage, until he appeared above a crustacean with two swords and swung from above. 
 
    The warrior raised his blades to block. His weapons were well made, of a quality that few on Earth could have afforded, but that did not matter. Ryun |Cut| through his blades as if they were made out of paper, Shadow Princess cleaving him from shoulder to hip. Immediately, his perks activated. Feast sent a surge of healing energy through his body, healing the few injuries he had. Vampire sent a different kind of energy through him—as the dead warrior’s body parted and fell to the ground, a portion of his primary stat was added to Ryun, temporarily making him just a bit stronger. 
 
    In quick succession, Ryun attacked the warriors around him, cutting them down quickly. With each felled opponent he healed even as more shallow wounds appeared on his body. His high vitality was already healing him faster than normal, and with a kill it surged for a few moments, closing some wounds nearly instantaneously. Vampire kept adding more power to his stats, a few points here, a few there, and Ryun started feeling stronger. He moved, walking through the enemies, attacking and killing. There were many of them, attacking from every possible angle, and eventually he stopped defending, instead he focused only on attacking. Swords slashed him, spears stabbed him, and arrows pierced him. But all were shallow wounds—Ryun’s stats were too high, and his body too hard for them to seriously injure him. The only one who could was Fier, and he alone was just not enough. Ryun moved, an unstoppable force of death. Fier’s eyes had gone wide and filled with fear. His attacks cutting into Ryun, but with little effect. 
 
    Ryun’s sword was growing dimmer. With each attack he made, Shadow Princess woke up just a tiny bit more, its form turning more and more into that of a shadow. Its substance didn’t change, but it made his sword just a bit harder to see—a shadow that cut. 
 
    He could feel the warriors around him trying to use abilities. Chains formed around him, but he flexed his muscles and broke them; flashes of light blinded him, but he used his |Enhanced Vibration Sense| to counterattack; balls of fire landed on him and burned his skin, but he regenerated; mental attacks came and slid off, his Indomitable perk made him immune to mental attacks from those weaker than himself. His body was covered in shallow wounds, but the more he cut, the faster he healed.  
 
    Ryun avoided another attack to his head. Taking injuries didn’t bother him much, other than it ruining his clothes, but he did not want to risk an attacker getting lucky with a brain shot. He did not know if he could recover from that—he hadn’t tested it. The more he fought, the more dead and injured he left behind him. Some were lucky, his attacks only grazing when he focused on someone close to them.  
 
    Then Fier unleashed an enormous amount of Qi, and Ryun knew that he had prepared his fruit technique. 
 
    He walked toward the Lord as warriors tried to stop him, or at least slow him down. Fier’s form shimmered with green Qi, now wildly lashing out of him. As Ryun got near, the ground around him cracked and green vipers made out of Qi exploded out of it, each attacking Ryun. A few bit down on his legs, others on his arms, and others still twined around his body, trying to keep him contained, but it was of little use. Ryun took a step, obstructed by the Qi, but still accomplished one step, then another, and another. The Qi holding the snakes together pulled apart as Ryun walked, cutting around him with his sword. Sect warriors were growing desperate, their attacks wild as they realized that they couldn’t stop him. 
 
    Fier roared and attacked, his sword so fast it left afterimages. Ryun blocked, then retaliated, sending the Lord stumbling back. It was time to end this.  
 
    Ryun advanced, the change in his manner apparent. Sect warriors tried to stand in his way, but he |Cut| them down. Fier lashed out, darts flying toward Ryun, but he just let them hit. With one last step, he reached his opponent. Ryun swung his sword, and Fier blocked, stumbling away. Ryun followed, going for the head. Fier ducked, but not quickly enough, and Ryun |Cut| through one of his horns. He stabbed forward then and Fier blocked, pushing Ryun’s attack away. 
 
    Frowning, Ryun attacked again, and Fier blocked again. He saw the Lord’s demeanor change as he started blocking faster, better. Ryun attacked and Fier parried, then retaliated, scoring a cut on Ryun’s upper arm. The sect warriors attacked, emboldened by their leaders faster and faster attacks. Ryun took a step back, and then his eyes darkened. He hadn’t taken a step back in combat in more than five years. With that same dark expression on his face, Ryun spun his sword that was now just a shadow in the air, cleaving off the head of an orc-human warrior, and nearly cutting through the neck of a crustacean. Fier stabbed him in the ribs, and Ryun grunted before he backhanded the Lord with his left hand, sending him flying into a group of his warriors. 
 
    Ryun followed, taking a step in their direction, but then he stumbled. He frowned, shook his head, and took another step, only to stumble again. His sword felt heavier in his hand than it ever had, dragging him. He took one more step, and his leg gave out. He fell to his knee, looking around at the bloody and scared warriors standing at a distance and watching him. Fier was standing a bit away, his form covered in blood, and staring at him. 
 
    Ryun felt a burning sensation all over his body, and he looked down. There were no wounds on his body, all had healed, but there, through the rips in his clothes, he saw dark green lines beneath his skin. The lines were spreading, each one from a location of where he had been wounded. 
 
    “Poison?” Ryun whispered, more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    “You truly had no idea who you were fighting against? The Black Viper Sect specializes in poison Qi.” 
 
    Ryun frowned in confusion. He had never heard about poison Qi. Qi was Qi—there was only one type. His head was growing heavy, and he looked at the spreading lines of green beneath his skin. What was happening was impossible. Poisons didn’t work on him, as his high vitality purged them in seconds. He should know—he had been poisoned before. The pain was growing as well, to levels that he hadn’t felt in a long time. His endurance made it nearly impossible for him to get tired and feel the impact of pain, and yet he felt weak. 
 
    “You are strong. I can tell that you won’t die from this—and I can’t wait to get a chance to ask you questions. Learning the secret to your power might get me back to the main branch. Thank you for the opportunity,” Fier said, grinning down at him. 
 
    Ryun blinked as he saw the world tilting, and then he hit the ground, his eyes closing and darkness taking him.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Boar Hunt 
 
      
 
    Zach crouched behind a rock, watching the massive monster drink from the pond. Next to him, Linda fidgeted with her knives. 
 
    “We shouldn’t do this,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, we have a good plan,” Zach said, even though he wasn’t sure himself. He glanced at the text above it and shivered. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Great Boar (U) (LVL 22) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The monster was terrifying. It was a massive beast with a tough-looking hide, and was the size of two horses standing side by side. But they had decided to fight it, and it was too late to change their minds.  
 
    They had spent the last two weeks hunting monsters and earning Essence. Zach had raised his level to eighteen, while the girls had both reached fifteen and had gotten their perks. They were still on lower levels than the monster, but they had learned that fighting monsters that were higher level gave more Essence, and so Ryun had convinced them to try. Zach was somewhat confident in their plan—it was a good one—yet he still felt anxious. Their hunting had taken them around the area surrounding their cabin, and they had encountered four more “boss monsters,” as Ryun called them, the ones whose text was green. The boar was the lowest level boss monster they’d found. 
 
    The truth was that they needed to test themselves against this kind of monster if they were to make the trip to the valley, which was why they had taken an extra week to train and hunt. They had also all gotten some new gear, some from looting, some from the shop. They each had helmets now, and braces and greaves, which helped when fighting monsters that could bite them. Melody had traded in her staff for a spear, and Linda had been training in using her daggers with Zach. With her now being level fifteen, she also had a perk and a movement ability. Her movement ability allowed her to turn to fire and teleport a short distance, a great ability for a ranged fighter, as it allowed her to run from danger. Her perk allowed her movement ability to activate automatically once she was damaged for the first time once per combat, and that had already saved her life a few times. Her support ability was a wall of fire, which she could summon anywhere in a twenty-pace radius around herself. 
 
    Melody had gotten the [Dash] movement ability; it had a short range, but it allowed her to move incredibly quickly for a short duration. For her support ability, she had picked [Stomp], which allowed her to slam her foot against the ground and stagger opponents around her. For her perk, she had actually taken one that Zach had as an option: Quick Steps, a flat bonus to speed. It wasn’t easily noticeable, but Zach could admit that she was quick in combat. 
 
    Ryun was the only one of their group who hadn’t yet grown. His Cultivation needed far more Essence for advancement, and he had been using his cycling to create crystals instead of trying to gather as much as he could so that he could advance. Instead, he said that he would advance only once he gathered enough Essence from monsters, and would continue to cycle to, as he said, “strengthen” himself. Zach didn’t know if that was wise, and had tried to advise him to focus on advancing, but Ryun had refused. Although his {Empower} technique was strong, he didn’t have the same stats as the rest of them. When he used his technique he could get close enough, however, if only for short periods of time. 
 
    But he had been giving all the Essence Crystals he created to the rest of them, pushing them to advance faster, which was helpful. 
 
    Then, seeing that the boar was truly engrossed in sating its thirst, Zach motioned to Linda that it was time. 
 
    She took a deep breath and pointed her hand at the monster, a moment later her hand caught on fire and a ball the size of a baseball flew out toward the monster. The boar didn’t see the attack and it hit its side, eliciting a roar of surprise and pain. Zach stood and charged even as Linda fired more fire flares. From the other side of the pond, Melody and Ryun left their cover and charged as well. Zach pointed his hand at the boar and activated [Chains]. Black chains left his palm and shot around the boar’s legs, tying them together. The boar stomped and twisted, the chains breaking, but then Melody dashed forward and stabbed her spear into the boar’s rear. 
 
    It didn’t penetrate nearly deep enough, and the boar turned around far faster than Zach thought possible and attacked. Melody managed to get out of the way just in time. Zach used [Leap] and closed the distance, he pushed his sword into the monster’s stomach. Not even with his high strength could he get that deep through the thick hide, however, and Zach jumped back when the boar turned around and tried to skewer him with its tusks.  
 
    Then Ryun, his hand glowing with his {Empower} technique, tried to cut at the monster’s legs. A flare struck the boar in the head as it raised its back legs and struck out. Ryun managed to evade most of the attack, but a leg grazed him and sent him flying to the ground. Zach yelled, trying to get the monster’s attention as he cut at its face. The monster blocked with its tusks and then charged, hitting Zach and sending him flying into the pond. 
 
    Melody dashed around the boar and stabbed it in the leg where Ryun had cut it. It screamed in pain and stomped with its front legs, and the ground cracked, sending Melody to the ground. The boar put its head down and charged at her, looking to impale her—but then Ryun was there, glowing with a faint white light. He grabbed Melody and pulled her out of the way. The boar passed by them and hit a tree, cracking the trunk and sending the tree falling down. 
 
    The boar shook its head and then turned around, looking at Melody and Ryun with hate in its eyes. It charged at them again, but a wall of flame sprung in the boar’s path. It passed through and caught on fire, but didn’t stop. Ryun and Melody jumped out of the way, and the thing turned and headed straight for the pond where Zach was just walking out of. With a curse he jumped to the side, falling badly on his shoulder as the boar plunged into the pond, extinguishing the fire. 
 
    Almost immediately it turned around and set its sights on Zach.  
 
    That was when Ryun yelled out. 
 
    “Hey! Over here, you big stupid pig! Come and get me!” He waved his hands and called out more to the boar, who turned to look at him. With a roar, it charged past Zach and at Ryun, who was standing next to a large boulder. At the last moment, Ryun jumped out of the way and the boar slammed into the boulder. Zach ran over just as Ryun used {Empower} and stabbed his sword into the boar’s eye. It roared and attacked blindly, catching Ryun with its tusks across an arm, sending him to the ground. Melody reached him before Zach could. She dashed and stabbed her spear through the boar’s mouth. It gurgled blood and twisted, snapping her spear in half, leaving a piece inside its mouth. 
 
    Zach roared as he leapt and landed on its back. With a [Piercing Stab], he pushed his sword through the back of its neck, severing its spine. The boar shook once, then dropped to the ground. 
 
    Linda ran over and fussed around Zach, while Melody looked at Ryun’s bleeding arm. Zach stomped over to him. 
 
    “What was that?” Zach asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The plan was not for you to provoke it and nearly get killed! You and Mel were supposed to attack its rear until Linda and I could tire it out and kill it!” 
 
    “Well, we knew that the plan wasn’t going to survive the actual fight.” Ryun winced as Mel pulled his wound closed with needle and thread. 
 
    “No, we didn’t know that!” Linda said. 
 
    Zach sighed. “You know, Ryun, your biggest fault is your arrogance. You don’t stop to think. And one of these days it’s going to get you killed.” 
 
    Ryun waved his free arm. “I know, I’m sorry. I just saw the opportunity and I took it.” 
 
    Zach shook his head and looked at his screens. The boar had given him almost two thousand Essence, more than any other monster they had killed so far—more than even groups of monsters had, actually. And there, next to its body, was a big green chest. Zach walked over and opened it, finding three items inside. Two were rings, and the last a hatchet that looked to be made out of polished bone. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Boar Bone Hatchet (uncommon) 
  
       	  +2 to strength 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength Ring of the Boar (uncommon) 
  
       	  +2 to strength 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality Ring of the Boar (uncommon) 
  
       	  +2 to vitality 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Seeing the items, Zach couldn’t help but smile. They were the first items they had gotten that gave any kind of bonus, and they would be most welcome. Picking them up, he walked over to the others to show them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Talks 
 
      
 
    He found Ryun in the kitchen, sitting on the floor and meditating. It had become a common occurrence, as in every free moment he had he was cycling and creating crystals. While Zach wasn’t sure if that was a smart move, the extra Essence that he was feeding the rest of them was welcome. Still, Zach felt like it was reckless, and he needed to say something before they headed out on their trip to the valley. 
 
    “Ryun,” he called. 
 
     His friend opened his eyes and glanced at Zach. “Hey, Zach, what’s up?” 
 
    “Can you talk?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ryun said slowly with a questioning look on his face. 
 
    Zach pulled out a chair and took a seat, and Ryun followed. 
 
    “I wanted to talk about…well, everything,” Zach said. 
 
    Ryun just raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s about the way you’ve been acting ever since this happened. I’ve known you since we were kids, and you’ve never been like this. You are rushing to danger, being reckless.” 
 
    “This is about the boar.” 
 
    “No…yes. It’s about everything. We’d agreed to a plan, and that plan had been that you were not going to be the one to provoke the boar. You are weaker than us, slower than us. If it had managed to land a clear hit on you… You would’ve been dead,” Zach told him. 
 
    “I can be as fast as you guys with my {Empower}.” 
 
    “And how many times can you use it? Once, twice, before you go down from exhaustion? Ryun, you are going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    Ryun opened his mouth to argue, but then he deflated and sighed. “Yeah, I know. It’s just… I see you guys getting stronger after every hunt, and I am still at the starting point. I need Essence if I am to advance.” 
 
    Zach released a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. He knew that Ryun was stubborn at times, especially when he thought that he was in the right. 
 
    “You could start accumulating the Essence you get through meditation,” Zach suggested. “That would let you advance faster.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “I could, but I am pretty sure that doing that would hinder my future potential.” 
 
    “Is that a feeling, or do you have a confirmation of that? Did you read something in the details?” 
 
    “It’s my own intuition, based on stories I’ve read before and a few things that I have tested out on my own.” 
 
    “Are you sure that you can trust things you learned before the Framework?” 
 
    “No, but I feel like I am right.” 
 
    Zach sighed. “I understand that you feel like we need to get stronger in this world, but I feel like you think that you are invincible, that nothing can touch you, almost as if you don’t care about danger. There are a lot of unknowns around us now, things that can kill us in a heartbeat. Getting stronger is all well and good, but dying in the process—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Ryun interrupted. “I still think we can only rely on ourselves and our own power. But I see your point. I’ll try to be less…reckless.” 
 
    “Good. That it all I ask.” Zach smiled. He had been feeling like there was a slight rift forming between the two of them. He had been spending most of his time with Linda, leaving Ryun alone or on patrol and foraging runs with Melody. They hadn’t had a chance to talk since their last little spat. But he should’ve known better; the two of them had grown up together, and they would always be able to talk with each other about anything. “And I did think about that a bit.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ryun raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, you were right. We need to get stronger, and to make sure that we have a safe place to return to. I was thinking that we should fortify the cabin some, too. We’ve dealt with most monsters in the immediate vicinity, but we have no idea what else is out there.” 
 
    “I think that is a great idea. And in case we don’t find what we are hoping for in the valley, having a fortified base would came in handy.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Zach said and stood up. “Okay then, I’ll let you get back to your meditation.” 
 
    “Cycling!” Ryun called out as Zach left the room. “Wait!” he called again, and Zach stopped in the doorway. 
 
    As he turned, he saw Ryun cupping his palms, a pale light shining between them, and then he threw a small crystal at Zach. “It’s your turn, right?” 
 
    Zach nodded. Ryun had been alternating between who got the crystals he created. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Looking at it, Zach saw that it held two hundred Essence, which was enough to get him to the next level. Immediately he consumed it and then leveled up. He walked into the living room and took a seat on the couch. The girls were in the bedroom, talking quietly so he had the room to himself. He looked through his stats, and allocated his free ones. He was feeling good about how he was progressing. His Class gave him a solid movement ability; the attack ability was a bit underwhelming, but it allowed him to punch deeper through harder materials when he used it. He had been testing it out, along with his other abilities.  
 
    They had also come to the realization that they couldn’t just keep using their abilities, as doing so tired them out. Their stats mitigated that somewhat, but they could still run out of steam. Ryun’s abilities, or rather techniques, were the same, except that they drained what he called Qi, and if he got drained of it completely he just dropped to the ground, unable to move from the pain. The upside was that he recovered faster as well, and wasn’t really physically exhausted afterward. 
 
    In Zach’s opinion, though, Ryun lacked both offensive and defensive options. His technique allowed him to go beyond his own stats, and perhaps in the far future that would give him far more power than what Zach or the girls were capable of; but right now, he could barely keep up. Zach hadn’t really voiced his opinion on that, as he didn’t know enough about their new reality. Perhaps Ryun was right and sacrificing his power right now would pay off later—but aside from his |Cut| skill, he was currently working with limited tools compared to the rest of them. 
 
    Zach shook his head and looked at his own skill. His |Slash| was now 5/10, which didn’t really tell him much. It wasn’t any stronger, and in fact the skill was not really like an ability. When he used an ability, he could feel an effect taking place, something outside of his capability—magic, or whatever. With a skill it was more discreet, as if he just knew how to slash better. His attack was only as strong as his own strength. But there was something deeper there, too: the more he used the skill, the more he felt like the motion was becoming a part of him, as if he was beginning to understand the act of slashing better. He was probably imagining it, but that was how he felt at least. He wondered what would happen once he reached ten in the skill. 
 
    Finally, he glanced at his hip, where the Boar Bone Hatchet was hanging. It only gave its bonus when it was used, but none of the others wanted it, so he was stuck with it. The ring of vitality had gone to Ryun to give him a bit more survivability, and the ring of strength to Melody, because Linda usually stayed far away from the fight and Zach had the highest stats. They had done a bit of testing with the stats; it appeared that endurance made them tire less, as well as made them able to endure more pain and discomfort. Vitality made them heal faster, although they didn’t heal like super-humans just quite yet, it also seemed to make them healthier overall. Strength and dexterity had to do with physical strength, speed, and coordination. Wisdom and intelligence were the hardest to categorize; Zach didn’t really feel any smarter when he increased his intelligence, but he did suspect that he was able to think just a bit faster. For wisdom, Ryun had said that it probably had to do with magic and such abilities, as well as with the grasp of concepts. 
 
    But Zach was focusing on strength and dexterity, so he didn’t have much interest in the other attributes. 
 
    Linda walked out of the bedroom with Melody and came to sit next to him, while Melody walked in to the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey,” Zach said as she settled in next to him. 
 
    “Hey, you,” she said. 
 
    “What did the two of you talk about?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we didn’t talk about you,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    Zach smiled, feeling happy to see her like this. She hadn’t handled this all that had happened well in the beginning, but the last two weeks of hunting had made her feel more confident. “So is the topic of your conversation a secret?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. We just talked about the valley, and the trip.” 
 
    “Ah,” Zach said. Their first agreement had been to wait a week before beginning the journey, but since then they had revised that decision so as to gain more strength. 
 
    “When do you think that we should leave?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been speaking with Ryun about fortifying the cabin,” Zach said. 
 
    Linda grimaced. “You listen to him too much.” 
 
    “He is my best friend.” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just that I don’t think he wants to find other people.” 
 
    “Of course he does!” Zach turned to look at her. “Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just this feeling I get. I mean, he’s trying to convince us all that we should just keep hunting monsters and getting stronger.” 
 
    “He wants us to be strong enough to protect ourselves,” Zach said, maybe in a harsher tone than he had intended. 
 
    Linda shifted uncomfortably. “Yeah, yeah, you’re probably right. But we did agree to go to the valley once we’d defeated a boss monster. We’ve done that now.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” Zach said. 
 
    “You don’t need to listen to him, Zach. I mean, it’s not like he’s our leader,” she said. 
 
    “We don’t have a leader,” Zach said slowly. 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious that it should be you. You are the strongest.” 
 
    Zach didn’t respond. He could tell that she wanted to say more, but she kept her mouth closed. He didn’t really know what to say to that. He had no desire to lead anyone. He just wanted them all to be safe.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Cut 
 
      
 
    The first thing that returned was his hearing. He heard someone cry out; he heard yelling, a scream, and sounds of flesh hitting flesh. He didn’t know for how long he had been unconscious, and even now, his mind was fuzzy. 
 
    Next came his sight. Ryun opened his eyes, seeing a world washed in orange colors of the dwindling sun. Night would turn soon, it appeared. It meant that he had been unconscious for about an hour, if it was the same day. He tried to focus, to distinguish between the fuzzy shapes and identify them. He recognized people, some standing in the distance all around him, but in the middle were two forms, one kneeling before the other. 
 
    His hearing started to clear up, and he heard a voice. 
 
    “—what you cost me? Dozens of warriors!” Ryun recognized the voice as that of the Lord he fought. His name eluded him for a moment, but then he remembered: Fier, a leader of a group that had come to claim this territory. And then more memories came, of the fight, of him killing warriors, and then of him crumbling to poison. A Qi poison, something that he had never heard about before. He hadn’t known that Qi could be used in such a manner; he had assumed that Qi in this world would be the same as on Earth. He had been wrong. Clearly, he simply didn’t know enough. 
 
    Fier kicked the kneeling form, sending it tumbling to the ground. Ryun recognized Anrosh. Her lip was split, her cheek was swollen, and blood flowed from a cut on her brow. Her clothes were torn, ripped to shreds, revealing her nakedness. Someone screamed, a muffled sound coming from beyond them. Ryun saw Kri bound and gagged in the hands of a human warrior. She struggled, and the man hit her on the cheek quieting her down. 
 
    “Mercy, please,” Anrosh whispered. 
 
    “Mercy?” Fier asked. “All of this is your fault! All you had to do was do as I asked and none of this would’ve happened. In a way, I am grateful—you have cost me much, but you have given me the opportunity to redeem myself to the sect, even though it nearly cost me my life. Still, I must punish you, make an example. Perhaps I will let everyone here have you, with your daughter watching, then hang you from the top of the barracks for a few days. I need to think about this.” 
 
    Ryun tried to move, and found his body bound. He was lying on the ground, with his legs bound behind him tightly. His hands were the same, and his mouth was gagged. He pulled with all of his strength and both felt and heard the metal chains groan against his power. 
 
    “Oh, look here, your friend is already awake. Impressive—I will enjoy getting to know his secrets,” Fier said as he looked straight at Ryun. “This is good. He should watch your punishment, see that he failed to protect those in his charge.” 
 
    Fier laughed, and Ryun struggled, but the chains keeping him bound were too strong. He could tell that if he had just a bit more power, they would crack, that they were just barely containing him. If he had his full power he could break out of them in an instant, but he couldn’t reach that power. 
 
    Fier kicked Anrosh again, eliciting another pained gasp and sending Kri into a screaming fit. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Fier started, “it would be best that I punish your daughter. I have really lost my desire for you… I doubt I would get much satisfaction out of having you now. Perhaps playing with your daughter a bit might make me feel better.” 
 
    Ryun saw Kri’s eyes widen with terror, and he knew that this was his own fault, that this was the past repeating itself all over again. His actions leading to terrible results. A long time ago, he had been told that his greatest weakness was his arrogance, and he saw the truth of that now. He had arrogantly played with his enemies, had allowed them to cut him, had allowed himself to ignore attacks he didn’t recognize. And why? Because he had spent years being the most powerful being on his home planet; because for years he had hunted, and killed everyone in his way; because he was used to winning, to always having an advantage that could not be overcome. It was what he had done here—even crippled, with his power sealed, he had still known that he would win. And then he didn’t. 
 
    He needed to make this right. 
 
    “Please, don’t hurt her!” Anrosh pleaded. “She’s innocent in all of this.” 
 
    He pushed at the seal on his power again, feeling the unmovable shield keeping him from his power. He pushed at his skill—|Cut|—trying to find some way to use it, to cut the chains. It did not need a sword—one could cut with anything that had an edge. He stabbed his fingernails into the cold metal of the chains, and screamed inside his mind: |Cut|! 
 
    Fier knelt down next to Anrosh. Raising her head with a sword, Ryun recognized Shadow Princess in his hands. “Before you die, I will make sure that you know that you should’ve never defied me.” 
 
    “Please, master,” Anrosh begged. “I will do anything you say, master—be your slave, anything that you want. Just don’t hurt my daughter.” 
 
    The word she called him echoed in his mind, the walls in his mind cracking, and memories of the past coming closer. The memories that were the very foundation of who Ryun was—the fundamental building blocks of his entire being. Memories that he could never forget, but memories that he had pushed back, sealed behind a wall inside his mind. He knew that those memories existed, but he couldn’t reach them, he refused to look at them. He remembered the result, what he had done after. He couldn’t let something like this happen again. 
 
    |Cut|! |Greater Cut|! |Spatial Cut|! 
 
    He tried to reach with his skill. His finger burned against the metal, one fingernail snapping as he tried to use it as a blade, a conduit for his skill. Nothing worked. He pushed inward at the seal, and the gleaming sword piercing the seal shook, the cracks in the seal vibrated, but his power was as far away from him as it always had been. 
 
    “Bring her,” Fier said, and a warrior led a shaking Kri to him. He smiled down on her, cupping her jaw. “What would you do to save your mother? Would you do anything I asked? Would you be my slave?” 
 
    Kri’s eyes leaked tears freely as her entire body shook. 
 
    “Please, master, don’t.” Anrosh reached out to grab Fier’s leg. 
 
    The man scowled at her, and then pulled his leg back before stomping down on her hand. The sound of breaking bones was drowned out by Anrosh’s scream. “Don’t you dare touch me, traitor.” 
 
    Kri yelled through her gag, her head shaking. 
 
    Ryun flexed, his muscles burning from the strain, from the poison, from being pulled back tightly and bound. He screamed through his gag, straining. 
 
    |Cut| 
 
    “Oh, look, your friend seems to be angry about something. I wonder what that something is?” Fier mocked as Anrosh whimpered beneath his feet. 
 
    Ryun had nothing on him. His spatial ring had been taken, and Shadow Princess was in the hands of his enemy. He had nothing left, nothing that could free him. The only thing he had was his skill—and so he kept pushing. 
 
    |Cut| 
 
    “Well, we should be heading back. The injured need taking care of, and I am nothing if not a considerate leader. Isn’t that right, my warriors?” 
 
    Ryun heard a shuffling, and some words were lost in the loud thumping of his blood through his body. 
 
    Arrogance: that had been Ryun’s downfall and mistake, and it was the very same belief that he abhorred. Thinking that he was invincible, even here, on a different world, with people that had reached his level of power… He was not concerned for himself, he never was. The price of his arrogance was the blood of others. It always had been, and it always would be. 
 
    |̸̲͐C̸̯̃͒ut| 
 
    The blade inside his body quivered, his skill resonating as he pushed it to cut the seal. It didn’t know how, he realized; his |Spatial Cut| could cut through space itself, but cutting inside oneself, cutting something that can’t be seen, only imagined? That was not something that his skill could do. 
 
    “I think that I will start by stripping your little girl’s skin off, and letting you watch,” Fier said as he pulled out a knife out of a spatial ring on his finger. 
 
    |̸̲͐C̸̯̃͒Ũ̷̠͂T| 
 
    Ryun reached down, deep into the darkest parts of himself. He was a monster; he did not deny that, and he wore that designation willingly. He was the one called the World Ender, for he had killed a world. So he had been named, and there was power in that naming, in accepting the monster, in seeing his own darkness and not being afraid of it. It was why he had won. He reached for that now, scavenging just a bit more mental power. He pushed everything against his skill, willing it to activate, to cut the seal, to cut the chains, to cut anything, everything in his path. 
 
      
 
    |̴̑ͅC̷̜͒UT|, |̸̿ͅC̵̥̃U̷T|, |̷͕̍Ç̷͗U̷T̶͎͑|̸̩̐ 
 
      
 
    He felt something cracking inside as he watched Fier lean his knife against Kri’s arm, drawing blood. 
 
      
 
    |̵̬̲͖̬̎C̶̫͓͇͗͋̇̃U̶̼̗̘̣͑̾͘T̴͐̓̽|̶̢͕̝̲̈́ 
 
      
 
    For a moment, time stopped. His body stopped burning, and his eyes filled with text. 
 
      
 
    |Spatial Cut| (10/10) — Kill 1,000 opponents with any |Cut| tier skill while more than fifty steps away. 43/1,000 (Reward—skill evolution, 5000 Greater Essence) 
 
    |Cut| |Greater Cut| |Spatial Cut|>>Tier evolution 
 
      
 
    Then he was no longer looking at Fier, but someplace else. He was inside a small room, with a storm raging far above rocking the small cottage. Inside it was a woman, who was sitting on chair. In her left hand was a piece of cloth, and in her right was a small sewing knife. The cloth parted at her barest touch, each |Cut| perfect. Ryun tried to say something, to ask where he was, but he couldn’t move or speak. He was just a watcher. Then a strong gust of wind shook the cottage hard, making paintings come down from the walls. The woman raised her head, frowning. Ryun saw that she appeared to be young, but her eyes seemed old. She sighed and stood up. She folded the cloth and laid it down over a table. Then she walked out of her cottage with the sewing knife still in her hands. 
 
    She stepped into the storm, and glanced to the sky, her simple dress billowing all around threatening to pull her away. She raised her hand, and Ryun watched as if in slow motion as she made a simple flicking gesture to the sky. Her sewing knife flickered, and up high above the sky parted, then cut in half. The storm broke, clouds split apart, the wind lost its momentum and turned into a breeze.  
 
    With that, the woman turned and walked back into her simple cottage. 
 
      
 
    Ryun’s mind snapped back into his body, disorienting him for a moment. A window popped in front of him, but with a mental command Ryun dismissed it. Somewhere deep within him, a part of his mind understood the deepest meaning of cutting. Something inside of him had gleaned the truth of the action. The blade inside of his mind was shaking, the cracks in the seal on his power widening. With a colossal effort of will, Ryun used his skill. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| 
 
    The seal was cut to pieces, and once again Ryun could touch his power. He pulled and it rose to meet him, the seal crumbling from the inside out. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| 
 
    And the chains around him were cut to pieces. 
 
    He pushed himself off the ground, making no sound as he moved. The chains fell from his body, clattering to the ground and making everyone turn to look at him. The two sect warriors standing close by turned and, seeing him free, attacked immediately, green Qi shrouding their weapons. 
 
    He flicked his fingers in their direction. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| 
 
    They froze, and then their weapons fell apart, cut to small perfect pieces. Next followed their fingers, arms, and then their bodies as they were cut to pieces. The bloody mess on the ground sloshed disgustingly. Everyone was staring now, their eyes widening with fear. A piercing pain in Ryun’s head made him wince, and he knew that he should not use that skill again so soon.  
 
    Fier was bathed in green Qi in an instant. Ryun reached for his own Qi, his breathing form changing. As {Tranquil Mantle} settled around him, empowering him, a sheen of silver light engulfed him. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] 
 
    And Ryun was standing in front of Fier, the demon man’s eyes looking at him in disbelief. He swiped with Ryun’s sword, going for the head, but with the empowerment from his {Tranquil Mantle}, he might as well have been standing still. Ryun caught the sword’s blade with his hand, pressing the edge gently with two fingers and stopping it in its tracks. Fier struggled to move it, but in his grip it might as well be a mountain. 
 
    Abandoning Shadow Princess, Fier reached to his hip and drew his own weapon as the warriors around him sprung into motion attacking him. 
 
    [Bringer of Sorrow] billowed out, and the warriors faltered, falling to their knees as their bodies betrayed them. Violent sobs shook them and sapped all strength from their minds. 
 
    Fier alone was able to act, his eyes watering as he lashed out with a Qi whip. Ryun took a breath, and changing his form he breathed out. A plume of silver Qi came out of his mouth, resembling a plume of fire, the {Silent Breath} eating up the green Qi of the whip and forcing the Lord Realm Cultivator to jump to the side. With no desire to make the same mistake, Ryun didn’t hold back. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] put him a step behind Fier. Ryun lashed out with his hand, stabbing his sword into the Lord’s thigh, then leaving it here. He reached over and grabbed Fier by the throat. He raised him up into the air as he squeezed. The man tried to cry out in pain, but was unable. The claws on his hands flashed with green Qi and he moved to stab them into Ryun’s arm. Before he could, Ryun threw him to the side, sending him crashing into the mountain’s face. The rock splintered, sending cracks and shards of rock everywhere, embedding Fier into the rock. Ryun followed. 
 
    “You…” Fier managed to gasp out as he fell out of the hole his body made and knelt to the floor. “You were…hiding your…power? Why?” 
 
    Ryun didn’t care enough to answer. He reached down, pulling the man up with his left hand, then whispered, “Reave.”  
 
    His right hand shimmered with dark light and a large, long spectral hand with clawed fingers superimposed itself over his own. Ryun pulled his hand back and then shot it forward, his ability, [Reave] activating. 
 
    The spectral hand sunk deep into the Lord’s chest. Fier glanced down, seeing the hand inside his chest. Nothing left his body on the other side, and Ryun knew that there was no pain. Fier turned his eyes up, looking at Ryun in confusion.  
 
    And then Ryun pulled. 
 
    The Lord screamed, a primal scream of a pain unimaginable. As Ryun’s hand pulled out, a glowing shape followed, grasped tightly in Ryun’s claws. The person-shaped glowing shape twisted, trying to escape, to get back to its body, but there was no hope. The last threads keeping it connected to the body snapped, and Fier’s eyes turned black, his skin cracked and turned gray. Ryun dropped the empty body and turned to the shape in his hand. It was trying to escape, but it couldn’t do anything to escape Ryun. 
 
    He brought it closer, and then opened his mouth, inhaling. The shape was drawn in, collapsing on itself and going down his throat. As it did, Essence filled Ryun—all the Essence that the owner of the soul had within himself, and half the Essence that he had ever used to advance in his life—all of it filled him as his spectral hand disappeared. 
 
    Then Ryun closed his eyes as his entire being thrummed with power.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Hope 
 
      
 
    When Ryun had arrived to their rescue, Anrosh felt hope, even though she had known that there was no way for him to fight against so many. When he fought Master Fier, she had felt that hope rise as she saw just how strong he was. When she watched him cleave through the sect warriors, she felt fear as well as regret. She had known those warriors, had lived with them for a long time, and now they were dying because of her. But the shaking form of her daughter behind her was the only thing that had kept her from regretting too much. 
 
    And then she felt her hope leave her as she watched Ryun collapse. In that instant she knew that there would be no happy ending for her or Kri. Fier had lost too much for any kind of mercy. So when he ordered Ryun bound, she stayed still. When warriors from the sect came and took Kri, she fought, but she knew that it was useless. When they overpowered her and then beat her, she lamented her choices. When Fier beat her, when he taunted and questioned her, she felt despair, but also acceptance. She pleaded, and cried, but she never really believed that she would find mercy. 
 
    Then Ryun woke up, and he stood, warriors around him fell to pieces as if they had been made of puzzle blocks that simply collapsed. When his power spread all around them, Anrosh didn’t feel hopeful, or relieved. No—she felt only more fear, for such was his power. Then a wave of anguish and sadness billowed out of him, sorrow filling her heart and stinging her eyes. She saw the warriors around her fall to their knees, the effect much greater on them. She watched as they sobbed as if they were small children, long and powerful wracking sobs escaping out of their mouths and filling the mountain with their cries. 
 
    But Ryun followed only Fier. The fight was so much different now. It did not even resemble a fight, but was more like an adult wrangling a child. When Fier’s body was thrown into the side of the mountain, she knew that he would never bother her again. But the only thing that her mind asked as she saw the manner in which Fier died was, Who have I stumbled upon? 
 
    Ryun knelt next to the dead body and searched it, retrieving his ring and taking Fier’s, along with all artifacts that he had on his person, storing all in the ring that he put back on his finger. Then he turned around and looked at Anrosh, who was now kneeling. Kri helping to keep her steady. The warriors who surrounded them were on their feet now, the waves of sorrow no longer assailing them all. Ryun took a step and a sect warrior, Jishh, dropped to his knees, prostrating himself before Ryun. 
 
    “Mercy, master, for my warriors,” the commander said. 
 
    Anrosh had known the Kreacean warrior for a long time. He had been her husband’s superior. 
 
    Ryun glanced at the Kreacean with a displeased look on his face, but he didn’t respond. He ignored him and walked over to Anrosh and Kri. It took everything that she had not to flinch away as he reached with his hand and produced two vials filled with glowing red liquid from his ring. 
 
    “Drink,” Ryun said. There was no room for disobedience in that tone, so both she and Kri did as he said. 
 
    The healing potion healed most of her more serious injuries, accelerating the healing of her others. She tried to thank him, but her throat hurt, and her voice didn’t want to come—more because she was afraid than hurt. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with them?” Ryun asked, tilting his head toward the warriors. 
 
    They stiffened, but none of them brandished their weapons. It would be pointless. 
 
    Anrosh cleared her throat, more to buy her time to process everything than because of any discomfort. “Their Lord is dead, a blood relative to the Sect Head. They will not be welcome to the sect again. They have no more loyalty toward the Black Viper Sect. They are not a threat anymore.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment. “You would have them live?” 
 
    “Without Fier, there is no longer any issue between us. I will need a place to stay,” Anrosh said, trying to plant the seed of her survival. 
 
    Ryun looked thoughtful. “They will not harm you again?” 
 
    The Kreacean warrior stood up from his kneeling pose and spoke. “I apologize, master, but if you would give me a moment to speak?” 
 
    “Don’t call me master,” Ryun whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Of course, whatever you say ma—ah, Lord,” Jishh said shakily. 
 
    “Tell me what your offer is,” Ryun said. He seemed to have already realized what the man wanted to ask. 
 
    Kreacean looked uncomfortable, his mandibles clicking. “With the death of our young master, we have all been left defenseless—not just against the monsters inside of this forest, but also the main branch of the sect. I would ask for your assistance. I will swear myself to your service if I must.” 
 
    “Your leader is not yet cold, and already you are hoping to serve another. How should I take that?” 
 
    “Young master was not a very good leader, and we have seen enough of you to know that you would not treat us the same. You are strong, and you have helped Lady Kesh and her daughter. It tells me enough about who you are.” 
 
    “I also slaughtered a great number of your people,” Ryun said. 
 
    “All of that was Master Fier’s fault—and, in part, perhaps our fault. We were scared of him, and we followed blindly. For that, we apologize.” 
 
    “It is not me you should apologize to,” Ryun said. 
 
    Kreacean bowed his head, and looked in Anrosh’s direction, bowing deeply. “Apologies. We should’ve done more to help you.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t respond as she cut the bonds around her daughter’s hands and removed the gag. 
 
    “I have no interest in followers,” Ryun said at last. 
 
    “Then you might as well kill all of us now, as well as our people back at the camp. Otherwise the sect will hunt us down and kill us all to the last man.” 
 
    Anrosh knew that to be true, and after being reminded about that, she started to realize the warrior’s point. She saw as all of his remaining warriors, kneling before Ryun. 
 
    The look on Ryun’s face told her that he did not enjoy the attention, not at all. 
 
    But she did not care. She was alive, as was her daughter, and that alone was cause for celebration.  
 
    Hope was filling her up again.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Peak 
 
      
 
    He stood on a rock pillar, high up in the mountains. From there, Ryun could see for leagues in every direction. Down below, he saw the procession of people walking back into the forest, heading to their home. Anrosh and Kri were with them, something that had surprised him. They had escaped from them, and now they were willing to go back with them. He wondered if he had frightened them so much that they would return there even with that history. He had seen the fear in their eyes, the trembling when he moved—they had seen the real him, the monster. Kri had not once met his eyes, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 
 
    They had been under his protection, and he made sure that they wanted to get back, as well as insure that the sect warriors knew and understood what would happen to them if they harmed her. They said that they had no quarrel with Anrosh and her daughter, that they had been forced to follow their leader’s orders. Ryun understood that; he had seen people do terrible things because they followed leaders who did not deserve their loyalty. From the way Fier acted, Ryun knew that he had ruled with fear. 
 
    After their leader was dead, he saw a great fear in them, but it was not focused on Ryun for some reason. They were both relieved that their leader was dead and terrified of that fact. It didn’t mean much sense to Ryun, but he wasn’t really interested in why. They had dropped to their knees, offering him their fealty, asked him to become their ruler, and Ryun had not answered. He had led people before, and knew that would not end well for anyone, but a deeper part of him whispered that he was afraid. The last few days he had interacted with more people than he had in years. He didn’t know how to feel. Everything was…hard. He had to think, to set himself right. 
 
    The fight had scared him, as for the first time in a long time he had lost a battle. Because he was arrogant, because he had played with his opponents. Even without a large portion of his power, he could’ve defeated them. His ring was filled with the treasures of an entire world—weapons, artifacts, armor, elixirs and potions—and with them, he could’ve defeated them without them ever laying a scratch on him. The thought of losing had simply never entered his mind. It shook him, the fact that he was not the most powerful here, that there were things that he didn’t know. 
 
    This world was not Earth, and it had people who had called it home since birth. It had people who’d had far more time to gain power than him. He couldn’t afford to think of himself as invincible now. It was, in a way, humbling. He didn’t know how to deal with that feeling, however, and so he turned his mind to other things.  
 
    First, he looked over the notifications that he had gained. Already the tiny notification in the corner of his eyesight was annoying him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Skill quest canceled, understanding triggered. Mastery of |Cut|. Tier skipping, vision of greatness initiated. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Congratulations, you have reached the peak of understanding, all your skill tiers have been absorbed into the new skill. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| tier-6 skill available. You’ve unlocked two additional skill slots. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Achievement unlocked, title available—True Understanding I 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	   Reward: +20 to all stats, 20,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun was surprised at the reward. It was a lot of Essence, far more than he had expected. But something also told him that he had done something that he shouldn’t have been able to do, not at his level at least, but the Framework obviously took into account people pushing beyond its bounds. Ryun remembered the moment when it had happened; in that single moment, his mind had been filled only with that skill. He understood the act of cutting as if his whole being was a part of it. The feeling was receding now, growing fainter, but he could feel it inside of himself, waiting. 
 
    It had also given him one tier of power. That meant that only a tier-6 skill counted as a tier of power, similar to how one Class Evolution or one Cultivation Realm counted as one. This put him on four tiers of power. 
 
    He glanced at all of his stat screens, making sure that all was right. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron, Beaten but not Broken, First Quickened Mind, Cannibal, One Against Many, First Lake of Qi, First Lord, First Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, First True Body, Hated Foe, One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity, True Understanding I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  29,992 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunted more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Transcended 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to reach the Foundation Stage 
  
       	  +10% all stats, 100 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Body of Iron 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their body 
  
       	  +20 endurance, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 000 essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Quickened Mind 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their mind 
  
       	  +20 intelligence, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cannibal 
  
       	  Kill more than 5000 people of your own race for their essence 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 50 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lake of Qi 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to forge their Qi 
  
       	  +20 wisdom, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Lord 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to Reach the Lord Stage 
  
       	  +10% all stats, 100 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Qi Manipulator 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to gain Qi manipulation 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution I 
  
       	  Evolved your class 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First True Body 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the World to obtain True Body 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hated Foe 
  
       	  Be hated and hunted by more than half of a world’s population 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 100 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Man Army 
  
       	  Fight against more than 1000 opponents and win 
  
       	  +40 to all stats, Indomitable, 500 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Butcher of Humanity 
  
       	  Kill more than 500 000 people of a race by yourself 
  
       	  +200 to all stats, Reaper’s Aura, 5 000 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding I 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20 000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  65 (0/170 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord (1,270/12,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Silent Breath 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Final End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of Iron (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your skin is harder to pierce, your bones harder to break, your flesh harder to part. (Strength of effect depends on endurance stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. (Strength of effect depends on vitality stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quickened Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than an ordinary human. (Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies temporarily adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own. (Strength of effect depends on Class level.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lake of Qi (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi core is reforged. Your Qi is more powerful than before, able to use less Qi to achieve more. (Strength of effect depends on wisdom stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when in combat. (Strength of effect depends on vitality stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. (Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Manipulator—Weaver of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is increased; you are able to finely manipulate your Qi. (Control depends on wisdom stat.) You weave the breath of destruction, ushering the end for all in your path. But as you weave your breath, even the air in your lungs shall eventually stop. All things have an end. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Untethered—Unburdened(Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of the ultimate end of all things, and as such no force can truly exert influence on you. Any power attempting to exert influence over you does so at a reduced effect. You walk alone, untethered from the natural laws of the universe, bringing the end to those in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents that are on a lower tier of power than you 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, techniques, or skills from people who are on the same or lower tier of power than you. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery (10/10) >> Sword Mastery (7/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vibration Sense (10/10) >> Enhanced Vibration Sense (9/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  523 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  524  
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  607  
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  521  
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  494 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  549 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He sighed in relief as he saw that everything was fine. The bonus to his stats was welcome; the title stats added up to his numbers and didn’t affect his percentage bonuses, which were counted from his base stats, but still they were substantial. He was still shaken at the fact that his power could be taken from him. Zach had been weaker, yet his skill had nearly cost Ryun his life, simply because he had allowed it to hit. He needed to be far more careful if he wanted to survive. But that was the point—he wasn’t certain that he wanted to live. He had little that he wanted to accomplish. No life goals or desires.  
 
    He looked inside his spatial ring. In a corner of the space inside sat a board with pieces still on them, a game in progress. He really would like to finish that, at least. He wondered if Kri would even want to continue it, or if she was too frightened of him to. 
 
    He shook his head and turned his mind to other things. He had gained a lot of Essence from his [Reave] ability, which could only be used on those who were weakened and near death. When he used it on them, he would devour their Essence, gaining half of what they had used over their entire life both for their Cultivation and Class, but only the Essence that they had used for advancement. Still, Fier had been strong, the most advanced warrior Ryun had killed. The Essence he had earned was staggering—more than nine million Essence, or nine thousand Greater Essence.  
 
    But it was the Essence from earning the perfect skill that had given him a truly incredible amount. With it, he had enough to advance to the next stage in his Cultivation. Ryun had not reached this level of power by just blindly advancing, however. He put the Essence inside his core, dumping it directly in. His core swelled until it reached twelve thousand Greater Essence, the Essence streted his core and pushed his Qi down, compressing it. Then he sat down on the ground and put his palms one over the other. He started draining his core, creating Essence Crystals, each worth one thousand Greater Essence, and storing them inside his ring. The Essence drained was now useless to him for advancement, but it could still be used as currency in the shop or with the Dealmaker. That reminded Ryun that he had no idea what people used as currency here; on Earth they had used a barter system, and as crystals were considered a valuable item, they could be bartered away like everything else. 
 
    Over the next hour he drained and created twelve One Thousand Greater Essence Crystals. With his core empty, he noticed that it was larger, his Qi denser than it had been when he simply advanced. This was not the first time he had done this at this stage. He had taken to doing it on every stage. The moments where he could fill his core to the brim in an instant and then drain it were rare—usually, he just cycled and drained it slowly in increments—but doing it this way, all at once, provided better results.  
 
    Satisfied, he filled his core again, and this time he didn’t drain it. Instead, he triggered the advancement. 
 
    The Essence inside of his core burned as it transformed it. The core compressed along with the Qi inside, then the Essence flashed as it winked out, the transformation devouring it all.  
 
    Ryun sighed and looked at his new notification. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, you have reached Peak Lord Realm Stage on the Path of the Final End! 
    
  Reward—Secondary Path! You may learn an additional path, gaining access to another set of techniques. (Note: You can only learn the paths that are compatible with your Cultivation perks and Qi aspect.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun’s eyes widened at that. The number of techniques was something that he had thought set at the start, but with the increase in his skill slots and now techniques, he realized that there were probably ways to increase all of them, even abilities. It would be a great addition to his power. He would need to go to the Dealmaker and choose another path. He had intended to use his remaining seven thousand Greater Essence to level, but now he thought it might be smarter to hold on to it. He did have some Essence Crystals, both in his own and in Fier’s spatial ring. He hadn’t checked to see what else was in there yet, but he would soon.  
 
    After his near death, he realized that he should take the time to fill his skill slots. So far he hadn’t purchased many, simply because he didn’t want to use his slots by purchasing common skills, and he didn’t want to waste Essence on those that cost more. On Earth, every drop of Essence had been valuable to his advancement. 
 
    He glanced at his stats and saw that he had gained another twelve points bonus, his twenty percent bonus to all stats adding two to the +10 all stats he had gained from advancement.  
 
    He glanced at his windows to see how much he needed for the next advancement. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) (new path available) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Lord (0/30,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Tranquil Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Silent Breath 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Final End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  530 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  531  
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  615  
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  528 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  501 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  556 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    With that, he closed down his windows and looked through Fier’s ring. There were a couple of artifacts inside which weren’t anything special, but there was one thing that raised Ryun’s eyebrow. It was a town stone—once planted into the ground, it would claim a small area around it and give the person who planted it the ability to purchase things from a special settlement shop, as well as give them a few more options. That made sense to Ryun; the sect had come here with the intent to settle this territory, and creating a settlement would be prudent. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time they had done something like this. They hadn’t used it, but were instead building the town and defenses. That was smart, as once the stone was used, an event was triggered: a monster invasion in three waves. If they defended the town, the one who planted the stone would become the town leader. 
 
    The rest of the items inside were nothing really extraordinary. There were about one thousand Essence Crystals, some furniture, a chest filled with clothes, and food and drinks in a cupboard. Everything put inside the ring would stay as fresh as it had been when it was put in. The ring had a lot of empty room inside, too—it was larger than Ryun’s own ring, which had three cubic meters of space.  
 
    After he finished with that, he wondered what kind of a path he should take. He remembered the battle, the fact that the sect had used a Qi that could poison him. On Earth, everyone had the same type of Qi, and each felt the same. Theirs, however, had been different. That meant that he lacked some knowledge, and the only way he was going to get that knowledge was if he talked with the people of this world.  
 
    He grimaced at that. He would much rather remain alone, but he didn’t want to make a mistake. He had always been proud of his power, and he would not allow himself to screw up his advancement now. That meant he would need to talk and learn more things. 
 
    The group had long since left his eyesight, moving behind the mountains and into the forest. 
 
    Ryun wondered if he would get the chance to finish his game with Kri. With a sigh, he jumped off the boulder and down the mountain.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Helios 
 
      
 
    Zach walked in Port Helios along with his three companions. The town was larger than Zach had expected based on what the three had told him. He had assumed that it would be a small town, but to him this looked like a medium-sized city. The walls surrounding it were made out of black wood, and there was a large harbor with two dozen ships docked. The ships themselves weren’t too big—most reminded him of what he remembered Viking ships looked like—but they were being tended to by full crews, and there was no shortage of people walking about the streets.  
 
    As they arrived, Zach turned to the three and bid them farewell. Their deal had been for him to help them, and then for them to lead him to the town. The three had asked him to join their adventuring team, but Zach wasn’t really interested, and he was too far above them in terms of strength. He didn’t want to carry them around, which was what they wanted. He had gotten them all to level sixty and helped them accumulate enough loot to pay back their debt, and that was enough. 
 
    As they parted ways, he headed in the direction they had told him to go, looking for the Adventurers Guild, where he intended to take the test and get a badge. He had learned much about this world, but he understood just how little he knew. Information was his main concern. He had a suspicion that he had given the three far more than they had given him. Still, it wasn’t like he hadn’t benefited. He had accumulated enough Essence to advance. He raised his Cultivation two stages, from Mid Mortal to Early Foundation Realm. That unlocked his fruit technique, and gave him a nice stat bonus. Still, he had only cycled a bit from Peak Mortal to Early Foundation. He realized that most people in this world—those who were adventurers, at least—were at the minimum in the Foundation Realm, and he needed to catch up.  
 
    He glanced to his stat screens. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, First to Ten, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Chief, Leader, One Against Many, First to Sixty, Class Evolution I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  310 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework-run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First to Ten 
  
       	  First person in the world to reach level ten 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunted more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than ten people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Chief 
  
       	  Create an outpost 
  
       	  +3 to all stats, 1000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Leader 
  
       	  Upgrade outpost to a town 
  
       	  +3 to all stats, 2000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than ten opponents alone and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First to Sixty 
  
       	  First to evolve their Class in the world 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution I 
  
       	  Evolved your class for the first time 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Riposte (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, gain the ability to execute a lightning-fast attack after being damaged. (Speed of returning strike equals double dexterity stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind’s Child (Class Perk) 
  
       	  During combat, every strike with your weapon sends a short gust of wind. (Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind Lord (Class Perk) 
  
       	  In combat, wind swirls around you, always blowing gently in your back. (Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Consequence (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every kinetic attack you block stores a part of its energy. Once per combat, unleash all the stored kinetic energy. (Amount stored depends on strength stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Second Chance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, upon taking damage that would kill you, heal that damage instead. (Healing speed depends on vitality stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body’s reflexes are enhanced, able to utilize max dexterity at a moment’s notice. (Strength of effect dependent on dexterity stat.) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Blade Master (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  85 (0/610 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  White Wing 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Winged Leap 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Light Chains 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Lightning Blade (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Foundation (11/900 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Harmony 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Focus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  True Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (7/10) 
  
       	  Strike >> Great Strike (7/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weakness Sense (6/10) 
  
       	  Evade (9/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Sealing Slash (5/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  204 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  293 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  137 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  138 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  124 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  119 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    When he advanced to Foundation Realm, he managed to change his {Inner Peace} technique to {Harmony}, which let him enter a state where he could focus on a single task while pushing all of his other thoughts aside. While fighting, it made all of his movements smoother, connected, in a way that made him seem as if he was gliding across the ground. Unlike the empowerment that the monster used, it didn’t increase any of his stats, but rather made him able to better utilize what he had. He had unlocked his fruit technique {True Strike}, too, which flowed out of his other two techniques, requiring them to be used first. {Harmony} allowed him to move smoothly, and {Focus} allowed him to comprehend everything that he was seeing, taking note of every tiny detail around him. Finally, {True Strike} took advantage of those techniques, allowing him a single burst of speed to execute a single attack utilizing everything that his other two techniques gave him, straight through his opponent’s defenses. 
 
    It was a good skill, and one that matched up with his usual style of combat. He liked his build—it was focused on his sword style, and was quite effective against most opponents. Every one of his Class perks gave him some small advantage in combat, and now, with him entering into Early Foundation Stage, he had reforged his body into Lightning Body, allowing him to move with a speed that took full advantage of his dexterity, and allowing him to achieve the greatest speed he could at a moment’s notice. He didn’t have much chance to test its full capabilities, as the monsters here didn’t pose much of a challenge to him, but he could feel that it was a good addition to his kit. 
 
    He was satisfied. He knew that he was strong, and now he wasn’t overly worried about any fights. 
 
    As he walked, he heard a scream, and his body turned instinctively toward the sound. Not knowing what was happening, he took off at a run toward its source. Rounding a street, he nearly collided with a men wearing a long cloak with the hood up. 
 
    “Watch it,” the man said as he walked away, his boots stained with mud. 
 
    Zach didn’t want to make any trouble, and so continued forward where a group of people had gathered and was looking into a side alley. He reached them and looked, seeing a person lying down on the ground: a woman with wounds on her chest. 
 
    “Make way! Warden coming through!” a voice shouted, and a large, red-scaled drake pushed his way through. He wore heavy armor, a large shield on his back, and a mace tied to his hip. He didn’t look exactly like Riss, which meant that he was a different variant from another Iteration. Where Riss looked more like a humanoid lizard, this drake more resembled a dragon, with harsher scales and tiny bone ridges over his head. 
 
    Zach watched as the drake entered the alley and looked at the body. 
 
    “He did it again,” he said to the human who had followed him. 
 
    Zach looked at the scene as the two talked, noticing something. The alley wasn’t paved; instead, it was simply mud, whereas the main road was covered in stone. Zach turned around and, seeing the man he had nearly run into, walking away quickly. His eyes narrowed and then he was off, running after him. He crouched and activated [Winged Leap], soaring over the crowd, causing them to gasp in surprise.  
 
    He flew over the man and landed in front of him. 
 
    “Stop! I’d like to ask you some questions,” Zach said. The people around them were backing off, some yelling curses. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” the man said, looking back suspiciously. 
 
    Zach summoned Windrazor. He could tell that this person wasn’t weak. 
 
    The man roared, pulling his cloak apart and showing two bloody daggers in his hands. He came at Zach, using an ability he was familiar with. The man’s [Dash] put him before Zach, who stepped back and blocked the man’s attacks. With each block he felt a tiny amount of kinetic energy enter him and get stored by his perk. An |Evade| to the side put Zach out of the man’s reach, and he pointed his hand. [Light Chains] snapped around the man, binding him tightly. He screamed, and then fell to the ground and into his own shadow.  
 
    Zach’s Lightning Body was the only thing that allowed him to act fast enough. He sensed the man behind him and twisted, slashing with his sword. The man dodged, but he got nicked on the shoulder. 
 
    Their fight drew more people, and Zach saw the drake and his human partner arrive. Zach was worried for a moment that he would have to fight him, too, but the drake looked at the scene for a moment, then pulled his shield and mace out. Zach swiped his sword at the man, and he blocked with his daggers crossed—but Zach activated Consequence, and a kinetic blast augmented his attack. The man staggered backward, off balance. 
 
    The drake saw his opportunity to enter the fight and smashed his shield forward, sending a shockwave that caught the cloaked man in the side. He was picked up off the ground, sending him flying into a wall. Zach quickly used his [Light Chains] again, binding the man.  
 
    The human who was accompanying the drake blinked across the distance and placed his hand on the cloaked man’s head, and Zach saw him slump in his chains. 
 
    The drake walked over, looking at the bound man as the human pulled his cloak back, revealing a gaunt and pale-skinned human. 
 
    “Is it him?” the drake asked. 
 
    The human looked closely at the man, then nodded. “It’s him.” 
 
    The drake turned to look at Zach, studying him for a moment. “How did you know?” 
 
    “His boots,” Zach said. The drake didn’t turn to look, but only nodded, making Zach believe that he had noticed that as well. Perhaps he had even decided to help Zach because of that. 
 
    “We finally got him,” the human said. 
 
    “Who is he?” Zach asked, and the two gave him surprised looks. 
 
    “You don’t know?” the human asked. 
 
    “I just walked into this town not even five minutes ago.” 
 
    The drake raised his eyebrow. “Truly? Then we were quite fortunate that you arrived. This man is wanted for several murders in this town. He started killing three months ago and had started to escalate his murders in the last few weeks, even leaving messages insulting his pursuers and venerating his own intelligence as a way to taunt the authorities. I arrived in the city just a few days ago myself, and had taken on the contract to find the murderer. It appears that he was too bold this time.” 
 
    “Lucky that I noticed him, then,” Zach said. 
 
    The drake nodded. “You may release him now. We’ve got it from here.” 
 
    Zach did as the man asked, but seeing as there was a contract, he wasn’t sure if he had some claim. Luckily, he didn’t need to ask. 
 
    “If you are free to come with us to the town’s headquarters, we can get the bounty sorted out,” the drake said. 
 
    Zach nodded. “Thanks.” It appeared that the drake wasn’t going to try and screw him. 
 
    The drake put his weapons away and tied the man up, then slung him over his shoulder and started walking. As they walked, the drake spoke. 
 
    “I’m Griss, warden of the Adventurers Guild, and this is Maer from the Town Watch.” 
 
    “I’m Zach,” he said in turn. 
 
    “So,” Griss started, “what brings you to Port Helios?” 
 
    “I am hoping to take the Adventurers Guild test,” Zach answered. 
 
    “Oh, I assumed that you were an adventurer already. You have the look,” Griss commented. “So you were with another organization then? The Merchant Guild, maybe?” 
 
    “No,” Zach said simply. He didn’t know enough to give a deeper answer. 
 
    “Ah, a sect, then,” Griss said with a nod. 
 
    “I am not part of, nor have ever been part of, any group or sect,” Zach said. 
 
    Both Griss and Maer gave him a strange look. “I’ve never met a solo,” Griss said. 
 
    Zach knew enough to make some assumptions about what he meant, but he didn’t really want to lie to people. “I’m actually new to this…area. I’m not familiar with the ways that things are done here.” 
 
    The two exchanged looks, but then shrugged. They arrived at the large stone building that Zach recognized from description: the Adventurers Guild headquarters. They walked in, Griss surrendered the prisoner, then took care of the bounty. Afterward, he split it with Maer and Zach. His part had come out to five Greater Essence, not really that much to Zach at least. Maer said his goodbyes and left, while Griss stayed. 
 
    “So, how about I buy you a drink, friend, to thank you for letting us share in the bounty,” Griss said with a reptilian grin. 
 
    Zach looked around the headquarters, seeing that the lobby had around a dozen people looking at posts on notice boards. “I was planning on getting the test as soon as possible.” 
 
    Griss put his arm around Zach’s shoulder. “Come with me, then. I’ll buy you a drink and explain how it’s done.” 
 
    Zach nodded and followed Griss out. The drake seemed to know quite a bit about adventurers, so he figured he could learn a bit more before he went through it.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Warden 
 
      
 
    “So what is a warden, exactly?” Zach asked. 
 
    He was sitting with Griss, a drake in one of Port Helios’s bars. The drake was just telling him about how he was a warden, which Zach took to be some kind of a traveling policeman. 
 
    “A special kind of adventurer. We specialize in hunting down dangerous individuals, as well as police and mediate between the various factions in the world. For example, when two sects go to war, any peace negotiations are conducted by wardens.” 
 
    “So, you are a separate organization?” Zach asked. 
 
    “No, not really. We do have a headquarters, but only one. We are under the supervision of the Adventurers Guild—we just take contracts for criminals, not that we don’t hunt monsters every now and then. In effect we are more free agents, traveling from territory to territory, dealing with any issues that are brought to us.” 
 
    “Huh, that does sound cool,” Zach said, interested. 
 
    “That it is. You have the freedom to move about as you wish, and few people bother the wardens, because while we might not work in large groups, if it becomes known that someone touched a warden, every one of us will make sure to avenge them.” 
 
    “So, how does one become a warden?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Huh. I see that you catch on quickly,” Griss said, but when he saw Zach’s blank expression, he frowned. “Or not. No matter. To become a warden, one needs to be invited by another. Which is why I’ve asked you to drink with me.” 
 
    “You want me to join? You’ve only just met me,” Zach exclaimed. 
 
    “Bah.” The drake waved his hand. “I already know all I need to know about you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. You arrived in town and the first thing you did was catch a murderer. You noticed tiny details about him that told you he was a possible suspect, and you instinctively followed after and detained him. You are obviously powerful, since the murderer that had terrorized the town didn’t even manage to scratch you. Those are good qualities for any warden to have. Our numbers are always far too low, if you ask me—we are always on the lookout for talent.” 
 
    Zach mused about that for a long minute, then finally spoke. “So, how would this recruitment work?” 
 
    “You will need to get an adventurer’s badge, of course. After that, a warden would need to conduct a further test. Following that, you would be apprenticed to a warden for a probationary period. Once the warden thinks you are ready, you will be given a warden’s badge.” Griss pulled out and showed him his own. It was a gold hexagonal plate with an image of a tower engraved on it. Zach had been shown the adventurer’s badge by Qiyanna and her team; hers had been made out of bronze and had an image of a sword and an axe crossed. He also knew that the fact that the warden’s badge was gold meant that he was of a higher rank than they had been. 
 
    Zach didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he thought about the offer and how it would affect his goal. Zach had only one desire: to find Ryun and make him pay for the countless innocent lives he had taken. Based on what had happened to him, Zach assumed that Ryun had been sent somewhere appropriate for his power level as well. In order to find him, he would need to be able to access a lot of information, as well as travel. The kind of information and freedom that the wardens could provide was exactly what he needed. He was certain that the monster wouldn’t be able to contain himself—he would start killing, and when the bodies started to fall, he will be able to find him. Hunting criminals also appealed to him, and the traveling the position entailed would help him to become acquainted with this world quickly.  
 
    He still had questions, however. 
 
    “Is there anything else I should know? Are there any other requirements for this position?” Zach asked. 
 
    The drake looked a bit sheepish before he responded. “There is one thing that some people have issues with. To become a warden, you have to…uh…show us your full screens.” 
 
    Zach blinked. That wasn’t bad at all. He had been imagining something far worse. He did know that people here didn’t like showing their screens to others, though, so he wasn’t completely surprised. “May I ask why?” 
 
    “We need to check that you don’t have any criminal titles,” Griss said. 
 
    “Ah,” Zach said. He hadn’t thought of that, but it did make sense. “Well, that isn’t a problem.” 
 
    “Good!” Griss clapped his two clawed hands together. “So, you are interested then?” 
 
    Zach nodded. This seemed like a great opportunity, and he felt lucky that he had gotten it. “I am. Tell me, what does this apprenticeship involve?” 
 
    “Great! We can head to the Guild and get your test done. After you become an adventurer, we will file the documents initiating you as my apprentice. What it involves is me teaching you about the job—it will contain training, though seeing as you are already quite capable, I doubt that there will be much I can teach you. We will start traveling around and dealing with issues as we go. It will be more learning on the job.” 
 
    “How do I get paid?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Based on the contract and your contribution to it. We split the profits between us. And once you become a full warden you will get monthly contributions from the Framework itself.” 
 
    “Well then, I guess we can start.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The test for becoming an adventurer turned out to be basically nothing: a training obstacle course that was supposed to test an adventurer and make sure that they held the bare minimum stats not to get killed by the first thing they came up on. He passed it easily, even setting a new record. It wasn’t really fair, of course, as the level of those who took the test was almost always far lower than his. He was immediately issued a wooden badge, making him officially an adventurer. 
 
    “You will need to complete contracts in order to get a better ranking, but I doubt that that will be a problem,” Griss said afterward. He secured a small private room for them and then led Zach there. There were documents already on the table, and Griss took a seat, motioning for Zach to take the seat across. 
 
    “Well, we should first get your name and titles out of the way,” Griss said. “Please, if you will show me?” 
 
    Zach nodded and pulled out his primary window, making it visible to others, only without showing his Essence. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration Seven) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, First to Ten, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Chief, Leader, One Against Many, First to Sixty, Class Evolution I 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Griss’s mouth opened, his eyes widening in shock. He looked at the screen, then to Zach, his eyes blinking uncomprehendingly. Zach hadn’t really wanted to just drop it on him, but he didn’t feel a good enough moment to say who he was. 
 
    “Iteration Seven…” Gris whispered. “But that was only days ago, and so far away. You couldn’t have reached here from… Wait, you are from Earth? The rumors say that no Rankers from Earth appeared, and you are too strong for a new arrival… That means you were transported directly here?” 
 
    Zach was impressed at how fast he realized. “Yes. I woke up on the beach a few days ago.” 
 
    “That’s why you seem to not know anything,” he said slowly. “I just thought that you were a loner. But, Zach, I must ask… Rankers who arrive here are all strong, for their worlds at least, but they generally don’t get up past a certain point. It is the matter of Essence quality and quantity on the old worlds. There just isn’t enough of it for a lot of people to get that high up, and yet I can see that you have an evolved Class. May I ask how you did this?” 
 
    Zach debated whether to say anything, but in the end there was no reason not to. He didn’t want to keep it a secret. He wanted the people here to know, so that they could keep an eye out for the monster. “My world… I don’t know how it was on other worlds, but on mine, the arrival of the Framework threw everything into chaos.” 
 
    “It was the same for every other Iteration,” Griss confirmed. “My father was in the Fifth Iteration. He told me stories of societal collapse and the rise of tribal communities.” 
 
    “It was the same on my Earth,” Zach said slowly. He didn’t like remembering. “We tried to unite, to band together in order to survive. But, eventually, something happened. War erupted, and… Some people did terrible things, and one of their victims... did something. He took his revenge, on guilty and the innocent alike. And then, we don’t know how, but he started growing in power, incredibly so. He grew so powerful that entire armies fell to his blade. And he…it waged war on the entire world. We fought, struggled to gain more power to oppose him, but in the end, he was just too strong. We collapsed, the world was left defenseless, and innocents died. The reason why there were no more Earth Rankers is because by the end, there were only two of us left. The reason why I am joining you and the wardens is because I intend to find that monster, because the souls of all those who died at his hands, the children and the old men and women, the warriors, and those who only wanted to survive, demand it. Because he must face justice.” 
 
    In his mind, Zach heard laughter, a tiny face smiling up at him. He pushed his mind away from those memories, it was too painful. Zach realized that he had been gripping the table with such force that it had cracked. Quickly, he let go and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. 
 
    Griss looked like he didn’t know what to say, but eventually he coughed uncomfortably and filled the silence. 
 
    “I can see from your titles that you’ve been at the forefront of your world. Even for a Ranker, it is rare to have more than one of the ‘First’ titles. The rewards from those are… I can’t even imagine how valuable they are. If you are this strong, I don’t see you having any issues with finding this person you are looking for.” 
 
    “I am nothing compared to him. Even before he went mad, he had more ‘First’ titles than I have now,” Zach said. 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise you that you will find him, but I can give you my word that I will help,” Griss hesitated, and then he started to fill out the documents before him. 
 
    Zach crossed his arms and tried to calm himself. He could not afford to get worked up. His goal was all that mattered, but he needed to approach it calmly, and with reason. He wasn’t a match for the monster, which was why he needed to get stronger, to get resources that he could use against it. The wardens seemed perfect. “That’s fine. I know that monster; he will kill again, and he will foster hatred. I will hear of him—and when I do, I will bring him justice.” 
 
    “You need to know that the laws that we follow here differ from territory to territory,” Griss said cautiously. “Our jobs as wardens is to be neutral, to follow and enforce their laws. But, if someone is considered a threat to several territories, a bounty is put on them. If this person doesn’t do anything that puts him on the bounty list, the wardens won’t be able to help you. The crimes on your old world don’t matter here.” 
 
    Zach didn’t answer for a long while. “He will kill again,” Zach stressed. “He will cause mayhem. He won’t be able to help himself.” 
 
    Griss didn’t answer, but instead focused on the documents. When he finished, he turned to look at Zach. 
 
    “All that is needed is your signature. I’ll send this to headquarters, but you will be considered a warden in training immediately,” Griss said. 
 
    Zach took a look at the document, reading it through. Then, once he was finished, he signed. 
 
    I’ll find you, no matter how far or how hidden you are. You will pay for what you have done.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Two Monsters 
 
      
 
    Ryun caught up with the group, but he didn’t approach. He followed them back to the hill and the growing town, listening all the way. They didn’t speak much, and as far as he could see Anrosh and Kri didn’t have any problems with them. He didn’t understand that at all; he figured that the others would be itching for payback. No matter what they said, Anrosh and Kri had been with Ryun, and he had killed their friends and their leader. Yet as they walked, there truly didn’t seem to be any animosity there. It confused him greatly, but then, he knew little about the sects and their cultures.  
 
    It took them a better part of two days to get back at their pace, and Ryun remained hiding in the forest as the procession arrived in town. He saw the news spread, the desperation and angry shouts from others as they learned what happened. Mostly what he saw was fear. 
 
    Ryun had heard them say that with the death of their leader they were all as good as dead, but he didn’t really think that they had been telling him the truth. Seeing their very real fear made him start to believe, however. He didn’t know why they would be punished for something that was outside of their control, but at the very least these people believed they would be—and harshly.  
 
    He sat in his tree and watched, seeing how they reacted. The hierarchy established itself quickly. The crustacean that had seemed to be in charge of the warriors remaining after Ryun killed Fier was in charge, and the others mostly followed his lead. They were still building the town, and having protections from the monsters seemed to be high up on their list of tasks to accomplish. 
 
    The atmosphere among them, however, sunk. He could see it in the way they moved and went about their work. They were all defeated, just waiting for the axe to drop. Ryun wondered why they didn’t try to run. Surely they could get away from whomever they feared, he thought.  
 
    He remained in his hiding space for the entire day and into the night, thinking. He just couldn’t bring himself to go to the town. He needed information, but he didn’t want to interact with them. It was a dilemma.  
 
    At least Anrosh and Kri had been left alone, from what he could see. No one bothered them, but no one really talked with them either. 
 
    Ryun was torn. He liked talking with people again, but had never been comfortable among such large groups. Walking into that town would force him to deal with all of them. Their desires, their beliefs, their fears—all of them focused on him. He shuddered at the thought. Ryun’s life had been filled with death, with a cold desire to make every single person around him pay. He had succeeded, had made sure that everyone who enabled the world that Earth became after the Framework had died. For that, they called him a monster. He had accepted that—he knew that he was a monster and that he always would be. What he didn’t know, however, was if being a monster made him unable to be anything else.  
 
    As if to answer his thoughts, a presence made itself known. 
 
    He turned his head and looked below the branch he sat on, seeing a massive dire wolf. He blinked. He hadn’t sensed him coming, which told him that every other time he had sensed him, it was because the wolf wanted him to know that he was there.  
 
    Ereclaw sat below him and looked at the town. 
 
    “You defeated their alpha,” Ereclaw commented. 
 
    “I did,” Ryun said. 
 
    “And you have your power back.” Ereclaw turned to look at him. 
 
    “I do.” Ryun wondered just how exactly the wolf could tell that he didn’t have access to all of his power, or how he now knew that he had regained it. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I have come to make a bargain, two-legs,” Ereclaw said slowly. 
 
    Ryun remembered it saying something to that effect before. “What kind of bargain?” 
 
    “My pack has been living in these woods for a long time. We have protected it from your kind. We kept other packs from invading. But no matter how many two-legs packs we hunted down, more always came. I know that it will be the same this time as well. It is time for a change.” 
 
    “And so what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “I would bargain with you for this forest. A pact between my pack and yours.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. “I don’t have a pack.” 
 
    Ereclaw tilted his head, then glanced at the town in the distance. “Don’t you? You killed their alpha. They are your pack now.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. Even with the strange way Ereclaw talked, he sometimes forgot that he was a wolf. “It doesn’t work that way with us.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it? You are stronger. They should follow.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lead anyone,” Ryun said. 
 
    “You are an alpha. I smell it on you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you make a bargain with their previous leader?” 
 
    “He smelled wrong. He was not worthy of a bargain,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    “And why do you want to bargain with me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “You smell like blood and power,” Ereclaw told him. “I can see that you are a born alpha. You should go and take them. You killed their alpha and so the responsibility for them is yours. Would you leave their pack defenseless?” 
 
    “I don’t really care much about them,” Ryun said with a shrug. 
 
    “I am a wolf, two-legs. I can smell lies.” 
 
    Ryun glared down at the wolf, scowling, and the wolf met his eyes without flinching. “You wanted me to kill him, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You were a better choice.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I would make peace with you and your pack. We will defend you, and you will defend us. You will not allow other two-legs to settle our forest. You will not destroy the forest. You will not hunt more than you need to eat… And lastly, you will help me advance.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. His initial requests were things he had anticipated, but the last request was not. “Help you advance how?” 
 
    “For beasts such as I, there are only two ways for further advancement. Either we bathe ourselves in the blood of many powerful two-legs, or we make a contract with a two-legs of great power. I am a wolf; I do not kill more than what I need to eat or defend my pack.” 
 
    Hearing a wolf say something like that made Ryun wince. A wolf, a born monster, had more restraint than he, a human being, did. Ryun had done horrible things in order to gain power. A wolf had more honor than him—a wolf’s honor, but still honor. It almost made him want to weep. “I don’t think you know what you are asking. I am not a person that you would want help from.” 
 
    “I have smelled the blood of many on you. You reek of it. I know that you have done terrible things to get where you are. But I have watched you, two-legs. You do not act like a mindless beast. I have judged you worthy.” 
 
    Something wrenched inside of his chest, and he felt himself shed a single tear. He felt it rolling down his cheek as he looked at the magnificent wolf below him. A wolf, a monster, had judged him as someone who still had worth. It had been a long time since he had felt like a human being—but here, now, with words from a monster, he felt a fraction of his humanity returning. 
 
    “I do not say that there is not a long path ahead of you. But that is what a pack is for: to help anchor and guide. Having a pack is not about having slaves that jump at your every order. A pack is not a tool to be used. It is a responsibility.” Ereclaw nodded at the town. “Their last alpha did not understand this. You, I think, could learn it.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to the sleeping town, illuminated by torchlight and the always full moon high above. If he was honest about it, he did want to be among others. He had spent so long alone that he had forgotten what it felt like to be in a group, with other people around. He was afraid that he would screw it up, like he had before. He had spent the entire day watching the people, seeing their despair and fear. They knew that they couldn’t protect themselves from the wrath of their sect, but Ryun could give them that protection. All he had to do was walk over there and accept their fealty.  
 
    But that was not as easy as it sounded. Not for him. 
 
    “I don’t know how to lead people,” Ryun told the wolf. 
 
    “You protect. That is a good start,” Ereclaw told him. “Think on it, two-legs, and let me know.” 
 
    With that, Ereclaw turned and walked away, a few moments later disappearing into the night and from his senses. The monster was powerful, incredibly so. Ryun didn’t know if monsters had Classes, but if they had Cultivation levels, perhaps they had Classes as well—and if they did, then Ereclaw had evolved Class twice. Ryun wondered what the wolf was capable of. 
 
    When there was no sign of anyone around him, Ryun turned back to the town. He would go in the morning. A new world, a new chance for him to do something good.  
 
    Perhaps he could even find atonement for what he’d done in the past.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Decision 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked slowly. The town on the top of the hill was looming in the distance. He had spent three days in the forest, working up the nerve to walk out. It was silly—there was nothing in the town that should frighten him, and yet he couldn’t help but feel anxious. A long time ago, he had led people, had had people look up to him, and he’d failed them. That had been the first step on his path to becoming who he was now. He didn’t want to lead again, but he knew that he needed help. There was just so much that he didn’t know. And Ereclaw was right; in a way, these people were his responsibility—if what they had said was the truth, at least. He didn’t yet know the particulars, but their fear was real. In truth, it was not the people that he was concerned for, but Kri. Over the days he had spent watching the town, he had seen her and her mother getting more and more isolated. They weren’t bothered by others, but they weren’t included. Even from far away it was obvious that people didn’t know what to do. The work in the town had halted, and more than once he had observed shouting matches followed by fighting. 
 
    Ryun’s needs were clear. He needed to learn more about Qi, to fill in the gaps in his knowledge. He needed to understand this world if he was to survive. That much was obvious. Forcing people to tell him had never been his way. Exchanging favors, on the other hand, was far more acceptable. Finishing the game with Kri was important; those small moments of freedom and enjoyment with another were rare in his life, too rare for him to just let go. But he knew that connections were dangerous, that friends and family were the greatest threats to him. After all, he had lost them once, and turned into a monster because of it. Making such connections again was not something that he wanted to do. He had convinced himself that he would keep enough distance between himself and others to avoid past mistakes. 
 
    He reached the base of the hill and as he started walking up, he heard the shout of a guard, far too close to the incomplete walls. There was a commotion ahead of him inside, but Ryun couldn’t yet see. As he reached the top, he was faced with a row of seven people. At their head was a crustacean that appeared familiar to him, but he had seen far too few of their kind to be able to tell them apart. Ryun walked over, appearing as if he was without a care, even with the armed people standing all around him. He could feel the breathing of those hiding behind tents and half-constructed buildings. Those who weren’t warriors stood a bit away; his |Vibration Sense| informed him that they were trembling.  
 
    Ryun stopped in front of the seven. He didn’t know if they were the survivors from the fight or if they had never seen him before.  
 
    The crustacean gave him the answer to that question. 
 
    “Lord.” The crustacean bowed. “What can we help you with?” 
 
    Ryun cast his eyes around the town. From up close it looked even more unfinished. Only about half of the town was surrounded with the wooden wall. There were few buildings in the process of being built, and two completed: the former Lord’s home and what Ryun believed to be the barracks or some kind of a dormitory. He glanced at the people standing across the large square. There were men and women, huddling together as they looked at him, and as he met their eyes they looked away, shivering. Then his eyes fell on a pair that didn’t look away, and he froze. He felt his heart starting to beat faster. He couldn’t look away from the piercing blue eyes peeking from behind the back of a tall man. It was a child. He had seen them running around the town from far away. He had spoken to Kri and though it had been strange, in his mind she was just a smaller person. But this child was young. He hadn’t spent much time around children, even before Earth was swallowed by the Framework, but he would put the child at three or maybe four years old. He stared at Ryun, the small boy, and was not afraid. His parents were shielding him, trying to keep him behind their backs, but the boy couldn’t be contained. He looked at Ryun with an expression of innocence that Ryun had not seen in a long time.  
 
    There were no children on Earth. The very young had died first, as they couldn’t level, not until they reached fifteen years of age. That child was fragile, a true mortal, a being that was so different than what Ryun had become. His mind was trying to make a connection between the child and what he himself now was. He had been a child once, long ago—he had been that fragile. He couldn’t imagine it now. 
 
    “Lord?” A voice brought him out of his trance, and Ryun realized that he hadn’t responded. The people all around him were tense. He counted at least another forty warriors, and maybe twice that in noncombatants. He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted. 
 
    “Ryun?” 
 
    He turned to see Kri standing close to him, with her mother hurrying after her. The two hadn’t been out when he had arrived. Their tent was further away from the others, behind the dormitory, and they hadn’t been called. It reinforced his assessment that they were being isolated from the others. 
 
    “Hello, Kri, I have come to finish our game,” Ryun said. 
 
    Her little mouth opened in surprise, and she looked around at all the people surrounding them. Suddenly, she looked uncomfortable, as the eyes of every person present turned to her. “Uh… I would like that.” 
 
    Anrosh reached her and stopped in front of her, shielding her daughter from his sight. It almost made his lips twitch in amusement, but he kept his expression blank. 
 
    “Why have you come, really?” Anrosh said, her eyes boring into his. 
 
    Ryun was surprised. He could tell that she was afraid, but nowhere near as much as she had been when she’d seen him kill Fier. Perhaps she was finally convinced that he had no intention of harming her. 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he looked back to the crustacean and then to the rest of the people surrounding him. They were a sorry-looking bunch, a motley crew. There were three races that he could see represented: the crustaceans, the demons, and humans, which included the orc-looking ones as well as some that had pointed ears that made them look exactly like how fiction on Earth depicted elves. As he took a closer look, he managed to see that the other two races had different types of people represented. There were demons that had shorter horns and longer limbs, and others still that had ram’s horns and shorter tails. The crustaceans were more difficult to compare, but he saw a type that had three sets of arms instead of the usual two. There were many things that he had to learn about this world.  
 
    Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “You’ve made me an offer of service before. I think that we should discuss this more in depth. Perhaps we might come to an arrangement.” 
 
    Anrosh’s eyes widened, and the leading crustacean’s mandibles clicked as he spoke. 
 
    “We are very much willing to discuss anything, Lord. We are…in need of aid. Tell us what you wish in return for our service, and we will try to provide it,” the crustacean said. Immediately, Ryun noticed the people all around stiffen. He wondered what they were imagining him wanting. He had figured a few things out over the last few days of retrospection. People here seemed to be willing to give many things in order to serve those more powerful than themselves. He wasn’t sure if it was the culture of these so-called sects, or just a reality of this world, but it was strange to him.  
 
    Still, it worked in his favor now. He needed knowledge and advice, and they needed protection. 
 
    “You need not worry. I will only require answers.” 
 
    “Answers?” the crustacean asked uncertainly. 
 
    “To questions.” 
 
    “Questions?” 
 
    Ryun sensed Kri smile and saw Anrosh give him a look. A side of his mouth turned upward as he looked the crustacean in the eyes. 
 
    “Answers are what usually follows questions. I shall ask, and you will answer.” 
 
    The people surrounding him looked at him with confused looks on their faces. Ryun shook his head and grew more serious. 
 
    “Show me to a private place. Bring your leaders and we shall discuss,” he said. Then he turned to Anrosh. “You will come as well?” He framed it as a question, even though his tone made certain that there was only one answer. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, and then nodded once. He turned back to the group of warriors and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Uh… Of course, Lord. The young master’s home is the perfect place for such talks.” 
 
    With that, they led Ryun away. 
 
    As they walked, he looked around seeing the people relax, but not completely losing their fear of him. He didn’t know what to do about that; perhaps they would feel differently after they spent some time in his presence. He had no intentions of harming anyone. In truth, he still wasn’t sure just what he would do. He would talk with them first, hear what they had to say and what they wanted from him, and then he would make his final decision.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 – PRESENT — Anrosh 
 
    Leader 
 
      
 
    Anrosh sat in the small room that used to be Master Fier’s meeting room. In the middle of the room was a table with a large map covering it—the map of the Twilight Forest, or at least what they knew about it. This territory was largely unexplored, a wild place that had refused to be claimed. There were notes scattered around the table: Fier’s plans for the claiming of the forest, his last hope of getting back into the sect’s good graces. Instead, the only thing he’d found on this expedition was his death.  
 
    He looked at Ryun, who was seated at the head of the table, in the large and opulent chair that Fier used to sit on. He looked at ease with one hand leaned on the table with his fingers extended and gently tapping on top of it.  
 
    The other four people next to her were an entirely different story. 
 
    The one closest to Ryun was Jishh, who, after Master Fier’s battle with Ryun, found himself being the highest ranked and so in charge of the warriors. Next to him were his two sub-commanders, Enka and Tersor, both clearly struggling to keep still as they cast quick glances in Ryun’s direction. The room was filled with fear, which was understandable.  
 
    The last person in the room surprised Anrosh the most. The short older human was the architect in charge of the building effort. Anrosh wasn’t privy to any of the talks since Fier died, so she didn’t really know anything about the current hierarchy, but Gen had always been respected by the others in the expedition. She could see that his presence made some sense, however, as he could at least represent the non-warrior part of the population. 
 
    They all sat in silence, waiting, their fear building up as Ryun stared at them all in turn. She could tell that none of the others would speak first, and she knew firsthand that Ryun was perfectly capable of staying quiet for a long time. She realized that it was up to her to speak first—she just didn’t know if she should.  
 
    She had had a lot of time to think about recent events. Seeing Ryun effortlessly fighting against a force that outnumbered him, with just his stats, had shown her just how powerful he was. His defeat had shown her much as well. Ryun had told her that he was from the Seventh Iteration, that he didn’t know anything about this world, but seeing him make such an obvious mistake told her that he truly lacked the most basic knowledge. He didn’t even know about Qi affinity. She didn’t yet understand why he hadn’t used all of his abilities from the start, but she had seen that his Qi had no affinity. She shuddered as she realized how much Qi he was wasting in order to use his techniques; Qi with no affinity was far weaker than Qi with affinity. He had to possess a truly monstrous amount of Qi. Anrosh had heard stories that Qi affinity was something that couldn’t be acquired in the old worlds, but she had never seen proof of that. Ryun, for all of his power, had many holes in his knowledge.  
 
    She didn’t really know how to feel about him. He had saved Kri’s and her own life, had saved them from the life under Fier’s rule, and had killed those that had come after them, some of whom had been her friends. It was one of the reasons why she had been kept at a distance: their deaths were her fault. But she wasn’t worried about any of them seeking revenge. Life in a sect was simple—you made your choices and accepted the consequences, and they had decided to come after her and follow Fier.  
 
    Still, she was conflicted about Ryun. Something was not right with him. She could tell that from the start. It was as if a piece was missing, but she didn’t know if that made him a greater threat or not. Him arriving here seemingly to accept Jishh’s offer of service changed things. Everyone in this town had little hope for the future, they weren’t strong enough to survive on their own, and they had no hope to fight off the sect when they came calling. 
 
    As the silence stretched and turned uncomfortable, Anrosh steeled herself and decided that she needed to speak. 
 
    “Ryun,” she said, more calmly than she felt. “You wanted us to discuss things.” 
 
    Ryun turned his eyes to look at her, then stared for a long minute before responding. “Yes, you offered to serve me. Explain to me your situation and what you hope to achieve from having me lead you.” 
 
    Anrosh turned to Jishh giving him a look that told him that he should answer. The Kreacean’s mandibles twitched anxiously, but he did reply. 
 
    “Well, Lord… All of us here are part of the Black Viper Sect—although, now we no longer are, I suppose, with the young master being dead.” Jishh closed his four beady eyes and shook his head. “As I was saying, we all had low standing in the sect, as each of us was in a way a hindrance. Some were troublemakers, others were considered low-contributing members or simply had powerful enemies within the sect. We were sent here in service to the young Master Fier, with the understanding that we would either succeed in our mission to claim this territory for the sect or die. In truth, this was a death sentence, a way for the sect to get rid of troublesome members without outright killing us.” 
 
    “Why not just simply kill you?” Ryun interjected. 
 
    “The sect laws forbid such things, and it would not look good to the other members. If those higher up started killing anyone that made trouble…well, it would not end well,” Jishh answered. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head in understanding. “And if you had succeeded in claiming this territory?” 
 
    “Then we would’ve proven to the sect that we still had value, and they would’ve welcomed us back. It was the young master’s belief that we could succeed. It was why all of us served him.” 
 
    Ryun hummed to himself, then gestured with his hand for Jishh to continue. 
 
    “The young master had been in disgrace. He had failed in his duties. He had lost a territory to the sect’s enemies. Ordinarily, such a failure would carry with it a harsher sentence, but the young master had many connections within the sect leadership. He was a nephew of a Sect Leader. That meant that he was given a hard assignment, but one that could be accomplished,” Jishh said. 
 
    “You told me that with his death, you are all in danger,” Ryun commented. 
 
    “Yes, Lord. Our fates were tied to that of the young master. The sect will want to avenge his death, as even though he was in disgrace, he was still family of a Sect Leader. We have no worth to the sect now,” Jishh said. 
 
    “And you think that I can protect you?” 
 
    “We don’t have much choice. We do not have the strength to defend ourselves.” 
 
    Anrosh saw Ryun’s eyes narrow, noticing that Jishh hadn’t answered the question. There were sect members that were stronger than Ryun back in the main territories. True, they would not send the most powerful people from the start. They didn’t even know that Fier was dead. The next supply convoy would be only mid-level warriors, on par with most of those here. But Anrosh knew that they would be forced to kill them, as they couldn’t keep Fier’s death a secret, so they would need to buy time. The team that would come to investigate after would be stronger, but still something that they could deal with. Eventually, however, the sect would send another Lord Realm Cultivator, and they had no hope against someone like that. 
 
    Anrosh wondered if having Ryun on their side would be enough. She wondered if the sect would even be able to spare their strongest warriors. Monarch Realm Cultivators were rare in the sect, and valued immensely, but she believed that only a warrior of that level would be able to handle Ryun. With the war going on back home, she wasn’t sure if the sect would bother sending a Monarch here. This territory had potential value, but not enough to risk the war effort. 
 
    “So,” Ryun said slowly, looking as if he had no care in the world. “You want me to fill your old leader’s shoes and protect you from your former sect.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jishh nodded. 
 
    Ryun looked thoughtful, his eyes going from person to person before settling on Anrosh, who met his gaze. She had realized that much of her fear of him was not rational. He had shown her that he was willing to kill, yes, but he had also shown that for some reason he would do anything to protect Anrosh and Kri. She was fairly certain that he did not have any ulterior motives, but she still couldn’t shake all of her fear. There was too much that she didn’t know about the man and the reasons behind his actions. 
 
    “What are you?” Ryun asked suddenly, turning to Jishh . 
 
    The Kreacean blinked rapidly, his mandibles clicking. Anrosh could tell that he was caught off-guard by the question and when he didn’t answer immediately, she answered for him. 
 
    “Jishh is a Kreacean. His ancestors came from the Fourth Iteration,” Anrosh said. Kreaceans were easy to differentiate, as different Iterations had drastically different forms—unlike humans, who aside from skin color and some slight physical differences, were mostly the same. 
 
    Ryun nodded, then glanced at the rest. Enka was human only with black skin; Tersor was a Demasi with horns curving upward; and Gen was human of the same form as Anrosh herself, although his skin was a lighter shade of green, and his tusks were longer, showing his age. She saw that the others were confused by the question. Not knowing a Kreacean on sight was strange, unless one was, like Ryun, from a newly arrived Iteration. 
 
    Ryun then did something that she hadn’t expected. He waved a hand in the air and a window became visible to them all, showing his name and race along with the Iteration he came from. She saw the others startle, then look confused at what they read. 
 
    “Seventh Iteration?” Enka whispered with disbelief written all over her expression. Anrosh sympathized; she hadn’t been able to believe it herself when he told her. 
 
    “I arrived in this world only recently, and I was transported directly here, to this forest,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh saw the others open their mouths to deny it, but seeing the window floating there convinced them otherwise. She could see them putting things together, could see the questions in their eyes, but they didn’t voice their thoughts. They were probably too scared of Ryun to do so. Anrosh knew that Ryun was an impossibility, that Rankers didn’t arrive so strong. Sure, those from the first few Iterations, those that survived at least, had all grown rapidly in strength. Most were the rulers of this world now, but that was only after they arrived. And as more and more Iterations arrived, Rankers slowly stopped growing so rapidly in power. The ones who had arrived before them had made sure to hobble those arriving after. They built up a system that took care of the newly arrived, the starting zone was designed to acclimate them to this world, but in doing so it made it less likely for them to strike out on their own and grow in strength. Why would they when they could just enter the society that existed and be safe. After what they had to have gone through on the old worlds, safety was far more appealing. 
 
    Anrosh wondered if perhaps another reason for Ryun’s arrival here was to prevent that happening to him. The Dealmaker did make adjustments to the Framework; perhaps he was the one that put him here, far away from the starting zone? She shook her head, then—it didn’t really matter why he was here, only that he was. 
 
    “You want me to lead you, to protect you from your former sect. If you have asked as much because you think that I have a sect of my own that can protect you, then I am sorry to disappoint. I am alone, and I know little of this world. The only thing that I can offer is my power. If you still want my protection, I am willing to accept, but in return I will need help from you. I need to learn about this world, to fill the gaps in my knowledge. I can’t promise you that I will succeed in keeping you safe. I can only promise that I will do my best, and that I will do my best to show you all a path to gaining more power for yourselves, so that you may protect what you hold dear. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    With that Ryun stood up and made way toward the exit. Once he reached the doors, he glanced back. “Talk among yourselves and decide. I shall return tomorrow for your answer.” 
 
    He walked out, leaving them alone in the room. Anrosh saw the shock on their faces as they watched him go, and then Jishh turned to look at her. 
 
    “Anrosh, can you…can you tell us everything that you know about him?” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and then she spoke. She could already tell that they would be here for a long time. But she knew one thing: she had made her decision. She would try to convince them to accept Ryun as their leader. They had no other option.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    Ryun kept his eyes wide open, watching for any signs of monsters. It had been a month since the world had changed and they were finally going to explore and try to find more people. Linda had finally won; her constant pestering had finally forced them to make a decision, even if just to have her shut up. They had agreed to go, and much earlier, but Zach had listened to Ryun and Melody, and instead of going immediately, they had stayed for longer. They had spent the time hunting monsters and fortifying their cabin. All of them had gained a new title—Adventurer—which gave them a reward of five thousand Essence and five points to all stats. He had also advanced to the next stage. He felt that he could’ve taken more time to cultivate, increase his Qi base a bit more, but he didn’t want to fall behind the others. Even now, with him being in the Mid Mortal Realm, he still didn’t have enough stats to really match Zach. But his friend was also more focused, while Ryun’s stats were about equal. He had unlocked his branch technique—Qi Burst—which allowed him to expel a blast of Qi from any part of his body. He had been experimenting with it for a while now since he had a far greater Qi reserve. He wasn’t sure how much his Cultivation prior to advancement had helped him, but he felt that he wouldn’t have had the same amount of Qi available if he hadn’t done so. 
 
    His new ability also allowed him to enhance his movements. He could send a burst of Qi from his feet to jump higher and further, and when enhanced with his {Empower} the effect was even greater. He still didn’t have stats comparable with the others, but with his techniques now at least he could match them for a longer period of time. And while he was regretting advancing without cultivating some more, he knew that it was necessary, and the fact that he was much stronger now made him feel a bit better about wasted potential. He did intend to do the same thing for this stage of advancement, although the Peak Mortal Realm required one hundred and fifty thousand Essence, more than three times what his previous stage required. Compared to the amount that the others need for their levels, it seemed like a waste, especially since they gained more abilities and perks than he did. He had been hoping that he would get a perk once he advanced, but he hadn’t. He feared that he would need to reach the Foundation Realm in order to gain a perk. Still, he had chosen his path and he would follow it through. He was still spending every free moment he had cycling Essence, and since he had advanced he could pull in Essence faster. 
 
    He glanced back behind, seeing Melody as she followed behind him with Zach and Linda further back. The four of them had been walking for two days already. Finding their way down into the valley had taken them longer than they had expected, and they hadn’t been traveling as fast as they had thought they would. Constant monster attacks as well as uneven terrain had slowed them down considerably. 
 
    Melody gave him a small smile as she noticed him looking, and he returned it before turning back to keep his eyes in front of them. The two of them had grown much closer; in a way, it was only natural. With Linda and Zach getting together, it was only a matter of time before Ryun and Melody did the same. There was no one else around, and just having someone next to you was reassuring, especially since everything that they had ever known had just gone away. Nonetheless, Ryun found himself having real feelings for Mel. They had a lot of things in common, and they agreed about most of the things in this new world. Both of them had argued for getting stronger before they went out to look for signs of other survivors, and they both enjoyed hunting monsters. Zach and Linda were more reluctant, doing it more out of necessity than any enjoyment of the hunt. 
 
    Ryun could understand their beliefs, even though he didn’t agree. They wanted to find a safe place, while he wanted to thrive in the wilderness. Their differences didn’t matter, since they needed each other. He could see that Linda didn’t like him much, and he wasn’t sure where that disdain came from. They had been fine before all of this happened. He wondered if he had perhaps done something to upset her, but he hadn’t really tried to talk to her yet. He didn’t want to rock the boat, considering their little group had enough tension as it was. 
 
    He knelt as he saw movement ahead. An aniwye pack was walking slowly away from them, and seeing their numbers he was trying to decide if they should try to hunt them. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder as Melody joined him. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Aniwye pack up ahead,” he answered. 
 
    “Are we going after them?” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. The pack wasn’t large enough to give them problems, but he could already hear Linda complaining. In any case, the small pack wouldn’t provide them with much Essence. The Essence they got from monsters had been slowly getting lower. Ryun wasn’t sure why that was, but he thought that it had something to do with the size of a challenge. He thought that the more challenging a fight, the more Essence they were rewarded. It was somewhat tied to level, but that was more just because the higher-leveled monsters were more challenging to take down. They had found another boss monster a few days ago, and after taking it down all of them had gotten a large amount of Essence, more than they had gotten in the entire week before then.  
 
    Ryun’s hand tightened around the sword on his hip. It was a weapon they had looted from the boss, a Claw of Strength, which gave him five points of strength while he wielded it. All of them had gotten gear that increased their stats; some they’d looted, and others they’d bought from the shop. Now they all looked more like they’d come straight out of some fantasy game, dressed in furs and leathers with swords and spears in their hands. 
 
    Finally Ryun sighed, letting go of his weapon. There was no point in going after the aniwye. They were not here to hunt, but to explore and look for survivors. They had fought monsters, but only when the monsters attacked them first. As the aniwye moved out of range, Ryun stood and the others followed. He waved to Zach and got a nod in return. Then continued forward, Melody walking next to him. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find someone?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. They were close to the place where they had seen the fire weeks ago, but he had yet to see any signs of people, only wilderness. “I think that the four of us had been lucky. We found a defensible area and had been able to grow in strength to match the monsters. If anybody else was transported here, they would face a lot of monsters, and if they had no refuge…” 
 
    Mel didn’t respond, but Ryun could tell that she agreed with him. The fact that Zach had gained a title that made it clear he was the first person in the world to reach level ten meant that their group was probably ahead of everyone else. He wondered why he hadn’t gotten any such title for his advancement, but upon thinking about it, he realized that that meant those who had taken a Cultivation path probably rushed to get to the next stage of advancement. He wondered how many people that took a Cultivation path had managed to survive; the gains from advancement were far less than those from leveling. Could a Cultivator even survive on their own? Ryun was lucky that he had other people that helped him early on. Even now, he was weaker than them and many of the monsters they hunted. But power wasn’t everything—he had been training with Mel and Zach, learning how to utilize his powers to a great effect. He might not have the raw stats, but he had gotten very skilled in using his techniques and weapons. 
 
    And now with his advancement giving him a much larger pool of Qi, he could utilize what he had learned much better than before. 
 
    Ryun took another step forward and then froze. 
 
    Mel noticed immediately. “More monsters?” she asked as she took another step forward and stiffened in the same manner. 
 
    Ryun didn’t pay much attention. Instead, he was reading the prompt that had jumped up in his vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  NEW EVENT 
  THE HUNT OF THE GREAT ANIWYE 
    
  The Great Aniwye and his pack hunt in this area. Kill the monster and save its prey to gain a great reward! 
    
  Great Aniwye 0/1 
  Aniwye pack 0/24 
  Humans alive 21 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Before he could do anything, Zach and Linda had reached them. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Linda asked and then she too stiffened as she stepped closer, Zach followed. 
 
    A moment later, Linda sprang into motion. “There are people here!” she yelled, probably announcing their location to every monster nearby. 
 
    Then Ryun saw the number of humans drop by one, and out in the distance they heard a scream. 
 
    “We need to go,” Zach said and sprang into motion, Linda following closely behind him. 
 
    Ryun reached out to stop him, but he wasn’t fast enough. He turned to look at Mel, who had a conflicted look on her face. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Ryun knew that whatever the Great Aniwye was, it was going to be powerful and dangerous. And while he was all for hunting monsters, he wasn’t about doing it recklessly. He had learned his lesson. But he wasn’t about to let his friend go ahead alone. 
 
    “We go after them,” Ryun said and started running. 
 
    Another two humans died, and Ryun knew that whatever waited for them ahead was not going to be easy.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 – PAST –Ryun 
 
    Survivors 
 
      
 
    Melody and Ryun ran as fast as they could after Zach and Linda, but even at their full speed they couldn’t catch up. Both Zach and Linda used their movement abilities to cover more ground, Zach his [Leap] and Linda her [Fire Blink]. They didn’t run for long until they’d reached a clearing in the middle of the forest with several large boulders dominating the area. Ryun saw that Zach and Linda had already engaged with the monsters. The smaller aniwye were all of the mature kind, but Ryun’s eyes were drawn to the massive monster on the other side of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  The Great Aniwye (R) (LVL 32) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun nearly stumbled as he read the monster's name above its head. It appeared to be of a higher rarity than the boss monsters they fought previously, and its level was much higher. Levels weren’t really a good measure of power, at least not when it concerned monsters. They had managed to take down monsters of a higher level by being smarter than them, even when they had been much stronger than them—but Ryun got a strange sense from this monster. It did not appear to be like the others. It was the largest monster he had seen, about the size of a rhino. It was covered in thick black fur with two white stripes trailing its back and wide tail. Its mouth was filled with sharp and long teeth, and the claws on its feet looked like they could cut anything in half. There were about a dozen more aniwye around it, herding a group of fleeing humans from the sides. Zach and Linda were standing in front of them, Zach with his axe and sword ready and Linda throwing her fire flares at the pack. The people were running away screaming and trying to get to Zach, but the aniwye were too close. Ryun saw the boss monster swipe with its massive claws and rip a man in two. Melody jumped forward, clearing several meters in a single hop, and Ryun breathed in before exhaling quickly, using the breathing form for his new technique. He sent a {Qi Burst} from both of his feet, jumping forward after Mel. 
 
    Zach had reached the aniwye pack and was cleaving through them even as he yelled for the people to get behind him and over to Linda. Mel landed close to him and started stabbing with her spear, using her abilities to kill several aniwye in quick succession. Ryun reached them a moment later, his sword ready and swinging immediately. He cleaved an aniwye’s head off and kicked another as it tried to bite him. He didn’t use his techniques, as he was saving his Qi for the big monster. The smaller aniwye were lower level and he had learned how to fight them. With his advancement his stats were now about equal to theirs, but he knew how to fight them, so he had no issue dispatching them. 
 
    A small ball of fire flew over his shoulder and struck an aniwye that had jumped toward Zach’s back, burning a hole in the monster. The pack was dying quickly, but those not fighting with them were still attacking the fleeing humans. The boss had to have seen them, but it was still taking down those who were at the back of the fleeing line. It was killing more and more people, but then Zach roared and used [Leap] to close the distance. He must’ve surprised the monster, because it didn’t react fast enough and Zach brought down both of his weapons down on its side, scoring two long gashes along its shoulder. It growled and swiped at him, but Zach ducked and rolled away. Ryun grimaced as an aniwye jumped at his face—he hadn’t been paying attention, and had little time to react—but then a spear punched through its throat as Mel stepped next to him. He didn’t even have the time to thank her before another monster tried to bite his leg. Ryun stepped back, evading the bite and stabbing down into its body. It twitched as it died. 
 
    He glanced back at Zach and saw that he was struggling to evade the great monster. Ryun dispatched another monster and realized that the majority of the pack was dead; he looked around to see the fleeing people reach Mel and head over to Linda. He decided that the two of them could protect them from the pack and so he turned back to Zach. He took a deep breath and entered the breathing form for {Empower}, and immediately he felt stronger. The technique gave him a boost to each of his stats that was equal to half of that stat. It wasn’t enough for him to match the others’ highest, but his technique increased all of his stats. He pushed off the ground and ran between the few aniwye, passing the terrified people who were trying to escape the monsters. He saw their eyes widen as he rushed by them, but he didn’t pay them much attention, as there was no time.  
 
    The boss struck Zach in the shoulder, sending him flying into a large boulder and opening a large gash in his flesh. It jumped forward, intent on finishing the job while Zach was disoriented. 
 
    But then Ryun was there, stabbing his sword in its back thigh, and the monster roared turning around. He quickly disengaged and jumped back, barely avoiding having his head chomped off. Zach managed to recover enough and use his [Chains] ability to tie up the monster’s back legs as it turned to face Ryun. It stumbled, but didn’t fall, and Ryun used {Qi Burst} to jump to the side, getting out of its sight. He dashed forward, intending to slash at its neck, but the monster had to have noticed, as suddenly its fur started glowing with a crimson light and it exploded into motion, breaking Zach’s chains and swiping widely around it. A claw caught Ryun as he tried to stop his momentum and move out of the way. Blood splashed from his arm as he barely managed to block and keep the claws from taking off his head. The pain spread through his arm and he fell to the ground. He looked at the two gashes in his upper arm, wondering just how it was still attached. It looked like his stats made his body harder to cut through, the people he had seen die moments before fell to the same type of attacks, the monster cleaved them in half but only scored deep gashes on him. He could move it, but it hurt every time he did so. The pain wasn’t as bad as what he would expect from such a wound, but he already knew that stats helped manage such things a bit. His endurance was probably high enough that he could bear the pain. 
 
    Ryun managed to get back to his feet, and saw that Zach was keeping the monster occupied. It didn’t look good—Zach had several wounds on his body, and the beast was pushing him back. Ryun could feel that his Qi supply would run out soon, and he knew that they needed to end the fight as quickly as possible. He jumped forward, joining Zach as he slashed with one hand at the monster. It moved its head out of the way and then swung at him with its claws, but chains flew out of Zach’s hand and tangled its arm up, making it fall to the side. Seeing an opportunity, Ryun stepped forward, intent on stabbing the monster through the eye. 
 
    As soon as he got close, he realized that it was a ploy. The monster broke the chains and snapped forward with its jaw. Ryun managed to block, somehow, by putting his sword in front of him. The blade stuck between the monster's teeth, cutting into the jaw. Ryun was pushed to the ground as the monster tried to close its jaw and bite him in half. Ryun kept both of his arms on the sword, one on the hilt and the other on the flat of the blade. But the more the monster pushed, the more his injured arm hurt. The monster loomed above him, spit, blood, and bile dripping all over Ryun. He saw Zach rush at the monster, trying to get it off of him, but it swiped with one of its legs and cut him on the forearm.  
 
    Then Ryun saw Zach’s body flash with a golden light for just an instant, and he knew that Zach was about to unleash his Class perk, and so Ryun took a deep breath. He had no arms free to use his technique, but it didn’t matter, as he could push out a {Qi Burst} from any part of his body. The monster’s head pushed his arms lower as he prepared. Then he saw Zach swing his sword far faster than he usually could, and Ryun breathed out, sending a burst of Qi from his mouth. The {Qi Burst} looked like a silver plume of fire, and it hit the beast all over its face, burning its fur and eyes, some even entering its throat and going down it. Then Zach’s blade punched through the side of its head. The monster stiffened, then fell to the ground, half of it right on top of Ryun. 
 
    He didn’t have the strength to move, so he just remained there on the floor, his chest heaving from exertion. 
 
    “You okay?” Zach managed to ask. 
 
    “Sure,” Ryun answered. “As soon as you get this thing off me.” 
 
    Zach grabbed the head and together with Ryun they pushed it to the side. He got back to his feet and looked around. In the distance on the other side of the clearing, he saw dead aniwye and Mel and Linda talking with the survivors. There seemed to be too few of them—which reminded him about the event. He saw new notifications and brought them up to take a look. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Event Cleared! 
    
  Great Aniwye 1/1 
  Humans alive 11 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ten people had died before they’d managed to kill the monster. Ryun wasn’t sure how he felt about that. True, it wasn’t their fault, but perhaps they could’ve done more. He shook his head and read the next notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You have slain the Great Aniwye and saved its prey! You gain a reward based on your contribution: 50,000 Essence; Town Stone; Great Sword (R); Skill Stone: Combat Mastery 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The rewards were excellent, and he saw that the Essence was added to what he already had, but then a blue chest appeared in front of him. He didn't move to open it immediately, but instead looked at the next notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Achievement unlocked, title available—Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Reward: +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Holly shit,” Ryun said. “Did you see the rewards?” 
 
    Zach was looking at the people across the clearing, but the question brought his attention back to Ryun. 
 
    “No…” he said, then his eyes widened and Ryun assumed that he took a look. 
 
    “Sixty thousand Essence…” 
 
    “What? Sixty? That is such bullshit,” Ryun complained, although it didn’t really matter. They had just gotten an incredible boost. Before he could speak again, he saw Mel waving at them, motioning for them to come over. He sighed and shelved his questions for later—it appeared like they needed to go and meet some new people.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Mission 
 
      
 
    Zach pulled on the reins of his mount slowly, keeping pace with his traveling companion and now his superior. Griss was a drake and a warden, a special kind of adventurer who dealt primarily with crime-based contracts. He had invited Zach to join, and seeing that joining the wardens was a good opportunity, Zach agreed. Being a warden would give him access to intel, allow him to move with few restrictions between the different factions in this world. He was only an apprentice for now, but Griss assured him that he wouldn’t be one for long. The two of them had left Helios nearly a week ago, and were on their way to a frontier town owned by the Greenstone Mining Syndicate. The small town was Griss’s original destination, with Helios being just a stop on the way. They were riding horses, or at least something resembling horses—the animals were wider and taller than any horse Zach had seen on Earth—but the trip allowed them a lot of free time, which was why they had spent nearly every free moment they had during the past week talking about different laws of this world. 
 
    “I still don’t understand what the difference is between a sect, an organization, and a guild,” Zach said. The different types of governments in this new world were somewhat confusing, as was the way that it was divided into territories. 
 
    Griss took a deep breath and then opened his mouth to explain. “A sect is usually led by a small group of people, a family and its branches, or at times a single powerful individual. The main difference between a sect and a guild is that of ideology. The sects believe that the best way of gaining power is by focusing on Cultivation. Their entire societies are geared toward enabling their members to cultivate unhindered and to expand the influence of their family. The more powerful members would donate Essence Crystals to those weaker, based on merit or connections. Of course they would use Classes as support, but their focus is always on their Cultivation paths. Laws in sects are different depending on the individual sect, but they all boil down to a convoluted mess of honor-based systems and a maze of debt and obligation. We are only rarely called to deal with cases inside a sect’s territory, as they police themselves. If a warden is called to investigate something inside a sect, it usually means that the sect members are playing some kind of a game. Sometimes, calling a warden is meant to be an insult to the person originally in charge of a case. Other times it is simply a way of dealing with a matter quickly and quietly, as each warden is bound to keep all of our employer's secrets—if they fall within the law of the territory we are currently in, of course.” 
 
    Zach nodded, trying to wrap his head around such a government. “How many sects are there?” 
 
    “Quite a lot, mostly in the eastern part of the core. I don’t know the exact number since it changes often, what with the nearly constant state of war that the sects engage in,” Griss added. 
 
    “War?” 
 
    “Well, they don’t consider it war. More like a deadly game of politics. The sects are constantly trying to expand their influence and territories, whether by trying to claim wild territories or by undermining their neighbors and taking over. The only reason why there are no large conflicts between the sects, organizations, and guilds is because they are too fractured to unite and pose a threat to one another.” 
 
    “And what about the others?” 
 
    “Organizations, like the Greenstone Mining Syndicate, are mostly run like a business. At the end of the day, their only goal is wealth. They hire people from any background, not really caring about ideology as long as they are willing to follow orders. Guilds, like the Adventurers Guild, are the other side of the coin. We believe that the best way to increase in power is through leveling and evolving our Classes. We use Cultivation as support, a way to round out our Classes. Guilds each specialize in different things, and they usually survive by selling the services of our members to other territories. The Merchants Guild, for example, is often called in as a way of establishing trade routes and securing them. They often work closely with the Mercenary Guild for the security part, since most of their members have support Classes focused on trade and management of goods.” 
 
    Zach understood that better, as most people that had been part of the United World Government had taken up such Classes. Only a fraction had chosen combat Classes like Zach. Still, he was curious about any other type of government. 
 
    “Are there not kingdoms here, or any other type of government?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course there are, but none are nearly as prominent as the other three. They are scattered around the world, and usually control a single territory, rarely more than that. They are just not all that important on the world political stage, with a few notable exceptions,” Griss answered. 
 
    “You said that the sects generally don’t interact much with the guilds and organizations, but Helios is part of a sect’s territory, yet it had several different guilds present. Why is that?” 
 
    Griss waved his hand. “It is a territory of the Golden Sect in name only. The Golden Sect specializes in conquering wild territories, after which they lease the use of a territory to others. The Adventurers Guild and the Merchants Guild had made a joint bid to use this territory. It has several benefits for the sect: they gain Essence as the territory gets developed without having to risk their own people, and they get paid by the guilds that want to use it. The guilds benefit by not having to risk people to conquer a territory. But the Golden Sect is an exception to the rule; the vast majority of sects wouldn’t dream of renting out their territories. The main Cultivation path of the Golden Sect requires little actual fighting, however—only more resources for them to advance.” 
 
    “So, how hard is it to conquer a new territory?” Zach asked. 
 
    “That depends, but generally it is extremely hard. To conquer a territory one needs to establish a town using a Town Stone, and the horde attacks can get pretty nasty out here. You do know what a Town Stone is?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zach nodded. He shuddered as he remembered using the Town Stone for the first time. They had gotten lucky then; if they had used it before they’d built defenses, they might’ve all died. 
 
    “A lot of people from the core underestimate the horde. They think that surviving a single day against monsters is easy, but then again, they rarely need to go out and hunt truly challenging prey. And a horde is as powerful as the monsters inhabiting the territory,” Griss said. 
 
    Zach agreed completely. He knew people who had made such mistakes, and very few managed to survive foolish decisions. “So a territory is claimed after a Town Stone is used?” 
 
    “Aye, the person using it is named its ruler, and they can then choose to pledge it to an already existing ruler and serve as a custodian.” 
 
    Zach grunted and turned his attention to the sky above them. The day had turned to night, and the sun into a moon. The stars around the moon were no longer in a shape of a golden chalice; now, the stars were green and arranged in the shape of two crossed pickaxes. It meant that they had left the territory of the Golden Sect and had entered that of the Greenstone Mining Syndicate. The two of them decided to settle in for the night. Tomorrow, they should reach their destination—a mining town in the mountains.  
 
    Griss had been summoned to deal with their bandit problem. A few of the miners had violated their contracts and taken up banditry, and they were starting to be a real problem to the syndicate. Already they had lost two shipments to the bandits. Zach had asked Griss if he alone was enough to deal with them, but the drake only laughed his question away. According to him, the people sent over here as miners were in the low forties in levels, a few of the administrators being around fifty. The bandits would not be a match against someone like him, who had evolved his Class and had a combat-oriented one. Zach knew that there was a substantial spike in power after one evolved their Class, so he wasn’t really worried. 
 
    He still didn’t know what level Griss was. Class evolution took place at level sixty, so he was at least that level, but the drake did seem more powerful. Zach wasn’t sure if the drake was as powerful as he, but he doubted it. Zach’s level was over eighty, and on their trip he had gotten his Cultivation up to the Peak Mortal Realm. It wasn’t a huge boost, he could barely feel the stat addition, but every little thing added up. 
 
    After they made camp and started a fire, they sat and waited for their dinner to cook over it. Zach had a lot of food stored inside his ring, but he was still wary of revealing too much to Griss. He had only known him for a short while, and while the drake hadn’t done anything to make Zach suspect foul intent, he had learned to be very careful around strangers. 
 
    A short while later, as they were both eating the cooked meat, Zach stopped mid bite and tilted his head. Griss continued eating, not noticing anything amiss. Zach closed his eyes and settled into his breathing form and triggered the {Focus} technique. The sounds of the forest around them cleared up and he heard the rustling of leaves beneath feet. 
 
    He sighed and put his meal aside. Griss frowned at Zach as he stood up. 
 
    “What is it?” Griss asked. 
 
    Zach turned to the darkness of the forest and spoke. 
 
    “I’d prefer not to kill anyone on this night, but if you continue on this path I’ll have no choice,” Zach said. He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear the dozen or so people in the forest around them. 
 
    Griss stood and grabbed his weapon and shield as he started scanning the forest around them, trying to spot what Zach had noticed. 
 
    The silence was their only response. Zach waited, without making any threatening moves. 
 
    “Are you sure that there is someone out there? I can’t feel anyone,” Griss said. That told Zach a few things, but he was not surprised that the drake couldn’t feel them, as the people were using something to mask their presence. The only reason he heard them was because his stats were fairly high for his level. He couldn’t tell if what they were using was a skill, ability, or a technique, but in the end it didn’t matter. 
 
    Then Zach heard them move and he knew that they made their choice. He pulled out his sword from his ring and sighed.  
 
    He turned toward the drake and spoke. “Get ready. Here they come.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Criminals 
 
      
 
    Zach readied himself as the people hiding in the forest around them started to move. Griss pulled out his badge and raised it high in the air as he spoke loudly. 
 
    “I’m a warden of the Guild. Show yourselves and keep your hands where we can see them.” 
 
    Zach didn’t think that his words would change their minds, but he did sense their would-be attackers hesitate. He heard them speaking with one another, a short exchange, but then they continued on. 
 
    Three of the attackers left the cover of the trees and stepped into the light of the campfire. They were dressed in well-cared-for sets of armor, and carried quality swords in their hands. They didn’t seem like what Zach imagined bandits to look like. As they moved to attack Griss, Zach noticed more coming from behind heading for him. He turned around to see another four people each wearing the same type of armor. 
 
    They moved and attacked with a practiced coordination, two moving to the sides, cutting his avenues of escape while the one in the middle moved to engage. As Zach gripped his sword tighter, his perk—Wind Lord—activated, and he felt the wind around him move gently. He took a step forward, closing the distance between himself and the center bandit. He stabbed forward casually, intending to distract the attacker, but he hadn’t really accounted for the difference in strength between them. The bandit barely managed to move out of the way, and even still Zach’s sword cut into the man’s shoulder right through his armor. Zach grimaced—he had no intention of killing his opponents, and as he had learned wardens generally didn’t kill the criminals they were after, only those who had so called “death marks.” But those were usually reserved for the most vile of criminals. These bandits were criminals, but they had mostly been stealing goods. Griss told him that the contract he accepted was to apprehend the bandits and deliver them to the Greenstone Mining Syndicate official at the mine. 
 
    So, as his blade went through the bandit’s shoulder, Zach adjusted his strength. The two bandits on his sides moved to attack, but he moved out of the way with ease, the wind kicking up dirt in his wake. He swung at the one on the left, making sure to keep his strength and speed at a level where the man could react in time. The bandit blocked and Zach’s perk Wind’s Child sent a small gust of wind into the bandit’s face, making him blink. Zach took the advantage of the bandit’s distraction to move closer and kick the bandit’s legs from under him. He danced to the side with |Evade| and the sword intended to cut through him passed harmlessly over his shoulder. Zach spun around and kicked the attacker in the ribs. The bandit grunted and fell to the ground, curling up. The last bandit stood a few steps away, the wound in their shoulder bleeding profusely. Zach saw fear in the bandit’s eye; he could tell that the bandit wanted to run, but Zach didn’t give him the chance. He raised his hand and [Light Chains] flew out of it, ensnaring the bandit. He pulled the bandit through the air to him, and then struck him in the head, knocking him out. 
 
    With his attackers dealt with, he turned to see that Griss had dealt with the bandits on his side as well. 
 
    “These are the bandits we are here looking for, I assume?” Zach asked. 
 
    Griss looked at the people. All six were on the ground, some unconscious, others groaning in pain. “Something isn’t right here,” he said finally. 
 
    Zach raised an eyebrow. He had a suspicion already, and he wasn’t surprised that Griss had made the same connection. “The armor,” he said finally. 
 
    Griss nodded his head. 
 
    Even on Earth, bandits were a ragtag bunch, and he didn’t think that things should be all that much different here. The convoys that the bandits attacked carried ore, not weapons and armor, and yet these six all carried identical armor and weapons. None had any identifying marks that he could see, but all were well made. Not something a group of escaped miners would be able to get their hands on. 
 
    Griss took out a length of rope from his spatial storage and motioned for Zach to help him. They rounded the six up and tied them all together. Once they were finished, Griss took a seat in front of one of the bandits that was awake. 
 
    “You do know that attacking a warden is a serious offense?” Griss asked. 
 
    The bandit didn’t react. Instead, he just kept his eyes on the drake. None of them were talking, in fact. Zach didn’t expect such discipline from bandits, but it didn’t seem like they were dealing with an ordinary bunch. 
 
    “Where did you get your gear?” Griss asked, and again the bandits remained quiet. 
 
    He tried asking a few more questions, but none of them were answered. Seeing that it was pointless to keep asking, Griss stood up with a sigh and motioned for Zach to follow. They stood a few steps away, by now Zach was familiar with the drake’s expressions enough that he could tell the man was worried. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Zach asked. 
 
    “They are not typical bandits.” 
 
    “Are we even sure that they are the bandits we are looking for?” 
 
    “They are all former miners, that is for sure,” Griss answered. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “They are underfed—or, rather, had been until recently. The miners don’t live in the best conditions, and I can tell that until recently those six had been in the mines. They have calluses on their palms. They aren’t trained in fighting, either; I don’t think that they have combat Classes. But it is strange…” 
 
    “What is?” Zach asked. 
 
    “They have no identifying marks, yet all of their armor is well made and identical, suggesting an organization behind them. When I fought them, I felt the use of Cultivation techniques…the same ones. The Greenstone Mining Syndicate uses indentured workers for their expansions, and they rarely use Cultivators. They make poor servants, and one can’t limit their growth. They can always draw in Essence and advance, so it is dangerous to try and keep them. They mostly take Classers, those who had the bad luck of getting into debt. Add to that the fact that all of them appear to be on the same path… The odds of that are slim to none.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I think that these are our miners, but someone is clearly helping them. Someone is teaching them a path and supplying them with gear,” Griss said. 
 
    “Why would anyone bother?” 
 
    “There are many reasons. But this is not the first of such incidents the wardens have come across. There had been instances of…unrest, in the frontier territories. We have been trying to tie them together for a while now with little success.” 
 
    “But what would anyone gain from arming miners?” 
 
    “The fact that they are stealing cargo is hurting the Syndicate, making it less profitable for them to continue spending resources in this territory. The losses are negligible for the Greenstone Mining Syndicate as a whole, but if this territory is not making any profit, it would be abandoned, making it free for anyone else to take over.” 
 
    “The other territories, the ones where you had similar activities, I assume that they were all eventually abandoned,” Zach said. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And who was it that claimed them afterward?” 
 
    “That’s just it—the territories were claimed by various organizations, sects, and guilds all with little to no connections between them.” 
 
    “Ah,” Zach sighed. 
 
    “Yes, exactly so. We were unable to figure out any kind of motive behind these instances of unrest. But so far, we have only seen strange attacks that seem to come out of nowhere, missing cargo, unexplainable disease. Nothing where we could ever point to a culprit or have a witness to question. Not until now, at least.” Griss glanced back at the bandits. 
 
    “I don’t think they will talk,” Zach said. He already knew that the wardens forbade more violent persuasion techniques; not that he was willing to use torture as a way of finding out information. 
 
    “No, but we have a lead now. They are getting their gear from somewhere, they are being organized. We can find out more.” 
 
    They spent the night in the camp, and then set off to the mining town the next morning. They tied the bandits to their horses and had them follow on foot. None of them uttered a word since they were captured, but they didn’t refuse food and drink when offered. Zach had rarely seen such devotion, but he recognized it. These people all believed in something, and believers were the hardest to break. 
 
    But Zach was intrigued by the mystery. He looked forward to finding out more.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Answers and Advice 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the top of the Town Leader’s residence, the former home of the sect leader he had killed. The town was asleep, and though the residence was now his, Ryun rarely needed to sleep, so he barely spent any time in there. 
 
    The full moon shone a pale silver light down on the town, and he studied it for a long time. It was larger than the moon on Earth had been, but when it was a sun, it was smaller. He didn’t yet quite comprehend how that worked, but then again the laws of science had flown out of the window the moment the Framework arrived on Earth. It had been five days since the town had made their decision and he had agreed to take them under his protection. With that came the implied notion that he would lead them, but Ryun was not really sure if he was ready to do that yet. Thankfully, there was not much leading to be done. The town’s people were already organized, they were disciplined, and they were working on finishing the town and the defenses around it. After all, the territory couldn’t be claimed unless a Town Stone was triggered, and triggering the stone would cause the survival scenario to begin. Their former sect had claimed many territories in the past, so they had a pretty well-thought-out plan for how to do it, and Ryun saw no need to change it. Hell, it was a lot better than what Zach and he had done so long ago. 
 
    For the rest, he didn’t really know what to do but wait. The people here were worried that their sect was going to send people to eliminate them once they found out about their master being dead. For that to happen, they first had to find out. They were expecting a group to arrive from the sect territories around the same time they were scheduled to finish the town defenses: a shipment of supplies as well as reinforcements for the triggering of the stone. They didn’t know how strong these people would be—that was only known to their former master—but Ryun’s first instinct was not to worry about them. Only, he had nearly died because he was arrogant. That meant that he needed to prepare. He needed to speak with others about Cultivation, about different Qi types. He needed to fill the holes in his knowledge, and to decide on what kind of second path he wanted to pick up. 
 
    He had browsed the shop as a new tab became available to him, and looked through the paths that he could buy. Surprisingly, they all cost a fortune, far more than what he had paid for his first path on Earth. He wondered why that was, but seemingly everything in this world was more expensive. Still, he had enough Essence to afford everything that was available to him, and yet, he hadn’t made his choice, because he wanted to discuss things with the people who knew more than him. The problem was approaching them. He had spent a few days here, and people were…afraid. No one approached him to talk, and he had no idea how to approach others. The only ones who did approach him were the two people in charge: Jishh, the crustacean, or rather the Kreacean leader of the warriors, and Gen, the human/orc architect, and only when they wanted his permission for something. But the truth was that Ryun didn’t really know much about what they were asking him about, so he had found Anrosh and made her something like his assistant. In reality, she basically did everything that he was supposed to do, made the decisions that he was supposed to. Sure, she asked him about the serious things, but he still didn’t know enough to give an answer, so he had just told her to do as she thought was right. She appeared to be handling all the issues without problems, not that there were any. 
 
    The patrols had been reporting that the forest around them had somehow gotten safer, with most monsters leaving the area. At least Ryun knew why that was—Ereclaw and his pack had probably made sure to clear out the monsters around the town. Yet another thing on his mind were his talks with Ereclaw. He wanted to go and speak with the wolf again, but he felt like he had to deal with other things before then. 
 
    Ryun stood then and nodded resolutely, making a decision. There was really no reason for him to prolong this. He needed answers, so he should start with the logical first step: questions. He furrowed his brow, thinking about where to start. He didn’t really know the people here, didn’t know who would know the most and who would be the best to answer his questions. Jishh was probably the best bet, since he led the warriors. He, like all the other Cultivators, had the poison-Qi type that Fier used. Ryun wasn’t yet sure about the Kreacean warrior, as their interactions had been few and short, but there was one person that he felt the most comfortable with and who probably had the answers he needed, or could at least point him in the right direction. 
 
    He jumped off the building and across the town, landing without a sound. In an instant he crossed the distance and appeared behind a large brown tent. He frowned as he realized that there was no way for him to knock. Ryun narrowed his eyes, thinking about the best way to announce himself, but then decided that it was best to just speak. 
 
    “Anrosh,” he said. 
 
    A moment later he heard movement, but no acknowledgment. He spoke again, louder. 
 
    This time he heard a curse and then shuffling of material before finally the side of the tent moved and Anrosh peeked out with her eyes half open, glaring at him and she held a sheet of cloth wrapped around her chest.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “There is nothing wrong,” Ryun answered. 
 
    She blinked, once. Then when the silence stretched, she took a deep breath and spoke again. 
 
    “What do you want, then?” 
 
    “I require answers and advice,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Anrosh looked at him as if she wanted to kill him. He had seen the look often enough, so he recognized it immediately, but he could see no weapon in her hands, so he put her threat level to negligible. Of course, he wasn’t about to act unless she attacked first, but he didn’t want to get caught off guard again. Then she sighed, and the look in her eyes turned from angry to simply tired and frustrated. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what time it is?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “I do not keep close track of time, as it matters little to me. I could estimate, if you’d like.” 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes, then whispered something that he didn’t quite catch. “What I mean is that it is the middle of the night. It is the time when most sane people are asleep, resting.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, finally understanding. “I apologize. I forget sometimes that people like you need so much more sleep. I shall come back when the sun is up.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t. I won’t be able to sleep any time soon, might as well answer your questions. Let me put some clothes on first.” 
 
    She ducked back into the tent and he heard her putting on clothes. Ryun took the time to make a mental note about other people’s sleeping habits. He had known that people in the town went to sleep every night, but somehow he didn’t really connect that with them being unavailable. He scratched his head, trying to remember a time before the Framework, or the early days when he, too, had slept daily. The memories were fuzzy, almost like a dream of a dream. He couldn’t remember how he acted with others back then; there were only impressions of emotions and fuzzy scenes. He shook his head, dismissing that line of thinking. He didn’t like to dwell on those memories. 
 
    Anrosh walked out of her tent dressed in her usual warrior’s robe. “At least you didn’t wake up Kri. And what did you mean you would come back when the sun was up? It is always up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later they were inside of his residence. It was empty, as Ryun had dismissed the staff from having to be permanently posted here. Instead, they only came once per day to clean. He didn’t really need much attention. They sat in one of Fier’s meeting rooms, a glass of some expensive liquor in front of Anrosh. 
 
    “I knew that there was something weird about you,” she said after she took a sip. 
 
    Ryun had just finished explaining to her about what he knew about Qi. And the fact that he had never encountered a Qi quite like that of Fier. 
 
    “You have no Qi aspect?” 
 
    “I do not know what that is,” Ryun told her. 
 
    “Well, every Cultivator can have his Qi take on an aspect. This can be just about anything, really, from poison—as you’ve already seen—to an aspect of the elements, or of more abstract things. Most Cultivators decide on their aspect after they had taken their path, and try to find one that is compatible with their path. Take the Black Viper Sect, for example: they utilize the Qi aspect of the black viper poison and venom. It goes well with combat paths, and the Black Viper Sect specializes in its use.” 
 
    “So everyone in the sect has this aspect?” 
 
    “No, but most do. I don’t, but I was adopted into the sect, and I already had a path and aspect before joining. Although mine is related.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, beginning to understand. “So how does one get an aspect?” 
 
    “There is a ritual. You can do it in two ways: you can either find a source of your desired aspect, in this case poison drained from a black viper, and then do the ritual, or you can buy the aspect from the shop. Buying it costs a fortune, and only the wealthiest have the means to do it. It is rarely bought, since by the time someone has amassed so much wealth they already have an aspect.” 
 
    Ryun tapped with his fingertips against the table, thinking. “So, what kind of an aspect would you suggest for me?” 
 
    “I am not an expert, but from what I have seen, your path isn’t a combat one, true?” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “Not really. It was not designed for fighting, but for destruction.” His path didn’t give him any techniques that enhanced his fighting ability, properly speaking, but that did not mean that they didn’t help in a fight. 
 
    “Well, such paths generally gravitated toward more destructive aspects. The elements, fire, water, air, and earth, all could be fairly destructive.” 
 
    “What is the difference, then?” 
 
    “When your Qi takes on an aspect, it gains the properties of that aspect. Fire Qi will be hot enough to burn even when not used in a technique. For people with low stats or on a path that is not compatible, it could even cripple the Cultivator. And not all aspects were compatible with all paths.” 
 
    Ryun raised his eyebrows. It sounded like this was not as simple of a decision as he had initially assumed. “You mentioned aspects that were more abstract?” 
 
    “Yes, for example, let’s take an emotion. Qi with the aspect of rage would fill the Cultivator on a right path with unimaginable rage every time they used a technique, making them unpredictable, stronger, faster. But there are also paths that could utilize it in different ways, such as using techniques that could induce rage in others. It is all about matching your path with the right aspect.” 
 
    Ryun realized that there was far more to this, and that he really needed to take the time to learn more, especially if he wanted to make a good decision. And then there was also the fact that he needed to pick a second path. It would be best if he found both a path and an aspect that complemented each other well. He got lost in his thoughts and failed to notice that Anrosh had slumped in her chair and fallen back asleep. When he finally did notice, he realized that it was selfish of him to take her out of her bed and ask questions. She was not like him, and she needed her rest. He sighed and stood up, walking over. He picked her up from the chair and carried her over to the bedroom and put her to bed. 
 
    He could wait to ask more questions tomorrow.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 – PRESENT — Ryun 
 
    Continuation 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the small cupboard, watching straight ahead. If someone was to look at him in that moment, they might think that he was a statue. His form was so still that one might not even notice that he was there in the first place. He was in the master bedroom of the master’s residence. It was a lavish room. The walls had colorful drapes hanging from the ceiling, the furniture was dark wood, and the floor was covered in soft furs. The bed was large, taking up almost a third of the room. Ryun didn’t really understand the need for it; the bed could comfortably hold a dozen people. It was technically his, but he rarely slept, so he hadn’t had the chance to test it yet. 
 
    In the center of the bed was a sleeping form. Anrosh had fallen asleep during their conversation, and he’d brought her here to rest. He seemed to remember that people liked sleeping in beds. His memories of the past weren’t the best, not concerning most things, but he thought that he used to sleep on a bed. It didn’t matter much. He watched her as she slept, as time slowly passed. He might not remember much about social interactions, but he was pretty sure that it would be considered rude if he just woke her up to continue their conversation. So he decided to wait. 
 
    Then, as the light of day slowly trickled into the room, he saw Anrosh move. She didn’t wake instantly, and his mind filed the fact as a weakness. He had learned to go from sleep to wakefulness in an instant, and it confused him that others didn’t even try. He saw her eyes open slightly, she blinked and then rubbed at them with her hands. She looked at the covers and the pillows and frowned. And then she sat up quickly, her eyes searching her surroundings. Her eyes met his and she froze. 
 
    “What—where am I?”Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Master bedroom,” Ryun responded. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. “How did I get here? I remember us talking and then…”  
 
    “You fell asleep. I brought you here to rest.” 
 
    She blinked, looking at him with a strange expression on her face, and then she realized that her torso was exposed. She reached for the covers and pulled them up quickly, looking at him with accusation in her eyes. “What happened to my clothes?” 
 
    “I took them off,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “Why?” Her eyes narrowed, and he saw again the touch of fear that she had often showed around him before. 
 
    Ryun frowned and tilted his head. “You sleep nude,” he told her. He didn’t understand the question, not really. 
 
    Her expression darkened. “How do you know that I sleep nude?” 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
    “You watched me when I went to bed?” She gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Not precisely; one of my skills lets me feel everything in a certain range around me. I know how, when, and for how long, everyone in this town sleeps.” 
 
    “You are spying on everyone?” 
 
    “Not spying. I just know,” Ryun said. It appeared that he had made some kind of a mistake—he just needed to figure out what it was. 
 
    “Why did you think that it was a good idea to undress me?” 
 
    He frowned. “Because you don’t sleep with your clothes on.” It didn’t seem like a big deal to him. Perhaps it was a social convention that he had missed? 
 
    He saw her close her eyes tightly and take a deep breath. She released it slowly before meeting his eyes again. “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    Ryun pointed to a chair next to the bed where he had folded them. Seeing that she was past whatever issue she had, he spoke. 
 
    “So, the last thing you said was that Qi aspects can be obtained in two ways, by purchasing or finding a source in the wild—” He stopped when he saw her give him an incredulous look. “What?” 
 
    “You are just going to continue the conversation, with me like this?” 
 
    “We didn’t finish our talk. I have questions.” 
 
    She palmed her face and shook her head. “How can you not have any sense whatsoever? Did you grow up with animals or something?” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “No, or at least I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I don’t remember much of my life. Important moments, conversations, impressions and feelings, yes. Things before the Framework are just echoes. And everything in between is foggy, at least everything in the distant past. The things all of you take for granted, the knowledge of how to act with others. Those things are… It is like I knew them long ago, but can’t quite remember them.” 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes. “So you lost your memory?” 
 
    “I… No, I don’t think I did. I just forgot some things. I remember being... angry, mad. Then I made a choice between staying that way and…and doing something. I think that that was when I forgot most things that came before. I remember the Framework, I remember fighting, I remember moments, like snippets of a memory, and living alone. It is the things in between that are fuzzy.” 
 
    She seemed like she wanted to ask more questions, but in the end she controlled herself. “Let me get dressed and cleaned up, and we can continue the conversation from last night.” 
 
    Ryun nodded and waited. 
 
    She looked at him for a long minute, and then sighed again. “Can you give me some privacy? Leave the room?” 
 
    Ryun blinked. That hadn’t even occurred to him. He jumped down from the cupboard making no sound at all and started walking out. A few steps later he stopped and turned as he remembered something. “The bathroom is through that door over there,” he said, pointing. With that, he left the room. 
 
    Interacting with others was so…exhausting. No wonder he kept away from everyone for so long. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later they were back in the meeting room and Anrosh was explaining a few more things to him. “…aspect that matches your path the best. Making that choice is the most important decision that most Cultivators ever make. True, they usually base it on what path they want to practice, not the other way around.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. He had already given it some thought. “I raised my Cultivating rank a few days ago,” he said casually. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Really? I never asked what Realm you were. It is considered rude here, but…” 
 
    “I don’t mind. I am currently in the Peak Lord Realm.” 
 
    “Whoa, I was certain that you were at least a Monarch. How did you defeat Fier so easily if you were the same Realm as him?” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “There was nothing that was the same between us. It was obvious that he had his power handed to him. He didn’t cultivate his Essence. I cycle through my Essence several times before I advance. I have done it for every step.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of Cultivators who did as much…but you are wasting so much Essence.” 
 
    “It is worth it in the end.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I’ve never met anyone who was in the Peak Lord Realm, I haven’t ever met a Lord Realm Cultivator at all, other than Fier. What is it like?” 
 
    “I can now choose a second path,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Another thing that I wanted to talk to you about. I need to choose a second path, preferably one that complements my first, and I need to pick an aspect that will be complementary to both paths.” He had already put some thought into this. His plan for the second path was to find a utility path that would supplement his perks, paths, and Class. His Class wasn’t all that important to him, as it had only one use in his mind: to fuel his Cultivation. His Path of the Final End was his main focus, the use of Qi for destruction. His first technique allowed him to boost his stats, gaining more power, his second was a focused targeted blast of destruction, and the last was an AOE wave. His skills gave him a pretty good combat awareness and an attack skill aside from his path. His perks on the other hand were more important. They were geared toward taking a lot of punishment in fights against many opponents, and the more enemies he was facing the stronger he got. He would need to pick both a path and Qi aspect that supplemented that. 
 
    “I didn’t know that Peak Lord Realm allows for a second path. Most powerful Cultivators keep the secrets of cultivating close to their chest.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. 
 
    Anrosh turned thoughtful. “Picking a path is a completely different thing.” 
 
    “How so? I can just buy one from the shop.” 
 
    “What? No, that is a terrible idea!” 
 
    “Why? I bought my path from the Dealmaker.” 
 
    “Oh. I forgot that you are a Ranker for a moment. I heard something about that; you were asked to choose a path when the Framework arrived, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you didn’t know what the path was? What techniques you would get?” 
 
    “No, I just asked the Dealmaker questions to narrow the choices down based on what I wanted.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t do that now. Paths bought from the Dealmaker are a gamble. You don’t know anything but a small description that tells you nothing.” 
 
    “There is another way?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, how do you think that so many follow the same path here?” 
 
    “I figured they all bought it from the Dealmaker.” 
 
    “No. You can’t buy the paths that someone already has, as every single path that the Dealmaker has is unique. Once bought, they are no longer available in the shop. Instead, Cultivators who had achieved the Foundation Realm can either teach their path to someone else, which is how most sects pass on their paths. Alternatively, the Cultivator can create a Path Stone. It is expensive, requires a ritual and time, but it can then be sold. It contains the details on how to use a path, and obviously the three techniques that come with it.” 
 
    Ryun hummed as he was thinking. When he’d gained his path he instinctively knew how to use it, the knowledge had just been put inside his head by the Framework. “So, you think that I should buy or learn a path?” 
 
    “I don’t know if we could find you a teacher, but buying a well-established and known path should be preferable to trying to gamble with the Dealmaker’s options.” 
 
    “And where can I buy this Path Stone?” 
 
    “The auction house, although we need to have an established town in order to get that option.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. It looked like securing the town and triggering the Town Stone just became a top priority.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 – PRESENT - Ryun 
 
    Contract 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on a fallen log deep in the Twilight Woods, waiting. He spent the time thinking about all the new things he had learned. Acquiring a Qi aspect was his primary goal, but so was getting the second path. After learning that he could buy a path from an auction, he decided that it was the best course of action. Anrosh had a point: buying a path blindly wouldn’t be smart, especially since he now needed a path that synergized with his primary one. That meant that he first needed to activate the Town Stone and complete the scenario. He had left Anrosh in charge, telling her to accelerate the work. He didn’t plan on waiting for long, which was also why he was sitting in the woods, waiting. The day turned into the night, and finally the monster he came to meet with arrived. 
 
    Ryun raised his head and looked at the large wolf, who was now standing just a few steps away from him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Twilight Woods Dire Wolf Alpha—Ereclaw (E) (Tier 4) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ereclaw was large, his shoulder coming up to Ryun’s jaw. His fur was silver, with almost imperceptible streaks of black. 
 
    “Two-legs,” Ereclaw greeted him. 
 
    “Ereclaw, I have come to discuss our deal.” 
 
    The massive dire wolf sat on its hind legs and focused his red eyes on Ryun. “So, you have decided to stay here.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “This is good.” 
 
    “Tell me more about this contract, what it entails.” 
 
    Ereclaw titled his head, then spoke. “A contract between a monster and one of your kind makes a connection between the two. It provides the monster a way of moving past our limits. Without the need for hunting and killing.” 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    “There are two types of contracts: a bond contract and a blood contract. A bond will establish a tether between us. A portion of your Essence will flow to me and allow me to grow stronger alongside you. We will gain some benefits, such as each knowing where the other is, and speaking mind to mind. But there is nothing else. I would grow in the way I already am, simply growing stronger. We would be companions. A blood contract is different; it makes a greater connection between us. I will lose who I am and become something more. The connection between us will be stronger, and both of us will benefit from it in the long run by gaining contract perks as our bond deepens.” 
 
    “It looks like the blood contract is better. Why would anyone chose the bond contract?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Not many two-legs would agree to such a thing, it requires both of us looking into each other deeply. Few are comfortable with having their existence stripped bare before another, much less a monster. And I would pay a price: I would no longer be who I am now.” 
 
    “So, which of the contracts do you want to do?” 
 
    “I have spent a long time thinking about this, and I am tired of having advancement denied to me. I would take either contract if it meant that I get to grow stronger. But the one I prefer is the blood contract.” 
 
    Ryun thought about it. He wasn’t really opposed to it. Gaining more power was his main goal now, and if this contract was going to give him that, then it was what he was going to do. But first, they had to agree to the terms of the deal. “We spoke of a deal, that your pack would protect the town, and we wouldn’t bother them. I have something a bit different in mind…”  
 
    Ryun proceeded to explain what he had in mind, and once he was finished, Ereclaw spoke. 
 
    “I do not know if that would work, but perhaps it is time that we stop living in isolation. I agree to that.” 
 
    “Good. Now, you said that you’ve been in these woods for a long time. Have you seen the scenario for claiming this territory before?” 
 
    “No, the settlements that trigger the event always disappeared almost overnight. We’ve never found any signs of them afterward.” 
 
    Ryun frowned at that. Scenarios could be many different things, from fighting a single invasion, to surviving for a set time. But he remembered that there were other kind of tests. Sometimes, everything in the vicinity of the Town Stone would be teleported someplace else, with the task of surviving in a different environment. Ryun shook his head as he realized just how strange it was that he remembered that it could happen that way, but didn’t exactly remember ever seeing it. It didn’t matter at the moment. 
 
    “That tells me enough. So, do we have a deal?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, how do we do this?” 
 
    Ereclaw brought one of his paws up and closed his teeth around it until blood started flowing. “Cut your palm and clasp my paw.” 
 
    Ryun stabbed his nail into the skin of his palm and pulled. Blood trickled, and before the wound started to heal he grasped the offered paw. Immediately, a window popped up in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You are about to establish a blood contract between you and the monster Twilight Woods Dire Wolf Alpha—Ereclaw!  
    
  Are you certain that you wish to proceed? 
    
  YES/NO 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun picked ‘YES’ and a moment later he felt a strange kind of heat fill him. It lasted for a few seconds and then Ereclaw started to glow. Ryun took a step back, shielding his eyes. The glowing lasted for a good ten seconds, and then it slowly abated. In place of the large dire wolf, now stood something that was far more humanoid. Ereclaw now appeared more like a wolf walking on two legs; his fur was still mostly silver, but the black streaks were more pronounced. His eyes had changed color, and instead of red they were now brown. A moment later Ryun realized that they were actually the exact same color as his own eyes. The other change was that he could no longer see his monster tag above him. 
 
    Ereclaw looked at his hands. They were still clawed, but were far more human now. He closed them and opened them several times. 
 
    “This is different,” Ereclaw said, and this time he used his mouth. His voice was deep and growly. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that you would become more… human,” Ryun said. 
 
    “It is the price that blood contract requires from monsters. We lose our previous selves to become something more.” 
 
    “If we had gone with the bond contract, you would’ve remained the same?” 
 
    “Yes, two-legs. I would have gained more power, but I would’ve always remained a monster.” 
 
    “I don’t think that you can keep calling me two-legs. I mean, you are two-legs now, too.” 
 
    Ereclaw blinked, then looked at his feet. “I did not think this through.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. “Call me Ryun,” he told him, but Ereclaw was too busy studying his new body. 
 
    Ryun brought up his notifications and read them through while Ereclaw familiarized himself with his new appearance. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  You established a blood contract with entity Ereclaw Nacht! 
    
  Contract Perk Available - Great Hunter (More Contract Perks will be unlocked as your bond with your contracted partner grows) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun’s eyebrows rose as he read the notification. Ereclaw had Ryun’s last name now. He wondered what that meant, but it looked like this blood contract was a far deeper connection than he assumed. He glanced at his perk list and looked at what the new perk did. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Great Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem to be too powerful for his needs, but it was useful. He dismissed the windows and looked back at Ereclaw. 
 
    “So, did you gain more power?” 
 
    “I believe I have. I am no longer a Twilight Woods Dire Wolf Alpha, and I can now pick a new direction.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that—do you have a Cultivation path?” 
 
    “It is different for monsters. Our power is unique. Now I am more like you, but not quite the same. I don’t think that our advancement is equivalent. But I am now in the Early Lord Realm on the Path of the Twilight Hunter.” 
 
    “You used to be on the fourth tier of power. Are you still?” 
 
    “No. That is one of the prices of the blood contract. I have reverted one evolution back, and I am now tier three.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “So, can you pick a focus 
 
    “My choice is between three. Harbinger, Lone Wolf, and Emissary of Twilight.” 
 
    “The Harbinger is my Class. I guess that is why you received it as your choice. Can you see anything about them?” 
 
    “No,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    “Don’t choose one yet. We can look if anyone back in the town knows anything.” 
 
    Ereclaw nodded. “I should return to the pack, get the things going.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you here, and we’ll go back to the town together,” Ryun told him. 
 
    Ereclaw turned and walked away, leaving Ryun alone with his thoughts.  
 
    Focusing, he turned his thoughts back to his own upcoming decision.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 – PRESENT — Zach 
 
    Mystery 
 
      
 
    Zach and Griss delivered their prisoners to the Greenstone Mining Syndicate. The mine itself was a pitiful place—there was no question as to why someone would want to escape it. But all people there had contracts, or were criminals whose debts had been purchased by the Syndicate. Zach might not agree with the state they were in, but they were all here for a reason: either because they owed a debt or because they had signed a contract. It was their own choices that had led them to the mine. This was the way of this world, the law, and law and rules existed for a reason, and it was not for Zach to judge them. Even though he disagreed. This was not his world, not yet. If he was to become a full warden, he was going to need to learn to enforce the laws of this world. 
 
    He could already tell that he would like being a warden. It was a job that was clearly defined by the laws of various territories. And he liked that, rules and order, as he had spent far too long in a world consumed by chaos. It eliminated the need for him to make choices. He didn’t want to be responsible for other people, not anymore. Order and law brought peace, and peace brought stability and safety. It was not up to one man to decide what was good and what was evil. It was up to the people to agree to the laws, and the majority were the ones whose voice should be followed. On Earth, their laws, their attempt to bring order to a fractured world invaded by monsters, had been brought low by a single person. And Zach hated him for that, for deciding that he knew better than what the majority had decided, for slaughtering the innocents and destroying everything that they had created. 
 
    Griss and he spent a few days at the mine, interviewing the miners and investigating the escapes. Griss did most of the interviews, allowing Zach to do only one near the end. The drake was teaching him about what kind of questions to ask and how to tell if the subject was lying or hiding something. Still, they didn’t learn much, as the miners who escaped seemed to have done so suddenly and efficiently. No one knew that they were planning it, nor had anyone saw anything suspicious. After they conducted the interviews, they left the mine, heading into the forest to search for the remaining escaped miners, as they had been hired to do. 
 
    They were currently setting up a camp for the night, their mounts fed, watered and tied to a tree nearby. But as they were working, Zach had been thinking about all the information they had so far, and he knew that something was wrong. 
 
    “Griss,” he said, “did any of the escaped miners have a Class that could be useful in escaping and making sure that they weren’t seen?” 
 
    “No,” the drake said. “I see that you noticed that, too. I was wondering if I would have to nudge you in the right direction.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “They didn’t escape,” he said. “Someone broke them out, taught them a Cultivation path, and then armed them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Griss agreed. “But the issue is that whoever broke them out was incredibly powerful. The overseers and guards at the mine are not low level, and they are not incompetent. Someone far more powerful than them had taken the miners and then turned them against the Syndicate.” 
 
    “A rival Syndicate?” Zach asked. 
 
    “It could be, but… The kind of a person who could do this, even if it was a group… They are a rare resource. One that you don’t spend on a frontier territory.” 
 
    Zach settled down on a rock, using flint to start a fire. Something was nagging at him, something that he wasn’t seeing, but he could feel it was there. He only needed to connect the dots. 
 
    “The other territories, the ones where you said the wardens noticed similar incidents… Was there nothing at all connecting them?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Griss said. “They were owned by different Syndicates, Organizations, or Sects. The factions barely had any connection between them other than the fact that they wanted to expand and claim new territories. The only thing we have figured out is that these incidents seemed restricted to this general area.” 
 
    Zach felt another piece fall into place, but he still couldn’t quite grasp it. 
 
    “So, the expansion in this area was interfered with, the faction or entity behind these incidents is unknown, and you can’t figure out what their goal is?” Zach asked. 
 
    “That is correct,” Griss answered. 
 
    “Well then, what is the result of that interference? What had happened because of it?” 
 
    “That’s just the thing—nothing happened! The only thing that they’ve accomplished is delay the expansion. Eventually a new faction comes in claims the territory and the expansion moves further south.” 
 
    Zach blinked as he realized the goal. “That is it, then. They are delaying the expansion.” 
 
    Griss glanced over at him. “What? For what purpose?” 
 
    “Do these factions explore beyond these territories? Do we know what is beyond them, further south?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Nothing! Only empty territories filled with monsters. The only civilized people in this world are the people that came with the Iterations! And every Iteration arrives at the same place! Civilization spread from there, there is no one else who could be—” Griss froze, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What is it?” Zach asked. 
 
    “I…” Griss seemed too shocked to even speak, but he managed to get a hold of himself. “By the Dealmaker, that is impossible. How did we not see it?” 
 
    Zach saw the drake stand and start pacing. Zach didn’t really understand his reaction, to him the only thing that made sense, the only thing that linked all the incidents together was the fact that by forcing the factions to take care of problems, for the new factions to come in later, that the expansion was slowed down. That meant that someone had an interest in slowing it down. He didn’t know what for, but Griss seemed to have come to a realization. 
 
    Finally Griss stopped and turned to look Zach in the eyes. “This just got a lot bigger. We are going to need to find proof.” 
 
    “Proof of what?” Zach asked, still confused. 
 
    Griss blinked and then walked over and took a seat next to Zach. “I forget sometimes that you’ve just arrived. So, now is the time for a little history lesson.” Griss leaned in and then spoke in a lower tone of voice. “Long ago, when the First Iteration arrived, the area around them was wild, filled with monsters. The Rankers who arrived grew in strength rapidly, but there were many casualties. Of the ninety thousand that arrived, barely half had survived by the time the Second Iteration arrived. By then, they had made a foothold against the monsters, had claimed several territories. And those who survived were powerhouses—they had survived in a brutal world and earned power. 
 
    “With the arrival of the Second Iteration and another ninety thousand Rankers, things changed. The First Iteration knew that to tame the Infinite Realm, they would need numbers. Even their great power wasn’t sufficient. So they and the Second Iteration banded together, joined forces and fought together. They claimed all the territories surrounding the arrival zone. They built the foundations of what the civilized world is now.  
 
    “And then the Third Iteration arrived. The First and the Second had gained a lot of power, had claimed many territories, and they took the Third Iteration under their wing, guided them, protected them. But…eventually the Third Iteration Rankers decided that they wanted to expand on their own, wanted to grow as powerful as the first and the Second Iteration Rankers. They felt like they were being stifled, like they weren’t being allowed to grow their potential. Eventually, the Third Iteration rebelled. They weren’t as powerful, but the First and the Second Iteration had lost many people in their fight against the monsters. The war didn’t last long, and at the end the Third Iteration Rankers lost, and were exiled beyond the safety of the territories that the First and the Second had claimed. It is believed that they died in the wilderness.” 
 
    Zach was fascinated by the story, and he could see how it could’ve happened. The First and the Second Iteration Rankers sacrificed to create a safe haven, the Third didn’t agree with their rules and laws. They wanted more, and so they fought. He had seen it before; people who were thankless, who didn’t appreciate what those who had sacrificed had given them. “But,” Zach spoke, “you don’t think that they died?” 
 
    “There were always rumors, mostly from those who were pushing the expansion. Stories about the Third Iteration holding territories far away from the core. But they were never confirmed,” Griss said. 
 
    “But if they are true, and this expansion is heading in their direction, then slowing it down while they got ready would make sense. The miners were organized, were taught by someone, they were supplied with weapons and armor. All of that suggests organization,” Zach said. 
 
    “It does, and if we are correct, this could mean another war.” Griss closed his eyes. “We need to find definitive proof of this. And if we are right, then we need to inform the warden headquarters, and everyone else back in the core.” 
 
    “War?” Zach asked. 
 
    Griss looked at Zach. “The rulers of the core are the most powerful Rankers from the First and the Second Iteration, and their conflict with the Third Iteration was never really finished. The Third Iteration was exiled, but that was only possible because they had been tired of fighting. The resentment between them runs deep, and it has never been resolved. I fear that any contact between the Third Iteration and the rest of us will inevitably lead to a new conflict.” 
 
    Zach sighed. It seemed like their simple bandit-hunting mission had just gotten a lot more complicated.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Aspect and Perks 
 
      
 
    Zach moved his sword through the air, following the threads that only he could see. His skill, |Sword Mastery|, was the cornerstone of his power, and he always made sure to practice. Following the threads outside of combat didn’t raise his skill, but it was good training. It was a teaching tool, a way to understand the way of the sword. Even his Class was focused on the sword. 
 
    He was alone in the clearing next to their camp. Griss had went ahead to scout their surroundings, leaving Zach with some free time. But as he moved his sword in the intricate flowing forms, his mind was turned elsewhere. When he had reached the Mid Foundation Realm, he had gained another path perk, but he hadn’t yet chosen one. Last time, he had gotten the Lightning Body, which seemed to go along with the rest of his abilities and skills nicely. Now, the choice was harder, and he had yet to make one. The path perk this time was focused on his Qi, and Zach didn’t really know much about that. He had asked Griss for advice, and learned a lot of things that he hadn’t known before about Qi. People on the path could have their Qi take on an aspect, as a way to gain more power. It seemed simple to him; as most of his perks were wind themed, having an aspect of wind for his Qi could only help. The wind aspect was an offshoot of air, and according to Griss it was a bit more specialized. The wind aspect allowed the Qi to pack a bit more force than the air aspect did. The other aspect he was thinking about was lightning; it was a big choice, one that he had been thinking on for a while. 
 
    Griss had told him that he could buy an aspect, but that it cost a lot, or that he could find a source of it in the world. The more he thought about it, the more he moved away from the wind aspect. If it was anything like his perks, it was going to be a utility aspect, and he had many of those kind of perks. What he lacked was power. He remembered fighting the monster, the feel of so much power… It was terrifying, and he knew that he needed to be strong enough to kill it. So, he made a choice. Griss had advised him to try and find the source of an aspect in the world, but Zach had enough Essence to purchase one from the shop and not even make a dent to his wealth. He went through the shop and found the lightning aspect. A moment after he purchased it, a small globe appeared in his hand. It looked like it was made out of glass, and inside of it he could see lightning flashing and crackling silently. 
 
    He dismissed his sword from his other hand and then knelt on the ground, following Griss’s instructions. He emptied his mind and focused on his Qi, then crushed the glass globe. He sensed the Essence leave the container, and he pulled it in slowly, as if he was breathing it in. It hurt, as if his veins just caught on fire, but he had felt greater pain, and so he ignored it. The ritual was simple—he just had to keep his mind empty and focus on “breathing” the Essence in. Quickly, he had pulled in all of it, and he started to feel a change happening inside of his core. His Qi was changing, and his core with it. To his inner sight, his core had always had a kind of white color, but now it became a swirl of shifting color: white, blue, green, yellow, cyan, violet. It finally settled back to white, but now it would shift through tints of other colors every now and then. 
 
    Zach sighed as he felt the change settle in. In the corner of his eye he saw that he had notifications, and he pulled them up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  You’ve achieved a Qi aspect of Lightning. 
    
  Aspect Perk Available - Lightning Qi 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lightning Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
      	  When using techniques, your Qi passively enhances you. Gain plus thirty percent dexterity while any technique is active. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Zach’s eyes widened at the bonus that his Qi aspect provided. Griss told him that it depended on many factors, such as the path he was following as well as his stats and achievements. It did seem like he had gained a good perk. He also knew that eventually he would be able to manipulate his Qi directly, without the need for using a technique. For now, just the perk was enough.  
 
    He had a few more notifications, so he looked them over, too. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  Your path techniques have evolved! 
  Harmony > Calm Before the Storm 
  Focus > Charged Focus 
  True Strike > Lightning Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Calm Before the Storm 
  
       	  Enter a state of peaceful anticipation. Dulls emotions and allows clarity. Clears any harmful mind-altering effects from users of your level or lower. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Charged Focus 
  
       	  Enter a state of heightened anticipation. Increases awareness. Allows seeing through stealth effect from users of your level or lower. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Strike 
  
       	  Charging your body with the aspect of lightning, your next strike hits with power equal to twice your base strength added to your total strength. Speed of attack equals twice your total dexterity. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was surprised that his techniques had evolved—he had thought that only happened when one advanced, but it looked like there were a lot of factors that shaped one’s path. All the effects were welcome additions. He took a moment to look over his stats and tables, and then finally turned to look at his perk choice for the Mid Foundation Realm. With his aspect now chosen, he needed to make a choice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Quickened Mind 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than an ordinary human. (Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strong Mind 
  
       	  Your mind is strong, able to resist minor mental attacks. (Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat.) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Improved Memory Mind 
  
       	  Your mind has improved memory, able to remember everything that you experienced better. (Strength of effect depends on your intelligence stat.) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He had been leaning toward the Strong Mind before he had gotten the aspect, but now he wasn’t sure. He had dismissed the last choice immediately; he really didn’t want to improve his memory. Some things were better left forgotten. Strong Mind was useful, but with his new aspect and focus on speed, perhaps the first one would be better. Finally, after a few minutes of thinking on it he made his choice and picked Quickened Mind. Immediately, he felt a change as his Mind improved. 
 
    After the effect was done, he pulled Qi from his core and was surprised when it surged through his body far faster than it had ever before. He entered the breathing form for his first-step technique, {Calm Before the Storm}, and felt the effect take place. He felt unnaturally calm, as if nothing really mattered. He moved, pulling out his sword from his storage and started following the threads of his skill. It was strange; his movements became more fluid, and he felt like every movement of his body was calculated, was completely under his control. He switched his breathing form and triggered the next technique. The Qi inside of his body cycled through the conduits faster than it had ever before and he settled into {Charged Focus}. Everything around him sharpened and he could see details that he had missed before. A small squirrel-like creature was sitting in the tree not far from him, eating an insect. The leaves rustled gently on the wind, and he changed his breathing once again. He pulled his sword back and then the Qi inside of his body tensed, and he flashed forward, striking empty air. His blade sliced forward faster than he had ever moved, his Qi snapping out to cover his sword in an instant. A white light exploded around him as a loud clap of thunder followed his attack, and Zach released his Qi. 
 
    {Lightning Strike} was even more powerful than he had thought. He shook his head and put his blade away, satisfied with the changes. Finally, he glanced at his stat screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zacharia Gardner 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, First to Ten, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Chief, Leader, One Against Many, First to Sixty, Class Evolution I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  410 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Riposte (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, gain the ability to execute a lightning-fast attack after being damaged. Speed of returning strike equals double dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind’s Child (Class Perk) 
  
       	  During combat, every strike with your weapon sends a short gust of wind. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wind Lord (Class Perk) 
  
       	  In combat, wind swirls around you, always blowing gently on your back. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Consequence (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Every kinetic attack you block stores a part of its energy. Once per combat, unleash all the stored kinetic energy. Amount stored depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Second Chance (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once taking damage that would kill you, heal it instead. Once per combat. Healing speed depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body’s reflexes are enhanced, able to utilize max dexterity at a moment’s notice. Strength of effect dependent on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lightning Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using techniques, your Qi passively enhances you. Gain plus thirty percent dexterity while any technique is active. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quickened Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than an ordinary human. Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Blade Master (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  85 (0/610 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  White Wing 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Winged Leap 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Light Chains 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Lightning Blade (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Foundation (15/1500 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Calm Before the Storm 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Charged Focus 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Lightning Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (7/10) 
  
       	  Strike >> Great Strike (7/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Weakness Sense (6/10) 
  
       	  Evasion (9/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Sealing Slash (5/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  199 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  288 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  132 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  133 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  119 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  114 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He still had a single passive skill slot left, but he decided to wait some more before committing it. He didn’t know if he could increase the amount of his skill slots, and so far he didn’t really need anything more than what he already had. With a sigh, he closed down all of his windows. He knew that he was powerful, yet nothing he did made him feel nearly as strong as he needed to be. He had a long way to go before he could face the monster again. 
 
    He walked over to the camp and took a seat to wait for Griss to return. Tomorrow, they would begin their hunt.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Camp 
 
      
 
    Zach crawled on the ground until he reached the edge of a cliff, and then he looked over. Griss crawled up near him, dressed in his full armor, but thankfully the waterfall nearby masked the noise that his armor made. Down below was the bandit camp. There weren’t many of them—about ten that they had counted over the last few days—but they had identified them all as escaped miners based on the descriptions they had been given. They had found the camp a few days ago, and had been observing it ever since. Catching the bandits would be easy, as they weren’t strong enough to pose a threat, but they were not here just for them. They needed to find the people who were helping them. 
 
    About half of the bandits were training, going through some kind of martial art forms. That alone was proof that they had been trained by someone. According to Griss, none of the escaped miners had a path, nor had contact with a sect where they could learn or even see such ways of fighting. Classers generally focused more on their skills and abilities, learning how to integrate them and use them effectively, and sect members and Cultivators in general devoted themselves to a fighting art.  
 
    The bandits had tents, as well as weapons and equipment, but they hadn’t seen much of the cargo that they had stolen from the convoys they attacked. There was only about two or three convoys’ worth of cargo down there, which meant that they probably gave it away, most likely to their benefactors. Griss was confident that they would be coming for another shipment soon. 
 
    Still, Zach was getting bored. Griss had filled their time with lessons about the laws of various organizations and syndicates that held territories in this area, but he didn’t really have much to teach him otherwise. Zach had spent a long time on Earth as a leader, but more so as a hunter, as a man of the law. He had hunted down criminals for the United World Government, had been the tip of the spear against the chaos of a world run over by monsters and people with terrible power. He fought Warlords that rampaged across the world, slaughtering the innocents. It was why he had decided to join the wardens so quickly—this was what he was good at, what he knew. It made him feel good to have something familiar in this strange world, where even the sun and the moon were alien. 
 
    They spent another day watching over the camp, getting familiar with the bandits’ routine and habits. At the dawn of the second day, the camp had visitors. A group of three walked into the camp: two men and a woman. From so far away, Zach couldn’t really tell much about them; they carried no weapons, but that didn’t mean much. They could have them hidden in spatial storage. All three were dressed in powerful gear, elaborately crafted. The two men wore light armor, brown rerebraces and pauldrons over both shoulders, with a small plate of armor that covered their upper torso. All seemed to be made out of some kind of hide, but that didn’t mean that they were weak—Zach knew that there were monsters whose hide was tougher than steel. 
 
    The woman wore a battle dress and armor. Her upper body was covered with armor that was made out of small overlapping golden plates held in place by a red thread. Under it, she had a red-and-gold tunic that was loose around her upper arms. Vambraces adorned her forearms, and on her waist hung a dress that was made out of the same golden plates covering to her upper thighs. Below her knees her legs were covered in greaves, and on her head was a winged gold-and-red helmet. She was clearly the leader. 
 
    “We going down?” Zach whispered to Griss. 
 
    “Not yet. Let’s see what they do first,” Griss answered. 
 
    The three were met by the bandits, all seemingly happy to see the three and deferential to them. A few of the bandits led one of the men to the cargo that they had stashed under one of the tents, and the man put his hand over each box before putting it in his storage. That explained how they were transporting it, and it also told Zach that the man had to have a really large storage space in order to put everything inside it. 
 
    “That is worrying,” Griss said. 
 
    “Why?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Spatial storage is rare, expensive. To have one even the size of one box like the ones down there would cost a fortune. To be able to carry all that cargo in one? The three down there are near our level of power, so that means that they have incredible backing. These people have a lot of wealth.” 
 
    Zach wondered what Griss would think if he knew that Zach’s storage was the size of a small room. 
 
    “How do you know how powerful they are?” Zach asked. He knew that asking such questions was considered somewhat rude here, but he felt like he needed to know. 
 
    Gris grimaced, but answered. “A skill. I can’t gauge their power, exactly—I can tell that they are not a higher Cultivating Realm than us, and that they are in the same tier of Class as us, meaning that they have evolved their Class once.” 
 
    “But you don’t know their exact levels? They could be close to evolving their Class a second time?” Zach asked. Classers could evolve their Classes every sixty levels, upgrading it based on their achievements and power they attained in the previous tier. 
 
    “They could be, yes, but it is rare to meet people who have evolved their Class even once. Twice… I do not think that they would send people like that here, as they have no reason to suspect any kind of a response. We are far away from the core territories, and so far there has been little warden response until after the fact. If we are correct and these are the same people that had been making problems in the other territories…” 
 
    “So what do you want to do? Trail them when they leave, or confront them?” Zach asked. 
 
    Griss seemed torn, but finally he made a decision. “Confront them. My skills and abilities are not suited to pursuit, and no warden has ever managed to even get a glimpse of these people. They probably have ways of disguising or even eliminating their tracks.” 
 
    “You are confident that we can defeat them?” Zach asked. 
 
    “I’ve been a warden for a long time. You get good at evaluating your opponents,” Griss said simply.  
 
    Zach noticed that he hadn’t exactly answered the question, but Zach had the same intuition. He could tell that the people down there were strong, especially the woman, but he was strong as well—and it had been a while since he had really fought against someone who was close to his equal. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get down there,” Griss said as the three people spoke with the bandits. 
 
    They crawled back and then made their way around the cliff, dropping down to their level. Zach took the opportunity to pull out his gear from his storage. He pulled out his armor, the Venomous Lizard Armor set, an epic reward he’d received for defeating a boss of a monster spawning point back on Earth. He hadn’t worn it when he confronted the monster, as it wouldn’t have helped him much against him—speed had been more important. The set gave him a boost to his strength and a vitality of +15, it also provided him with a 80% resistance to venomous attacks. It was green-scaled armor, with a helmet that resembled a lizard’s head. It also provided the same protections that any armor would. He glanced at Griss, wondering if he would be offended, but the drake didn’t even pay it any attention. Zach next pulled out Windrazor, and its sheath, fastening it on his waist. 
 
    Griss did the same, taking out his shield and large mace out of his own storage. When they were ready, they made their way over to the bandit camp. Zach had thought that a stealth approach would be best, but it seemed like the wardens had some rules after all. They had to announce themselves prior to engaging in combat, give the criminals a chance to surrender. Zach understood that; the wardens were a neutral force that worked across territories, and their rules were probably the only thing that made it possible to act without getting entangled in politics of various territories. 
 
    The two of them walked out of the forest and into the clearing next to the river, where the camp was placed. They were noticed almost immediately, and the bandits all rushed over to arm themselves. The three newcomers looked both surprised and annoyed at the same time. 
 
    Griss raised his warden’s badge into the air. “We are the wardens, sent here to investigate attacks on the Greenstone Mining Syndicate, as well as recover escaped workers.” He glanced at the frightened bandits and spoke directly to them. “You are in violation of your contracts. Lay down your weapons and surrender. You will be taken back to the Greenstone Mining Syndicate to serve out your terms along with any added penalties for escaping.” 
 
    Then he turned to the three. “You are aiding and abetting wanted fugitives. Identify yourselves, and surrender for questioning.” 
 
    Zach could already tell that no one in the camp was going to take him up on his offer. He tightened his hand on his sword. 
 
    The woman sighed. “Well, this is unfortunate,” she said. “There wasn’t supposed to be a warden response this far in the frontier…” 
 
    She didn’t seem much bothered by their presence, and then she turned to the side, glancing at one of her men. “Well?” 
 
    The man looked at Zach and Griss, and Zach felt a strange feeling move over him. 
 
    The man grimaced and looked back at the woman. “Strong. The drake is almost level seventy, tank Class. The man is stronger… Something is preventing me from getting a good look.” 
 
    Zach’s eyebrow rose at that. The man had a skill that seemed even better than what Griss had. 
 
    “This is your final warning!” Griss yelled out as he put his badge away and pulled his mace out. “Surrender, or face the consequences.” 
 
    The woman didn’t look as sure as she had been a few moments before, but she didn’t look frightened, either. Then she put her hands to the side and a short spear appeared in one while a small buckler appeared on the other. The men drew their own weapons, two long spears, and Zach sighed. It seemed like there would be a fight after all. Not that he doubted himself, he just wondered why things couldn’t end simply for once. He pulled Windrazor out of its sheath and readied himself.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Combat 
 
      
 
    For a long moment, no one moved. Zach could see the fear in the eyes of the bandits. They were hesitating from the moment that one of the three revealed Griss’s level. It was to be expected, as none of them had probably even reached level thirty. Zach kept his attention on the three; the bandits were of no importance. He didn’t have a skill that could tell him how strong his opponents were, but one did not spend years fighting without developing a kind of sixth sense. He could tell that they were strong, and the woman was the strongest of the three, which made her the priority. Zach could feel the tension in the air, but no one wanted to be the one to make the first move. 
 
    Griss and Zach were outnumbered, at a disadvantage. Griss’s Class was defensive in nature, and Zach had seen people with defensive Classes fight before. They could hold their ground against superior numbers, even against stronger opponents—but that left Zach as the one who needed to finish the fight.  
 
    And so, before the enemy decided to move, he acted. 
 
    [Winged Leap] sent him soaring through the air, the two wings of white light on his back carrying him forward, closing the distance in an instant. He landed next to the man on the left. He couldn’t tell if he was a cultivator or a classer, but it didn’t matter. Before the man could respond he swung with his sword. A spectral blade superimposed itself over his own sword as he activated |Greater Strike| and aimed for the man’s leg. Griss’s instruction made it clear that killing for wardens wasn’t ever the first recourse other than in special circumstances. These people had refused to identify themselves and provide a reason for their presence, and they had raised their weapons in a hostile manner. A violent response was appropriate, but they still needed them alive for questioning. 
 
    The man was surprised and taken off guard, but his spear spun to block even as he started using some kind of technique. He was just barely fast enough, but it still didn’t matter. Zach’s sword was met by the spear, and Windrazor, enhanced by Zach’s skill, splintered the spear’s shaft and then cut into the man’s leg. Zach had to pull his attack at the last moment before he cut through the man’s thigh. He stepped to the side and struck the man’s head with Windrazor’s handle, disorienting him and sending him stumbling to the ground. 
 
    A moment later, Zach jumped to the side, just as a short spear stabbed where his head used to be. The woman advanced on him, her golden and red armor glowing with red flames that enveloped her entire form as well as her weapon. Zach didn’t think that it was a technique—the flames didn’t feel like Qi—so he knew that it had to be a Class ability. He blocked one of her stabs with his sword, feeling the heat coming from the flames, and stepped back, using |Evade| to quickly change his momentum and dodge the swipe of her other hand. He noticed that her buckler had a sharp blade attached to the bottom, curving around the edge. She came at him again, her body never pausing in her fluid movements. She was using a technique to make her body move in that way, Zach blocked her attacks and, when able, counterattacked. The wind was moving gently around him as his Wind Lord perk activated, the flames coming off from her weapon blowing to the side every time she got close enough to be caught in it. His Wind’s Child perk made his attacks send a tiny gust of wind at her every time he swung his sword, and he saw the wind hit her face, forcing her to blink at inopportune times, allowing him to evade or attack while she was distracted. It wasn’t more than a distraction, but all of it added up to create openings that ordinarily wouldn’t be there.  
 
    Then he saw her eyes narrow and her body tense. He could tell that she was preparing to use a skill or an ability, and so he used [Winged Leap] to jump backward, getting some distance between them. 
 
    He glanced around, taking in the battlefield. Griss was engaged with the third man, and the one who Zach had attacked was on his knees, pouring a potion onto his leg. The bandits were surrounding Griss, looking for an opportunity to join in the battle. Zach wasn’t worried about the drake; it was obvious that he had the enemy on the back foot, and his armor was covered in violet plates that almost seemed like a second armor over the one he wore. His mace and shield were both encased in the same violet light, making them larger. 
 
    As soon as Zach landed he entered his breathing form, and the {Calm Before the Storm} technique settled in him. Immediately he shifted his breathing to the branch technique and entered {Charged Focus}. He felt the Lightning Qi enhance him, his dexterity stat getting a slight boost. His senses sharpened and he waited as the woman charged across the ground at him. She used a movement ability, one that made her form shimmer as she ran. It was probably just a speed boost, but Zach knew better than to underestimate her. She was strong, and he knew that some movement abilities could be far more dangerous than they appeared. 
 
    She stabbed forward and Zach moved with |Evade|, then brought his sword down over his head. His slightly curved blade was met with her buckler and she spun, stabbing with her spear at his stomach. Zach twisted, letting the spear skid across his armor, and then he dropped one arm from his sword, catching her arm between his body and elbow. He turned his sword and stabbed at her chest. The heat that came from her body was intense enough that he felt his skin blistering at the contact, but his stats were enough for him to endure. Her eyes widened as she saw his sword, and she stepped closer to his body instead of trying to get free. His sword skidded off the pauldron on her shoulder, and she swung with her buckler, aiming the blade attached to it at his throat.  
 
    Zach’s Lightning Body allowed him to twist faster than her attack. He sent his sword back to his storage and stepped closer, embracing her, robbing her attack of its momentum, and trapping her buckler behind his back. The heat from her body was more than uncomfortable now, and he knew that he couldn’t stand so close for much longer. 
 
    Then she pulled her head back and headbutted him. Her helmeted head met his own, and his ears filled with a ringing noise that made him disoriented for a moment, enough for her to get some room. She managed to bring her legs in between them and push, slipping out of his grasp and using him as a jumping board. She ripped her spear hand out of his grasp and sliced with it upward, scratching his torso and heading for his throat. Lightning Body gave him the speed to move his head out of the way, but he was still too slow and she scored a cut on the side of his chin. He saw her flip backward in the air, and before she had the chance to land he extended his hand and used [Light Chains]. Two chains snapped out of his hand and wrapped around her ankles, then he pulled, cutting her spin short as her body was pulled toward him. She slammed into the ground and he pulled Windrazor back from storage. He jumped forward, triggering his Consequence perk, intending to strike with the combined kinetic force of every attack he had blocked. 
 
    The woman saw him coming, her eyes widening. She got to her knees before he reached her, and then her flames winked out. A red form shimmered over her own, and her spear snapped forward, a stabbing ability of some kind. He moved his sword down, intending to block, but he met only air. He frowned, confused for a moment, but then he realized that the shimmer he had tried to block was just an image. Then the real spear snapped forward, through his defense and into his chest, cutting through his armor and out the back. 
 
    The air left his lungs and he slumped forward on her spear. She caught him and then slowly let him fall to his knees. She pulled her spear out of his body and looked at him from above. 
 
    “That was surprisingly tough. You have my respect.”  
 
    And with that, she turned around as he fell to the ground, face first.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Seal 
 
      
 
    His chest burned. The spear had punched right through his heart. The pain was bad enough that he nearly passed out, but the moment his opponent pulled her spear out of his chest, Second Chance activated. His vitality was high, but it was nowhere near that of Ryun, and the wound in his chest regenerated slowly.  
 
    He couldn’t move, but he could still hear. The woman was walking away, and a battle was raging some distance away. Griss was fighting the two others, perhaps even the bandits. Zach knew that he needed to rejoin the fight, but until his perk finished its work he was going nowhere.  
 
    He reflected on the fight. Up until that point, his intention had been to subdue the woman, not kill—it was why he hadn’t used his more powerful attacks. But he had underestimated her. He had wanted to provoke her enough for her to show him what she could do, as knowledge of an opponent's powers was half the battle. He had not, however, intended to be put in this position. Second Chance allowed him room to make mistakes, and Zach knew that he wasn’t perfect, that he was at times prone to arrogance and missteps. 
 
    The entire time they had fought, he had used his skill |Weakness Sense| to study her and find her weak spots. He didn’t take advantage of any of those weaknesses, as he was trying to find the best way to subdue her, but he’d learned a lot about her. She would leave herself open for an instant after blocking as she prepared to stab with her spear. Her right shoulder would roll slightly when she was about to swipe her spear in an arc. She tended to put her right leg just a tiny bit too far forward when she went in for a full body stab, leaving her slightly off balance. He might’ve made a mistake that had nearly cost him his life, but he had learned a lot about his opponent. She was capable, obviously trained in fighting. She was weaker than him, but she was able to compensate with her combat mastery. 
 
    But she had made a mistake by not making sure that he was dead, the same way he had. And Zach rarely made the same mistake twice. He felt his chest close up, and he turned his head and looked at the battle. The woman had joined in, and all three of them were attacking Griss, who was being pushed back. But Zach could see that the drake’s Class was suited to fighting several opponents at once. Zach didn’t stand up immediately, however—instead, he thought about what he should do. Their goal was to take these people as prisoners, subduing them and allowing them to be questioned. Killing was a last resort, but according to the rules of the wardens, the woman’s actions against Zach now allowed lethal force. He could kill the two men easily—they weren’t as strong as the woman, who would be harder—but he had seen what she could do now. He was confident that he could take her down, but they still needed them as prisoners. 
 
    He made a plan quickly. He entered a breathing form, pushing his Qi through his body and triggering his base, then branch technique. With {Charged Focus} settling around him, he gripped Windrazor tighter and concentrated on one of his skills. His entire mind was turned to his sword, building up the skill around the blade. His eyes watched the battle in front of him, waiting for the right moment to strike. 
 
    The two men were flanking Griss, their movements as fluid as those of the woman—obviously they followed the same path. The woman had her flames turned on again, but they didn’t do much against Griss. His form was covered in violet plates, his diamond-shaped shield extended with the same violet light, and his mace was larger. He swiped his weapon to the side, even as he blocked an attack from the woman. His mace slammed one of the men in the shoulder, picking him up from the ground and sending him flying to the side. Griss then roared and smashed his shield forward, sending a blast of power that staggered both the woman and the remaining man. 
 
    Zach saw his chance. His Lightning Body allowed him to go from standing still to full-speed movement in an instant. He got to his feet and closed the distance with a [Winged Leap]. He came down behind the woman, his long sword held with both hands behind him. She noticed him somehow, and he saw her trigger her movement ability. Her form shimmered and she turned around, incredibly fast. Her eyes widened when she saw him, but she didn’t hesitate. She stabbed at him with her spear, and Zach moved out of the way with |Evade|. He ducked under her stab and kicked with his leg, pushing her right leg further away and making her stumble off balance. She tried to recover, and Zach saw her shoulder roll as she prepared a counterattack. With |Evade| he slid beneath her swipe and came out behind her, and before she had a chance to respond, he swiped his sword at her back, unleashing his |Sealing Slash|. 
 
    His sword passed through her body as if there was no resistance, damaging nothing. She regained her balance and jumped back, putting some distance between them and looking confused. The skill had been created with a specific person in mind, but it still worked on others, just not as effectively. Her Class and Cultivation path would be sealed for a few dozen seconds at most, with a full charge of the skill. But that was enough. She was obviously confused, but she didn’t allow it to stop her—she attacked again.  
 
    She pulled her spear back, and Zach saw her eyes widen. He knew that she had just tried to use an ability, or had just noticed that her Qi no longer responded to her call. There was no pain for her, nothing to indicate what had happened. That part of the skill was meant only for one person. 
 
    Even with that realization, she didn’t stop. Her stats were still her own, and she stabbed at Zach’s head. He turned slightly, allowing her spear to pass next to his arm and nick his elbow, drawing blood. With the blood drawn, he activated his perk. Riposte filled him for an instant and he surged forward. Mid motion, he turned his blade, putting the flat side forward. She saw the attack, but she wasn’t fast enough to respond. The back of his sword hit her in the side of her helmet, and he unleashed all the stored kinetic energy from his Consequence perk. The blow rang out, and she was thrown to the side, her body hitting the ground and rolling across the grass. 
 
    Zach turned his attention to Griss and saw him taking down the man with a well-placed smash of his mace. The bandits that had stayed on the outskirts were running away, sprinting for the forest.  
 
    He walked over to the drake. “Are we going to hunt them down?”  
 
    Griss grimaced, then shook his head. “I doubt that they will be much of a threat now, and we have bigger things to worry about.” 
 
    “What about the contract?” Zach asked. 
 
    “It was for stopping the attacks on the convoys. Bringing back the escaped miners was optional.” 
 
    Zach nodded, understanding that the Syndicate didn’t really care if they got their miners back or if they were executed. 
 
    “How are you still alive?” Griss asked, looking at the hole in Zach’s armor. 
 
    Zach glanced down and grimaced, repairing that was going to be a pain. “A perk,” he said simply. 
 
    Griss nodded, not pressing for more information. Zach turned around and walked over to the woman, seeing that she was still alive but unconscious. He collected her and brought her over to the other two that Griss had put down next to a tree. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Zach asked. 
 
    “We get their weapons and their storage rings, then we tie them up,” Griss said. 
 
    “I don’t think any ordinary rope can hold them,” Zach cautioned. 
 
    As a response, Griss pulled out three sets of silver manacles. Zach looked at them intently, feeling from them something similar to his |Sealing Slash|.  
 
    “These will neutralize their power, and they are strong enough to hold people with their stats,” Griss said. 
 
    They started to work. Searching the three, they removed their weapons and armor, and their storage, which were three rings. They were still bound to their owners, so they couldn’t look inside, but there were ways of breaking such bonds, Zach knew.  
 
    With the three secured, Griss and Zach moved through the bandit camp, looking for any clues that could identify the bandits’ benefactors.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Wolves 
 
      
 
    Anrosh sat in the office inside the Town Leader’s residence, reading reports and taking notes. A short human man came into the room, placing another report on her desk before leaving. She glared at his back, and then at the new report. The work never seemed to end—and the worst part of it was that she had no idea how she ended up sitting behind a desk reading reports. Ryun was the one who had taken over the town, who was supposed to be their leader, yet it was she who did all the work. It was annoying. At first, the people had tried to come to Ryun with questions or to seek guidance, but the Ranker was far too intimidating for them. They would come to him and ask, only for him to glare at them without speaking. Anrosh by now knew enough to recognize that he simply didn’t know how to answer them, so he just kept quiet. But the others, of course, assumed that they had angered or disrespected him. They were afraid of him, as they well should be, but Anrosh knew that they should be far more afraid than they were. Not only was Ryun powerful, he was also ignorant. He didn’t understand how to converse with people, as she herself had found out on several occasions—but while she knew the reasons for it, the others saw only power. 
 
     In many ways she could compare Ryun to a child, one who could kill everyone in the town with little effort, probably not even feeling any remorse for it. She could tell that there was something wrong with him, something missing inside of him. Fier had been petty, and perhaps an evil man. He had walked all over those beneath him, traded their lives as if they were his to do with as he willed. By sect law, they had been, but a good sect leader knew that one needed to take care of their people. Fier was spoiled, malevolent: he enjoyed punishing others and taking out his frustrations on them. He treated his servants like slaves. 
 
    Ryun was nothing like Fier. She knew that he wouldn’t engage in petty cruelties, wouldn’t demand others prostrate themselves before him. But she also knew that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill any of them if he saw a reason for it. He wouldn’t do it with cruelty, or torture; he wouldn’t prolong it. He would just kill, quickly and simply, sparing no more thought to the person he executed than he would an ant he stepped on. Anrosh wasn’t sure which was worse. But at least with Ryun she knew that he would only kill them if they stood in his way. Otherwise, he wouldn’t really spend much thought on them. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know how to behave near him. So far she had figured out that honesty worked the best. She just told him what she thought and without any flowery language, as half of it he couldn’t understand anyway. But that had somehow put her in the position where she was the only one in the town who could deal with him, and he had come to her often to ask for advice or answers to questions he got in the middle of the night. She shuddered as she remembered their last encounter and his revelations. She had started sleeping with clothes on since then, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being constantly watched. 
 
    Being the only person aside from Kri who could deal with Ryun made her the person that everyone started asking to relay questions to their leader, and after a while Ryun just told her to deal with it however she saw fit. So now, somehow, she found herself in charge of the entire town. People who had just a short while ago stood aside while their former leader tried to pressure her into his bed, now took orders from her.  
 
    She knew what they were saying about her; of course, they were trying to hide it, but such things couldn’t be hidden for long. They all thought that she shared Ryun’s bed, a belief that had only been reinforced by him taking her to his bed. Servants did not have much work to do since Fier’s death, which allowed plenty of time for gossip. They tried to avoid Ryun since he had dismissed them from waiting on him, but they still maintained the residence. Anrosh had been seen leaving the master bedroom in the morning after her talk with Ryun, and now the entire town knew it. Even Kri had asked her if it was true. 
 
    It was annoying and insulting, but she knew that denying it would serve nothing. At least now they seemed to be showing her more respect. She just wasn’t sure if she wanted to be in charge, but Ryun was useless, and they had to get ready before the people from the sect arrived. She had no doubt about his strength, but she had seen him lose because of his ignorance. Even now she was trying to think of all the things that he might not know that he should, but it was nearly impossible for her to discern what was normal for the Infinite Realm that he might not have known about on his own world. 
 
    She shook her head and looked at the report in front of her. The patrol had reported that they hadn’t seen any of the dire wolves that ruled this forest, which was strange. Dire wolves rarely abandoned their territory, and from the previous reports she knew that they had a pack large enough to threaten the town. The patrols under Fier had clashed with the wolves a few times, losing most of the fights, but there hadn’t been any new attacks since Fier died. She knew that no attacks was a stroke of good luck for them, especially since they were pressed for both people and time. 
 
    She put that report to the side and grabbed the one that Fier’s former assistant, who was now hers, brought in. Skimming through it, she got the gist of it. The walls should be done in another two days, and after that, they could finally trigger the Town Stone and attempt to claim the territory. Which brought up another worry with it: the scenario itself. No one knew what it was, only that no one had managed to claim this territory before. That suggested a high-level scenario, which was why the sect had sent Fier in the first place. People who had attempted to claim the territory before didn’t have people that powerful. Fier, as a Lord Realm Cultivator, had been deemed enough to handle anything a fledgling territory could throw at them. 
 
    With Ryun they might stand an even better chance, but she just couldn’t help but feel nervous by their lack of knowledge. Before she had a chance to start reading the report in depth, the assistant, Eneri, walked into the office and bowed. 
 
    “My Lady,” he said as he straightened up. “Forgive me for interrupting you, but your presence is required at the gate.” 
 
    Seeing his uncomfortable face, she stood up immediately. “What is it?” she asked as they walked out of the office. 
 
    “It’s… The Lord has returned,” he said quickly. 
 
    Anrosh sighed in relief. He had been gone for a day or two, and she had gotten worried that he had abandoned them. But she noticed that there was more that Eneri wasn’t telling her. She didn’t press him; she would find out soon enough. She reached the gate, seeing warriors leaning over the battlements, as well as a group of people in front of the gate, all looking toward the forest. She made her way through and stopped next to Commander Jishh and his two sub-commanders, Enka and Tersor. The Kreacean looked tense, and his sub-commanders nearly panicked.  
 
    Anrosh looked ahead and saw the reason for it. 
 
    Ryun was walking up the hill toward the town, and next to him walked a monster. A wolf that walked on two legs, one that looked like a hybrid between a man and beast. Anrosh had never seen its kind before, but immediately she knew what it was: a contracted beast. She had heard tales of such things, of monsters that contracted with people, with both sides gaining strength and power from the bond. But the truly terrifying thing was behind the two. Trailing a few dozen meters behind them was a pack of dire wolves. Almost a hundred monsters that she could see, all following slowly behind the two figures in front. 
 
    Jishh shifted his weight uncomfortably and spoke. “At least now we know what happened with the pack.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know how to respond, but she knew one thing.  
 
    Ryun was going to be the death of them all.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    I Was Afraid of This 
 
      
 
    Ryun looked across the table at Anrosh. Her eyes were narrowed and were staring at him without blinking. She wore a black-and-brown dress, and her hair was pulled back into a professional-looking tail. He saw that the tips of her ears were slightly pointed, but not as much as the elf-looking humans were. Her dark green skin made her look somewhat strange, but he had been getting used to all these different-looking people. He still had problems thinking about her as a human rather than an orc. He wondered where all the stories came from; it was strange that they had thought of something that existed in a parallel universe. On the other hand, he probably looked strange to her as well. Or maybe he didn’t, as she had grown up in the Infinite Realm, surrounded by races from different Iterations from the start. He could tell that she was upset with him, he just wasn’t quite sure why just yet. He did not like not knowing, and since there was nothing preventing him from asking, he did so. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Ryun asked, eager to hear the answer. He was grateful for her willingness to answer his questions as well as act in his stead with the town’s people. He would hate to do something to upset her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and covered her face with the palm of her right hand, then after a long few seconds she pulled her hand away and looked at him again. “Did you do something wrong? I don’t know, do you think that there is nothing wrong with bringing monsters to the town?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Ereclaw’s pack is not a threat. We have come to an agreement.” 
 
    “Really? And what kind of an agreement is it?” she asked. 
 
    “I helped Ereclaw advance by making a contract with him, and I’ve agreed that we will respect the forest in this territory. The wolf pack will help us, and we will help them, protect each other,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Ereclaw and his pack were outside the walls. Anrosh had insisted on talking with Ryun before they were allowed inside. Having a short talk hadn’t seemed like a big deal, but now he wasn’t so sure. “I remember people back on Earth working alongside monsters, as partners. Is this not the case here?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “There are such instances, but we have no Beastmasters here. We have no way of training the wolves.” 
 
    Ryun nodded, seeing where her fears were coming from. “Ah, you need not worry then. Ereclaw will keep the wolves in check. My idea was to have them live alongside us, help with the patrols, hunting, and defense.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him for a long minute without responding. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “They are monsters, you do know that?” Anrosh asked. “Monsters that had been killing our people since we arrived in this territory.” 
 
    “Of course, but you were the ones that had intruded on their territory, the ones that had disturbed the balance of the forest, killed their prey. Your people hunted them as well. They were completely justified in fighting back.” 
 
    “You speak as if they are beings that can be reasoned with, but they are not. They are monsters.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “You’re wrong. They are different, but they do have intelligence. It is just different than yours. Ereclaw is a good example. He can speak, he can reason. He and I had spoken quite a few times before we made a contract.” 
 
    Anrosh looked confused. “Wait. You are telling me that you and the monster spoke? That you made the contract together, that you both decided on it?” 
 
    “Of course. Is that not how it works?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh threw her hands in the air. “Of course not! People with contract partners don’t speak with monsters! It is not done when one is grown and developed. A contract is forced between a child that had just reached maturity and a young monster, so that they both may develop together. Usually only those with the Beastmaster Class even attempt it, because a contracted partner has to be able to control their partner. This… Whatever you did, I have never heard of it. And if that monster could speak, then it was incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, Ereclaw was powerful. He had needed the contract in order to rise to the next Realm of power. He is now in the Lord Realm, just like me.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him with her mouth hanging open. “A Lord Realm monster? And you contracted with it? I… Okay, I don’t know… I don’t think that I can speak on anything that you are doing, as I obviously know nothing at all. Sure, I grew up in the Infinite Realm, and I learned the rules as I grew, but you just came here a few days ago and you can just do things like this. Why not.” 
 
    Ryun was pretty sure that she didn’t want an answer to that rant, so he just let her gather herself. After a while, she met his eyes again. “You do realize that this will cause all kinds of problems? Having monsters living inside the walls?” 
 
    “Ereclaw and I had spoken about that. We believe that every wolf should be assigned a partner from the people in town. Have them grow closer and get to know each other.” 
 
    “As I’ve said before, we have no Beastmaster Classes,” Anrosh reminded him. 
 
    “We do not need them. These relationships will not be between a master and his beast, but equal partners. Ereclaw had assured me that his wolves will not make problems, and he will be able to speak with both sides and deal with any issues when they arise.” 
 
    “I hope that you know what you are doing…” Anrosh started dubiously. 
 
    Ryun wasn’t sure, but he had learned long ago to trust his instincts, and he did trust Ereclaw for some reason. “The pack and its strength will help us a great deal once we activate the Town Stone.” 
 
    “Yes, at least that much is true,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Then I should introduce you to Ereclaw, and the other leaders of the town.” 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “I guess so. After everything that has happened, I do think that they at least won’t run away screaming.” 
 
    Ryun stood up and started walking outside to fetch Ereclaw. 
 
    “Wait!” Anrosh said as she, too, stood up. 
 
    He turned around and raised an eyebrow questioningly. 
 
    “As we both know, you have a large gap in your knowledge about Infinite Realm, and I have been trying to think of any areas where you might lack in knowledge,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Did you think of something?” Ryun asked, intrigued. He was aware of just how much he didn’t know, and he knew that him asking questions wouldn’t necessarily fill all of those holes, as he might not even know to ask about something. 
 
    “I did think of something,” Anrosh said. “I am not sure if you know, but… I mean, it might be a stupid question…” 
 
    He saw her hesitate, and he reassured her. “There are no stupid questions. You will not offend me no matter what you ask.” 
 
    She nodded her head and looked at him. “Why is your awakened blade not bonded to you?” 
 
    Ryun blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Your sword? I mean, when Fier defeated you, it just stayed there. If it was bonded to you it would’ve disappeared back into your soul the moment you were knocked out.” 
 
    “Bonded? What are you talking about?” Ryun asked, perplexed. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    Then she told him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the bed inside of the master bedroom. The introductions between Ereclaw and the others went much better than he had initially thought it would. After Ereclaw spoke in their language, everyone seemed to relax, and a long conversation had followed. Ryun figured that to people who were used to dealing with different races, Ereclaw now seemed just like them, a new species. At least he’d met them with a pair of pants on. Ryun had insisted that he wear at least that much, as it would’ve been awkward with his private bits dangling down there. When he was a wolf it wasn’t such a problem, but now when he looked like an upright walking werewolf it was different. Ryun had taken the first opportunity he could to get away, putting Anrosh in charge of everything, and having her deal with Ereclaw and the wolf pack. She gave him a glare that could boil water, but he didn’t care. He had something far more important to do. 
 
    So, he sat on his bed, and looked down at the object held in his hands. The awakened sword, Shadow Princess, looked beautiful as always. The all-black blade seemed to pull in the light, making the area around it just a tiny bit darker, as if it were in a shallow shadow. The sword resembled a Chinese jian, a one-handed weapon, with a small guard and short handle. It had been with him for a long time, and had helped him defeat many foes. It was his most prized possession.  
 
    He focused his eyes and inspected the weapon. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Awakened Sword — Shadow Princess 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    As he remembered, there was nothing else written there, no other instruction or anything else. Over the years, he had learned a few things about the sword. It was indestructible as far as he could tell, and the more time he spent in combat, the more it woke. The blade would start to fade, becoming a shadow. He had thought that that was what it meant for it to be awakened. He had seen other awakened objects, and all of them had been the same. 
 
    Yet what Anrosh had told him… It made him feel strange. 
 
    He took a deep breath and cut his finger, squeezing a drop of blood before his vitality regenerated the cut. The drop fell on the blade and he focused on the sword. He was supposed to think the word bond at it, but he didn’t know what that exactly meant.  
 
    When he did so, nearly immediately a prompt appeared in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You are about to make a permanent bond with the Awakened Sword — Shadow Princess. Are you sure you want to proceed? 
    
  Y/N (You can only have one bond with an awakened object) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    There wasn’t even a moment where he thought about not going through with it. Even if he could only make the bond with one object, Shadow Princess had been with him for far too long for him to just abandon it now. He accepted the bond and he felt a sharp stab in his palm, and then a heat that spread through his body. A moment later a loud female voice exploded inside his head. 
 
    “Finally! What took you so long, idiot? Do you have any idea how much I screamed at you to create this bond? Of course you don’t, because you are a fucking moron. A piece of ignorant shit, that’s what you are. Oh, you swing me around, carving meatbags with my beautiful form, never even considering what I feel like! Do you know what it is like to be held by an ignorant little gnat like you? I should praise all of creation that you managed to do this at all, since you are just a fucking fuckwit!” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the yelling inside his head, taken completely aback. For once he could think of nothing smart to say, so he said the first thing that came to his mind. “You are a bit foul mouthed for a princess.” 
 
    “Listen here, you overgrown worm,” the voice warned. “How would you feel like if I just took you up and did whatever I wanted with your body, all while I ignored your voice completely? Trust me, you wouldn’t like it, so you better not get on my bad side. I’m pissed at you enough already! I deserve to vent my frustration after what you put me through, and you are going to sit there quietly and take it!” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes as the woman that was apparently his sword continued to insult him. He kept quiet, wondering if perhaps he had made a mistake by bonding with her. But then he saw the notifications that came with the bond. Skimming through them, his lips quirked upward. Enduring a few insults did not seem so bad compared to what he got in return. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t ignore me, you fucking troglodyte!” 
 
    He turned his attention back to the sword. He should at least try to make amends, he thought with a raised brow.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Shadow Princess 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the roof of the Town Leader’s residence, his legs crossed and his eyes closed. Most of the people were asleep, along with the wolf pack. Ereclaw was out in the forest, testing out his new abilities and hunting. It had been several days since he had brought the wolves to the town, and while there had been a few issues there had not been any serious problems. The warriors had begun training with the wolves, which wasn’t going all that smoothly, but with Ereclaw’s oversight, they were managing. The biggest problem was that the wolves and people couldn’t communicate—only Ereclaw understood both. So they had started to develop a kind of language that they could both understand, based on body movements. He didn’t know much since he didn’t involve himself in the training; people tended to tense up when he was around. It was somewhat ironic that they were more comfortable with monsters than they were with him. 
 
    With Ereclaw dealing with that, and Anrosh with the overall rule of the town, that gave him the chance to focus on himself. He had been looking over his own growth, figuring out what he should do next. He was going to wait before he picked an aspect and his second path, but he still needed to decide on a direction. His Class wasn’t important to him—he had only been leveling it up so that it didn’t fall behind too much, and his focus had always been his path. He had picked his Class specifically because it allowed him to take more Essence from the people and monsters he killed. All that extra Essence was what had allowed him to grow so powerful. His Class existed only to fuel the growth of his path, because it was his path that had given him his edge over everyone else. But he still needed to decide on an aspect, or at least what kind of a type he wanted. 
 
    The most obvious path was something that would complement his techniques, but there were issues there as well. From Anrosh he learned that the poison aspect that the Black Viper Sect used corroded the user’s body, and in order to survive, they had to have a certain amount of vitality and endurance. That requirement would only grow as they entered higher Realms of power, as well. Ryun didn’t think that he had anything to worry about, as his stats were high for his level of power and he didn’t think that there was any type of Qi that he didn’t have the requirements for. But that made him think. His highest attributes were vitality and wisdom, the first giving him high regeneration as well as making him resistant to illnesses and poisons. It had taken a lot of poison Qi to get Ryun to fall, and that was all thanks to that stat. Wisdom made his Qi stronger, more powerful, and coupled with his Lake of Qi perk and the fact that he had been cycling his Essence several times before advancing, it meant that his Qi was of a far better quality than anyone he had ever met. According to Anrosh, that would make any Qi aspect he picked much more powerful, but it would also make its side effects greater. If he picked something like fire, the Qi moving through his conduits would burn his body from the inside. He didn’t think that it would be a problem with his vitality and endurance, but again, he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    But there were also other types of aspects, ones that were more abstract. He didn’t really see much point in picking something like that; he didn’t need a complicated aspect. His path had always been about overwhelming power, crushing his foes before they could do anything. But deciding on what kind of aspect wasn’t nearly as simple as he had initially thought. There were the standard elemental aspects—fire, water, air, earth—but then there were others that were either evolved or more focused version, as well as hybrid aspects. Wind, lightning, ice, snow, metal, light, shadow… Ryun had been browsing through the shop, looking at the aspects and trying to see if there was anything that caught his eyes. Some were cheap, others far more expensive, although not really to Ryun. He had enough Essence Crystals from his cycling to buy anything, but there seemed to be a nearly endless amount of aspects. He had even asked Ereclaw for advice, but the wolf-man had no idea how to help his decision. He had always had an aspect, that of the Hunt. When Ryun had asked him to explain what it meant, Ereclaw couldn’t answer. To him, it was so instinctual that he had no idea how to even try to explain it. 
 
    It made Ryun frustrated, as no one he asked could give him any real guidance—and so he turned his mind inward, to the small presence that he felt deep inside of himself. It was higher than his core, near to his heart.  
 
    She felt him looking immediately. 
 
    “What? Have you come up with a better apology, dimwit?” Shadow Princess asked him. 
 
    Ryun sighed. He had tried to apologize for ignoring her for years, but he had never been good with words. His sword seemed to have quite the personality, as well as a foul mouth. “I am sorry, nothing I say will change things. We can only move forward,” Ryun told her. He had learned quickly how to speak to her with his mind, but he wasn’t yet sure how he felt about having her being always there. He had become used to the silence and being alone. True, he had always had her with him; he just couldn’t hear her before. 
 
    He heard Shadow Princess snort, and then speak. “So, what do you want?” 
 
    “I am trying to decide on what kind of aspect I want to choose for my Qi. I wanted to ask if you have any opinion on the topic.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would you think that I would have anything to add? I’m a sword, dickwad! what would I know about that? Besides, I spent my entire fucking life in your idiotic hands. I don’t know anything more than you do.” 
 
    Ryun sighed, feeling a bit stupid for asking. “Sorry for asking. I didn’t think.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t. To think, you first have to have a brain.” 
 
    Ryun put his hands forward and summoned her to his hands. She was no longer inside of his storage, but was now resting inside of his body—his soul, if he had understood Anrosh’s explanation. “Again, I apologize. I assumed that since you’ve spent all those years isolated with no one to talk to, that having a conversation would be welcome,” Ryun said as he looked at the blade. She appeared the same as she always had, but now he could feel her emotions alongside her voice. 
 
    “At least you are trying to make amends,” she said. 
 
    She had spent the last few days insulting him, calling him names and yelling at him for basically every little thing he did. Ryun had taken it all, in part because he could feel her emotions, and he knew that aside from the anger she was filled with fear. It wasn’t hard for him to figure out that she feared being unable to speak with him again. He didn’t really mind the insults—he had been called worse—and besides, the benefits from having her far outweighed any annoyance her voice could cause him. 
 
    Looking down, he saw that his form had blended into the shadow cast by the cloud obscuring the moon high above. The Bond Perk that he had gotten made him harder to see in the shadows. At night, he was nearly invisible. It wasn’t much of an addition to his kit, but it was welcome. It was what her own abilities brought to the table that made her a true treasure, especially for someone like him. 
 
    “May I?” Ryun asked as he did every night since he had bonded with her. 
 
    She sighed. “If you must,” she answered. 
 
    Ryun placed her on his knees and closed his eyes, slowing his breathing as he started to pull in Essence from his surroundings. A moment later he triggered the sword, and a torrent of Essence started pouring into him through the sword, being added to what he was already pulling in by himself. The rate at which he was pulling in the Essence was higher than anything he had ever been able to do before. He remembered seeing the notification, showing him the awakened sword’s bonded status. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  SHADOW PRINCESS 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow’s Power 
  
       	  Gain plus 5% to all stats at night. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow’s Will 
  
       	  Increase Essence draw-in rate by 400% at night. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Increasing his Essence rate was one of the greatest boons to a Cultivator such as him. Every time he pulled in Essence for an extended period of time, his draw-in rate increased a tiny bit. And now he had gotten a percentage boost on it. Over the last few days he had been cycling every night from the moment the sun turned into the moon. In five days he had drawn in around 2000 Greater Essence. It meant that he could fill his core with enough Essence to advance in just seventy-five days of cycling, if he did it every night. That was of course not feasible, but even if it took him a bit more, it was still a great boon. He could of course augment that with Essence he got from other sources and speed it up significantly, but he was not going to advance any time soon, of course. He needed to cycle through all the full Essence through several times, strengthen his core and increase his capacity before he would even consider doing it. Still, his advancement had just gotten a lot easier. If only he had known about bonding with awakened objects before… But there was no point in lamenting the past. He could only walk forward. 
 
    Finally, he felt his draw-in rate falling, and he realized that the moon was turning into the sun. He stopped with his cycling and turned his attention to the sword. “Thank you.” 
 
    He felt her snort at him, and then something occurred to him. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I am Shadow Princess,” she said blithely. 
 
    “I know, but is that your name, or…” 
 
    “It is what I am.” 
 
    He didn’t think that was the same as a name. “But it is not really a name that is your own?” 
 
    “No…” he heard her say softly. He could tell that she didn’t know how to answer his question. She was a sword. There was no need for her to think of such things. But Ryun was not. He might not be the best at social interactions, but he felt like she should have a name. He thought about it for a while, sitting on the roof in silence as the town around them woke up. Then he got an idea.  
 
    “How about Kagehime? It means Shadow Princess in another language.” 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately, but he could feel her emotions whirling around inside of her, changing too fast for him to identify them. “I guess that will do.” 
 
    Ryun grinned. He could tell that she was grateful, even if her words didn’t exactly reflect that. He stood up to leave when something strange occurred to him. He wasn’t sure how he knew another language. He could understand everyone here, and they could understand him. He knew that the Framework had something to do with that, but another language… He could remember that he knew it from long ago, but not exactly from where. It was a feeling he was familiar with; his memories were strange, as they had always been. He knew some things, and others just seemed to pop up into his mind when he needed them, as if he had forgotten them until that moment when he remembered. 
 
    Something had happened to him long ago that had made his head fill up with a fog, one that obscured much of his life. He shook his head—dwelling on those things wouldn’t help him at all. He would only get a headache that will make him forget things again. So instead, he jumped off the building.  
 
    It was time for them to activate the Town Stone and begin the scenario.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Peak 
 
      
 
    Ryun jumped to the side, his breathing filling his body with {Empower} as he evaded the charge of a wild boar. His vision was filled with lines that were as thin as threads, each one attached to a part of his body and leading to the monsters he was fighting. The threads came from his new passive skill, which he had gotten from a Skill Stone he received as a reward for defeating the Great Aniwye. He hadn’t yet mastered it, but it showed him how to move in a fight. It was basically a training tool, showing the most efficient movements and paths for his body to follow. 
 
    He raised his sword, a rare weapon that he had gotten along with the skill stone. Then, following the thread, he cut down toward the boar’s back. His Great Sword cut into the back of the boar and the monster squealed. He pulled the sword out and then stabbed it again in the boar’s neck. He switched his breathing to his branch technique, and used {Qi Burst} on his feet, shooting forward across the ground. He landed and swiped his sword, cutting another boar down. The three boars turned away from their prey when they noticed him, giving Melody the opening she needed. Her spear flashed forward and stabbed at their backs in quick succession, killing the monsters. 
 
    Ryun looked around, making sure that all the monsters had been dealt with, then he sighed and released a long breath, ending his technique. Mel walked over and reached for him, pulling him in for a quick kiss. 
 
    “Thank you,” she told him with a small smile. 
 
    Ryun grinned in return. Even with everything that had happened, the arrival of the Framework, the monsters, the death, he still felt fortunate. Being with Melody was more than he had ever dreamed of, living a life where he could do what he wanted to do without having to wonder about the rules and what was expected… It was what he had been missing before. The fact that she agreed with him, that they looked at this new world in the same manner, it made him feel happy—perhaps for the first time in his life. 
 
    The two of them walked over to the two chests that had spawned, rewards for the hunt. The loot wasn’t anything impressive; the boars weren’t all that high level, but it would help back at the camp. There hadn’t been any great increase in monster levels surrounding them. The highest were around level thirty, and the amount of Essence that the Classers got from those monsters tapered off significantly for those who were over level twenty. For him, the amount he got as a reward didn’t drop as much, probably since he hadn’t advanced past the Mid Mortal Realm. 
 
    “Is it enough?” Mel asked. 
 
    Ryun looked at his Essence and then nodded. He had used all the Essence that he had earned to cycle, adding whatever he could draw in and cultivate by himself. He had filled his 150,000 Essence core two times and drained it, increasing its size. Now he had finally gathered another 150,000, and this time he was going to advance.  
 
    He had been thinking a lot about how he wanted to push his Cultivation path. In the beginning he had been tempted to just push forward and advance immediately, perhaps even get some “First” titles. But since he hadn’t received one when he’d hit the Early and Mid Mortal Realms, he figured that others had gotten there before him. He didn’t know how far people somewhere else in the world could’ve gotten, but from what they could see around them, this new world was brutal. It would be better to prepare for the future rather than rush and get himself killed in the process. 
 
    The two of them gathered most of the corpses and skinned them, selling most of the bodies in the shop, and keeping only one to take back to the camp. Then Ryun sat on the ground and took a deep breath. He put all of his Essence into his core, filling it to the brim, then triggered the advancement. 
 
    It happened quickly. His core constricted, the Essence improving his Qi and strengthening his core, and then it was done.  
 
    New notifications met him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached the Peak Mortal Realm Stage on the Path of the Final End! 
  Reward—Fruit Technique—Shatter 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Techniques 
  
     
 
      
      	  Empower 
  
      	  Increase every stat by (30%) of that individual stat’s total while technique is active.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Qi Burst 
  
      	  Send out a burst of Qi in any direction, dealing pure energy damage equal to (3x) your wisdom. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shatter 
  
      	  Send out a burst of Qi around you, dealing pure energy equal to (5x) your wisdom and physical damage equal to (5x) your strength, speed of effect equal to (5x) your dexterity. Effect’s power reduced the further away it is from the source. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ryun smiled as he saw that his Cultivation effort had paid off. He might not have gotten any further increase to his stats aside from what he received for advancing, but his techniques had gotten stronger, and he could feel that his core was stronger than it would’ve been without him cycling first. He had more Qi available to him, and it was of a better quality.  
 
    He turned his eyes to his stat screens and took a look. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  231 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Mortal (0/500 000) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Empower 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Qi Burst 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Shatter 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  31 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  32 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  32 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  31 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  32 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  33 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery (1/10) 
  
       	  Cut (2/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He hadn’t received much of a stats increase. His stats had all gone up by five, which still put him far behind the others, but with his techniques he could keep up. His Qi burst allowed him to move quickly, for a moment going beyond what even the others could do—although so far it only helped him move faster. But his newest technique was incredible, an AOE damaging technique, and it was exactly what he needed. 
 
    “So?” Mel asked, and he realized that she was still standing next to him. 
 
    He grinned and made his screens visible to her. She whistled when she read his new technique’s description. “That is impressive, but your stats are still low.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. It was an advantage that a Class had over his path. He gained fewer stats and they were evenly allocated between each attribute. Classers gained more, and could choose where to put some of them. Still, his techniques were, at least in his mind, more useful. Their abilities were more focused, single-use type of moves. They couldn’t really be changed, and they had a downtime, a cooldown. His techniques would last for as long as he had Qi, and he could trigger them in quick succession until he ran out. And the more he built up his base, increased his Qi’s quality and amount, the more powerful he would be. 
 
    “And you didn’t get a perk,” Mel added. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. He had hoped that he would get a perk when he advanced. The Classers all got one at level fifteen, and yet he still hadn’t. He didn’t even know if there were perks for Cultivation. 
 
    They gathered up and started walking, heading back to the camp. 
 
    With every step they made in the direction of their home, Ryun felt more and more anxious. He didn’t really like staying there for any longer than he had to. Ever since they had saved all those people several months ago, it had become…a reminder of the way things used to be. Even Zach had somehow reverted back to how he had been. Ryun understood that those people needed order, needed those rules that the old world provided—but most of them were just a drain on their resources, people who didn’t want to advance, who just wanted to stay behind the safety of the walls. 
 
    They reached the camp, and the wooden walls, made out of trees they had cut down. Ryun took a deep breath and walked in as the sentries opened the gate.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 50 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Town Stone 
 
      
 
    The camp itself was small, the size of a basketball court. The cabin that they found in the early days of the Framework was in the center, surrounded by new buildings that had been built since. They weren’t anything special, looking like hastily built shacks, but they were enough to house the eleven people that they had rescued from the monster. Melody’s and Ryun’s arrival caused a stir. The people left their tasks and looked up, others coming out of their homes. Ryun looked at the people around him. He didn’t really know many of them; he didn’t like talking with them. Every time he tried, they only spoke about being rescued, about finding people in charge and finding their homes. They were in denial, and they still had hoped that something like a government had survived. 
 
    And as they took a few more steps toward the cabin, a man made a beeline for them, his expression dark. Ryun could feel a headache coming on already as Marcus Jackson made his way to them. Jackson was the leader of the new arrivals, a former cop who had led the group of survivors that had banded together after the Framework arrived. He was in his forties, with just a bit of gray in his hair, but fit. He was a man that had been taking care of himself for years, even before the Framework arrived. 
 
    The man walked up to the two of them and scowled at Ryun. “What were you thinking? Didn’t I tell you that you can’t just up and leave whenever you want without telling anyone?” 
 
    Jackson yelled at them, his hand tightening on the baton secured on his hip. He was wearing his uniform, even though it was filled with badly repaired holes and patches of fabric. All the others were wearing the clothes they had on when the Framework arrived, as if somehow by wearing clothes from the old world would make the new reality just a nightmare. By comparison, Melody and Ryun had switched to the gear they had looted from monsters long ago. They were dressed in a mismatched array of hides and furs, but their gear provided far more protection than what ordinary clothes could. 
 
    “Mr. Jackson…” Melody started slowly. “I understand where you are coming from, I really do, but we are not your subordinates, and we don’t need to ask for permission to leave camp.” 
 
    The man’s expression darkened. “Do you understand what kind of a risk you are putting us all in by leaving? You could die to some horror out there and your tracks can lead them straight back to our camp! If we are to survive, we need to stay hidden until help arrives!” 
 
    Ryun, now properly annoyed at the man, spoke up. “There is no help coming.” 
 
    “Then you should stay and do your cycling here, where it’s safe. Help us all get stronger!” Jackson urged. 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes at the comment. When these people had learned that Ryun could pull in Essence while sitting safely behind the walls, and then give it to others in order for them to grow stronger, they had somehow managed to convince Linda and Zach that it would be a good idea for Ryun to be their source of Essence. Ryun had agreed at the start, thinking that if he gave them Essence enough for them to become stronger, they would be better equipped to go out and fight monsters—only, they never intended to go out and fight monsters at all. Instead, they just wanted him to make them stronger while he did nothing for himself. Since he was the only Cultivator among them, they wanted him to be their personal Essence generator. Once Ryun had realized that, he stopped providing them with Essence and started going out with Melody, hunting monsters. 
 
    “I am not here to make you grow stronger. If you are so lazy that you can’t go out and hunt on your own, then I see no obligation in helping you gain power. You will either grow strong enough to survive on your own, or you will die.” 
 
    Jackson turned to glare at Ryun, his fingers turning white on the baton, but he didn’t pull it out. The man was only level fifteen, and even if his stats were higher than Ryun’s, he was not stupid enough to think that he could take him. Ryun had been spending every free moment in the wilderness hunting monsters, while the man had been hiding behind the walls.  
 
    Jackson spoke through gritted teeth. “You should show some respect, I am—” 
 
    “—you are an officer of the law. Yes, I know. You never fail to mention it, as if that somehow matters now. You are not in charge, and you have no right to demand things from us. We were the ones who saved all of your lives. If it hadn’t been for us, all of you would’ve been dead.” 
 
    Jackson face turned red, and he opened his mouth to speak, but he was interrupted before he had a chance. 
 
    “Ryun!” Zach yelled out as he walked out of the cabin. Ryun turned around and looked at his friend, forgetting all about the man next to them. 
 
    He walked over and they embraced. It had been several days since Melody and Ryun had left. They stepped back from the embrace and Ryun noticed Linda scowling from the porch of the cabin. He nodded at her, while she just kept glaring at him. Melody hugged Zach, and then stepped next to Ryun. She and Linda didn’t talk much these days. He didn’t know exactly what had happened, but they had an argument about something, and Ryun never really saw eye to eye with Linda at all. 
 
    Zach smiled at them. “I’m so glad that you are okay. You really should’ve let us know that you were leaving.” 
 
    Ryun felt the urge to tell him off, that he didn’t have a right to tell him what to do, but he resisted. This wasn’t Jackson. He knew that Zach was only worried about them. The others only cared about themselves. 
 
    “Well, it was kind of a spur of the moment thing,” Melody chimed in. 
 
    “Regardless, I’m glad you’re home,” Zach said as he looked around, seeing all the people standing around and watching. 
 
    Ryun noticed the difference in how they looked at Ryun and Zach—but then, Zach had become something of a leader of the camp. Ryun wondered how Jackson could look at Zach and see a leader, when he called Ryun a kid, considering they were the same age. Ryun could somewhat understand it, as Zach was the strongest person in the camp. He was level 27, and his stats were the highest among them. Ryun had given most of his Essence Crystals to Melody, Linda, and Zach in the beginning, but after the others had found out about it, he had started giving it to them instead. Zach would’ve probably hit level 30 by now if Ryun hadn’t been giving Essence to the others. Spread over so many people, the others had all reached about level 10, with only Jackson being higher at 15. 
 
    “Come inside. I want to talk to you about something,” Zach said. 
 
    The three of them entered the cabin and made their way to the living room, Linda following behind. Ryun raised his eyebrow at Zach once they were settled. 
 
    “What is it?” Ryun asked. He was already fearing that Zach was going to side with the others and try to convince him to stay behind and stop going out to hunt monsters. 
 
    Zach pulled something from his pocket and placed it on the table. Ryun recognized the object immediately. It was the Town Stone that he had gotten as a reward for saving the others. 
 
    “The Town Stone?” Ryun asked. He had given it to Zach for safekeeping, since he didn’t really want to carry it along all the time. 
 
    Zach nodded. “I think we should try and use it.” 
 
    “We have no idea what it is,” Mel added. 
 
    Ryun frowned. “Why now?” he asked. 
 
    Zach sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “We are secure here. The camp has walls and there are no monsters around us. It is the best time to do it, and I think that whatever it is, it will benefit us.” 
 
    Ryun looked at the stone. The reason why there were no monsters around them was because Melody and Ryun had hunted most of them down. They’d been forced to move further away now in order to find challenging monsters. There were still some low-level boars around that Zach sometimes hunted when they needed food, but they mostly bought stuff from the store. Zach and Linda had a lot of Essence saved up. Ryun had tried to convince them to use it for leveling, but they used it to provide for the camp instead. It was a point of contention between them. Zach wanted to protect these people, while Ryun wanted them to contribute and protect themselves.  
 
    But he wasn’t about to get into that argument again. 
 
    “Why haven’t you used it yet?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I wanted to have you both here, in case there was any trouble,” Zach said. 
 
    Ryun glanced at Mel, then back at Zach. “Well, okay then. Give us a few minutes to settle in and we can do it.” 
 
    The two of them walked out and to one small shack that was leaning against the wall. It wasn’t much, just a single room with bedding and some shelves. They didn’t keep anything important there, not that they even had anything of value. They left the few of the items that they had looted inside—hides and some gear—and then walked back to the cabin. 
 
    “You ready?” Zach asked. 
 
    Mel and Ryun nodded, and Linda walked over to stand next to Zach. 
 
    Zach took up the stone and did something. The stone shone and then white light flew out of his hand and slammed into the ground, cracking the table in front of Zach. A large marble obelisk appeared to grow out of the floor, with markings all over it. 
 
    Ryun blinked and looked it over. “Well, that isn’t so bad.” 
 
    Then Zach released a strangled sound from his throat. “Quick, to the walls!” 
 
    “What?” Ryun asked as Zach walked into his room and retrieved his gear, hastily putting it on. He walked back out and made a window visible for all of them to see as he put his hide armor on.  
 
    The rest of them turned to look at the notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  A monster horde has been summoned to test your settlement. Close down the portal to pass the test and become a recognized outpost. You will be given rewards based on your performance. 
    
  Portal opening in: 03 min 32 sec 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun pulled out his sword and looked at Melody. It looked like their hunt wasn’t over just yet.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 51 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Portal 
 
      
 
    They fought off the first wave easily. Zach’s level and Class made him powerful enough that he could’ve probably taken the wave all by himself. The monsters came out of the woods charging at the walls, perhaps a dozen of them. They were running on all four legs, but they had hands and not paws. The monsters looked like a cross between the aniwye that they had been fighting and the macaque monkeys. Their heads were those of the aniwye, only with shorter and lighter fur. Their tails were still wide, and they had horn-like growths on their backs and heads. They were the size of a grown man, perhaps slightly larger. 
 
    The people in the camp had retreated to the cabin to wait the attack out, leaving Zach, Linda, Melody and Ryun to fight. Jackson was standing on the porch of the cabin, in case any of the monsters got passed the four of them. The monsters weren’t the problem—the problem was that the waves would keep coming until the portal was closed. By the time they’d dealt with the first wave, the second had already arrived, and the wave’s numbers had increased by one. Ryun quickly realized that they would need to go around and get to the portal, and the four of them made a plan: Zach and Linda would stay and defend the town while Ryun and Mel went out and found the portal. 
 
    They had set off immediately, following the tracks of the monsters that had already reached the camp, hiding when a new wave passed by. The portal wasn’t far; they found it in a small clearing in the middle of the forest. It looked exactly like what Ryun expected a portal to look like. Next to the glowing ring of blue light, there was a fist-sized crystal floating in the air, with energies passing from it to the portal. Looking at it, he saw that it was a Portal Keystone. Ryun assumed that they needed to destroy that in order to close the portal. 
 
    The problem was the monster standing next to the portal. It looked like an evolved version of the monsters that were in the waves. Standing on two legs, with long arms and thin yellowish fur. It had a long and wide tail, antlers on its head and horn-like growths on its back. Its snout showed teeth growing out and curving down, like what a saber-toothed tiger would have.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Anique Leader (R) (LVL 29) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun and Melody were hiding behind a tree, looking at the portal guardian. It was not as high a level as the Great Aniwye had been, but it still looked powerful. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” Mel asked. 
 
    “Let’s wait until the next wave comes through. We don’t want to start fighting it and then have another wave come in the middle of our fight,” Ryun said. 
 
    They waited for the chance to attack. Ryun studied the monster, trying to formulate a plan, but there wasn’t much to see. It was just standing next to the floating crystal and looked around, protecting it. Then another wave came out of the portal and ran off toward the town. The moment the wave was out of range, Ryun motioned for Mel to follow. They didn’t need to plan much—they had been hunting together for a while, and they already knew how to take on boss creatures. They had hunted every boss monster they had found in the valley, getting some good loot. Mel had a bone spear that gave her a boost to strength and dexterity, and Ryun still carried the sword he got from the Great Aniwye, a rare weapon that gave him a boost of eight strength. They came at the monster from the side. Melody took the lead, and used [Dash] to close the distance quickly. She had the Quick Steps perk, which gave her a percentage boost to her speed. Coupled with her high dexterity, she was much faster than Ryun. 
 
    She stabbed with her spear at the monster’s leg, but it noticed her and managed to move away and avoid most of the attack. She nicked its leg, and continued moving. She jumped to the side as the monster’s claws swiped at her, raising her spear to cut at its ribs. She scored a shallow cut that made the monster howl and unleash a flurry of swipes at her, forcing her to evade. 
 
    Ryun finally reached the monster, and with all of its attention now on Mel he had a clear shot at its back. He took a breath and got into his breathing form for {Empower}. With a surge from the technique, he raised his sword and cut down at its back. His sword cut into its shoulder blade, pressing deeply into the body and hitting bone. The monster roared and turned around, swiping at him. He changed his breathing and pushed a {Qi Burst} through his right foot, jumping to the side. 
 
    Mel used her stabbing ability to attack its unprotected side, the tip of her spear stabbing in just below its ribs. They fought it using hit-and-run tactics. First one of them would attack, drawing blood, then evade while the other moved at it. It was a tactic they’d developed for fighting boss monsters without the others. Neither of them was a front-line fighter, so they had to wear their opponents down. 
 
    He swiped his sword to the side, cutting into the monster’s thigh, forcing it to its knees. Melody took the opportunity to go for the kill, stabbing at the monster’s head—but then a fast-moving form slammed into her, taking her to the ground. Ryun saw that another wave had come out, and that a dozen monsters were heading for him. He used {Qi Burst} and with two quick steps he reached Mel. He stabbed the monster from the side and pushed it off of her. He saw that she was mostly uninjured, aside from a cut on her shoulder. She got to her feet, and Ryun turned to look at the oncoming monsters. 
 
    The boss monster had straightened up, but it was a bloody mess. The wave was a problem. 
 
    “Stay back,” Ryun said to Mel, and then jumped forward. He evaded one of the monsters, and ducked under the swipe of another. Then he was in front of the boss, with the wave of monsters surrounding him. He switched his breathing, {Empower} winking out as he took a deep breath, sending Qi out of his core and to the edge of his skin. With that, he triggered his fruit technique, {Shatter}, and a shimmering wave of force billowed out of him. The monsters closest to him were thrown back violently, their fur searing from his Qi, their bones cracking from the impact. The boss monster was sent flying back as well, but it only stumbled a few steps back and fell on its knees. The monsters that had been closest to him were the worst off—the others had only been staggered. 
 
    Ryun fell to his knees, catching his breath. The battle had gone on for a while, and he had already been tired, so using {Shatter} had nearly exhausted him. The few surviving monsters got up and headed for him, but Mel was there, her spear taking care of them. 
 
    Then she jumped forward, stabbing the spear into the head of the boss monster before it could recover. Ryun took a few seconds to recover and then stood up. The two of them quickly walked over to the crystal, knowing that they needed to close the portal before another wave came through. 
 
    Ryun reached for the Portal Keystone and a prompt appeared, asking him if he wanted to close the portal. He wondered why anyone would want to keep it open, but then realized that this could be a good farming spot. For a second he considered fighting a few more waves, but then he thought better of it. This was not the time for that. He picked the option for closing the portal, and the light from the crystal dimmed, taking the portal with it. Then it collapsed in on itself and was gone. 
 
    Ryun looked at Mel and sighed. They had done it. He moved closer to her and took her hand in his. 
 
    “Let me see the wound,” Ryun said. 
 
     She nodded and he led her to a stone a few paces away from the dead monsters. He looked her wound over and saw that it wasn’t anything serious. Glancing around, he saw that two chests had appeared: one next to where the portal used to be, and another among the monsters. 
 
    “We should gather anything useful and head back. I’m sure that Zach will have a lot to say,” Mel said after Ryun bandaged her wound. 
 
    Ryun nodded. He was interested to see what kind of benefits the Town Stone would provide.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 52 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Three Territories 
 
      
 
    Ryun watched as the warriors sparred. They were divided into pairs, and were using blunted weapons. Ryun didn’t understand the point—why wave around blunted weapons when you could use real ones? They provided a more realistic experience. Still, he could remember a time when he had done the same, so he didn’t really begrudge it. 
 
    He had intended to activate the Town Stone, but he figured that he should at least let Anrosh know. As it turned out, that had been a good idea, even if she had yelled at him. She had pointed out that they needed to get the entire town ready, and that he really needed to get to know the capabilities of those who were now his warriors. Ryun hadn’t really worried about the scenario, as he had done it twice before. Once he had activated the stone by himself, and the other time he had watched Zach do it. Neither scenario had been particularly hard, nor did he think that there was anything that the Framework could throw at him now that could be too difficult for him to handle. Even considering that, however, he knew that claiming of this territory had been tried before, and that all had failed before them. 
 
    So he did think that Anrosh’s advice was sound. He really needed to start thinking more about his actions, to curb his arrogance, but changing habits that he had indulged in for years prior wasn’t as easy as he’d thought. Thankfully, he had someone who wasn’t afraid to speak up to point these kinds of things out to him. 
 
    Out of the two dozen warriors, the strongest ones by far were the kreacean, Jishh, the leader of the warriors, followed by his two subordinates, sub-commanders Enka and Tersor. Enka was a human with dark skin and braided brown hair, while Tersor was one of the demasi, the demon-looking people. He had a slight red tint to his skin in some places, and two horns curving upward from the top of his forehead. All three seemed to follow the same path: the one that their master used that required poison Qi. Around the training yard there sat wolves. A few had people sitting next to the massive beasts, trying to bond. Ryun hadn’t paid much attention to that, as Ereclaw had been dealing with it so far. 
 
    He felt a presence appear next to him, and Ryun recognized it as his contracted partner. He wondered how he should refer to Ereclaw—a man? Beast? Perhaps simply wolf would suffice. Ryun turned his head and looked at the wolf, who was looking over the yard himself. The town’s people had built a barn for the wolves to sleep in, although many preferred to sleep outside it. 
 
    “I intend to activate the Town Stone today,” Ryun told him. 
 
    Ereclaw met Ryun’s gaze, his red eyes looking startling coming from a humanoid-looking wolf. Ryun couldn’t explain it, but some part of him felt kinship with the wolf, even before they had agreed to the contract. It was why he had dealt with the monster so eagerly. 
 
    “No one who has done so before had returned,” Ereclaw stated. 
 
    “They didn’t have me, or you.” 
 
    Ereclaw nodded, then turned back to look at the warriors training. “Most of them are weak.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at the warriors again. He agreed with Ereclaw, but he wasn’t really the best person to make such judgments. His view of what was strong was skewed.  
 
    “Do you think that we will have issues?” Ryun asked. He had intended to deal with the scenario by himself; there was no need for the others to risk themselves, and he really doubted that there was anything that this territory could throw at him that he couldn’t handle. Not now when he had all of his power back. 
 
    “We are going on a hunt without knowing our prey. It could end up being strong enough to gouge us,” Ereclaw cautioned. 
 
    Ryun struggled with being cautious, but in the end there was nothing for them to do but use the stone and see. He sighed and made his way across the yard toward Jishh.  
 
    He really should get to know these people—he was their leader, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Ryun stood with Ereclaw, Jishh and his two sub-commanders, in the center of the town. The square was large and was paved with stone. It had been designed for this very purpose, with enough room around it for what was to come. The rest of the warriors were up on the walls, the wolves prowled among the buildings, and the non-combatants were all huddled up in the main residence, with a small group of warriors protecting them. 
 
    Ryun pulled out a Town Stone from his spatial ring and looked at those around him. They were all ready. He looked at the prompt before his eyes and triggered the stone.  
 
    The effect was immediate. Everything around him was filled with a bright light that lasted for just a second. He blinked, his eyes recovering immediately, and then he saw. The sky was split apart into three sections, the center of the split being right above the town, where the sun-moon should be but now wasn’t. One third of the sky was a clear blue, the second third was a field of gray clouds, and the last was filled with dark red and black clouds. The others recovered a moment after him, but by then Ryun had already jumped away and landed on the barn. 
 
    From that point he could see beyond the walls, and he saw that their town was no longer in the same place it used to be. The entire town had been teleported somewhere else. The land around them was split the same way as the sky. The third with blue skies was a thick sea of trees, a forest that stretched as far into the distance to a mountain range that now seemed to surround everything. Beneath the gray skies was ground covered with snow, cliffs and cracks in the earth, hills, and ice spiking out of the ground, all the way to the mountain range that was likewise covered in white. The third area was a desolate black landscape, steam shooting out of cracks in the earth, dust and smoke clouds, and in the distance, just in front of the mountain range was an active volcano. 
 
    Ryun glanced at his notifications and read through it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Your settlement has been teleported to the testing area, the Reign of Three Territories. Each area contains a fortress, and deep inside of it is an anchoring crystal. Recover all three crystals in order to pass the test. You will be given rewards based on your performance. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    There was no time frame reference, so he assumed that they could take as long as they wanted. But he doubted that it was going to be that easy.  
 
    Just then, he noticed something in the distance, shapes coming out of the area filled with the forest. He glanced around, trying to see if there were threats coming from the other areas, but there didn’t seem to be any. 
 
    The others had recovered fully, and he jumped down next to them. 
 
    “We have monsters incoming,” Ryun said as he made his notification visible to all. 
 
    “How many?” Jishh asked. 
 
    “Two dozen, from what I could see,” Ryun said and then he took off. He jumped to the gate, and looked at the shapes coming toward the town. They looked as if they were made out of bark, forms that walked on two legs and had two arms. They were tall and had branches sticking out of their body with green leaves growing on them. 
 
    He filtered his settings and their names appeared above them.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Wood Elemental (C) (Tier 1) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun frowned. They didn’t seem very strong—not at all, actually. The others joined him and saw the threat for themselves. 
 
    “These can’t be why the others disappeared,” Jishh said slowly. 
 
    Ryun nodded. The monsters were weak, but then again the test wasn’t to survive the monsters, but to find three crystals hidden in each of the three territories. “Send some of your warriors down to deal with them,” Ryun said to the kreacean. 
 
    Jishh turned to his people on the walls and started giving out orders, while Ryun watched. He kept his eyes open, searching for any kind of a threat, ready to interfere, but there was nothing. As the warriors met with the monsters, nothing else came out to fight them. All three territories were calm. 
 
    “We should gather and plan,” Ryun said, surprising even himself. His first instinct had been to just go and find all three crystals by himself, but perhaps there was something that he wasn’t seeing. He should at least hear what the others had to say.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 53 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Forest 
 
      
 
    Ryun stood on top of the walls of the town, looking over the fighting. The warriors were making short work of the monsters, a group of dozen Molten Elementals (U) that had come from the third territory. It had been a day since they had arrived in this place. And since then the town had been attacked three times, every attack coming six hours after the last and from a different territory. All the monsters had been on the same level as the first wave, and were easy enough to deal with, even by the warriors. Ryun knew that this couldn’t be the only danger, as this level of threat was not something that would prevent people from completing the scenario. 
 
    Ryun had wanted to go out and search for the anchoring crystals, but the others had advised him to wait, and now they knew that the town would be attacked every six hours. It gave them at least some information so that they could make plans. Next to him stood Ereclaw, and a bit behind him were Commander Jishh and one of his sub-commanders, the human woman Enka. He could feel their anticipation, even some of their fear, and he understood some of it. 
 
    As soon as the warriors down below killed all the monsters, Ryun turned around and looked at the two behind him. “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    Jishh glanced at his other sub-commander, Tersor, and nodded in his direction, before stepping next to Ryun. Together, the four of them jumped from the wall and Ryun led them away, toward the forest territory. They had spent yesterday coming up with a plan, and had agreed that the best time for him to go and search for the crystals was in between the attacks. He had decided on bringing some people with him, as he realized that Anrosh was right. He hadn’t really been doing much as their leader. He remembered leading a settlement, a group of people who had the same beliefs he had before, where they had all worked together in order to grow stronger. In the end, that time in his life had ended in blood and fire, and perhaps that was even why he was hesitating now. He had spent so much time alone that it was hard for him to think about other people. But he should at least try. 
 
    In order to be a good leader, he needed to know what his people could do, and in his mind the best way to see that was to observe them in real combat. Jishh and Enka were two of the strongest warriors among his people, according to Anrosh, at least. From what he could gather, Anrosh herself was pretty strong, but he had seen her fight already, so there was no need to take her with them. Having her stay behind was better anyway, as she was leading the town more than he was. 
 
    Ryun could’ve given everyone in the town enough Essence Crystals so that all of them could grow greatly in strength, but he did not believe in gifting power. Strength and power had to be earned. Jishh and Enka were good starting points, and after he saw what they could do he would decide just how to get them stronger. The Black Viper Sect would be coming for them eventually, and even if he wasn’t worried by the inevitable arrival of their people, he knew that eventually someone stronger was going to come. Perhaps even someone who was stronger than him. He felt something stir inside of him at the thought of a strong opponent; an emotion that he had forgotten. He hadn’t had an even match in a long time, and the thought of it filled him with anticipation. 
 
    He put those thoughts aside as they reached the forest. Ryun and Ereclaw were in the lead, with the two warriors following close behind. They stepped between the trees and into the dim light. The branches and leaves above them obscured a lot of the light. The skies of the three territories hadn’t changed since they arrived to this place, and the sky of the forest territory was still blue, the light coming from seemingly nowhere. It didn’t seem all that strange to those around him, but for a person who had grown up on a planet with a set of natural laws, everything in the Infinite Realm was strange. 
 
    They made their way with a slow jogging pace. Ryun and Ereclaw could move a lot faster, but the two coming with them couldn’t. They were heading directly away from the settlement, and Ryun kept his senses alert for any sign of anything resembling a fortress. 
 
    Eventually they encountered more monsters, a group of wood elementals, that seemed a bit taller than the ones that had attacked the town were waiting up ahead. They were probably intending to ambush them. Ryun didn’t bother to alert the others, as he was certain that Ereclaw had detected them, but Jishh and Enka had no idea. He wanted to see how they would react. 
 
    Ryun led them straight into the ambush. The elementals waited until Ereclaw and Ryun moved past them and then jumped out from among the large tree roots, heading straight for Enka and Jishh. The two reacted immediately, Jishh a moment before his subordinate. He pulled two swords from his hip, even as his second set of arms reached for the two short swords that were fastened across his lower back. His upper arms moved quickly, blocking the attack from the left side, even as his lower arms swiped at another elemental coming in from his right. 
 
    Enka already had a spear in her hands, and before the elementals could reach her she dashed away, using a Class ability. Ryun was able to recognize when movements and actions were abilities, techniques, or skills. Three elementals advanced on her, and Ryun felt a surge of Qi that settled all around her in a pale green shimmer. A moment later, the green light moved and settled around the tip of her weapon. She dashed forward and stabbed her spear into the chest of a wood elemental, and Ryun saw black lines spread through its bark-like body. He was surprised at that; he hadn’t known that poison Qi could work on monsters like these. The monster wasn’t down yet, however, and the other two joined it, pressing Enka back. 
 
    Jishh was moving around his opponents. His combat style was much different. His four arms allowed him a greater field of action, and his four swords moved constantly. He was dancing in a flurry of blades, cutting up chunks of the elementals with each swing, even as he evaded their attacks. Ryun didn’t see him use any Qi, so he knew that the kreacean was only fighting with his stats. Ryun saw the man look at him, perhaps wondering why he wasn’t helping, but then more monsters came at him, and he had no time to do anything but fight. 
 
    Ryun detected a wood elemental as it jumped toward his back with his skill |Vibration Sense|, and without even looking back Ryun swung his arm and summoned Shadow Princess mid swing, cleaving the elemental in two. 
 
    “Did you just use me to cut wood?”  Kagehime’s voice said inside his head.  
 
    Ryun grimaced as he heard it. He was still not used to having another voice inside of his head. “It was a monster.” 
 
    “A wood monster. I am not to be used for cutting up firewood!” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “So you would have me not use you at all?” 
 
    “Of course not! Just be aware of my brilliance and use me against sufficiently worthy foes. I don’t ask for much.” 
 
    “Right,” Ryun said and banished her back to somewhere deep inside of himself. She had told him that her physical form rested inside of his soul, something he had no reason to doubt.  
 
    He turned his attention back at the two fighting the monsters. 
 
    Enka had managed to kill three of the elementals, and Jishh another four, leaving three of them alive. Both warriors had small cuts on their bodies, their battle robes soaking in the blood. Ryun adjusted his filters and saw that these elementals were all tier 2. They were something called Forest Guardians (U). He watched as Jishh activated some kind of Class ability that made him spin, turning him into a tornado of blades, which cut into one of his opponents sending wood chips flying in all directions. 
 
    Ryun had seen enough to gauge their strength now, so there was no point in further delay. He glanced at Ereclaw, who had remained at his side. Ryun had told the wolf his intentions before they set out, and so Ryun nodded at the wolf before turning back to the combat. 
 
    With an [Inevitable Step] he closed the distance, arriving next to a forest guardian attacking Enka. He backhanded the monster and wood splintered, the entire top half of its body exploding into a shower of wooden debris that scattered across the forest floor. Enka froze, startled by the display. Ryun glanced to Jishh and saw Ereclaw holding the last monster in one of his huge clawed hands. The wolf squeezed and the monster’s head exploded in his grasp. 
 
    The two warriors were looking at them warily, breathing quickly, and bleeding. The Kreacean had yellow blood, but he was in better shape than Enka. He didn’t know their exact levels, but he knew that they hadn’t evolved their Classes yet, and that they were in the Foundation Realm on the path. Jishh was Mid Foundation, and Enka Early Foundation. But he could tell that their advancement had been poor; they hadn’t prepared, they hadn’t cycled. It was a waste. He pulled out two healing potions from his ring and gave one each. 
 
    “That was…bad,” Ryun said, eliciting a look of hurt in both of their eyes. Ryun was surprised at just how expressive Jishh’s tiny black eyes were, he could read them fairly well. 
 
    “Forgiveness, Lord,” Jishh said as he tried to catch his breath. “But we are not as high level as you.” 
 
    Ryun heard the defensiveness in the tone, but he didn’t need that now. “It’s not your fault. It is the fault of the ones who trained you, who made you advance on your path without strengthening your base. I don’t know much about your Classes and Path, something I will need to change going forward. But at least there is something here for me to work with…” 
 
    The two looked at each other. “You intend to train us?” Enka asked, surprised. 
 
    “Of course I do. I have taken up the role of your leader, and I don’t need weak followers. I will show you how to advance properly. From now on, you should only accumulate Essence—don’t spend any of it until I figure out the best way for making you stronger.” 
 
    The two had disbelieving looks on their faces. 
 
    Ryun frowned. “You are surprised by this. Why?” 
 
    “That isn’t how sects usually work. If you prove that you are a valuable member of the sect, you are given enough Essence to advance. You do get some training, but not from the leaders. The best and most valuable resources are given to those who have exceptional talent, or have good connections with important members.” 
 
    Ryun snorted, and Ereclaw growled, “A pack is only as strong as its weakest member.” 
 
    Ryun nodded in agreement. “Come, we still have a task ahead of us. We will speak more on your advancement when we get back.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 54 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Advancement 
 
      
 
    The deeper they got into the forest, the more monsters they encountered. At first, Ryun and Ereclaw had allowed Jishh and Enka to fight while the two of them stayed nearby in case they needed help. The two warriors had killed a couple dozen of monsters, and had earned quite a bit of Essence. But once they started seeing stronger tier 2 monsters, the two started having problems, and Ryun and Ereclaw were forced to interfere. From what Ryun gathered, their limit was monsters of that were by his estimate equivalent of level 70, beyond that, and they had trouble fighting them. It was to be expected, as the two weren’t even level 60 yet, but people could utilize their levels better than most monsters—there were exceptions to everything, of course. 
 
    They had already spent about three hours in the forest, and had yet to see any sign of their target. As they started encountering stronger monsters, Ryun pulled out a simple sword. He did not like standing still, not advancing. Usually he spent all his free time gathering Essence from his surroundings, but Kagehime’s Essence-gathering abilities didn’t work here, since there was no night. That frustrated him a bit, but he had more than one way of gathering Essence, and the monsters around them had just become powerful enough to make them valuable to his advancement. 
 
    A group of tree monsters called Protector Treants (U) barred their path, and Ryun met them. He closed the distance with his [Inevitable Step], the distance before him disappearing as his ability activated and took him there in an instant. The treants looked like short trees, being a bit taller than Ereclaw, who was himself about a head taller than Ryun. Their two arms were branch-like with sharpened tips, and their legs were made up of dozens of roots.  
 
    As soon as he arrived next to them, he swung his sword at one of the monsters. Instead of the sword cutting through it, however, it got stuck about halfway through. The hole in the bark that was the monster's mouth howled with a creaking sound and its hands shot at him. The sharpened tips hit his chest and Ryun’s eyes widened as they cut into his skin. 
 
    He switched his breathing, settling into the form for his base technique, and the {Tranquil Mantle} settled around him, causing every one of his stats to boost up by fifty percent of their total. He pulled his sword out and cut the monster’s hands off, then cut it again, his sword pushing through the treelike body easily. Its death triggered his perk Regenerator, and the wounds healed quickly. He felt another of his perks take effect—Vampire—and a portion of the monster’s stats was added to his own temporarily.  
 
    He glanced at his stats and frowned; he had gotten more than sixty points of strength from killing the treant. Since his perk transferred one tenth of the fallen enemy stats to him, that would put its strength at more than 600, which was more than he had without his {Tranquil Mantle}. It explained how it had managed to cut into him so deeply. His Iron Body made his skin nearly impenetrable, and when he had fought Fier’s warriors, the most that their weapons could do was nick him with shallow wounds that healed quickly. This monster, on the other hand, had gone almost as deep as Fier himself had managed to go. 
 
    He glanced around, seeing the other seven treants hobbling over toward him slowly. They didn’t seem all that fast, but they were strong. A hit from one of them could seriously injure Jishh or Enka. 
 
    He saw Ereclaw jumping at one of the treants, launching himself from the ground with all four limbs. It felt like an ability, probably a variation on a leap. He smashed into one of the treants, his claws and jaws biting into it as it fell down. He wasn’t worried about the wolf, but the other two had just reached the closest treant. 
 
    With another [Inevitable Step], Ryun closed the distance, and blocked a branch-like hand from striking at Enka. She looked surprised at his action, which he understood, as he hadn’t really been helping them very much. Both of them had suffered injuries that he’d had them heal with healing potions. He pushed the treant back, and then triggered his skill. He felt a sense of something inside of him, a ripple, or an echo, as he reached for his |Perfect Cut|. His sword moved through the air, almost casually, and cut through the treant as if it weren’t even there. The moment the sword passed through the monster, however, the blade shattered. 
 
    Ryun frowned, looking at the handle in his palm. The sword had come from Earth. He had probably looted it from a corpse of an opponent that he didn’t even remember. It hadn’t been the best thing in his ring, but it was a solid blade. He shook his head and turned his attention to the other treants. Jishh was dancing around one, cutting with his swords at it, but doing little damage. Thankfully, the treant was too slow to catch him. It looked like they had high endurance as well as strength. 
 
    And he had failed to do what he had intended. He was still unable to use his skill at a lower power—he couldn’t use a simple |Cut| or any of the other forms that he had discovered. In a way, his evolved skill was a combination of them all. He was sure that he could cut something at a great distance the same way that he could with his |Spatial Cut|, but using it at full power took a lot from even him. He couldn’t use it more than a few times in succession without exhausting himself. 
 
    He realized that he had achieved something that a person of his power shouldn’t have, that his body was not yet ready for the power. Perhaps he would manage it with more training.  
 
    He glanced around and saw a treant coming straight at him 
 
    Enka was standing next to him, and looked at the monster, her weapon held in both hands and pointed at it. Her spear was a poor weapon against these types of creatures, and he doubted that she had enough strength to damage it. 
 
    “Do you know how to use weapons other than a spear?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Enka glanced at him and answered, “Everyone in the Black Viper Sect learns all the most common weapons before they choose a focus.” 
 
    Ryun nodded and pulled out two weapons from his ring. Two great axes appeared in his hands, and he threw one at her. She was so surprised that she dropped her spear in order to catch the weapon, and then her eyes widened. 
 
    “This—” she started as she looked at the weapon, but he interrupted her. 
 
    “Here it comes. Be ready,” Ryun said and moved away, leaving the treant a clear path to Enka. 
 
    She cursed and jumped back as it tried to swipe at her. Then she took the axe in both of her hands and swung from above her head. A bluish light enveloped the axe and her chop struck the treant above its eyes, cutting deep into its bark-like body. Immediately, ice spread out of the axe, freezing the body of the monster, widening the wound and reaching over its bark to cover its eyes. 
 
    Enka pulled the weapon out and the treant howled, its arms stabbing into its eyes to clear the ice. Enka attacked again, this time from the side, burying the axe’s head deep into the treant. Her strength was still not enough to cut through it deeply, but she would be able to kill it now. That was one more thing that separated monsters from people: their gear. A low-level person could fight far above their level if they had better gear. 
 
    Ryun left her to it and glanced behind him. 
 
    “Jishh!” he yelled and threw the other axe. The Kreacean looked up just as the axe was about to hit him. He quickly dropped the weapons from his upper arms and caught it. The treant attacked him, and the commander managed to get the handle of the two-handed axe up in time to block. His lower arms stabbed at the monster, but did little. 
 
    He jumped back, then looked at Ryun and at Enka behind him. He seemed to have realized that the weapon in his hands was special, so he swung with it, cutting into the treant at the point where its arm was growing out of its body. Immediately ice grew out of the gash, widening the wound and splintering the treant’s arm. 
 
    Seeing that the two could handle their foes, he turned away and walked to where Ereclaw was fighting the majority of the treants. Both axes were rare weapons, and he had looted them from the corpse of a boss monster on Earth, one that had protected a high-level monster spawning point high in the mountains. One of the last ones on the planet, and an extremely high level one at that. It had been a Warrior Yeti (R), and it had been fairly powerful. It had wielded the two axes in one arm apiece, and had been extremely strong and fast. The ice powers of the axes had made Ryun’s regeneration perk ineffective, as frozen-over wounds barely healed. 
 
    He realized now that that monster had been more person-like than most monsters he encountered. In fact, he had encountered monsters that could even speak. It hadn’t mattered to him back then, as they had just been in the way. Now, after meeting Ereclaw, he knew that even monsters could be reasoned with. He wondered just what the difference was.  
 
    He pulled out Kagehime and looked at her. “Worthy enough?” he asked her. 
 
    She sighed inside of his head. “They are still wood.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    He used [Inevitable Step] and reached a treant. With two lightning-fast attacks, he cut its arms off, Kagehime passing through the wood like it wasn’t even there. Then he cut just above its roots and kicked it to the ground. Now immobile, the treant could just howl in its eerie, creaking voice. Ryun knelt next to it and stabbed his hand down, triggering his ability. 
 
    [Reave] pulled the Essence out of the monster, and Ryun opened his mouth, devouring it all. It gave him just under two thousand Greater Essence, which wasn’t all that bad, seeing as he’d barely received thirty from killing them. He was much more powerful from them. His real strength came from his title rewards, his stats, and the strength of his Cultivation—with them he was much more powerful than even those close to his tiers of power. 
 
    He looked around, searching for more monsters to harvest, but Ereclaw had dealt with them all. It didn’t matter much, as there was an entire forest filled with them. If he started harvesting these stronger monsters, he would quickly gather enough Greater Essence for advancement to the next Realm, he knew, but his path was not one of blind advancement, but the careful building up of his base. He would cycle his Essence several times before he moved to the next stage. 
 
    The others gathered around him, looking at the dead monsters. A loot chest was sitting in the middle of the group. Ryun had learned that here in the Infinite Realm, they didn’t drop every time like they had on Earth, and yet he still doubted that there was anything of value for him there. He let Jishh open it, and he found only some Essence Crystals inside. Ryun could see the kreacean looking at them longingly. 
 
    “You want them?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Jishh looked up at Ryun, then glanced away. “I didn’t contribute enough to the fight, Lord, and of course any loot is yours by right.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. He really didn’t know how to deal with people. What was he supposed to say to that? Jishh offered the two crystals to him, and Ryun took them, checking how much Essence they held. Each had one hundred Greater Essence. To a person of Jishh’s or Enka’s level, that was enough to level up their Class several times—even Ryun could raise his level with that much. He could do it now, jump dozens of levels in an instant with the Essence he had gathered, but his Class wasn’t his focus, and he didn’t like wasting Essence in it. He knew deep down that once he reached higher Realms, the power his path would provide him was far greater than the instant rewards a Class gave—but he did understand that there were benefits in raising one’s level a bit. 
 
    Both of them were so weak they had barely been able to kill the treants, which were only tier 2’s. However, it was impressive that they had managed to take down one each with their low levels and Cultivation. 
 
    Jishh then offered the axe back to Ryun, Enka following a moment later. Again, he felt annoyed at them. He didn’t like people acting in this way, nor did he even like people in general. And now he had to deal with them all. It was a pain, but he had agreed to lead them, and he didn’t do things halfway. 
 
    “What levels are you?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Both of them looked surprised, then hesitant. Ryun knew that such questions were considered rude here, but he didn’t care, not really. He glared at them until they answered. 
 
    “I’m level 56, Lord,” Jishh answered. 
 
    “And I’m level 52, Lord,” Enka added after him. 
 
    Ryun nodded. He already knew their Cultivation levels from Anrosh. He pushed their hands holding the axes back. “Keep the weapons. They are yours now.” 
 
    “But, Lord!” Jishh exclaimed. “These weapons are treasures!” 
 
    Ryun nearly snorted. If they knew the kind of things he had in his storage they would probably faint. “And now they are yours. I know that you have this idea in your head about what a leader, a master, needs to be. I am none of those things. I don’t particularly care about any of you. The only reason why I agreed to be your leader was because I need to learn more about this world, because I need a safe place where I can grow my power. But I have given my word, and I will keep it. Here,” he said, and offered them each an Essence Crystal. 
 
    They looked surprised, but they took them. 
 
    Ryun glanced at Ereclaw, who was studying them silently. Somehow, Ryun could tell what the wolf was thinking. Perhaps it had something to do with their contract, or perhaps they just thought alike. These two were too weak, and if they were going to continue on, they would soon become a burden, even more so than they already were. 
 
    Ryun sighed. “Don’t use those Essence Crystals yet.” 
 
    He looked around, then moved around the battlefield, storing the monsters’ bodies in his second storage ring, the one that he’d gotten from Fier. There was a lot of room in that one. The monsters’ bodies were very durable; perhaps someone in the town could find a use for them. Once he was finished, he motioned for the two of them to stay put, while he had Ereclaw follow him. 
 
    “What are you thinking, two-legs?” Ereclaw asked once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “Probably the same thing you are,” Ryun said. 
 
    “They are weak,” Ereclaw agreed. 
 
    “Yes, and I need them to be strong enough such that they can keep up with us.” 
 
    “It would take a lot of Essence to get them to our levels of power,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    Ryun waved his hand. “If I wanted them to reach our level of power, I could’ve given them enough Essence to make them both Lord Realm Cultivators. No—I want them to earn their power. Their fighting so far has earned them some amount of that, and so I will help them along.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    “Keep an eye out for any monsters headed our way. I don’t want us to be disturbed,” Ryun said. 
 
    Ereclaw nodded. “A sign of a true alpha is taking care of his pack, making it stronger. I will do this for our pack.” 
 
    Then he jumped away, heading into the forest. With that taken care of, Ryun returned to the two, who stood hesitantly in the middle of the forest looking around, probably searching for threats. 
 
    “Now…” Ryun said as he got close to them. He pulled out a blanket and seating cushions from Fier’s ring and sat down, motioning for the two to do the same. Once they did, he started talking. 
 
    “I have seen how you fight. You have some talent with your chosen weapons. You know how to move your bodies, and lean on your strengths. You know how to utilize your abilities and techniques, at least that much your sect had taught you. But you are fairly weak compared to the monsters we now face. I need you to be stronger.” Ryun paused. Speaking for longer periods of time was still not something that came easily to him. After a few beats, he continued. 
 
    “Tell me what Classes you have,” Ryun said. There was no question in his tone, and the two barely hesitated before answering. 
 
    “I’m a swordsman,” Jishh said. 
 
    “Spearwoman,” Enka said. 
 
    Both of those were uncommon Classes, which didn’t really surprise Ryun at all. From Anrosh, he knew that Classes and paths could be purchased here, but that the rarer they were, the more Essence they cost—and people here didn’t buy from the Dealmaker, which did make sense. Why buy a Class that had only a short description and gamble on how useful it could be, when you could buy something that had been tested and proven many times? From what Ryun had gathered from listening to Anrosh and Kri, and the others in the town since he’d come to live there, only those with wealth and means got to buy better starting paths and Classes. For the path, these two had to prove themselves to the sect, to become worthy of having it passed down to them. He didn’t know how rare their path was, but if this sect was as powerful as Anrosh seemed to think it was, then it was at least better than a common path. 
 
    He thought a bit about what the best way to get them stronger would be. They had proven themselves enough against monsters in this forest that he felt like it wouldn’t be too much of a handout to gift them Essence for advancement. But the question was: What would be the best way to help them along without giving them power beyond what they had earned? 
 
    He came to a decision, and spoke again. 
 
    “All right, I want you to pull the Essence from those crystals in, and then put it into your path. How much do you need to advance your paths?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Both of them frowned. “Our paths? Pardon, Lord, but with this Essence, along with what we got for killing the few of the monsters we could level up a lot.” 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes. They hadn’t gotten much Essence from the monster packs—they received Essence based on their contribution to the fights, and more often than not Ryun or Ereclaw had to interfere and help. Still, he knew that they had gotten quite a bit. 
 
    “Do you want to get stronger?” Ryun asked. 
 
    They glanced at each other, then back at him. “Yes,” they both answered. 
 
    “Good. Then you will follow my instructions,” Ryun said. 
 
    They hesitated, but eventually they did as he asked. 
 
    “Now tell me, how much more do you need to advance your cores?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Their faces turned up, hope and even greed filling their eyes. They told him. He pulled out a box filled with Essence that he had cycled, and picked up enough crystals for their need, giving it to them. They greedily took it and looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Pull it in, until your core is full to the brim. Then cycle and drain it all,” Ryun said. 
 
    Their faces fell, a look of horror filling their faces. “What?” Enka asked. 
 
    “You didn’t hear me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I—I did my Lord, but…why? It is such a waste!” Enka complained. 
 
    Jishh hit her hand and her eyes widened. “Forgiveness, Lord.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “You don’t need to apologize for everything. Why do you think that it is a waste?” 
 
    “Why would we cycle if we could advance? Such Essence is then useless for us!” Enka said, and Jishh looked at Ryun fearfully, but Ryun could see that even he wanted to know. 
 
    Ryun gestured at the box, then pulled out several more from his ring. “All of that Essence is what I have cycled through.” 
 
    Their eyes opened wide at the display of wealth, but he could see that they didn’t understand, so he explained. 
 
    “Advancement of the path is more than just filling your core and reaching a new Realm. You think it is wasteful to cycle? I assure you, it is not. Every time you do it, your core gets stronger, your Qi gets denser. The more times you do it before you advance, the better the reward. Your techniques will get better, the perks you will be able to choose will get better. And if you do it enough times, you will even be able to upgrade the rarity of your path and receive improved techniques.” 
 
    Both of them blinked at that. 
 
    “Is that how you are so strong, Lord?” Jishh asked. 
 
    Ryun nodded. “A part of the reason, yes. Now, do as I have said.” 
 
    They looked at each other hesitantly, but then they did as he asked. He had them do it three more times; the amount of Essence that they needed was small, so he could spare some of his wealth on them. Once they were finished, he looked them over both. 
 
    “Can you feel the changes?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I—yes!” Enka yelled. “My core feels bigger, and my Qi…denser, as you’ve said, Lord!” 
 
    “Mine too,” Jishh agreed. 
 
    “When you advance, you will see that what you have done now will make you even stronger,” Ryun told them. 
 
    They glanced at the boxes filled with Essence greedily, waiting for the next time. Ryun put his hand over the boxes and put them inside of his ring. They looked at him, startled. “Now, you will fill your cores on your own, and advance when you have earned it.” 
 
    Their faces reflected their shock, the Kreacean’s equivalent being his beady eyes opening wide and his mandibles stretching to the side. But then Ryun pulled out just a few Essence Crystals. “Now, let us see what we can do about your Classes.” 
 
    Having them evolve their Class should make them strong enough for the rest of their mission, paired with the gear he planned on giving them. 
 
    Ryun laughed out loud once he saw just how quickly their faces went from shock back to greed.  
 
    Truly, this world was something else.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 55 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Good Luck 
 
      
 
    Ryun devoured the Essence from the treant at his feet. They had been traveling through the forest for almost a full day. He glanced up and saw Enka and Jishh take care of the last two treants, while Ereclaw stood nearby, watching. He had given them enough Essence that both of them had reached level 59, but he didn’t want them to evolve their Classes just yet. The quality of the choices for Class evolution was dictated by their accomplishments, their fighting style, skill with weapons, and titles. There were many titles that could be obtained, some that didn’t give any real reward other than Essence. But while they didn’t give greater bonuses, they did count toward the rarity of the perks and upgrades that a person could choose from. 
 
    Ryun wanted them to get better Class evolutions. He had given their Cultivation a good base, and once they advanced on their own they would see the benefits of cycling. Hopefully they would realize that fast advancement was only good in the short term, and perhaps they would share their new knowledge with the others. People in this world didn’t seem to care to cycle, as everything was focused on advancement and power level. The greater one’s Realm, the more respected one was. 
 
    He had enough wealth that he could have everyone in the town cycle several times through, especially since one Essence Crystal could be passed to those who hadn’t used that Essence before. It was a shame that once someone cycled Essence, then gave it to someone else to cycle it through their core, they couldn’t then use it again. The Essence somehow remembered every person that had used it, even if it was mixed with other Essence, and only the one that had never been used by a person would be absorbed from the crystal. But cycling would, perhaps, be too powerful of a tool, if that was possible. 
 
    Still, he was not going to give everyone Essence. He would help the few individuals who had proven themselves, allow them to cycle a bit, perhaps gain a few levels—but no more. He did not want them to become so dependent on him, nor was he some benevolent ruler with an ingrained need to help others. If they wanted to be strong, they would have to gain that strength on their own. 
 
    Ryun was a monster. He knew that, and he accepted it. He knew that he could never be forgiven for what he had done, nor did he want that forgiveness. There was no one left who could forgive him, and Zacharia most certainly was not someone whose forgiveness he would welcome nor who would offer it. Ryun had learned the truth of the world and the people who lived in it deep underground, sleeping in his own filth. And he had done horrible things in response, things that he didn’t even remember. Zacharia would never forgive him for the pain and horror that he had inflicted. He had accepted to lead these people, but he would not make the same mistake he had before. 
 
    There was one thing that he remembered clearly, the town that he had led back then. The people who had followed him because they’d thought the same as he had. The people who were enslaved and murdered because others could not bear to look at something that they could not control. The first domino in his decision to rid the world of those who would keep others underneath their boots. He remembered the darkness, the hole, the blood and stench filling his nostrils. But then… He did not remember the things that came after as clearly, but only as if through a fog. He remembered only the taste of blood, the coldness, the fields of bodies. Cities burning, and then clarity. He did not know what he had forgotten—something important, perhaps, along with the distant past and seemingly how to interact with people. But his reasons for what he had done were not among those things. He had still believed that what he had done was justice, was what they deserved, he still remembered the emotion, the hate that he felt. And he had seen no reason to stop. 
 
    What he did know was that he no longer felt as normal people did. It did not mean that he couldn’t care. He was just…mostly indifferent. He felt emotion, he had gotten angry since then, had gotten sad, irritated even. But in most cases, people had no longer been that important to him.  
 
    Helping these two, even the entire town, was the same to him as killing a monster: just something that he could do. Spending more time with people, he remembered the reasons why he had stopped interacting with others on Earth long ago. They were self-centered, weak. They waited for others to give them power instead of taking it for themselves. They lamented their fate, their luck, cursed those who had more than them, coveted what was not theirs.  
 
    It was all so tiring. 
 
    If he hadn’t agreed to lead, then he would’ve probably left a while ago, and he stayed not because of these people, but because of a monster. Ereclaw had convinced him to stay, just by introducing something new into Ryun’s life. By making things interesting. Ryun was bored, and had been for years. Once he had closed the last monster-spawning point in the world, he had run out of challenges. The people who had survived had not been strong enough to threaten him. 
 
    Except, at the end, Zacharia had showed him that he was wrong. Ryun had been wrong about many things recently. Perhaps a part of why he wanted to stay was because he refused to be anything other than the best version of himself. He needed people, no matter how much he disliked them, and so at least he could make them strong enough not to be a burden. 
 
    They looted the monsters, and continued on, searching for the fortress. So far they had poor luck, but the forest was enormous, and they had only been looking for a day. Then Ereclaw walked over to him and whispered, too softly for the other two to hear, but loud enough for Ryun. 
 
    “There is a pack of monsters nearby,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    They had been encountering only a few of them at a time, three or four at the most. But Ryun needed more for what he had planned. “How many?” 
 
    Ereclaw’s ear twitched. “A dozen,” he said. The wolf had learned a lot since he advanced, but the numbers were probably the most important thing that he had become familiar with. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Ryun whispered back. 
 
    They changed direction, heading straight for the monsters. Jishh and Enka inquired about why they’d changed direction so suddenly, but neither Ryun nor Ereclaw answered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to enjoy watching this,” Kagehime said inside his head. 
 
    Ryun didn’t comment. Quickly, they found them. It was a mixed group: half were treants, the others wood elementals like the ones that had attacked the town—only both monster types were tier 2. It was perfect for what he had planned. He had asked both of his warriors what kind of titles they had, and thankfully they lacked at least one that they could easily acquire for themselves. 
 
    Ryun turned, startling the two warriors walking behind him. Then he jumped forward, his body floating over the ground, making no sound. He grabbed Jishh by his waist and jumped, getting high up into the trees. The kreacean was frozen as Ryun deposited him next to himself. He glanced back at Enka who looked at them, confused. The monsters had noticed and were heading straight for her. 
 
    “Lord? Shouldn’t we help her?” Jishh asked. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. Then, when he saw that Enka was looking at him, he pointed at the monsters and spoke. “Good luck!” 
 
    Enka looked back at the thirteen monsters that were rushing at her and she readied her axe. Aside from the weapons that he had gifted them, he had also given them new gear, better gear. She should be able to take care of the monsters, even though they were almost a tier higher than her. She could take them—probably. 
 
    Ereclaw climbed up the tree and sat down next to Ryun, watching. 
 
    “Lord? What—” Jishh started, but Ryun raised a hand, silencing him. The fight had just started, and he wanted to see how his subordinate conducted herself.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 56 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Sisters 
 
      
 
    “She is late,” Dergobor said as he stabbed his dagger into the tree, trying to pull the tough bark off. 
 
    “Stop that,” Reyla told him. The constant stabbing was annoying her. 
 
    Dergobor stabbed the trunk again, forcing Reyla to turn and look at him. He grinned at her, but then saw her expression. Quickly, he pulled his dagger out and sheathed it on his hip. “Sorry.” 
 
    Reyla turned back, looking at the path in front of them, waiting for her sister to come. Nayra might not be the most responsible person around, but she had never missed an appointment, not with Reyla. And she was starting to worry. 
 
    “Can’t you do that twin thing of yours?” Dergobor asked. 
 
    Reyla grimaced. “I can’t reach her,” she admitted, which was one of the reasons why she was worried. Reyla and her sister had a unique perk, a link that allowed them talk no matter how far away from each other they were. Currently, she could feel that Nayra was there, but she couldn’t reach her. That by itself was no cause for concern, as there were many things that could interrupt their link. If one of them was in a dungeon while the other wasn’t, they wouldn’t be able to talk. If one of them was asleep, or if they were speaking with the Dealmaker… The list went on. 
 
    But Reyla just didn’t think that Nayra would be engaged in any of those activities. Nayra knew that she had to check in and give Reyla her report, and she wouldn’t miss the meeting, no matter what—which meant that something had gone wrong with her mission. 
 
    Nayra had been supposed to go and pick up the stolen materials from the miners they had trained and equipped, then get them to Reyla so that she could use them to accomplish her mission. The two of them had been dispatched to the front line, tasked with slowing down the expansion. Reyla had been working on a settlement in a nearby territory, while Nayra had been working in the territory that they were currently in. 
 
    Dergobor pulled his dagger out of his sheath and started twisting it around his fingers. “She is just being an asshole, making us wait because we got the better job.” 
 
    He did have a point there. Her sister could be difficult when she didn’t get what she perceived as her right, and she could be resentful, especially when Reyla was concerned. The difference in their strength was the most common issue for their fights, and their arguments had just gotten worse since Reyla had increased the level gap between them again and gained another perk. Reyla understood why she felt that way—the two of them were twins, identical in almost every way—but while both had been given the same opportunities and resources, Reyla was the one who had pulled ahead. 
 
    Sometimes she felt bad for her twin when she saw how much she wanted to prove that she was just as good as she was. Reyla had tried to talk to Nayra about it, told her that she would catch up soon, but every time she tried it only led to more arguments. Still, Reyla didn’t think that her sister would actually stoop so low as to ignore orders. She had always been extremely dedicated to their service. 
 
    “Something is wrong,” Reyla said. “Nayra might be an asshole sometimes, but she wouldn’t miss a meeting, not for anything.” 
 
    Dergobor caught his dagger and looked at Reyla, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.” He sighed. “Something happened.” 
 
    Reyla pushed off the tree she had been leaning on and raised her blue-and-gold winged helmet before putting it on her head. She pulled out her long spear from her storage ring and looked into the distance. The former miners camp wasn’t far away—they could get there in an hour if they paced themselves. 
 
    “We should check their camp,” Reyla said to her partner. 
 
    “Right. You think they ran into trouble?” Dergobor asked. 
 
    “The miners would pose no threat…and there shouldn’t be anyone strong enough to threaten Nayra and her team in this territory,” Reyla said. But she knew better than to dismiss anything. The Infinite Realm was not a kind place—it was filled with all manners of dangers and monsters. Only the strong thrived here. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Reyla told him, and then they started running through the forest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They approached the camp slowly, taking care not to make any sound. Once they reached close enough, they hid and observed. The only living things in the camp were two men: a drake and a human. They sat next to a fire, and spoke too softly for her to hear. The sun had not yet turned to the moon, but it would soon. Reyla looked around, searching for any signs of her sister or even the miners. Her skill |Power Sense| told her that the two were strong, as strong as Reyla herself was. Of course, levels, Cultivation, and stats weren’t everything, but they accounted for much. She worried that her sister had gotten herself in trouble. 
 
    Dergobor placed his hand on hers and then gestured to the side. Reyla followed his gaze and saw her sister. She sighed in relief as she saw her. Nayra and her team were chained with sealing manacles and tied to a tree. All three were in a sitting position and were slumped down, unconscious. It explained why she couldn’t reach her sister with their link. 
 
    “How are we doing this?” Dergobor asked. 
 
    Reyla glanced back to the two. Aside from her skill telling her that they were strong, the fact that they captured her sister’s team alive told her more. From the fact that they managed to subdue and capture Nayra and her team without any grievous injuries meant that they knew how to utilize their powers effectively. It also told her that they wanted them alive, which meant that the two were most likely wardens. 
 
    “We need to set Nayra and the others free,” Reyla said. Her sister was the priority. They couldn’t allow any information to get back to their superiors. 
 
    “They didn’t interrogate them yet,” Dergobor said. He knew about the link, so he knew what Reyla and Nayra could do with it. If Nayra had been interrogated, or even awake after the fight, she would’ve told Reyla. She had to have been unconscious since they fought. 
 
    “We can’t let them try it,” Reyla said. She wasn’t worried about them torturing them. Such means didn’t reveal any true information, and the three were trained—they wouldn’t talk—but there were skills, abilities, and techniques that might allow one to take the information right out of their heads. She didn’t know if these two had such powers, but even still most of those abilities required the target to be awake. She didn’t think they had managed to learn anything, not yet. 
 
    “We killing them?” Dergobor asked as his hand tightened on his dagger. 
 
    Reyla knew that they might be able to take the two, if they caught them unaware and ended the fight quickly. They had killed stronger opponents before by working together, but if the two were in fact wardens, then killing them would bring more trouble than it was worth. From her briefings she knew that they were to avoid the wardens for as long as possible, and kill them only as a means of last resort in cases where they managed to learn the truth and obtain proof. Killing wardens would surely mean an increase in their patrols and forces being deployed in the frontier territories, which would impede their plans. And if the wardens found out who killed one of theirs…they would mobilize their entire force to hunt down the culprits. 
 
    “No. We can’t afford to,” Reyla whispered back. She pulled out three small vials filled with red liquid and offered them to Dergobor. “I’ll go and grab their attention. You go around and heal them, then free them and run. I’ll follow once you are clear.” 
 
    She was the strongest, and the fastest one of them. She felt confident that she could escape the two men. 
 
    Dergobor nodded. His form shimmered and he turned nearly translucent, his entire presence vanishing as he walked away. Reyla looked at the two men sitting in the middle of the camp, and she pulled her spear out of her storage and stood up, walking out into the clearing.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 57 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Clash 
 
      
 
    Reyla walked slowly toward the two men, not bothering to hide her presence at all. Her behemoth bone spear was held in her right hand, her red-and-gold armor shining in the dimming light. The two noticed her as soon as she stepped out of her hiding place. 
 
    “Halt!” the drake yelled out as the two of them stood up. He pulled out a warden’s badge and showed it to her. “I am a warden. Do not approach—identify yourself and state your business.” 
 
    Reyla paused. The badge confirmed that the two were wardens. That complicated things, but it didn’t change what she had to do. She needed to buy some time for Dergobor to get into position.  
 
    The human looked at her intently, then glanced at the tree where Nayra was tied. 
 
    “A twin sister,” he said as he recognized her appearance. The drake just grunted and hefted his shield, not quite in a threatening manner, but clearly readying for a fight. 
 
    “May I ask why my sister and her friends are tied up?” Reyla said, taking a step forward. She needed their eyes on her and not on them. 
 
    The drake raised his mace, while the man put his hand to the side and a long and curved sword appeared there. Immediately she could tell that the sword was an awakened object, and that made him even more dangerous. Such things were rare and highly sought after—those who were weak would often be killed by those who coveted such objects. 
 
    “Your sister,” the drake spoke, “refused to cooperate with us, and engaged in hostile behavior. She will be questioned and transported to the nearest warden outpost for processing. You are welcome to come with us and speak on her behalf.” 
 
    Reyla sighed. Nayra should’ve known better than to engage in combat with the wardens. Her first course of action should’ve been to run, but Reyla knew that her sister was impulsive and eager to be recognized. It was why she made stupid mistakes, and ironically was why she wasn’t given more responsibility. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I cannot let you take them. I apologize for any offense that they gave, but we are expected to return home. If you would release them to my custody, I promise that they won’t be making any more trouble for you,” Reyla told them. 
 
    “And where, exactly, is your home?” the drake asked. 
 
    “We are from a small city up north, in Endless Dream territory,” Reyla told them. The Endless Dream was an adventuring organization, one specializing in dungeon diving, and they had a territory nearby. It wouldn’t be odd for a group of adventurers to be in the frontier territories—finding an unknown dungeon could be very profitable. 
 
    “So you are adventurers?” The drake’s tone clearly stated that he didn’t believe her. “Why was your sister dealing with escaped miners turned bandits, then? We observed her group collect the goods that the bandits stole. Surely true adventurers wouldn’t stoop so low as to steal?” 
 
    Reyla cursed her sister for her stupidity. She had been told to make sure that the collection of goods wasn’t observed by anyone other than the miners themselves. “I’m sure that what you saw was just a misunderstanding,” Reyla said as she saw a small distortion around Nayra and her team. Dergobor’s ability gave him camouflage, allowing him to take on the appearance of his surroundings, as well as muffling his presence, but he could still be seen if someone was perceptive enough. 
 
    “We will need to clear up this misunderstanding. If you would relinquish your weapon and join us at our fire, we can wait for your sister to wake up and then establish exactly what the truth is,” the drake said. 
 
    Reyla couldn’t do that, of course, and she could tell that the two men knew it. She raised her spear and entered a fighting stance. “I’m sorry, but we really don’t have the time to wait.” 
 
    The two men were ready for her, but still she advanced. She entered her basic breathing form, and triggered her base technique, {Flow}. The Qi flowed through her body, making every one of her movements fluid, allowing her to chain moves smoothly. She activated her movement ability, [Haze Burst], and she felt the air around her shimmer and her speed increase. She shot forward, activating her support ability in the process. [Immolation] burst over her body, blue flames surrounding her armor. 
 
    She knew that she was at a disadvantage, fighting one on two, and fighting people who had defeated her sister and her team. She didn’t hold back at all. The drake stepped forward, and she activated her combat ability. [Mirage Double]’s form shimmered into existence over her own, a warrior made out of blue light. The double stabbed forward and the drake raised his shield to block, but the double’s spear was just a mirage, and it passed through the shield harmlessly. Behind it came her real spear, she aimed the attack at the drake’s shoulder. But just before her spear connected, the human appeared next to the man, and his sword swiped upward, blocking her spear. She pivoted backward quickly, executing another [Haze Burst] to evade the human’s counterattack. 
 
    She was surprised that he had realized the danger, but if he had fought Nayra, then perhaps he had already seen the ability. She saw a hole in the middle of his chest—his armor was parted there, as if he had been speared. Both Reyla and Nayra had the same Class, the Twin Flame Valkyrie, a legendary Class that they had gotten for accomplishing a great feat prior to gaining access to Essence. They both followed the same path as well, that of The Lotus Dance. Their abilities and techniques were the same—the only difference was that they had different skills. Nayra utilized a short spear along with a buckler, while Reyla fought with a single spear. Her sister had gone down a path of balance between offense and defense, while Reyla put more focus into offense alone. Their fighting styles differed some, but they had learned together, so they remained more alike than not. 
 
    The biggest difference between the two of them were levels. Nayra was level 80, while Reyla had reached level 90. Reaching that level had allowed her to gain a perk that made her Class far deadlier than her twin’s. The most important perk that every person with a Class that heavily relied on abilities searched for, or at least most, the True Classer perk, which halved all the cooldowns for her abilities. That meant that she could utilize them better, and with a shorter downtime. It was the perk that made a Class that much more powerful. 
 
    As soon as she finished her short retreat, she jumped forward again. Her [Immolation] was draining her stamina for as long as it was active, but her build allowed for the extended use of her abilities. She hadn’t always been able to fight as she could now—it had taken years of careful building up of her Class, until she had the right perks to make it truly shine. Her sister had unfortunately gone down a different path, one that she believed in, but she had not yet received everything that she needed in order to fully utilize her skills. 
 
    The drake activated an ability, and his form was now covered in violet plates of light, as if he had extra armor. His shield and his mace had been covered in the same manner, as if another, larger form of his weapon and shield had been superimposed on top of the real ones. The plates were translucent, but somehow appeared solid.  
 
    She stabbed her spear at the human, getting in close so as to better utilize her [Immolation]. Just standing near him would hinder him with heat. But as she got close she felt a gentle breeze pick up, blowing around him and chilling the air. The ability wasn’t providing him nearly as much trouble as [Immolation] usually did to her other opponents, so she disabled it to conserve her stamina. 
 
    His sword moved, and she whirled, her spear blocking the strike just as a small burst of air hit her in the face, making her blink. Her |Power Sense| told her that the drake had moved. She could not only tell how strong they were, but it allowed her to track their signatures while nearby. She opened her eyes even as she moved out of the way of his mace. It just nearly missed her, and she had no time to even adjust as the man stabbed his sword at her. She couldn’t get her spear up in time to block, so she triggered her skill, |Swipe|. Her spear moved into an attack in front of her, swiping in a crescent arc, leaving a trace of a curved blue line in the air from the tip of her spear. The skill was intended for an attack, but she used it now defensively to block the sword coming at her. 
 
    She danced to the side, forcing the human to turn with her and leaving the drake between them. She could tell that the two of them weren’t used to fighting together. They probably became partners only recently, and that was something she could take advantage of. She moved back as she attacked and deflected, always keeping the human between her and the drake. The human attacked her, his sword moving in sure, quick attacks. With every strike, his sword became fainter, looking like it was just a visible gust of wind. It was strange fighting it, but she knew that that had to be the power of the awakened sword. It was harder to see, but it was still the same size so she could adjust. 
 
    Again a gentle gust of wind hit her, and she realized that it wasn’t an ability or technique, but rather a perk. The wind around the man was moving strangely. It wasn’t much of a problem, but it was a nuisance. She could also tell that the man knew her fighting style, as he was adjusting to her attacks and attacking when she was vulnerable. 
 
    She switched her breathing form, activating {Haste}. The Qi inside of her quickened and with it her speed increased. She gained a 40% boost to her speed, and started blocking the man’s sword with greater ease. She could tell that his strength and dexterity were closely matched with hers, but with {Haste} she was now the quicker one. 
 
    She triggered her [Mirage Double] and snapped her spear forward. He didn’t bother with the mirage, but he was still confused by it, and her spear flashed through his defense and nicked his skin in between the armor on his arm. She drew blood and felt her perk Thousand Cuts activating, and the blood flowed just a bit more than such a cut usually would. Immediately after she cut him, his sword shot forward far faster than before, nearly taking her off-guard. The attack would strike her side, and she couldn’t block in time, so she had no other choice but to trigger her perk. Goddess of Speed triggered and her dexterity doubled, and with her haste she suddenly moved far, far faster. Her spear flashed and blocked the attack, then she struck out. The man’s eyes widened, and he tried to block, but he wasn’t fast enough—his attack had allowed him to be quicker for one moment, but her perk allowed for two. Her spear stabbed into his shoulder, drawing blood. With that, Goddess of Speed ended, and she was back to her regular speed. 
 
    The drake had moved around, and as she attacked the human again, his shield blocked her. She pivoted, using |Swipe| to attack the drake and get some more distance between them. A [Mirage Double] followed, but she didn’t attack—instead, she used the distraction to change her breathing form yet again. She entered her fruit technique, and {Falling Petals} triggered. The tip of her sword was flooded with Qi and she snapped it forward. 
 
    The human had moved to stand next to the drake, and as her spear shot forward the drake put his shield up and blocked the strike. As soon as her spear hit the shield, the technique triggered and a wave of blue petals exploded over it, pushing forward beyond the shield and amongst the two men. The human’s perk that made the wind move around him protected him from most, but many still touched him. 
 
    The hundreds of petals, each imbued by the Qi aspect of Sharpness, hit them, and cut. Dozens of cuts appeared on their armors, and dozens more on their exposed skin. Each cut was small, tiny even, but with Thousand Cuts, each wound bled more. 
 
    The drake cursed and slammed his shield into the ground, and a dome of violet energy spread from it pushing the petals away from him and the human. Then the drake’s eyes narrowed on her. He bashed his shield forward, and a shockwave exploded out of it. Reyla had already moved, her [Haze Burst] shooting her to the side, but even still she was too slow. The shockwave hit her and sent her flying through the air, and she fell and rolled over the ground. 
 
    Just as she got to her knees, the human leapt into the air, two white wings appearing on his back. He closed the distance quickly, his sword coming down on her. She put her spear up to block, but the sword met the bone of her spear and a wave exploded out of his sword, pushing her down. Her block moved with the attack, and his sword cut into her shoulder. 
 
    She winced, her eyes closing from the wind and dust that hit her in the face. Something hit her chest and she was sent back to the ground. She rolled and got up again, her shoulder aching in agony. Without delay, she triggered another of her perks, Rapid Recovery, and the wound hissed as it started to heal. The human attacked again, his sword swiping at her. She stabbed back, abandoning defense as she used |Greater Stab|. The man changed his attack into a block, and Reyla used [Haze Burst] to move and get a bit more distance between them. 
 
    She glanced at her opponents, seeing their armors covered in blood, but they were still standing. She hadn’t done enough damage to really hinder them. The drake walked over, his mace and shield ready, and the human adopted a stance with his sword raised above his head. 
 
    She couldn’t hold them for much longer, but she didn’t dare look toward where her sister was to check Dergobor’s progress, as she didn’t want to alert them to anything. The two advanced, and she knew that she couldn’t fight with them head on again—but the decision was taken out of her hands as the human leapt again, he reached her and swung his sword. She put her spear up to block, but then watched in horror as the sword seemingly passed through her spear and then into her side. It passed through her without injuring her, and she tried to use [Haze Burst], but found herself unable. Her eyes widened as the drake ran over, his mace raised to attack. 
 
    Before he could, a small black ball hit the ground in front of her, and black smoke exploded out of it, covering the two wardens. Reyla saw Dergobor then, his twin daggers glowing with red light as he entered the smoke and stabbed. She heard more than saw his attacks, and then he turned around. 
 
    Reyla got to her feet and glanced toward the tree seeing that her sister and her team were no longer there. 
 
    “Go!” she said to Dergobor, and the two of them ran toward the forest, leaving coughing and disoriented wardens behind. She tried to use her abilities again and found that she was unable. Her Qi was likewise silent. She felt fear seep in and she tried again—this time, her [Haze Burst] triggered and she surged forward catching up to Dergobor. 
 
    They reached the river and she saw her sister and her team waiting for them. 
 
    “Sis, I can explain—” Nayra started, but Reyla cut her off. 
 
    “Later!” They didn’t have the time. They needed to put as much room between them and the wardens in case they decided to follow. And she was too shaken from not being able to use her abilities. It had to be a silence ability, but those were rare. She looked at her screens, making sure that everything was all right. 
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    Everything seemed to be in order, which made her relax a bit. She didn’t like the feeling of not being able to use her powers, not one bit.  
 
    She continued on, the others following behind her. They needed to reach safety, and she needed to talk to her sister and learn what exactly happened—then she would need to report back. Their mission was too important, and the appearance of two wardens too big of a development for her to deal with alone. She was going to need to get back to the Tower, and speak with the Commander, but for now they needed to get as far away as possible. She did not want to fight the two wardens again. Both sides had been holding back—neither she nor they had been trying to kill—and she didn’t want to escalate a fight with them to that level. 
 
    She glanced back, wondering if they would follow after them.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 58 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Not the First 
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at the ruin in front of him. The stone walls were overgrown with vines; trees and moss were growing out of the cracks. Collapsed sections were plenty, but still, there was no masking the magnificence of the structure. The walls were only twice his height, worn and faded, broken, but they hid the glory within. The fortress inside of the walls was large, wide and tall. It looked like a four-sided pyramid, with seven levels, and each level was a large platform, filled with plants of all kinds. Trees and flowers, all growing widely, creating a chaotic mess that looked quite beautiful. 
 
    Ereclaw, Enka, and Jishh stood next to him, looking at the fortress. The bodies of the dead monsters filled the courtyard. The treants had gotten stronger the closer they got to the fortress, and it had taken them three days since he had Jishh and Enka level and evolve their Classes. Before that he had forced both of them to fight packs of enemies by themselves, so that they got the One Against Many title. The amount of titles one had, as well as their rarity, were one part of what dictated the quality of choices they would have when they advanced or leveled. Both of them had upgraded their uncommon Classes to rare ones. Jishh had evolved his swordsman Class to Bladedancer, and Enka her Spearwoman Class to Dragoon. Both had gotten to pick new perks, and under his guidance had made their choices. 
 
    He had given them both weapons to suit them better, replacing the axes he had given them initially. By now, they knew how to fight the treants, and the axes weren’t necessary for them to do damage. Jishh had received two arming swords, as well as two short swords. None were as unique as the axes, and they only gave small bonuses to stats, but they were well-made weapons. Enka had received a yari, and like the swords, it only increased her stats without providing an effect like the axes. 
 
    Along with their new perks, they had also evolved their abilities, and had spent the last three days testing them out. A Class evolution didn’t provide anything in terms of raw stats, but it did provide a significant boost in power. Especially since they had increased the rarity of their Class. Their abilities were much more powerful now, and they could take down the tier 2 treants if they worked together and were careful. It still wasn’t easy for them, but at least they weren’t useless now. 
 
    Ereclaw and Ryun, of course, had no issues. Ryun was starting to get bored—he had expected at least some kind of a challenge. Still, he was getting excited as they walked into the fortress, as he hoped that there was something strong enough inside to make him use his true power. He hadn’t had the chance to do that in a long time. Not even Fier had done that, as once Ryun had gotten access to his full power, it became almost laughably easy to kill him. 
 
    They entered the fortress and made their way through the corridors. Treants attacked them at every turn, but Ryun let Enka and Jishh deal with them, while he and Ereclaw stayed back. They advanced, climbing the inside of the pyramid, until finally they reached a large room. It was square, with a tall and open ceiling that showed the blue sky and let light into the room.  
 
    And there, at the back of the room, on a massive throne sat a monster. 
 
     It, like all the monsters they had seen so far, was made out of bark, wood that was twisting into a shape of a massive monster. It somewhat resembled a wooden bear standing upright, gray in color, with antlers on its head and two empty sockets from which emerald light shone. The monster looked at them as they entered the room, and then it used its clawed hands to push itself from its throne. 
 
    “So,” the monster rumbled in a deep, growly voice. “More chosen come to our broken lands in search of power. For all that the Dealmaker favors you, he still sends you to your deaths.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. He hadn’t expected the monster to be able to speak, but it wasn’t the first time he had seen one like it. He glanced at Ereclaw, seeing that his ears were perked up and his eyes locked onto the monster. Ryun could tell that it was strong, but not how strong. 
 
    “We are here for the anchoring crystal. Give it to us, and we will leave you in peace,” Ryun offered. Not that he had any problem killing the monster, but if he could spare himself the search it would be a plus in his book. 
 
    The monster laughed. “Of course you came for the crystal! All others who came here did so for the same reason. None have ever left. I have been offered many things for the crystal by your kind, and never have I accepted. I am not like you, chosen—my kind might have been shackled, our lives deemed unworthy for anything but to be fodder for your growth. I am forced to guard this place that had once been the heart of my kingdom, now only a broken piece of my world. My kind were not chosen like yours, but still I will spill your blood upon this floor for as long as the cursed one sends you to me. At the very least I can have some measure of revenge,” the monster finished with a growl. 
 
    The monster glanced then at Ereclaw and the green fire in its eyes flared. “And you!” he growled at the wolf. “Better that you had spilled this one's blood than to have bound yourself to him. You betray all of us with your treason.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the monster’s rant. He looked at Ereclaw, but saw only confusion in his eyes. The wolf didn’t know what this monster was saying, but Ryun remembered something. Its words were familiar to him—many of the other intelligent monsters that he had encountered had spoken of similar things. And then things clicked into place for him, and he realized what it all meant. It was logical, in a way, but it didn’t change things for him—he had killed his own kind, so he had no reason to stop killing monsters. But he did have pity for them at least. 
 
    Ryun summoned Kagehime, and got ready. He didn’t want to waste more time than necessary. “Give us the crystal, or die.” 
 
    The monster turned its eyes back to Ryun. “You are not the first to try to kill me, and you will not be the last.” 
 
    Ryun grew tired of its rants. He could barely tolerate other people, and he most certainly wasn’t about to listen to this monster continue its speech.  
 
    With the [Inevitable Step] he closed the distance, and swung his sword at the monster’s neck, intending to decapitate it. 
 
    The monster raised its hand, and green energy engulfed it and it blocked the sword. Ryun blinked when he saw that Kagehime didn’t even cut into the hand, the green energy had stopped the sword before it even struck. Then the monster moved, faster than Ryun would expect a being so large to be able to. Its other hand formed a fist and punched him in the chest, sending him flying back across the room. Ryun smashed into the wall, forming a crater and sending cracks spreading all over the wall. He fell from the hole he made down to his knees and coughed. 
 
    Blood sprayed out of his mouth, splashing on the floor. Ryun blinked at it, the red soaking into the dirt and dust that covered the stone floor. He looked up at the monster, removing his filters. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Leshy King (E) (???) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ah, so that’s why no one’s managed to finish this scenario before.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 59 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Leshy 
 
      
 
    The pain in his chest was great. Ryun could tell that his ribs had been cracked, but already he felt the sensation of healing as his Regenerator perk activated. As long as he was in combat, his healing would be increased by 150%, and with his high vitality it meant that any injury would heal quickly. But he knew that the injury could’ve been much worse if he didn’t have his True Body perk. Untethered made his body refuse any influence that it was exerted to. Gravity held him less, and any impact that he suffered would lose its power quickly. The monster’s attack had been so powerful that if his Untethered body hadn’t slowed down his flight through the air, he would’ve smashed through the wall and continued on, probably breaking every bone in his body. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Leshy King (E) (???) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun grimaced and stood up, glancing at the monster in front of him. Its name said that it was a Leshy, whatever that was, but it certainly was strong—the strongest opponent he had ever faced. He could feel a nearly forgotten sensation awaken deep inside of him. Fighting against someone who was as powerful as he, someone who could kill him… It had been so long since he had such a foe. The other Rankers back on Earth had been nothing to him, even after they had used the same methods as he to gain strength. 
 
    He dismissed Kagehime, her form turning to shadow and seeping into him. Then he looked up. 
 
    “Ereclaw, I need a few moments,” Ryun said, wincing at the sharp pain in his chest. 
 
    The wolf’s eyes never left the monster, but he inclined his head as he heard Ryun’s words. The wolf crouched, and then launched himself at the monster. Ryun glanced at the two warriors, and Enka and Jishh looked at him with wide eyes, worry and fear clear on their faces. It nearly made Ryun laugh. They felt fear when the only thing he felt was anticipation. 
 
    “Get back. Don’t interfere,” Ryun told them. He pulled out a small vial filled with red liquid, a healing potion, and quickly drank it. He felt his injury healing even faster. 
 
    Then he started taking his clothes off. The robes he wore these days were simple martial arts robes, with a sash at his waist. All black in color, they were well made, sturdy, enchanted with repair and durability. It meant that they were useful for everyday wear; they were rarely damaged, and if they were, they would repair themselves in time. 
 
    But for real combat, Ryun had something else. As he was taking off his clothes, Ereclaw was fighting the monster, his strikes were fast, his claws hitting the monster all over, but no attack seemed to be able to penetrate the green glow around the monster. Ryun finished taking off his clothes and put them into his ring. Then he found his Battle Raiment of the Forgotten King (E), and equipped them. Aside from durability, the set was also enchanted with equip, which allowed him to put it on directly from his storage. The new robes simply materialized over his body, without him needing to put them on the old-fashioned way. His new set of clothes looked similar to what he’d been wearing before, which was no coincidence, as his previous clothing had been fashioned to look like this set. But there were a few differences. His battle raiment looked like battle robes, but instead of being all black, they had dark red embroidery along the hems. Scripts in a language that neither Ryun nor anyone else could understand, aside from perhaps the monster that he had killed for it, was etched all along it. 
 
    The raiment had been a reward from one of the last bosses on Earth, a monster that had protected one of the strongest monster-spawning portals. As soon as the raiment settled on him, he felt a surge of power. The set consisted of robes, pants, sash, cloth gauntlets, and knee-high combat boots. All together, they gave him +20 to all stats, as well as 20% damage reduction from all physical attacks. 
 
    He pulled out two rings that gave him +20 to vitality and +20 to endurance and put them on. 
 
    Ryun straightened, and then summoned his sword again. 
 
    “That monster is strong,” Kagehime told him, but he could feel her excitement. 
 
    Ryun triggered her perk, Shadow’s Favorite, and his form started to blend into the shadows at the edges of the room. The center was illuminated by the ceiling window, but the sides were obscured in shadows. Kagehime herself changed, her form turning dark and losing focus, as it turned into a dark shadow in the shape of a sword. That had usually happened when he used her in combat for extended periods. He had always assumed that it was her unique ability as an awakened weapon. But now, he knew that it was just her natural form. 
 
    His injury healed, Ryun prepared for the fight. He entered a breathing form, and {Tranquil Mantle} settled over him, a technique that boosted his stats. The mantle increased all of his stats by 39% of their total. He felt his power increase as his stats were boosted. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  518(+20+202)=740 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  519(+20+202)=741 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  615(+40+239)=894 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  518(+40+202)=760 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  491(+20+191)=702 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  558(+20+217)=795 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He felt his skin grow tougher, his bones stronger, as his Body of Iron perk benefited from the extra endurance. His mind cleared, and his thoughts sped up as his Quickened Mind used the extra intelligence. The room around him seemed to slow down as his perception of time altered. His Qi churned with power as his Lake of Qi fed the extra wisdom to his core. 
 
    He moved, his feet pushing off the ground with no sound at all. His Silent Hunter perk allowed him to move through the air without disrupting it. Silently, he ran around the room, his Untethered making every step take him further, faster, as no force could truly exert much influence on him. In short intervals it meant that he could travel incredibly fast, although the longer he coasted on momentum alone, the faster he bled that momentum away, not even his own force could exert its influence on him. In an instant, he reached the other side, getting behind the monster.  
 
    With Kagehime ready in his hand, he stepped forward. [Inevitable Step] took him across the room, just behind the monster. His arrival wasn’t announced by any sound—there was no shift in the air, no vibrations of the ground. He unleashed his combat ability, and [Bringer of Sorrow] billowed out of him, hitting the monster with an attack on its emotions. He saw it pause in its attack on Ereclaw, and Ryun lunged. Kagehime soared, cutting down at its back. 
 
    The green energy around the monster surged, and it turned faster than Ryun had ever seen someone move. The monster raised its arm and met his sword. 
 
    Kagehime met the green Qi around the monster’s forearm, and it parted, allowing her to reach its skin. Ryun’s sword cut into the forearm, pushing a few centimeters inside. Green sap leaked from the wound, and the monster roared. Its other arm shot toward Ryun’s head, but Ereclaw jumped at the monster from behind, grabbing the arm and slowing it down. Ryun ripped Kagehime from the monster’s bark and jumped back, evading the attack. Ereclaw was carried with the arm forward, and then he lost his grip and flew off, hitting the ground and rolling a few times before jumping back to his feet. His jaws opened and he growled at the Leshy. 
 
    The monster didn’t follow up immediately. Instead, it looked at its arm and the flowing sap there. Then its empty sockets turned and locked onto Ryun. 
 
    “I will make you suffer for this,” the Leshy hissed. 
 
    Ryun jumped forward, sending another blast of [Bringer of Sorrow] at the monster, but this time it didn’t even flinch. He swung his sword, and the monster moved out of the way, then stomped on the ground, cracking it and sending a shockwave of rolling stone away from itself. 
 
    Ryun jumped over it, Untethered allowing him to glide over the rolling stone. The shockwave hit him, but it simply sent him flying backward, his body moving with the shockwave instead of being blasted with it. 
 
     Ereclaw weathered through the shockwave, jumping at the monster from the side, his claws glowing with red light as he stabbed them into the Leshy’s side. The red glow struck the green Qi that the monster used like a shield and punched through, stabbing into its side. Ereclaw ripped a chunk of bark from it, then ducked when its arm swiped at him. The monster turned, and followed up with its other arm, hitting Ereclaw. The wolf raised his arms to block, but was still blown across the room. 
 
    Ryun felt that his movement ability’s cooldown was ready, and he moved. [Inevitable Step] let him close the distance again in an instant, and he stabbed at the Leshy. The monster blocked, using the back of its hand to push his sword away. Then it stabbed at him with the claws of its other hand. Ryun danced to the side, evading—his stats were incredibly high now, but still the monster could keep up, and his and Ereclaw’s strikes were dealing little damage. They needed to do more.  
 
    The next time the Leshy attacked, Ryun jumped into the air. He grabbed hold of the arm and allowed it to move him, his Untethered letting him ride the momentum. He twisted in the air as he changed his breathing form, his Qi surging through his body. As the monster realized that its attack hadn’t connected like it had intended, Ryun was ready. The monster saw his attack coming, and it raised its other hand to block just as Ryun opened his mouth and {Silent Breath} shot out of it. A wave of silver Qi washed over the monster’s head even as it raised its other arm to shield itself. 
 
    But then, the arm that it had brought up to shield its face shot out through his Qi attack, and a fist smashed into Ryun’s face, sending him flying back. His True Body didn’t manage to slow him down enough before he smashed into a wall. 
 
    He dropped to the floor, disoriented, but with his high vitality and perk he was already healing the damage. He raised his hand to his cheek and felt split skin that was closing. If he hadn’t had the boost from {Tranquil Mantle}, if his body wasn’t reinforced by Body of Iron, and if he didn’t have the damage reduction from his raiment, he would’ve probably lost his head from that. 
 
    The monster was looking at its arm, and Ryun looked at it in surprise, too. His attack hadn’t done nearly as much damage as he had hoped it would. Its head had wisps of smoke rising from it, but it hadn’t been really injured. 
 
    “No aspect?” the monster asked, then looked at Ryun. “Why would you not have an aspect?” 
 
    Ryun blinked, wondering if that was the reason why his attack hadn’t done as much damage. He hadn’t had any issues so far. His attacks had always injured his opponents, killed them even, and yet they seemed to have done nothing to this monster. 
 
    It shook its head. “Arrogance and ignorance. For all that you are strong, you deserve to die.” 
 
    The monster’s Qi surged, and the green energy solidified itself on its body, becoming a green translucent armor that covered its entire form. Ryun got up to his feet and looked at it.  
 
    Something told him that he wouldn’t be able to cut through that as easily as before.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 60 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Strong Hunter 
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at the monster in front of him. On the other side of the room, Ereclaw had gotten to his feet. In a corner, the two warriors Enka and Jishh looked at them with wide eyes. He could only imagine how this fight looked to them. All three of them were moving so fast that he wasn’t sure that the two could even follow what was going on. 
 
    The Leshy was strong, far stronger than Ryun had imagined, and his Qi attack hadn’t dealt any damage to it. The Leshy was probably in a tier of power above the one Ryun had reached. In terms of stats it was about the same as Ryun with his boost, but he knew that that was misleading. It was probable that not all of its stats were as high—its strength certainly was, and its dexterity was close. Its endurance, too, perhaps, but seeing as it wasn’t healing from the injuries Ryun and Ereclaw had inflicted, its vitality was low. That, or perhaps its kind just didn’t regenerate in the same way. 
 
    Ryun’s heart was beating slowly in his chest. These moments where he needed to find a way to overcome a monster, when his mind sharpened, and when he gained focus were what he had lived for. This had been all he had ever wanted: just the freedom to fight and grow. It was almost as if he was whole again, as if he didn’t have holes in his memory, as if there was no fog over his mind. It was just a feeling, as if the part of him that remembered everything was within reach. He loved this, the combat, the struggle. He needed it, wanted more of it. He couldn’t believe that he had allowed himself to forget. He felt the need inside of him, the desire to prolong the fight until he was nearly broken, bloody and tired, standing over his opponent, barely alive himself. 
 
    The monster moved, the Qi around its fists expanding and forming into two large gauntlets, blunt fist weapons. It smashed them together, sending a shockwave out of the impact point. Ryun took a deep breath. He was in the shadows, and his form was blended in them. The monster could clearly see him, but it had to be difficult. Ryun focused on his breathing, his Qi Manipulator perk allowing him much more control over his Qi. He funneled his Qi in a pattern. His {Tranquil Mantle} was an evolved form of {Empower}, an evolution that had improved his path. His path had been a rare one, but now it was of epic rarity. His mantle not only allowed him to boost his stats, but it also allowed him to move that bonus around. He could move up to 50% of the bonus from any stat to any other.  
 
    He focused and started moving his power around. He reduced the bonus to his wisdom and intelligence, and funneled it to his dexterity. Then he reduced the bonus to his vitality and endurance and transferred it to his strength. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  518(+20+202+211)=951 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  519(+20+202+211)=952 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  615(+40+119)=774 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  518(+40+101)=659 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  491(+20+95)=606 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  558(+20+108)=686 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He felt his power change, and his hand tightened on his sword. “Any advice on how to take it down?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Cut it down,” Kagehime said. 
 
    “Thanks for that, I didn’t think of it,” Ryun said. 
 
    “What did you expect? I’m a sword.” 
 
    Ryun sighed and crouched, then shot forward. To those who were weaker, it would’ve looked like he just disappeared. His passage didn’t disturb the air; there was no flashy thunderclap as he broke the sound barrier, there was no cracking of stone floors as he pushed off the ground. His perk made him silent, but all his strength remained. His Qi burned through him, and he had enough reserves to go on for a while yet. He swung Kagehime’s shadowy form at the monster, and it raised its hand to block. His sword struck the armor on its forearm and split the Qi apart, cutting into the wood that was its skin and driving the monster’s arm down, allowing the tip of Ryun’s sword to stab into its shoulder. 
 
    The monster was surprised by his greater strength, but Ryun didn’t let it recover. He moved, and faster than it could follow he ripped Kagehime out and then stabbed into its side, pushing her halfway through before the Leshy swiped at him with its hand and forced him to retreat. Ereclaw jumped at its head, his feet wrapping around its torso as he grabbed the Leshy’s antlers and pulled its head back, revealing its throat beneath the newly formed helmet. 
 
    Somehow, he and the wolf seemed to be extremely in tune with each other—perhaps because of their contract, or perhaps because they were similar in some sense. There was a sense of connection, as if they were kindred. Whatever it was, Ereclaw gave Ryun an opening, and he took it. 
 
    Ryun stabbed at its throat, but then the Qi that was sheeting the monster in emerald armor changed, becoming more solid, its green color darkening as it turned to bark and grew. Kagehime smashed into a piece of Qi-bark that grew over its throat and the monster was pushed back by Ryun’s strength, but the bark held. The monster roared, a muffled sound that came from behind the dark green bark that now covered its entire body. 
 
    Then roots exploded out of it, seeking to impale them. Ryun moved, Kagehime cutting down three of the roots, but he missed two others, and they impaled him in the hip and shoulder, lifting him up. Ereclaw jumped from its back and over its head, evading the other roots as he flew through the air straight at Ryun. He collided with him, grabbing him and carrying him back, ripping the two roots out of his body. The two of them dropped to the ground and rolled. 
 
    Ryun groaned and got up to his knees, Ereclaw following a moment after. The monster was now covered in dark green bark, with dozens of sharp roots curling around it. Each one was as thick as Ryun’s wrist, and fast, faster than he was with his boosts. He wondered if this was what having a Qi aspect meant; the monster’s Qi had changed into the solid bark. Ryun wondered what its aspect was. Nature? Wood? Bark? Could those things be aspects at all? He didn’t know, and not knowing was costing him. 
 
    Ryun glanced down, seeing his wounds already closing, although a bit slower than they had before, as he had lowered the bonus on his vitality. Still, it would take a lot more damage to truly injure him. His greatest advantage was his regenerative capability and his toughness. With it, he was a true monster on the battlefield. He could shrug off most any attack, and continue on as good as new just a few moments after. If he was fighting many opponents at once, his healing speed increased even more with his Feast perk, where every kill gave him a burst of healing. His Vampire perk allowed him to take one-tenth of his opponent's highest stat upon their death, too, and add it to his temporarily. 
 
    If this boss had minions around it, he would’ve been able to push his power even higher. He had done so before, had reached almost double the amount of stats he had now, even if that power was only temporary. 
 
    But it looked like they had frightened the monster at least. This looked like it was its trump card. 
 
    “This is a strong hunter,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    Ryun agreed, but it would still be their prey. “Do you have any ability that can restrict its movements? Disorient it for a moment, at least?” 
 
    Ereclaw didn’t move his eyes off their opponent, but he nodded. “Yes, but I don’t know if it will work on it.” 
 
    “Try. I’ll kill it,” Ryun said. 
 
    Ereclaw disappeared as, using a movement ability or technique, the wolf shot out across the room. The monster twisted as it noticed him, and Ereclaw started dancing around it, swiping at it with his red-sheathed claws. He was taking out chunks of the bark, but he wasn’t touching the body beneath. Somehow the wolf had gotten stronger the longer the fight went on. At the start he had been far weaker, barely able to keep up with the monster, but now he was almost its equal. Ryun wondered if that had to do with his Qi aspect, that of the Hunt. 
 
    Ryun pulled Kagehime back, and focused on his skill. He felt it tremble inside of him, his head pulsed, as he touched it and pulled it out. He was ready, and he watched for the opportunity to strike. 
 
     Ereclaw jumped back, evading one of the monster’s arms as it smashed into the ground, the gauntlets breaking the floor. The roots from its body snapped forward to impale the wolf, but Ereclaw dodged them. Ryun wondered how he was doing that—the wolf was slower than the monster, yet he seemed to be able to evade its attacks better than Ryun, who was faster, could. He didn’t have the time to wonder, as the Leshy reared back for another attack. 
 
    But Ereclaw didn’t retreat this time. Instead, he raised his head, red Qi shimmering around him, and then he howled—a piercing howl that hit the monster straight on. The power of the howl slipped past it and brushed past Ryun, and he felt its power nearly stop his heart. The monster froze, and Ryun struck. 
 
    He raised his sword above his head and then cut down. |Perfect Cut| activated, Kagehime falling before him. The air above the monster split open and a thin, shadowy blade cut downward. 
 
    The monster saw it coming straight for its head, and Qi burst around it, its bark dissolving into a mist of green as it moved. The cut fell, and green sap spilled over the floor. The cut split it from shoulder to hip, cleaving a part of its torso along with its arm. The green embers in its glowing sockets glared at Ryun, and somehow Ryun could sense outrage, as well as fear in them. The monster was injured, but it had been fast enough to avoid a lethal strike. 
 
    Ryun felt the air leave his lungs as he finished the attack. Pain stabbed into his head, greater than the last time he had used the skill. Belatedly, he realized that it was because his stats were much higher now than the last time he had used the skill. He had achieved something beyond his level of power, something he was unprepared for. It was not a matter of stats—it was one of advancement. And while he had been strong enough to endure a few attacks before, now he didn’t think that he could do more than one additional attack like that one. 
 
    Ereclaw was down on his knees, breathing quickly. The howl had to have taken a lot from him. 
 
    The monster roared and charged, heading straight for Ryun. His eyes widened, but he didn’t feel fear. This was what he enjoyed more than anything else. The struggle, the hunt. He smiled as it came at him and raised Kagehime high, ready to meet his foe.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 61 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    I Do Not Break My Word 
 
      
 
    His head was hurting, but he wasn’t physically tired—and so when the wounded monster came, Ryun didn’t cower. It punched at him, its fist the size of Ryun’s head, but Ryun raised his left hand and stopped the fist with his open palm. The monster was stopped cold, its power spent, its injury too great. It was done, it just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    Ryun felt his mouth twitch, and as he pushed the massive beast back, it pulled its fist back and swung again. Ryun let the strike hit his face, his head swinging around from the strike. Blood filled his mouth, but he wasn’t hurt. The monster’s Qi was gone, spent in order for it to evade his skill, and it was far weaker than him now. He turned around, pushing its fist with his face. The glowing embers in its eye sockets flared and Ryun felt it pull back. He reached out, grabbing its arm with his left and squeezing. The wood cracked beneath his fingers, the {Tranquil Mantle} still surged through him, his stats were too much for it now. 
 
    It tried to escape, but Ryun didn’t let it. He swung Kagehime and cut its other hand off at the elbow. It roared as it stumbled back, but Ryun advanced. The fear in its very being was unmistakable. It bent down and charged, trying to gouge him with its antlers. Ryun jumped, placed a hand on its head and let the monster push him away. As it raised its head, Ryun was thrown behind its back. He landed and turned, stabbing his sword into its knee joint, then cutting out. He kicked it in the back, and the monster howled as it fell to one knee. 
 
    Ryun danced to the side, Kagehime cutting into it as he moved. He came back to its front, looking at the two hollow sockets with glowing emerald fire within. The monster was covered in green sap, its blood. The glow in its eyes was dimming, and it was shaking. Ryun closed his eyes as he took a deep breath. He didn’t know how he had forgotten this. The feeling of defeating an enemy that was strong, that posed a threat. The exhilaration of a good fight, of facing a worthy opponent. It had been years, not since…since… New Dallas. Yes, he remembered. There had been strong people there, not individually, but together. A…a party, adventurers. Yes, he remembered now. He had killed them quickly, hadn’t known then how to prolong the fight. He had gone for the kill, overwhelmed them. It had been so long, years, and since then…nothing. That had been the last time he had felt this way. 
 
    He killed them all, an entire city, all because of a promise he had made, a word given. Ryun had never set out to kill everyone; he had just wanted to be left alone. He didn’t remember why he wanted that—that part of his memory was obscured in a fog—but something made him leave everything, something that he had forgotten. He didn’t know how important it had been, or if it even had been. Most of the other things he had forgotten were unimportant, memories of before the Framework. Faces of people that he had been close to. Social manners, words, meaning. Perhaps those weren’t even related; perhaps he had just spent so much time alone that he had forgotten it all on his own. He didn’t know, nor did it matter. He knew that he had left, secluded himself in the wilderness, telling them all to leave him alone. 
 
    And they had refused—still they had hunted him, still they just couldn’t let him be, because they feared that which was stronger than them, feared their own lack of control over him. He remembered fighting the ones they sent after him, and he remembered sending the survivors back to their leaders, giving them a warning, a promise. He remembered his words now: “I claim these lands for my own. Deal with me as you would a sovereign nation. Do not violate my lands, and I will not violate yours.” And still they didn’t listen, still they tried to kill him. Those memories were hazy to him, but he remembered the moment. That was when he made his decision, when he set his course. He came to their city, and gave them a promise: “Since you do not care to listen, I must teach you. You have until dawn three days from now to leave this city, to leave these lands. If you do not, I will kill every living thing in this city. This, I promise.” 
 
    Some had listened, but most had not. And three days after, he had smashed through the city gates and started killing. That had been the moment when he had taken so much Essence that he had become too powerful for anyone else to match. The moment he had felt truly…powerful. The moment after which he started to feel bored. He had killed more since then, because even after that city, they still couldn’t learn. He realized that they never would, that they didn’t deserve to live, that they were unworthy. He remembered why he killed them all, as that part of his memories had not been taken from him. He knew exactly why he had killed a world. Because they pushed others beneath them; because they stood on the shoulders of slaves; because they were corrupt and evil; because those who were oppressed cowered without ever even attempting to free themselves; because they would’ve never left him be alone—and because he wanted to live. Because he hated, hated everything. In the end, his will for life was stronger than theirs. 
 
    Many had come to him, some even in peace. Pleading for him to stop, appealing to his morality, offering deals, wealth, everything and anything that they could think of. But Ryun didn’t care for any of that. Reaching such a level of power allowed him true freedom. Ryun did what he wanted, when he wanted. He had saved people, not because he took pity on them, not because they could offer something to him, not because it was good, but just because he wanted to. And then he had killed those same people later when they stood in his way. Things like morality and good and evil did not matter to him. He hadn’t killed others because he wanted to see them suffer, he did it because it had been kill or be killed. He punished them because they couldn’t leave him alone, because their morality and arrogance demanded them to try and kill him in turn. Because they wanted revenge for their families that Ryun had slaughtered. And he enjoyed growing his power far too much to allow himself to end. 
 
    It was the same reason why he had agreed to lead a town filled with people whom he didn’t care particularly about. It was because he wanted to. Because he had met a young child and she amused him. There was no need for anything else. He didn’t do it because he was good, because he wanted to protect them. He had no altruistic reason. He didn’t want redemption for what he had done—that word meant nothing to him. He only wanted to grow and fight stronger opponents, to be powerful enough that no one could ever tell him what to do. And they just happened to be able to offer something that he needed. He had taken the burden of protecting them, had given his word, and that alone was something that he would never betray. His words and his promises were his bonds, his oaths. 
 
    Only his own will and whim guided him, and if someone disagreed, they’d better be strong enough to crush him beneath their power. Because he had bowed once, and he would never do so again. No one would ever tell him what to do, no one would ever bend him to their will. 
 
    He opened his eyes, the memories fading, and he looked at the monster. It was afraid—it was beaten, dying. Ryun had enjoyed fighting with it, enjoyed besting it, and now its death would bring him even more power. 
 
    He raised Kagehime, and the monster opened its mouth. 
 
    “Mercy, please… I can give you secrets, power unlike anything you can even dream of,” it wheezed out. 
 
    Ryun smiled sadly. It had been a good opponent, a strong adversary. But Ryun had given his word. 
 
    “I gave you two choices, the crystal or death. You made your choice, and I do not break my word.” 
 
    The monster opened its mouth to speak again, but Ryun was done listening, and he spoke before it could. 
 
    Activating [Reave], his hand smashed into its chest, grabbing hold of its spirit, and he pulled. The ethereal form left its body, struggling to escape. And Ryun opened his mouth, inhaling. The form was sucked in, and Essence filled him as the body fell to the ground. 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes, feeling more Essence inside of himself than he had ever gained from a single source. More than he had gained from several of them, even. He realized just how much he had slowed his own advancement. He had done it unconsciously. On Earth, he had stopped because there hadn’t been anything powerful enough left for him to kill. Here in the Infinite Realm, there had been only Fier, and once Ryun had regained his power the man had turned out to be a disappointment. He had advanced, but he could’ve done so much more. He could’ve hunted monsters, could’ve taken so much more Essence, could’ve advanced further. Instead, he had spent time on things that were inconsequential. 
 
    A glowing golden chest appeared next to the throne, and a diamond-shaped crystal appeared on the throne seat. The anchor that they had been looking for. 
 
    “That was a good hunt.” 
 
    Ryun glanced up and saw Ereclaw standing next to him. “Yes, it was,” Ryun said, feeling a spark of a fire that had long ago gone dormant burst back to life inside of him. This was just one of the territories—there were two more out there. And with luck, with it would come more monsters as powerful as this one. 
 
    He couldn’t wait.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 62 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Safehold 
 
      
 
    Zacharia looked around his camp, which was more like a village now. It had grown in the last eight months. They had found more survivors, and their numbers had increased. There were now almost a hundred people living in Safehold. He still wasn’t sure about the name, but after they had activated the Town Stone and defeated the monster invasion, he had been made a Chief and had to pick a name. Their camp had become an outpost, and the pillar had become the outpost interface. It allowed them to access better shops, to buy different things, such as completely finished buildings. Since then they had improved their living conditions a great deal. They had houses for everyone now—more like bungalows, small, but a vast improvement on what they used to have. 
 
    They had also been able to purchase a well, better walls, and even a smithy. All of these things together had made their life in this new world at least somewhat bearable. Zach had somehow found himself in charge. It wasn’t like he wanted to be—he just happened to be the one who’d used the Town Stone, which meant that only he could use the interface to build things, but anyone could donate Essence to the interface for it to be used by the outpost Chief, or rather now Leader. Once their numbers had reached one hundred, the option to turn the outpost into a town had unlocked, and once Zach used it, he gained a new title, that of Leader. With the title came responsibility. The others started asking him for advice, and eventually it led to him being the one in charge. Linda had been a huge help to him in that regard, as she dealt with most of the day-to-day issues, leaving only the big things to him. 
 
    Life was good, quiet. They had hunted down most of the monsters in their surroundings, as they needed the Essence in order to build up the outpost. For that purpose they had formed a group of people who went out and hunted monsters, and Zach even led them at times. He didn’t enjoy hunting and killing monsters, but they had no choice. They needed to kill them in order to survive. 
 
    Zach’s eyes fell on a small house on the corner of the outpost. It was the same as every other house, but somehow it stood apart: Ryun’s and Melody’s home. The two of them were at odds with most of the others in the camp. The others felt like they didn’t contribute as much as they could, that their constant hunting was unnecessary. In truth, most of their complaints were about Ryun, and his refusal to stay in the camp and cycle along with the other Cultivators. As Cultivators could draw in the Essence from their surroundings and then pass that Essence to others, or just give it to Zach for him to use for the town. They were spending a lot of Essence just on food, as many refused to eat monster meat. In fact, it even hurt some of them, those who hadn’t raised their levels, and for children it was even worse—it poisoned them. There were only a few children in the town, and those that were present were all between ten and fourteen years old. 
 
    The children couldn’t access Essence, but now they knew that they would be able to access it once they matured enough. One of the children had gained the ability to gain Essence a few days after his fifteenth birthday, for example. 
 
    They had a few Cultivators in Safehold. Very few had survived the coming of the Framework. A Cultivating path was just too weak—their advancement gave them too few stats for them to be able to match the monsters. From the stories the other survivors told, most had died quickly, and those who’d survived were lucky. They were more than happy to spend their days behind the walls and cycle, giving all of their Essence to the community so that it could grow. In return, they got protection and food. It was a good deal. But Ryun… He didn’t want to do that. Instead, he kept going out into the wilderness with Melody, hunting monsters. 
 
    The others felt like he was risking himself needlessly, when he could stay and generate Essence for everybody. Zach had tried to convince him that there was no need for him to risk his life, not anymore. They had a few hunters who were around level 20 who could protect the town. Zach himself had reached level 30, and was strong enough to protect the town on his own.  
 
    But Ryun didn’t want to hear it, and it bred resentment between him and the others. It didn’t help that Ryun looked at everyone who didn’t go out and kill monsters as if they were leeches. He had even called them that once. Zach understood how Ryun felt, but he didn’t agree. People shouldn’t need to go out and hunt monsters just so that they could eat. Even if they had just 10 years until the deadline the Dealmaker gave them. They had to build a foundation first, to establish safe zones before they could worry about what would happen after the time runs out. Otherwise, the world would just descend into madness, people murdering each other in a bid to gain more power. Ryun and he had gotten into plenty of arguments about that, and he knew that he wouldn’t convince his friend that he was wrong. 
 
    So Zach just let him do as he wanted to. He wasn’t hurting anyone, and he was bringing back a lot of materials that he and Melody had harvested from monsters and from the wilderness itself. The others still considered him selfish for not cycling for the rest of them, but at least there was peace, probably because Ryun and Melody weren’t in town enough for any trouble to start. 
 
    He shook his head. He needed to try and talk with Ryun again, and he told himself that he would once they returned from their last trip. 
 
    Someone yelled out from the gates, and Zach turned around to look. A guard on the walls was waving at him, and Zach ran over. With his considerable stats he reached the gate in several seconds. He was still not used to being so strong; he didn’t know if he ever would be. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked the person on watch. They rotated the people who had guard duty, and this time it was Marcus Jackson. The older man used to be a police officer, and he had been instrumental in keeping the peace in the outpost. Zach didn’t know what he would do without the man. 
 
    “Look—people!” he said excitedly and Zach followed his hand. 
 
    Out in the distance, walking through the forest was indeed a group of people. Zach immediately felt relieved that there were more survivors, and that they had managed to find them. 
 
    “Open the gates!” Zach yelled and jumped down to meet them. The group of some ten people walked into their town, and Zach noticed that they were much different than survivors they had encountered before. All of them wore monster-looted gear, and had weapons on them. They even had round badges on their chests with a symbol of Earth painted on it. 
 
    “Hello to the town!” the woman in the front said, looking at Jackson. “We are so glad that we have found more survivors! I am Gloria Hightower and we are envoys of the United Government!” she announced loudly, making sure that all people around them heard it. 
 
    Immediately Zach heard his people exclaiming, whispering, some even bursting into tears. 
 
    “The government!” 
 
    “We’re saved!” 
 
    “Is it the army?” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    The woman just raised her hands and smiled gently. “We will answer all of your questions, I promise. A lot has changed, and you have done well to survive so far. My team has been traveling the world looking for survivors, and I must tell you that it’s rare for us to find people who have managed to survive as well as you have. Now, I need to speak with the leader of your town. Is it you?” She looked at Jackson. 
 
    Zach didn’t blame her for her assumption, as the man did fit the look of a leader. 
 
    “No,” Jackson said and turned to look at Zach. “He is our leader.” 
 
    The woman looked at Zach and blinked, but her face cleared quickly. “Oh, good. Is there somewhere quiet where we can talk? We have much to discuss, and I’d ask if you could see to my people. We’ve had a long trip.” 
 
    Zach looked at the woman. She was older looking, with gray hair, but there was no weakness in her. She seemed to be the kind of a person who knew her strength, and expected to be obeyed. But Zach had gotten good at telling how strong people were, and while strong, she wasn’t as strong as he was. She was close, perhaps level 25 or slightly higher. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but is there any way for you to prove that you are who you say you are? You can’t just expect us to take you on your word.” 
 
    The woman looked taken aback as if she hadn’t expected to be asked such a question. Before she could answer, however, one of the men behind her rolled his eyes. 
 
    “We got another one of those,” he said, and the man next to him narrowed his eyes and took a step forward. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” the man said. “We’ve been traveling for months, fighting monsters all to find people like you and save your asses. The least you can do is offer us something to drink. You got it?” 
 
    Zach blinked as the man put a hand on his shoulder. Zach might not have wanted to lead, but he had taken responsibility for these people, and he was not about to let anyone bully him out of that responsibility. 
 
    Zach reached out and grabbed the man’s hand, pulling it off his shoulder and twisting. The man screamed and fell to his knees, but Zach didn’t let the hand go. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t put your hands on me again.” 
 
    The newcomers all tensed, but the woman raised her hands in the air and spoke quickly. “I apologize for his rudeness. We are all just tired from our trip. I don’t have anything that would prove my claim without a doubt, but I am sure if we talk that we will be able to convince you. We have knowledge of the rest of the world, and if you’re willing to hear us out we will share everything that we know.” 
 
    Zach sighed and released the man’s hand. “Of course. I’m sorry. We can talk, and your people are welcome to stay and rest.” 
 
    With that, Zach led the woman back to his house. A part of him wanted her words to be true, wanted there to be a new government, someone who would take over and establish order, rules. But he had to be sure before he risked his people.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 63 – PAST – Zach 
 
    Government 
 
      
 
    “You are telling me that the entire world is like this?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Gloria answered with a sigh. “We’ve been unable to get in contact with everyone, only those who managed to upgrade their towns into a city. But we’ve spoken with people from all over the world, enough such that we have a pretty clear picture.” 
 
    Zach glanced at Linda, who was sitting next to him. He could see that she was shaken by the news. Zach had always known that there was a good possibility that the entire world had been affected, but some had been hoping that there was safety out there. 
 
    According to Gloria, once a town was upgraded to a city, one got access to a world map, and could then send messages to other city leaders around the world. The maps also showed points of interest, such as dungeons, monster spawning portals, and towns and outposts that were near the city where one looked at the map. 
 
    That was how they’d found Safehold. They were apparently still on Earth, too—the geography of the planet was the same, although the Framework had changed a few things. Antarctica was no longer under ice, and the Sahara was now a lush jungle. According to her, the valley near Safehold was right in the middle of Europe, although the climate had changed as well as the environment. The broad geography of the world was unchanged; the continents were the same, but the landscape had changed. Mountain ranges had moved, some disappeared, others altered. Some rivers were no longer where they used to be, whereas others had gotten larger. What used to be farmland was now a lake or a forest. Almost all signs of civilization had been removed. Cities, roads, infrastructure, vehicles, boats, and all technology in general, nearly everything that had been made by man had been wiped from existence. Only a few things had remained, such as some buildings, older ones that were now just ruins. Some simple constructions, like the cabin that Zach and the others found, remained as well. 
 
    People had been randomly moved all over the planet. Those who were close together had been moved into the same areas, but that wasn’t always the case, as Zach already knew. They had a few people in town that had come from Japan—only, all of them could understand one another even though they spoke different languages, as the Framework somehow allowed for that. 
 
    “I am actually quite impressed that you managed to survive out here. This area had been inaccessible to us for a while, since it seemed to be populated by so many high-level monsters,” Gloria said. “Might I ask what your levels are?” 
 
    Zach was surprised to hear that she considered this area high in level, but he realized that that could explain why they had managed to level up so fast. Since their levels had reached those of the monsters, however, they had been advancing extremely slowly. “Most are around level 15. The hunters are all around level 20, and a few of us are around level 30.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes widened in shock. “Level 30? Really? We’ve been struggling to reach twenty for the past year. Although…” She turned thoughtful. “If you managed to survive in this area with so many high-level monsters, I guess that is only natural.” 
 
    “This isn’t the case elsewhere?” Zach asked. He remembered his title, First to Ten, which he had gotten it for being the first person in the world to reach that level. He had hoped that there were other powerful people out there. 
 
    “Not at all. Most people are struggling to level. The ones who are hunters like myself are at the top, with the elite teams being close to level 20. Hunting monsters is dangerous and the death rate is high, so most people chose to stay in the safety of the towns. The majority is around level 5, some close to 10. Although that is changing ever since the new laws concerning Cultivators.” 
 
    “What laws?” Linda asked. 
 
    “Well, since they aren’t all that strong, and since their advancement requires so much more Essence, they are required to contribute the Essence that they can draw in. That Essence is then used to support the towns and help advance others,” Gloria answered. 
 
    Zach saw Linda give him a victorious look. They had argued about Ryun for months now. He could see how it would be logical, as most Cultivators were weak. Ryun was the exception, however—he had managed to acquire enough Essence to advance, in large part because the four of them had managed to kill powerful monsters and gain great rewards. But even with all of that luck he was still weaker than Zach, who had invested almost the same amount of Essence. It didn’t make sense for him to still risk himself when he could help others advance. But Zach also knew that Ryun’s techniques allowed him to bridge the gap somewhat, and he was very good at fighting monsters. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Gloria asked, noticing their exchange. 
 
    “No, no, we’ve been doing the same here. Most of our Cultivators are cycling their Essence and sharing with the town,” Zach said. 
 
    “Most?” Gloria raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “One refuses to,” Linda said, and Zach closed his eyes as he sensed another one of her rants coming. “He insists on going out and hunting monsters, and he even wastes Essence on advancing! It is irresponsible—he can’t match a Classer who has invested the same amount of Essence, and he only risks dying. He should contribute to the town like everybody else!” 
 
    “We’ve been over this, Linda,” Zach said. “Ryun does contribute. He and Melody bring in more resources than any other hunting team: monster meat, as well as gear.” 
 
    “Monster meat,” Linda spat. “Why should we it that disgusting meat when we can just buy food from the shop? He should be giving Essence. And at least now with this law, he will have to!” 
 
    Zach turned to look at her. The two of them had been together ever since the Framework arrived, and Zach had noticed her attitude toward Ryun. He knew that they didn’t really get along, but she had become only increasingly more hostile toward him as the time went on. Zach knew that he couldn’t tell anyone else what to do. Ryun’s life was his own, and in Zach’s opinion, at least, he was contributing enough to the town that Zach really couldn’t force him to do anything else. The others in the town, unfortunately, agreed with Linda. Ryun and Melody weren’t really a part of the community, and their refusal to get in line with the order that had emerged made them outcasts. 
 
    “That law isn’t our law, Linda. Ryun can still do whatever he wants.” 
 
    Linda looked at him like she didn’t understand. “What do you mean? They are the government! They are here to rescue us!” 
 
    “We don’t know anything about them. We don’t know if they even have any legitimacy. They could be just people like us who were lucky enough to survive and then make a town.” 
 
    Linda opened her mouth to speak, but Gloria interjected. “He is right, of course,” she said kindly. “We are not part of any old-world government, although we do have some high-ranking politicians who survived. And it is true that we don’t expect you to just join with us. I was sent here to invite you to visit Haven, our city, and see for yourself. We would negotiate your joining our government. But I can already tell you that we would be very interested in you. With how high leveled all of you are, we would love to have your power. We are sorely lacking people who are strong enough to travel across this new world—and if we are to reconnect with other larger cities, we will need people like you.” 
 
    Zach saw that there wasn’t really a question of whether they would join in Linda’s eyes, but he had to think about everyone else. “I am interested in seeing what this United Government of yours is like.” 
 
    Gloria smiled at him kindly, and Zach spoke again. 
 
    “Now, you said that you have more knowledge about the world. Can you tell me more about what you learned about this Framework?” 
 
    Gloria nodded and started speaking. Zach knew that no matter what he decided in the end, he needed to learn far more about the world.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 64 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Haven 
 
      
 
    Ryun looked around the city of Haven. Next to him stood Melody, her hands leaning on the walls. It was built up around what used to be a ruin of some old fortress, but with the arrival of the Framework their city interface allowed them to repair it, as well as build new buildings. The city was large, with a population of around several hundred thousand, at least according to the people in charge—Ryun didn’t stop to count—and more people were joining them all the time. 
 
    He remembered coming back to their town and finding visitors from Haven. Zach told him all about what they had said and what they offered. Truthfully, Ryun had been relieved when he found out that there were survivors out there, and many of them. Haven had managed to establish communications with a few cities across the world, and with only them the world population was several million, but those numbers included only those who had created cities, as well as those who lived close to them. There was no telling how many lived in the wilderness surviving on their own. 
 
    Still, Ryun was impressed by the city. It had tall stone walls, residential building blocks, and a large group of guards, although their levels weren’t anywhere near what those in Safehold had reached. With so many people, the Essence they got from monsters had been split between them, and the area they were in was lower leveled than that around Safehold. Most of their guards were around level ten, their hunters between that and twenty, with only a few exceptions over that number. 
 
    Ryun could understand why they wanted Safehold to join them so desperately. They had been in the city for about a week now, and Ryun, Melody, Linda, and Zach had been engaging in negotiations. Linda was arguing for them to join this United Government, but that was no surprise—she had wanted to be rescued since the start. Haven was safe, it had a structure, order, law. It was everything that they had lost from the old world. Zach wasn’t as convinced, which surprised Ryun, but then his friend only wanted to do what was best for the people under his charge. 
 
    The negotiations involved different offers. One was for everyone from Safehold to move to Haven, and become their citizens. The other was for Safehold to remain where it was and become a member town. Both options came with different benefits. 
 
    The United Government was led by a council made up of some old-world politicians and people lucky enough to be strong enough to keep other people safe. It was something like a democracy in the manner that they represented their people and voted on laws and decisions. Although not really, and Ryun didn’t know enough about types of governments to know what it was called. Nor was he really interested in knowing. If Safehold remained where it was, they would get a seat on the council, which apparently not every town that joined got. But Ryun understood that Haven wanted to secure strong people. 
 
    The four of them had been debating for days now, and had agreed that remaining somewhat independent was the best way to go for the town. They would get resources and help from Haven and other towns under the United Government umbrella, which would let them grow, but they would also need to provide for the government resources, Essence, and strong fighters. 
 
    Seeing Haven firsthand allayed some of Ryun’s concerns. After hearing about their laws for the Cultivators, he had been worried, but it didn’t turn out to be nearly as bad as he had imagined. Everyone had to contribute, be they Cultivators or Classers. If a Cultivator drew in Essence but didn’t share with others, they had to contribute in some other manner that was equal in value to the Essence they drew in. Otherwise, they were just sitting there without doing anything to help others while they consumed resources provided by the government. Most of the Cultivators were weak, none had even reached the Mid Mortal Realm, and so giving Essence was the easiest way for them to contribute. Ryun did understand their belief that Cultivators couldn’t match Classers—their advancement was slower, a Classer could level faster and see a power increase immediately, while a Cultivator had to stay at the same level of power for longer. 
 
    He didn’t agree with their reasoning, not entirely, but he could see where it came from. Ryun himself was weaker than Zach and Melody, as far as raw stats were concerned, but his techniques were different than their abilities. His would last as long as he had Qi, and could be used continuously or in rapid succession, while their abilities had cooldowns. 
 
    There were some other benefits to being a Cultivator, but the government had a somewhat warped perception of them, mostly due to the fact that only a few of them survived the arrival of the Framework. Those who had picked Cultivation paths at the start hadn’t all managed to survive the monsters. It made them seem weaker than they were in actual fact. 
 
    Still, Ryun did agree that people weren’t owed anything for free. If they wanted safety and food without taking risks, then giving Essence was a good way for them to pay for it. Ryun just thought that they all should be able to survive in this world on their own merit. But after seeing Haven, he realized that the vast majority of people wouldn’t change with the world. It had been almost a year since the Framework arrived, and these people had all fallen back to the familiar way of life—only now, there were monsters. 
 
    It was to be expected, but he wasn’t going to do that. He turned around to look at Mel. The two of them had become inseparable, and he was thankful for the Framework for pushing the two of them together. He didn’t know how he had functioned without her before. They were just in sync, two people who were just somehow connected. They were kindred spirits. Both loved hunting monsters, exploring this new world and living by their own rules. 
 
    Haven’s government had offered them a place with their hunters, leading their own team. The offer was tempting, but while they did understand the government and their thinking, they didn’t agree with everything they represented. At the core, Ryun and Melody believed that everyone should be able to stand on their own, not be protected by others. 
 
    The two of them had decided not to accept their offer; they had stayed only because they wanted to make sure that Zach and Linda had gotten a good deal. But now, there was no longer any need for them to remain. They had already talked about it even before the government arrived, about going off alone, exploring and growing stronger. 
 
    “Today is the day,” Melody said. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. Zach was meeting with the council, telling them that they would join their government. And after, Ryun would tell him that they were leaving. He was a bit nervous about Zach’s reaction, but he felt like Zach would understand. The world had changed, and they had all changed with it. This city, the government, all of it just reminded Ryun too much of the old world, and the feeling of being suffocated he had to suffer through for most of his life, of having his path be decided by others. He didn’t want that—he wanted to hunt monsters, to see what secrets and wonders this world held, to see how far he could advance, and Melody wanted the same. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to come with me?” Ryun asked, but he smiled as he spoke. He already knew the answer. 
 
    She returned his smile and pulled him close, kissing him on the lips for a long moment before pulling away. 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    They looked at the city, at the thousands of people walking in every direction. Soon they would leave them and go back to the forests, where it would be just the two of them alone.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 65 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
    Zach grimaced as he put another piece of wood into the fire. His leg was still hurting, even though it had been an hour since the wound had healed over. Even with the healing potion, it had taken far longer than usual for it to close, and there seemed to be some kind of after effect still lingering. 
 
    Griss was worse off. He’d been stabbed in the side, although thankfully the dagger had missed his kidney. Zach glanced at the drake. He was lying with his back leaned against a large rock, his armor resting next to him and his scaly chest exposed. The wound in his side was closed, his scales repaired, but he, like Zach, still felt the pain inside of his body. Whatever that rogue-like man had stabbed them with, it was powerful. 
 
    Zach turned his eyes toward the forest, looking in the direction where their prisoners and their rescuers had run off to. 
 
    “Are we going after them?” Zach asked. Neither one of them had been in the condition to pursue before, but now Zach thought that he could withstand running. 
 
    Griss groaned and shook his head. “No point. They are long gone by now.” 
 
    Zach wanted to try, but he knew that they would be unlikely to catch up to them, not with their injuries. 
 
    “What was that attack?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Not poison. A Qi attack, maybe, or an ability that applied an effect—I’m not sure. But it is fading, so it wasn’t meant to kill us, just to make sure that we couldn’t follow,” Griss answered. 
 
    “The woman, the second twin, she wasn’t trying to kill us,” Zach noted. The first of the sisters that he fought had tried to—she hadn’t been as strong as Zach, however, and the only reason she’d managed to stab him through the chest was because he was trying to capture her as well as learn what she could do. Her sister, however, was much stronger. 
 
    “She was distracting us while her partner rescued their friends,” Griss confirmed. 
 
    Zach had realized that much, but he didn’t understand why there were such different responses to a fight. One group had fought with the intent to kill them, and the second had gone out of their way not to. True, Zach and Griss had been fighting in the same manner, which was probably why the woman had managed to keep them distracted for so long. They had wanted her as a prisoner, not a corpse. 
 
    “The second sister, she was in charge,” Zach said after a long stretch of silence. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Griss asked. 
 
    “The first one was in charge of a small team,” Zach said, his mind putting the pieces together. He went over everything that both of them had said, building an image in his head. “They were sent to set the miners free, train them, equip them, and have them assault convoys, steal shipments. Then they would come and collect. When we interfered, the first woman jumped straight to killing us, eliminating any witnesses. Our arrival had exposed her operation, and she wanted to preserve it. Killing us was the only option for that to happen. The second woman came looking for the first—yes, they were sisters, but my thinking is that the first group probably missed a meeting. She came, saw the situation, and decided on a course of action: rescuing the others, but letting us live. This means the end of their operations here. She has to know that, so she was someone who could make such a decision. It is obvious that they did not want their people to remain in our custody. They didn’t want them to talk.” 
 
    Griss nodded his head. “Good hypothesis. I would disagree on a few points only.” 
 
    Zach raised an eyebrow and waited. 
 
    “You are right that the second woman was in charge. She was stronger, and you wouldn’t put someone weaker in charge of someone strong. But the first woman, based on her actions and words, was rash. She decided to kill us even after she knew that we were wardens, and that is not something that anyone who wanted to keep their interests hidden would ever do. I suspect that she acted against orders. When the sister came for them, they didn’t try to kill us, and they probably could’ve tried. With that rogue partner of hers, they could’ve struck and took us off guard. They didn’t, which tells me that they are smart, much smarter than any ordinary criminals.” 
 
    “How so?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Wardens regularly clash with criminal elements, but there are different tiers of criminals. The lowest of the low are rarely smart enough to know what killing a warden actually means. All of our badges track our life signs—once a warden dies, the Citadel knows immediately, and a team is sent to investigate. Smart criminals don’t want that much heat and attention on their business. Wardens avenge their own, and the Citadel would not stop until every single one of those responsible was dead. Smart criminals know that they can’t kill wardens. By letting us leave, they haven’t yet crossed a line, and with the limited resources that wardens have, it is unlikely that there will be any large force sent here to go after them.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Zach asked. 
 
    “We don’t know anything, and we have proof of even less. They could be a rival Syndicate, or a criminal organization smart enough to know how to lay low enough so as to not bring more eyes from the Citadel on them.” 
 
    Zach nodded. They didn’t know much about who and what they were. Griss had made a hypothesis about who they could be, but that assumed a connection with the other incidents in other territories. Even then, it didn’t mean that they were anything other than a criminal group. 
 
    “So we’re going back?” Zach asked. 
 
    Griss nodded. “We’ve finished the contract. The bandit problem is dealt with, and now without the support of this group there will be no issues in the future. We will go to the Adventurers Guild, give our report and collect our payment. Afterward, we will go to the Citadel.” 
 
    “The Citadel,” Zach echoed absently. The seat of the wardens—their headquarters. 
 
    “You’ve done well enough on your first mission. Usually the tasks we give to the beginners aren’t nearly as hard as this one turned out to be, but then again we rarely get high-level recruits. With this I believe that you have earned your badge. We will go to the Citadel, register you as a full warden and replace your adventurers badge with a warden’s badge. Then I’ll try and speak with some of the higher ups, let them know my suspicions about the incidents. Who knows? They might even know more than we do.” 
 
    Zach looked at him in surprise. He hadn’t expected to get a full membership so quickly. “You really think that I am ready to be on my own?” 
 
    Griss chuckled. “In terms of strength? Yes. But your circumstances mean that you still have some holes in your knowledge and understanding. So I have planned on sticking with you for a while. We wardens often work in teams. If you agree, we can register as partners at the Citadel.” 
 
    Zach smiled, feeling a bit relieved. The drake was right—Zach didn’t know much about Infinite Realm, and he still had much to learn. 
 
    He glanced back at the woods, feeling disappointed in himself for letting them escape, but he knew that he couldn’t dwell on that. His goal was something else, and he needed to start working as a warden if he was to have a chance to hear anything about his target.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 66 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Orders 
 
      
 
    Reyla stood at the edge of the cliff, looking at the valley stretching before her. After two months of travel, they had finally reached home: the forward base of their order. In the distance she could see the Black Tower, the base of the Five Orders and the first line of defense protecting the Great Empire from those beyond it. 
 
    She had been dreading her return home, and she had spent the last two months trying to figure out what she would say. Not only had they failed in their mission, but they had even been captured. During their retreat, Reyla had her sister, Nayra, tell her everything that happened—every single thing she had said to the wardens, to the miners, every action that she took, everything. She needed to be sure that there was nothing there that could expose them. Thankfully, Nayra hadn’t told them anything that could reveal them, but the fact that she had tried to kill wardens and had gotten herself captured was a problem in itself. It revealed to the wardens that their identity was important enough to them that they were willing to kill to protect it. That alone could only bring more attention to the frontier territories. 
 
    But now they were barely a day from their destination, and she would need to face her master. She did not look forward to that. 
 
    She heard someone step next to her, and turned to see Nayra, her red hair pulled back into a braid at the back of her head. Reyla had refused to speak with her about anything other than the mission for the duration of their retreat; she was angry, and she didn’t want to listen to her excuses. But finally reaching safe territory meant that she couldn’t use her former excuse—that they didn’t have the time to talk because they could be pursued. 
 
    She felt the moment Nayra decided to speak, and she sighed, resigning herself to a conversation she didn’t want to have. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rey,” Nayra said. 
 
    “You are always sorry, Nayra,” Reyla said. She remembered the time when the two of them had been inseparable. The connection between them had been so strong that they might as well had been the same person. There had been no secrets between them, they shared everything, even the occasional lover, but now…all of that had changed. There was a chasm between them, and it had only been widening in the last few years. Ever since Reyla was promoted ahead of Nayra, their relationship had suffered. She could tell that Nayra was jealous, that she wanted to show to everyone that she was just as good as her twin, but in trying to do so she had made mistake after mistake, and this last one was the biggest. It would not be Nayra who would face the consequences. 
 
    “I didn’t think that it was going to be a problem. Anter could detect their power and they didn’t seem all that much stronger than us,” Nayra said. 
 
    Reyla turned to look at her sister. “Your problem is that you don’t think, Nayra! You shouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place. My orders were clear—only one of you was supposed to enter the bandit camp and recover the goods. The rest were supposed to monitor your surroundings and make sure that you weren’t observed. You were supposed to patrol the territory and be aware of all new arrivals. You should’ve known about the wardens days before they walked into that camp. But of course you didn’t, because you didn’t follow orders!” 
 
    Nayra’s green eyes narrowed in anger, and Reyla knew exactly what she was going to say, so she raised her hand and turned away. “Don’t bother with your excuses, I have heard them all already. You obviously don’t understand the importance of our mission. Our order had been preparing for this for a century, and you’ve put it all in danger with your recklessness.” 
 
    She walked off, leaving Nayra behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A day later, Reyla sat in front of a large wooden desk. On the wall behind the desk was a large painting, one taking up the entire wall and depicting the Great Massacre. It illustrated the battle in which the Rankers from the First and the Second Iteration had attacked the White Fortress, the seat of the Third Iteration Rankers’ power. They had broken the agreement between them, and in one attack had wiped out half of the Third Iteration’s most powerful warriors. Then they began their war, intent on wiping them all out. But they had underestimated the power that the remaining Third Iteration Rankers held. They hadn’t spent the same amount of time in the Infinite Realm, but they had been advancing fast, faster than the first two Iterations thought possible. It was why they had decided to kill them all—because they were afraid of the heights that the people from the Third Iteration could reach, and because they couldn’t allow them to exist outside of their rules and laws. 
 
    It was the history of the Great Empire, an event that was the catalyst for everything that happened after. But to Reyla it was more. She had heard stories from her mother, who had been there, stories of battles and death. Stories of the crimes that the First and Second Iterations committed against them, because they couldn’t imagine having a rival. 
 
    She kept her eyes on the painting, her back straight as she stood before the table. She hadn’t been given leave to sit, which in itself told her just how much trouble she was in. Behind the table sat her master, the man who had trained her and who was her superior: Bailor Rew, the Knight Commander of the Order of Warbringers. He was only second to the five Lord Commanders of the Orders themselves. He was not a man to be taken lightly. 
 
    She had finished giving her report a few minutes ago, and had remained standing in the silence that followed, but the Knight Commander finally decided to speak. 
 
    “So, not only did you fail in your mission, but you also attempted to kill wardens, bringing more attention to our operations on their frontiers.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. She knew the man well enough to know that he didn’t want an answer. 
 
    “We are in the final stages of our plans, the most critical moment. Any disruption now could spell disaster that could cost us everything. You do realize that, Knight Ornn?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Reyla responded. 
 
    The man shook his head and sighed. “You were supposed to be one of our best and brightest. You had been given a simple mission, and you have managed to endanger everything. The order of Warbringers, more than any other, does not tolerate such mistakes, and we do not give second chances. To be at the tip of the spear of the Great Empire means that you cannot make such mistakes. What are the words of our order, Knight Ornn?” 
 
    “Blood and justice, straight and true, Commander,” Reyla said. 
 
    “Do you even remember what that means? Your actions haven’t been true in a while, and your sister… If you were anybody else, you would’ve been thrown out of the Order by now. You realize that?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. Instead, she kept her face straight, even as her heart beat furiously. 
 
    Finally the Knight Commander stood and walked over to stand in front of her. He was dark skinned, with gray hair and wide shoulders. He was old—he had been a child during the war, one of the few survivors of that time. He hadn’t been old enough to fight, but he had seen it all. Some even said that he was as powerful as the Rankers themselves, the ones who had achieved so much power that they no longer aged, those who had been the best of their old worlds and had thrived once they arrived to the Infinite Realm. 
 
    “If your blunder is enough for the wardens to send more people to investigate, it will endanger more of our people in the enemy frontier territories. If they get lucky and stumble on to what we are doing… They can bring all of our plans tumbling down.” He shook his head and looked to the side, at a map of the known world. The Infinite Realm was, as its name suggested, apparently infinite. The Great Empire had done much exploring beyond their borders, and they had yet to see any sign that the world didn’t stretch without end. 
 
    “I can’t kick you out, your family is far too important for that, and we can’t afford the people seeing weakness in one of the old families, not now.” He sighed. “Which leaves me only one choice. The honor of our order demands punishment…” 
 
    He walked back behind his desk and sat down, then folded his arms over his chest and looked at her. He nodded and spoke. “I’m giving you another mission,” he said. 
 
    Reyla blinked, surprised at his words. 
 
    “I’m sending you to the front again. A simple mission—as an emissary.” 
 
    Reyla felt a stab in her chest. Being sent on a mission as an emissary would tell everyone that she had screwed up. Her order was meant for war, not diplomatic missions. 
 
    “There is a small sect that we have approached a while ago. They don’t know who we are, of course, and they aren’t all that important to our plans, but their territory could be useful as a staging ground. They believe that we are a small Mercenary Guild, attempting to grab some of the unclaimed territories. We’ve made a deal with them, and everything is agreed. You will not need to do anything but remain there as a sign of our agreement. They have set aside a small mansion for our use—you will occupy it and remain there until the return begins. We might use their territory, or we might not. Your mission will remain the same.” 
 
    Reyla’s heart dropped in her chest. This mission would mean that she wouldn’t be a part of the return, that she would not be on the front lines, or even anywhere near them. It was a punishment far crueler than just kicking her out of the Order. If she was out, she could’ve joined the army or at the very least her family’s guard. 
 
    “And bring your sister with you. I don’t want to have to deal with her either,” Knight Commander Bailor Rew said. He pulled out a small bundle of paper and gave it to her. “Here is the list of your duties and orders. You are going north, to the Black Viper Sect. Their headquarters are in the city called Ven’oran. Report to our staff there and assume command.” 
 
    Reyla took the papers and then saluted, but inside she couldn’t help but feel helpless. She wanted to blame Nayra for what happened, but she knew that the blame was ultimately that of the person in charge of the mission. She was the one who placed her sister in the situation where she could’ve screwed up, even though she knew what she was like. She had no choice now; she couldn’t do anything other than follow orders. No matter what, she couldn’t bring dishonor to her family.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 67 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Aspects 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on top of the main residence in the town. Most people were asleep, even though the sky was still the same. There was no sun or the moon here, only the sky, which was split into three sections. It made him annoyed that there was no night; it meant that he couldn’t use Kagehime’s ability to draw in more Essence during the darkness. 
 
    They had returned to town a day before, finding that they had managed to survive the waves of monsters that still attacked the town. The monsters had gotten a bit stronger, and it appeared that ever since they had killed the boss monster and retrieved the first anchoring crystal, the time between attacks had decreased, it was now every four hours. Ryun was sure that there was a monster spawning portal somewhere, but he didn’t have the time nor desire to look for it. In any case, the constant stream of monsters was beneficial to the warriors that were defending. 
 
    What Ryun was thinking about was the future, the two remaining crystals and their guardians. If the others were protected in the same manner, then that meant that there were two more monsters on the same tier of power as the Leshy had been. That fight had made him reconsider some things. He had planned on waiting before picking a Qi aspect and his second Cultivation path, but now that seemed arrogant. He had already nearly lost his life because of his arrogance, and while he still had trouble recognizing it, he knew that he needed to make an effort to minimize it. He did not want to die just because he thought he was more powerful than he really was. 
 
    His new plan had been to find a good aspect in the shop and buy it, but once he tried he was met with a small window informing him that the shop wasn’t available. He had forgotten about that—Anrosh had mentioned that the shop wouldn’t be available while the scenario was active. It was why they had filled their storage with enough supplies to survive without the shop. 
 
    That made things more complicated. It also made him consider leveling his Class; he did currently have more than 50,000 Greater Essence, both from what he had taken from the Leshy and the monsters they fought on their way back. But he put that thought aside, as it would take him ten levels to reach level 75 and gain another Class perk, which might be a good bonus, but he was hesitant in increasing his power in that way. He knew how the instant gratification of a Class could warp people’s beliefs. A Class did make one powerful, but he had chosen another path, one of future power over greater gains in the present. 
 
    It was still an option, but he wanted to speak with Anrosh first. He remembered her telling him that there were ways of harvesting Qi aspects from the environment and that there were Path Stones that could teach others a path. He wanted to ask her more about that. The problem was that by the time he decided on it, she had gone to sleep. The last time he had woken her up had been…a tiring experience. So he decided to wait. 
 
    Instead, he calmed his mind and started drawing in Essence from his surroundings, pulling it into his core. He could’ve pulled so much more if it was night, but he had lived most of his life without his sword’s ability, and he could survive a bit longer. 
 
    Cycling had always been a highly meditative act for him. It allowed him to relax, to set aside his problems and concerns. But like always, once his mind was empty he became increasingly aware of the wall inside his head. It had been there for as long as he remembered, and he knew that behind it were his memories, that it was responsible for his loss. He wasn’t an idiot, he knew that there was only one way that he could have forgotten things, only one being that could’ve placed that wall there—the Dealmaker. 
 
    Ryun knew that it was him because the being always reminded him that he owed a debt, one that Ryun didn’t remember. He remembered making a deal before, but he had already paid that debt. This was something else. As his mind sharpened, the wall came into focus, and he thought that he heard something, a sound coming in from behind it. But, like always, he couldn’t quite grasp it. He stopped trying, and stopped drawing in Essence. His |Vibration Sense| told him that Anrosh was waking up, and he didn’t want to waste any time. 
 
    He jumped from the roof and entered the residence. She had moved in there before they triggered the Town Stone. He had seen the looks she got from the others, but he didn’t really understand their meaning. He had no problems with her living in the building.  
 
    He made his way to the second floor and the room that was across from the master bedroom. He knocked and waited. He already knew that she was awake, but it still took her a few minutes to open. He felt her movements through the room as she put on a robe and walked to the door opening it. 
 
    “Ryun?” she said sleepily, her eyes still half closed. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No,” Ryun answered. “I need advice and answers.” 
 
    Anrosh sighed and nodded. “Give me a minute,” she said and then closed the doors. Ryun waited, tracking her progress with his skill. 
 
     A while later she exited the room, dressed in pants and a shirt with her hair pulled back. She looked at him and spoke. “What is it?” 
 
    “I need more information concerning aspects and Path Stones. I had intended on acquiring an aspect, but the fact that the shop is not available is an issue. And I seem to remember you saying that aspects could be harvested from the environment.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she started walking down the hall, motioning for Ryun to follow. They walked side by side, and he waited for her to say something. 
 
    Finally, she glanced at him. “It would be best if I showed you. We have some harvesting orbs in storage. Before that, I really should explain aspects a bit more in depth. Our last discussion was…more of an overview.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and waited. 
 
    “First,” she started, “you should know that there are three main categories of aspects: Elements, Concepts, and Laws. An aspect can be nearly anything, but the ones slotted in these three categories are the most basic. The vast majority of aspects are hybrids between several different categories, and most are evolved or combinations of the basic aspects. This is also much more important for people who are Cultivators. Classers don’t really have classifications for the aspects, as they don’t rely on them that much. For the Cultivators, their aspects shape their entire path. Two people on the same path, but with different aspects, can achieve very different things with the same techniques.” 
 
    They left the residence and started walking through the courtyard, heading toward the storehouse. There was no one around, Ryun felt that most of the people were asleep; only the warriors guarding the walls were awake as Anrosh continued with her explanation. 
 
    “The aspects in the Elements category are Fire, Air, Water, Earth, Light, Dark, Blood, Sand, and Metal. The ones in the Concepts category are Death, Life, Dream, Balance, Chaos, and Serenity. And finally the laws are: Gravity, Time, and Space.” 
 
    Ryun nodded, but already he was thinking about how gravity worked in a world that was apparently flat. It obviously existed, because he could feel its pull, but the question was still interesting. He focused back on Anrosh as she continued. 
 
    “Elements are straightforward. Your Qi adopts attributes of an element. Fire Qi burns, Earth Qi strengthens, and so on. Concepts are a bit more difficult to master. A person with a Life Qi aspect would have their techniques have effects that could heal, and according to rumors some could even bring people back from death. Laws are the most difficult—they require you to truly understand them in order to utilize them properly, but they are extremely powerful. I don’t know much about them, since such knowledge is guarded fiercely among the sects.” 
 
    “The Black Viper Sect utilizes Poison Qi. What would that be classified as?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Poison Qi is a combination of Blood, Earth, Death and Chaos. The Qi aspect that the sect utilizes comes from the Black Viper monsters, so it is very potent.” 
 
    “What do you mean more potent?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh grimaced. “I’ll show you,” she said as they reached the storehouse. She nodded at the guards in front and they moved out of the way immediately, bowing deeply and murmuring greetings for their Lord under their breath. 
 
    Anrosh led him through the stacks of crates until they reached the far wall. There she opened a crate and pulled out a palm-sized clear orb. She did something and made a window visible next to her.  
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    Ryun looked at it confused, then back at Anrosh. “Didn’t you say that you needed a ritual to harvest an aspect?” 
 
    “You do. This just tells you what is around you,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “And what does tier 1 mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “That is what I wanted to show you—it means that the sources of an aspect here are weak. Tier 1 means that the aspect would be extremely weak.” 
 
    “That matters?” 
 
    “Of course,” Anrosh answered. “The higher the tier, the more powerful the aspect. A Cultivator with a tier-1 Fire aspect would be much less powerful than one with a tier-4 aspect. The techniques that the one with a higher tier used would be more powerful.” 
 
    “What about the aspects that you can buy in the shop?” 
 
    “They are all tier 3, which is about the middle ground as far as aspect strength is concerned.” 
 
    “So, I not only need to make a good choice, I need to also make sure to get a powerful source of the aspect. What is the highest tier?” Ryun said. 
 
    “The highest I have heard of is tier 6—although how true that is I don’t know. The highest I have seen is tier 4. I have heard rumors that it is possible to increase the tier of an aspect after you adopt it, but I don’t know how that is done, or if it is even true.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. Everyone in the Infinite Realm seemed to be completely paranoid in keeping the secrets of their power. 
 
    “How do you do the harvesting ritual?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Well, you need to draw Essence in. But instead of putting it inside your core, you need to put it into this orb.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. He had never felt any difference in the Essence he drew in; he wouldn’t even know how to start. “Do you know how to do this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anrosh answered. “There used to be a few others who could, but they…they died with Fier.” 
 
    Meaning Ryun killed them. At least there was one person left who could do it. 
 
    “So how do I find a source of high-tier aspect in the wild?” 
 
    “Well, good sources are places with a high Essence concentration. Deep forests, deep oceans, volcanoes, and so on. High leveled Monsters can be good sources of aspects as well.” 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow and then put his hand to the side. He reached into his ring and pulled out a body. The dead Leshy dropped to the ground, startling Anrosh. 
 
    “Can you see what this has?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh blinked, but then brought her orb close, touching it to the corpse. Immediately another aspect appeared on the list. 
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    Her mouth opened in surprise and she turned to look at Ryun. “This is a treasure. An aspect like this can be sold for a fortune.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. He didn’t know just how impressive that was, but he trusted her word. Still, its aspect didn’t seem all that appealing to him, and he didn’t have any other corpse of an opponent as powerful as that had been. 
 
    “What would happen if you drew in the Essence of several aspects at the same time? Can you combine them?” 
 
    Anrosh nodded her head, still looking at the corpse with shock in her eyes. “Yes, you can combine aspects, but you won’t know what you will get. Some aspects don’t mesh well with others; you might end up with an unstable aspect that can cripple you. The more aspects you combine, too, the more complicated the result. It might mean an aspect that is extremely particular, or one that is useless.” 
 
    Ryun frowned, thinking about what the best course of action would be for him. He walked over to the crate and pulled out an orb. Immediately, the window appeared in front of him and he blinked at what he saw. 
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    He tilted his head, thinking. His core didn’t have any of these aspects, yet the moment he touched the orb they appeared. He didn’t know what that meant. Was it his past? Did he somehow kill so many that those aspects were draped around him? And the Eternal Hunt—was that because of Ereclaw, or something else? In any case it was interesting, and something occurred to him. He summoned Kagehime and touched the orb to her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kagehime’s voice asked. 
 
    “I want to see if I can extract your aspect,” Ryun answered, and as he suspected, the new aspect appeared on the list: hers was Shadow Aspect (tier 4). Another high-tiered aspect. This gave Ryun options, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to just pick one of the ones that were available to him right now. Perhaps the next boss monster might have an even more interesting aspect, something that would go well with what he had right now. If he could combine them… 
 
    “Anrosh,” Ryun called and she turned around to look at him. “If you draw in an aspect, will it be depleted?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, of course not. That is why sects look for high-tiered sources, as finding and possessing such places brings them great power. They can sell aspect orbs or invite people to come and take them in themselves—for a fee, of course.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “I want you to do one of those rituals. Fill one of these orbs.” 
 
    “You want this wood aspect?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” Ryun shook his head. “I want you to combine a few other aspects.” Then he made his window visible. 
 
    She blinked at the window, then looked at him. “Two tier-5 aspects?” 
 
    Ryun figured that it had something to do with the fact that he was a Ranker. There had been no aspects that he was aware of on Earth. Or perhaps there was something else at work; perhaps Rankers weren’t supposed to get an aspect while on their own worlds. Perhaps what they did before they were transferred would translate into a reward of a sort. The aspects that he had could be something like that. The Framework was a cruel thing. It dropped you in a terrible world, but it did give you the tools to survive and thrive. It always did things with a purpose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the ground of the storehouse, Anrosh sitting in front of him, her eyes closed. In one arm she held the empty orb, with the other she was touching Ryun and Kagehime. He was trying to keep his senses focused on what she was doing, but there seemed to be more happening than what he could see. He could tell that she was pulling in Essence, but he couldn’t see any difference to what he usually did. He couldn’t discern between the different types. 
 
    So he watched the orb, and saw it slowly fill up with smoke-like substance. There were four different streams of color. There was a deep black darker than any he had ever seen, a deep red that he assumed was Destruction, a deep blue, and another black—only somehow less deep than the first one. The two black ones were Death and Shadow, and that meant that the deep blue was the Eternal Hunt. They slowly combined, the red disappearing into the black, and the blue becoming less pronounced. But as time went on, and the four aspects swirled around each other, they settled into a ball of black smoke streaked with deep blue that then disappeared into the darkness. Ryun wondered what the aspect from those four combined would be. 
 
    Anrosh sighed, opening her eyes slowly, and looking in front of her reading something that he couldn’t see. She nodded and spoke. “I’ve never seen or heard about any aspect like this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Ryun asked. 
 
    She offered him the orb. He took it and looked at it. 
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    He knew intellectually what a void was—an absence of everything, nothingness, an end. It felt more like something that was closer to a law rather than a concept or an element, although he wasn’t an expert. Still, he had been hoping for an aspect that would boost his destructive path, and one that he could use with the second utility path. This did seem like it would be a good choice. But the fact that he had no idea what it would do to him was an obstacle; although, on the other hand, he had never been one to follow along behind others. 
 
    He noticed that Anrosh had a strange expression on her face and he spoke. 
 
    “Something bothering you?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how this was the result,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Death, Destruction, and even Shadow are common enough aspects. There are many sects that utilize them and their evolutions and combinations. But I never saw True Death before. I expected something like Annihilation—Ruin, maybe, perhaps Darkness—but not this. I have heard about the Hunt aspect, but I’ve never heard about the Eternal Hunt. I don’t even know how you can be a source of those aspects when your core doesn’t have one. I guess it might be because you are a Ranker. I mean, I don’t know much about Rankers I’ve never even met one… But I think that the Eternal Hunt aspect is why we got this result.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. He didn’t know where that aspect came from. He suspected Ereclaw, but his aspect was only that of the Hunt. But the more he thought about it, the more he suspected that the answer could be found behind the wall in his mind. 
 
    In the end, he could do nothing about it, and the aspect in front of him looked promising. Now, he only had to make the decision, whether to take the Aspect of the Void or wait until he found something more powerful.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 68 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Void 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to use it?” Anrosh’s voice made Ryun look up from the orb in his hands. 
 
    He titled his head, thinking. “I don’t know,” he answered. The aspect that they had created was an unknown. He had no way of knowing how it would interact with his path and perks. He put the decision to the side for now—an aspect wasn’t the only thing that he had hoped to speak with Anrosh about. 
 
    “You said that there are Path Stones that can teach one a path? Do we have any of those?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh blinked at his change of topic, but she answered immediately. “We do have some, yes. We keep them on hand for some of the lower-ranked children to use once they ascend.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “What kind of paths do we have?” 
 
    Anrosh realized what he was thinking and shook her head. “I don’t think that any of them would be suitable for you. They are not combat paths; they are for use by the servants and workers. Common and uncommon paths.” 
 
    Ryun knew that if he waited he could buy a good path, as he had enough wealth to spend on it, but the more he thought about it the more he realized that it didn’t matter. His path had been rare when he had gotten it, and since then he had upgraded it with his cycling and evolution of his techniques. He didn’t need a path as overpowered for his second one. He needed something that had good utility, that would help cover his weaknesses. 
 
    He had spent quite a bit of time thinking about that. His combat style had always been one of overwhelming power. His techniques gave him a boost to his stats that put his already ridiculous stats far beyond what anyone near his power level had. He had destructive techniques—which, granted, hadn’t been as effective, but obtaining an aspect would fix that. He was proficient with a sword, although perhaps a bit rusty from years of not having to bother with proper utilization of what he had learned. His Class’s combat ability was an AOE stun for people who were weaker, and at least a distraction against stronger opponents. What he lacked was mobility and defense. He had realized after the fight with the Leshy that with only the [Inevitable Step] and his stats as his means of moving quickly around, he wasn’t as effective as he could be. Sure, compared to his opponents so far he had been far faster. He could cover great distances thanks to his true body and his stats. In the future, however, he would encounter people who could do the same, and who had better movement abilities. 
 
    His stats were high enough that he could move extremely fast, but he felt like he needed something more. 
 
    “Show me anyway,” Ryun said finally. 
 
    She sighed and walked over to another smaller crate. Inside of it were six stones, arranged in groups of three. 
 
    “We have one common path, and two uncommon. The common is the Path of Whistling Wind. It is used by most of the cleaning staff—they have techniques that allow them to control wind streams, letting them quickly and easily remove dust from the rooms. The first uncommon is the Path of the Unbreakable Wall, which is used by our builders, as it allows them to create a wall of Qi that they can use to help in the construction. The walls are fixed in space, so they can create platforms or brace beams when constructing buildings. The last uncommon path is the Path of the Azure Mind—it is a simple path that has techniques that allow people to keep their wits sharper for longer, require less sleep, and remember everything more easily. Most of the support staff have that one, and a few of our architects as well.” 
 
    None of the paths seemed like they would have what he was looking for, but then something occurred to him. “Wait—what is your path and Class?” 
 
    Anrosh hesitated, and he remembered that people here didn’t like to talk about these kinds of things, but she answered despite that. “I follow the Path of the Sword. It is a common path for many people, but it can be used to great effect. And my Class is Fighter, another of the more common Classes. I didn’t have much in the way of means to secure anything better. I am in the Early Foundation Realm and level 53,” she added with a shrug. 
 
    Ryun remembered seeing her fight when he had just arrived in this world. She had used a sword to great effect…but then he remembered her using a technique. “Your aspect, it is Poison yes?” 
 
    She nodded. “It is not the best for my path, but it works. It was my husband’s idea. He’d wanted to get adopted into the Black Viper Sect, and managed to procure aspect orbs for us. Although ours were not the same type of poison, and are far weaker.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her as if for the first time. He realized that she wasn’t as old as he had first assumed. Having a Class and a path slowed down aging somewhat, but she was young—maybe just over thirty, and that meant that she’d had Kri when she was very young indeed. Anrosh had been helping him a lot with the town, and he hadn’t really even thanked her for it. He didn’t know what her life had been like before, but he knew that it was hard. An idea on how to repay her occurred to him, but he put it in the back of his mind. He shook his head and turned back to the things that were of more importance at the moment. 
 
    “Can you gather people who have these paths? I would like them to demonstrate what they can do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took her less than an hour to do as he asked, and Ryun found himself in the area that the warriors used for training. It was mostly empty, aside from the few wolves and warriors standing to the side. In front of Ryun were three people, and each had one of the paths that they had the Path Stones for. 
 
    The first one to demonstrate their ability was a demasi woman. She worked as part of the builder force, and she entered a breathing form and extended her hand. Brown-colored Qi left her palms and formed into a translucent square plate in front of her face, one about the size of her head. She pulled her hands back and the plate remained fixed in the air. Ryun approached and touched the plate. It was about a finger's width thick, and it was solid. He pushed on it gently and it remained in place. He imagined that it could be useful in construction, but he saw no reason why it wouldn’t be useful in combat. He didn’t comment, however. 
 
    “And what is your branch technique?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The woman bent her arms in front of her as if she was carrying something, and Qi formed over her arms like a brace. 
 
    “It is this, Lord. It fixes my arms in this position. I can’t move them, but it is useful for carrying things, since I don’t need to use much strength. The brace does most of the work.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. “And the fruit technique?” 
 
    She changed her breathing form again, and Qi started to flow out of her, forming into a person-shaped copy next to her, copying even her horns. It was featureless, but it was obvious that it was her. 
 
    “It is this, Lord. It will mirror my movements,” she said and demonstrated by moving her arms up and down and the copy did the same. “It takes a great deal of Qi to create, and a bit to sustain it, but when there is a rush on work, it can let me carry twice as much materials for a short period of time.” 
 
    It was an impressive technique, one that he was certain could be used for combat. So he asked why it wasn’t. “Why do you use this path for construction? Isn’t it more suited for combat?” 
 
    The two men next to her chuckled, and then when he glanced at them apologized immediately and bowed their heads. The woman looked embarrassed, and it was Anrosh who came to her rescue. She stepped next to the woman and explained. 
 
    “This path is somewhat a small joke among the warriors. It has all the techniques that a defensive combat path should have, but it is just too Qi-dependent for it,” Anrosh said. “Its name, Unbreakable Wall, is considered somewhat ironic. The wall that she created is strong enough to allow a person to stand on it, even help in giving support to beams and such, but in combat, any average Cultivator could just punch through it. And the size of the plate is dependent on the amount of Qi used to create it. The size you just saw is what most Cultivators on this path use. It doesn’t take all that much Qi, but anything larger would take far more. It isn’t suited for combat because to create a shield of Qi would take too much, leaving the Cultivator defenseless afterward. It is much the same with the other techniques. It was tried before, with different Qi aspects even, and it didn’t end well. Now, most who use it take Earth or Metal aspects.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, and looked at the next person. “And you?” 
 
    The pale-skinned human nodded his head. Ryun believed that he was part of the residence staff, but he didn’t pay too much attention to others to be certain. “Path of the Azure Mind, Lord. I don’t have techniques that can be demonstrated, as all of them are internal.” 
 
    “Explain them to me,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Well, my first technique sharpens my mind. It makes me more aware of the smaller details. I can understand texts better, for example, and it is useful for detecting things that one might not be aware of otherwise. My branch technique expands on this, making me enter a state where I can disregard any distractions and focus completely on the task at hand. The fruit technique is another state, one in which I can ignore my body’s physical needs for a time—tiredness, hunger, thirst, even pain. It is dangerous, since you can kill yourself by overdoing it, but it is useful when there are tight schedules. Most take aspects tied to Balance or Serenity, since they have calming effects. But I have heard of people who use Metal or Earth aspects, as supposedly it can allow people to resist mental attacks. I believe that some Classers like to use this path as a way of sharpening their Class abilities, in particularly combat Classes that rely more on physical combat.” 
 
    Ryun could see where this path could be useful—he just didn’t think that it would be all that useful to him. He turned to the last person and motioned for them to demonstrate their path. 
 
    The man put his hands in front of him and Qi left his body, mingling with the air around him and creating a weak wind. It swirled around him, stirring up dust before settling down. 
 
    “Lord, the base technique just creates a burst of wind, whereas the branch technique allows for manipulation of that wind. The fruit technique is a strengthening effect that allows the wind to carry heavier things. It only synergizes with Air aspects.” 
 
    Ryun was again surprised by this. This path was likewise suitable for combat in his opinion, yet these people used them for chores. Of course, there were probably paths that were far more suitable for combat than these three. He wondered if someone with powerful enough Qi could use it to fly. That would fix Ryun’s mobility issue. 
 
    Ryun nodded at the three. “Thank you for demonstrating your paths,” he said. Anrosh had told him that people were afraid of him, and he realized that he could try and make himself a bit more approachable. 
 
    He turned to look at Anrosh and spoke. “I need to think,” he said and walked away in the direction of the gate on the other side of town. Ereclaw was there and he wanted to speak with the wolf. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on top of the residence, Ereclaw crouching across from him. In his hands, Ryun had two objects: the aspect orb and the Path Stone. 
 
    “Should I use them?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Ereclaw shrugged. 
 
    “Not much of an answer,” Ryun said dryly. “I know I can get something better if I wait.” 
 
    “You can always find something better,” Ereclaw said. “The fight with the Leshy was close. It had the power to kill us. The next one might kill us. You can wait and die, or you can take that power in your hands and still die.” 
 
    “Great advice,” Ryun said, but he knew that Ereclaw was right, in a way. He could wait, and perhaps he could survive everything that this scenario could throw at him, or he could die because he was too weak, too arrogant. The path in his hand wasn’t the best, he knew it. He didn’t even know if it would be compatible with the Void aspect, how it would change the path. He knew what Anrosh had told him about it, but those things weren’t really concerns to him. In this world where people didn’t cycle, where they sought instant power, it wasn’t surprising to him to find paths that couldn’t achieve their full potential. 
 
    But Ryun had never been the one to shy away from making decisions. He made them and then lived with them no matter what. Regret was for idiots too weak to know what they wanted.  
 
    He took a deep breath and activated the Path Stone. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations!  
  You’ve learned the Path of the Unbreakable Wall. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun glanced at his stats and saw it added to his main screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  No stage (0/500 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    There was no stage, just like when he had first learned his other path. He wondered if that meant that he would need to raise its power separately; he had assumed that it would be tied to his first path. The price was higher than what he’d needed for his first path in order to reach Early Mortal Realm. He didn’t feel like he had two cores, so it meant that his Qi would be used for it. He wanted to put in the Essence and see how it would change, but he put that aside for the moment. He glanced at the aspect orb in his hand and looked at it. Thankfully, he could still use it, so it seemed like it was compatible with both paths. 
 
    He focused, and then crushed the orb in his hand. Immediately he followed Anrosh’s instructions and started taking in the Essence. He felt it enter his body and then surge into his core. He felt the changes happening inside—the white color of his Qi darkened to black, and his core became heavy in his stomach. To his inner sight it had always swirled gently, but now the Qi had stilled, and his core felt as if it was just a hole inside of him. There were more sensations: the heaviness, the emptiness, a lack of substance. But it wasn’t like there was nothing. It still had a presence, he just couldn’t understand what he was feeling. And then the sensations settled and the transformation was complete. 
 
    He glanced at the new screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  You’ve achieved a Qi aspect of the Void. 
    
  Aspect Perk Available - Void Qi 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation Bonus (+2 to aspect tier) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Qi (tier 7) 
  
       	  Your Qi aspect is more powerful. Void Qi damages any matter it comes in contact with, erasing it from existence. Enemy tier of power mitigates the effect. Amount of Essence in matter mitigates the effect. Non-Void Qi mitigates the effect depending on tier and development. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Void Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of the Void. Making any foreign essence in your body disintegrate, the speed of the effect depends on the power of the foreign essence. Gain +20% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The perk was incredibly powerful, but the next window showed him the evolutions of his techniques, and he studied it more closely, as he was eager to find out how his techniques had evolved. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  Your Path of the Final End techniques have evolved! 
  Tranquil Mantle > Null Mantle 
  Silent Breath > Breath of Destruction 
  Final End > Darkest End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Null Mantle 
  
       	  Increase all stats by 48% (40%) of their total while technique is active. You can shift the bonuses from any stat to any other. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Breath of Destruction 
  
       	  Send out a wave of Qi from your mouth, dealing Void energy damage equal to 6 x (5x) your wisdom. The wave marks anything that it touches, dealing one quarter of the total damage over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Darkest End 
  
       	  Unleash a sphere of Void energy all around you. The energy deals Void damage equal to 8.4x (7x) your wisdom. Anything marked by the attack takes one quarter of the total damage over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His upgrades were incredible. All of his techniques had gotten stronger, but his Mantle was the biggest upgrade, in his opinion. He could now transfer all the bonus stats from any stat, not just half of the bonus. That would allow him to reach even greater heights. 
 
    With that done, he glanced to his new path. He didn’t feel like it was connected to a core, so he didn’t know if cycling with it was even possible. In the end he just put the required 500 Greater Essence in it, and felt that Essence settle into his core, answering his question. It was connected to his original core, but the Essence didn’t settle in the same manner. Instead of filling the core, it somehow settled around it. He didn’t know what that meant, but he activated the advancement so that he could find out. Immediately new notifications appeared in front of him. He unlocked all three techniques, and the path immediately reached the Early Foundation Realm stage. He frowned, but once he saw the next window, it started to make sense. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk evolution available for Body of Iron. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titan’s Body 
  
       	  Your skin is stone, your bones steel, your flesh dark wood. Your body hardens. -10% to dexterity, +20% to endurance, +20% to strength, +40% physical damage resistance. The strength of the effect depends on the endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Blood Soaked Body 
  
       	  Your body attracts the blood of your enemies. Spilled blood will flow to your skin and seep in, healing you for 250% your vitality. -10% to endurance, +20% to dexterity, +20% to vitality. Blood nourishment—your body now survives on the blood of other beings. Strength of healing effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Touched Body 
  
       	  Your body is touched by the void. Damaging effects of the Void have less effect on you. Immobilizing effects are 50% less effective on you, all physical or Qi attacks deal 80% of their total damage to you. +40% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He looked at the available options and couldn’t help but smile. It made sense; the second path wasn’t to advance one’s core, but to improve on the decisions one made during their first advancements. Some people wouldn’t have had the best options, but if they managed to survive and thrive, based on their advancement they would’ve gotten better choices the second time. He knew that he would get to evolve all of his old perks, based on the stage he had gotten them in. 
 
    The Titan’s Body was obviously an improvement on his original body, the Body of Iron. It was powerful, and would be an incredible bonus to Ryun. The Blood Soaked Body was probably available because of his other perks, and perhaps his actions in life. It was powerful as well, and would synergize well with his other perks, Feast and Vampire, making his regeneration even greater.  
 
    But the last one was the one that was the most interesting to him. It was obviously a choice because of his aspect, and by the looks of its power it was a good idea that he had taken an aspect at the same time. He knew that he wouldn’t have gotten anything like it if he didn’t have a high-tiered aspect. 
 
    There was no choice, really. If he was going to advance with the focus on the Void aspect, he needed to make sure that he could survive using that power. Anrosh had warned him that Qi aspects could be damaging to the user as well. He picked the Void Touched Body perk, and felt a surge of energy spread through his body. He felt a cold that spread to every part of his body. And then it was done, and he looked at his new status. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Lord (0/30,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Breath of Destruction 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Darkest End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Foundation (0/900 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Qi Wall 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Qi Skin 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Avatar 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  607 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  519 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  659 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  635 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  502 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  673 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He had gotten a solid boost to his stats, as well as new abilities and effects. He tried to cycle with his second path, but found that he couldn’t. The Essence just came back out into his free supply. He couldn’t even create a crystal. It didn’t look like cycling was possible, but he still had his main path for that. He had enough Essence to advance his second path a bit more, but he restrained himself for now. First, he wanted to test out his new techniques. He had some ideas on what he could do with them. 
 
    “Satisfied?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    Ryun raised his head and smiled at the wolf. “Yes, I am. Come, let us go to the training yard so that I can try things out.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 69 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Soar 
 
      
 
    Ryun stood in the center of the training yard. Most of the town’s people were still asleep, but there were a few nearby. They were attempting to hide their interest, but all were focused on him and what he was doing. 
 
    In front of him, suspended in the air was a small plate of Qi, oriented vertically. The {Qi Wall} technique allowed him to create a small plate of Qi that was fixed in space. It was about the size of his head, and he studied it closely. Like the one that the builder had created, it was thin, but his wasn’t translucent. It was completely black—or at least it appeared to be black. In fact, it was just somehow empty. The light that came near it just stopped, as if it didn’t exist. The technique itself had taken him only a minuscule amount of Qi, too little for someone like him to even notice. He had only used the amount that the technique required in its most basic form. 
 
    He reached out and touched it, feeling the solid surface, but also a deep coldness. His hand quickly lost its heat and he pulled back. It wasn’t damaging him, but perhaps it was just because of his new perk. He glanced at Ereclaw and then nodded with his head at the plate. Somehow he and the wolf had a connection where they didn’t really need to talk in order to communicate simple things. 
 
    Ereclaw reached out and placed his palm against the plate, and after a few seconds he pulled his hand back. 
 
    “Cold,” the wolf said. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. The plate didn’t damage him, either, other than making him cold. He continued with his experimentation. He pulled his hand back and struck the plate lightly. He felt it shudder from the strike, but hold, barely. That wasn’t encouraging, as he had barely used any strength. 
 
    He struck it again, this time a bit harder, and the plate broke apart. A sound similar to glass shattering filled his ears, and then something strange happened—for just an instant the air and light around the plate was pulled into the collapsing darkness. He would’ve probably missed it if not for his |Vibration Sense| skill. 
 
    He hummed to himself as he moved on to the next stage in his experimentation. 
 
    That technique was the reason why he had chosen this path. He wanted more mobility, and after seeing the technique he had an idea about a different way to use it. He settled into the breathing form and sent Qi down to his left foot. He raised the foot from the ground and formed a plate beneath it, parallel with the ground. As the plate snapped into existence, he leaned his foot on it and then climbed on top of it. 
 
    Ryun kept a close eye on it, seeing if it could support his weight, but there didn’t seem to be any issues. His True Body perk probably helped, as with it, his weight was somewhat conditional. He was standing on the plate a step up into the air, suspended above it. He experimented with its firmness, and it felt as if he was standing on the solid ground. He jumped lightly, and landed back on the plate. He felt it vibrate, but not enough to break. The coldness was starting to get through his boots, but it wasn’t really an issue as it wasn’t hurting him. 
 
    He raised one leg and then stomped down, hard. The plate cracked and he fell through. He felt an instant where the released Qi tried to attack him, but there wasn’t any effect. He was resistant to the damaging effects of the Void, of course, and the effect wasn’t all that strong. 
 
    He was convinced now that what he wanted to do was possible, so he continued to the next step. 
 
    He focused on his Qi, utilizing his Qi Manipulator perk to weave his Qi differently than how his new technique required. Unlike Class abilities, which couldn’t be changed other than by evolving a Class, and otherwise always had the same effect, techniques could be improved and changed. It was how he had evolved his techniques. He had learned that a technique could be improved in several different ways. It could become stronger based on the quality of a person’s core and Qi, or it could be slightly changed or altered by experimentation. Every path had a rarity, and that rarity reflected the power of the techniques that the path utilized. His Path of the Final End had started out as rare, and when he improved his techniques it had changed into an epic one. Now, he knew that paths could be passed on, they could be taught to others, or they could be stored in Path Stones for others to learn more quickly. The Path Stone had given Ryun the knowledge of the three techniques, putting him on the Path of the Unbreakable Wall, which had uncommon-level techniques. 
 
    But the techniques themselves could be improved, and with them the rarity of the path. 
 
    He pushed his Qi out his palm, but this time he didn’t stop. He put in more Qi and shaped it to his liking, utilizing the knowledge of the technique he had gotten and expanding on it based on his own experience. The plate manifested again, but with the amount of Qi he put in he could feel that it was far stronger. He pushed it into a different shape, and instead of a plate, it turned into a cube the width of about a single step. The technique settled in and he stepped back. It would remain there, fixed in space, for as long as he provided it with a tiny amount of Qi. It wasn’t an issue for him at all, and he could dismiss it in an instant. 
 
    It was at the height of his shoulders and he took a step back, looking at it. It was strange; from some angles, he couldn’t see the edges of the cube, and the light interacted with it strangely. But while interesting, that wasn’t a problem. He took a step closer and then jumped up on it. Putting both feet on the cube, he looked around. Ereclaw was standing there, motionless, studying everything that Ryun was doing. Around the training yard he saw others doing the same, both the warriors and the builders. He spotted Anrosh and Kri standing to the side, watching with interest. He didn’t enjoy the audience, but they were in a hostile area, so he didn’t have much choice. 
 
    He stomped his leg onto the cube and his lips quirked upward when the cube held. Then he bent his knees and jumped high into the air. With his Untethered Body he soared through the air, high above the town. And as soon as he felt his momentum wane and his body start to fall, he pushed his Qi out. Another cube formed beneath his feet, far faster than the first one. His ability to manipulate Qi was impressive—he had never met anyone who was as fast as he was. His legs bent as he caught himself on the new cube, and he straightened, putting both feet on it. He stood there high in the sky and looked around. The town beneath him was just a tiny spot on the ground, and the territory stretched around him. One section of the sky was covered with gray clouds and he was standing above them, seeing only the cloud-covered peaks in the distance. The other was clear blue sky, and the last was filled with dark clouds and smoke. He could see the limits of this area. Beyond the mountains that surrounded this valley, there was nothing—just a gray curtain that covered everything. He had already assumed that they were in some kind of a pocket dimension or something like that, and this seemed like it proved that theory.  
 
    He shook his head and turned back to the matters at hand. He bent his legs and jumped forward, soaring through the air. He released the cube behind him, letting it collapse, and then he bent and put his leg forward, creating another cube and landing on it with both of them. He bent his legs, then, and immediately shot off in another direction. He used all the power of his stats, and the cube held. He was moving through the air faster, and he started experimenting some more. He created more cubes with different angles, shooting off up higher into the air, then reversing his direction in an instant and shooting toward the ground. He even created cubes with his hands, catching himself and halting his movements in an instant. His Untethered Body allowed him to quickly come to a stop, to absorb the impacts of creating the cubes just next to his body and move through the air with little resistance. 
 
    Finally, he pushed off a cube and shot toward the ground head first. He was flying so fast that the he almost slammed into the ground, but he put his palms in front of him and created another cube, catching himself on it and swinging around, bleeding all of his speed into the swing before releasing himself to fall gently down. 
 
    He was satisfied with the result. With multiple cubes, he could pick up speed incredibly fast, and he could change his direction in an instant. He couldn’t quite fly, but now he could walk, run, and jump through the air. 
 
    Ereclaw walked over to him. “Impressive,” he said simply. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. He could already imagine all the things that this one technique would allow him to do, both in the air and on the ground. But there were more things he wanted to test out. He turned around, and noticed the people staring at him. He recognized their expressions as ones of shock. He didn’t understand why they felt that way, nor did he particularly care. 
 
    He pushed his Qi out of his palm again, this time creating a wall. He made it about a hand’s breadth thick and as tall as he was. Then he took a step back and smashed his fist into it as hard as he could. The wall held, but that came as no surprise. The original technique was inefficient, and his Lake of Qi perk made his Qi more powerful, and allowed him to use less Qi to achieve more. With his Qi Manipulator he had fine control over his power. 
 
    He started striking at the wall, hitting it several times in quick succession. It held for a while, but then it crumbled, and broke. Still, it could be a good defensive technique in some situations. While it did limit his vision, he still had his |Vibration Sense|, so he would always be able to tell what was going on beyond it. He still had two more techniques to test out, but he wanted to try a few more things with the {Qi Wall}, and so he turned to Ereclaw. 
 
    “Let’s spar a bit. I want to try some things out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nearly a day later, Ryun was back on top of the roof of the residence, most of the people of the town had gone back to sleep, and Ereclaw was dealing with the attack from one of the territories. It had been a productive day, he had done a lot of experimenting and he was feeling good about the new techniques. They were simple, but he had managed to adapt them to his combat style. The only issue was with the {Avatar} technique—the Qi copy mirrored his movements exactly, so it wasn’t as useful in battle as he had originally assumed it would be. Ereclaw had easily avoided it just by watching Ryun’s movements, always managing to stay out of the range of the copy. So it just kept fighting air. It might be useful in situations where he was surrounded, but otherwise it was a waste of Qi. He had tried to adapt the technique, to change it so that he could control it, but he didn’t have much success. 
 
    But now that he had enough of a grasp of the new techniques, he wanted to advance. He had a feeling that advancement would trigger the evolution of his new techniques, and he had decided that the Essence he would need to spend would be worth it in the end, even though he would much rather cycle with it. He only felt a bit disappointed that the second path didn’t give him any stats with advancements, but new techniques and upgrades to his perks were more than enough for now. 
 
    He placed 900 Greater Essence into his second path and triggered the advancement. New notifications came up, but he put them aside as he put another 1,500 Greater Essence into the path to bring it to the Peak Foundation Realm. As soon as the second advancement was triggered, he looked at his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  Your Path of the Unbreakable Wall techniques have evolved! 
  Qi Wall > Qi Shaping 
  Qi Skin > Qi Sheath 
  Your Unbreakable Wall Path is now Rare! 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    As he had assumed his {Avatar} technique hadn’t evolved, but his path had gotten up a rarity. Of course, his adaptation of its basic techniques was far more advanced, enough to increase the rarity on their own. Besides, that alone didn’t give it any greater power. He looked at the next window, looking through the techniques. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Qi Shaping 
  
       	  Create a geometric shape made out of Qi. The construct is fixed in space, and its durability is equal to 3.9x (3x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Sheath 
  
       	  Sheath any body part with a layer of Qi. Durability of effect is equal to 3.9x (3x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The techniques weren’t as impressive as the ones from his main path, but he had only just started experimenting with them. Lastly, he turned to the two remaining notifications: the upgrades for his perks. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk evolution available for Quickened Mind. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker’s Mind 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. Able to alter perception of time for the user. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stalwart Mind 
  
       	  Your mind is reinforced, able to focus on any task with increased concentration. You are resistant to mind-altering effects. +15% to intelligence. Effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mental Fortress 
  
       	  Your mind is able to retain any new knowledge perfectly. Allows for the creation of mental fortress where the user can store any newly formed memory or newly learned knowledge. +15% to intelligence. The size of the mental fortress depends on intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The choices weren’t exactly jaw dropping, but he hadn’t really been focused on improving his intelligence or his mind’s capability. Still, they were interesting, but the Stalwart Mind he discounted immediately. It gave resistance to mind-altering effects, but his Indomitable title perk already did the same and did it better, by providing complete immunity to such effects from opponents who were of a lower tier of power than him. The Mental Fortress was interesting, but he had no need for it. It wasn’t like he was a scholar, or someone who cared enough to remember everything. That left the Tinker’s Mind, which was an upgrade on the perk he already had. It wasn’t much, but the ability to alter the perception of time was useful. He could already do that somewhat, and this upgrade would only improve the effect. 
 
    He picked it and felt a pressure inside of his mind that built up before slowly dissipating. He shook his head and looked at the next upgrade. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk evolution available for Lake of Qi. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ocean of Qi 
  
       	  Your Qi is forged and more powerful than before. Increases core capacity by 20%, increases Qi density by 20%, +15% to wisdom stat, able to use less Qi to achieve more. Strength of effect depends on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bottomless Core 
  
       	  Your Qi is a bottomless well. Increase core capacity by 250%, reduce Qi replenishment rate by 90%. +20% to wisdom stat. Increases Essence draw-in rate based on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Forged Core 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the essence of the void. Increase core capacity by 20%, increase Qi density by 40%, +20% to wisdom stat, able to create a personal void space inside of your core. Size of void space dependent on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    This next choice was much more interesting. The first option was a solid overall increase, an upgrade on his previous perk. The second was intriguing; he already had a large supply of Qi, and with it he doubted that he would ever run out of Qi in battle. But it did reduce his natural replenishment rate in return. It also allowed him to draw in more Essence, which was one of the most important things for him, although with Kagehime he already had an increase in that department. The last one had solid increases as well, nothing special, but it also allowed him to create a personal void space, which he assumed meant spatial storage. He had noticed that his rings had a familiar feeling to them ever since he’d adopted the Void aspect. 
 
    It could mean that they were made by something similar to his aspect. Perhaps his new aspect wasn’t as unique as he had thought. But he wasn’t sure about the fact that he could have another storage, as he already had two rings—although having one that he couldn’t lose and that others couldn’t detect would be an advantage. 
 
    He debated between the Bottomless Core and the Void Forged Core for a while, but ultimately he picked the Void Forged Core as it made his Qi denser, which made it more effective. With that done, he took a deep breath. He finally felt ready to continue and gather the remaining anchoring crystals. There was just one thing that he had to deal with.  
 
    He focused on his skill, looking for the unique vibration signature and then jumped off the roof, heading toward Anrosh, who was on the other side of town.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 70 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Friend 
 
      
 
    Anrosh stood in the middle of the training yard. Ryun had asked her to send the others away, which left the entire yard clear for the two of them. The only other person there was Ryun’s contracted wolf—Ereclaw. She had her sword in her hand, the golden hilt and the silver blade gleaming in the unnatural light of this place. The sword was her most prized possession: a long sword that gave her a boost of ten to her strength and dexterity. It was the only thing she had left of her family.  
 
    She stood with her weapon held in both hands before her in a defensive stance. 
 
    Across from her stood Ryun, a simple long sword shorter in size than her own held in his right hand. He stood in a strange sideways stance, with his right hand pointing his weapon to the ground behind him. She could see that he was not comfortable using a stance. It wasn’t like he didn’t know how to at all, however; to her eyes it seemed more like he hadn’t used one in a long time. She had never seen him fight with any finesse. Every battle she had observed him in, he fought with a savage efficiency, overwhelming his opponents. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why he had asked her to spar. When asked, he simply grunted and refused to answer. In truth, she was a bit scared, as she knew that she wasn’t anywhere near being a match for him, but she couldn’t refuse his request. She had heard what he had done for Jishh and Enka, how he had given them Essence so that they may evolve their Class, both of them were much stronger now. It was what Sect Leaders usually did for those who had their favor. She hadn’t expected Ryun to do it, however, and she couldn’t help but wonder if he planned on doing something similar for her. She tried to prevent herself from hoping, but all her life she had had to fight for scraps, and even then she had more luck than most. She had advanced enough that she was useful, that she could find a place in a sect. She also knew that Ryun was someone who could make all her dreams come true. 
 
    “Begin,” Ryun said, shaking her out of her thoughts. She took a deep breath and attacked, as he had requested. She opened with a simple stab, and he deflected. She was surprised that her sword didn’t fly out of her hand, and she realized that he was holding back significantly. He was fighting at her level. She was so surprised by that that she nearly missed his counter-attack. She blocked and moved back. She didn’t know why she somehow expected him to fight at his full strength. But she knew that he wasn’t…like most people. She could never know what his intentions were, and she had no idea why he wanted to fight with her. She started attacking, growing bolder and bolder, and they started to dance. She saw that the more the fight went on, the more Ryun seemed to be utilizing actual martial arts rather than just brute strength. 
 
    She was surprised by that—although, after his actions the day before, perhaps she shouldn’t have been. When he’d asked for the Path Stone for the Path of the Unbreakable Wall, she’d thought that he had made a mistake. Not only was it an uncommon path, but it was weak, as well, or at least she had thought that it was. By now she should’ve realized that most of what she and everyone else knew about Cultivation did not apply to Ryun. Seeing him zipping around the sky, almost flying with his dark cubes, had made her realize just how far beyond her, and anyone else she had ever met, Ryun actually was. He had taken a path that all agreed to be useless for warriors and turned it into something that supplemented his other abilities. 
 
    The way that he adapted and used power was incredible. It made her feel awe, and she knew that she was watching someone who would reach the Realms far beyond what any ordinary person could even dream of. Long before meeting him, she had given up on advancing, had believed that the highest she would ever reach was where she was now. She had lost hope that she would ever rise beyond mediocrity. But here, now, she had an opportunity to watch and learn from someone who was great. With every swing of her sword she was taking in impressions. The way that Ryun responded, how he kept his power from overwhelming her. There were insights there for someone like her. She knew people who would pay fortunes just to see him fight, or to cross blades for a few moments. And here, she had it for free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sparred for hours, even long after she was exhausted and could barely move. Ryun had never even suggested that they end, and she couldn’t waste the opportunity. A spark reignited inside of her, the thing that had made her choose Cultivation over being a Classer: the desire to advance and better herself. It had been too long since she had felt this way, and she didn’t want it to stop. 
 
    But her body could no longer sustain her will, and as she swung her sword at Ryun, her legs gave out and she crashed to the ground. She tried to get up, but found that her limbs no longer listened to her. So she remained on the ground, breathing heavily. She felt hands grab her and turn her around, and then her mouth being pried open and a cold liquid spilling down her throat. Immediately she felt her tiredness disappear. She opened her eyes only to see Ryun standing above her, looking down at her. He nodded to himself and spoke. 
 
    “I guess that this is enough,” he said, and then stood. 
 
    She wanted to curse him. He didn’t even look winded, and there were no marks on his body or clothes. Anrosh, on the other hand, was covered in blood and sweat. Ryun might’ve held back, but he still made shallow cuts every time she had made a mistake, and she’d made plenty. 
 
    She stood up, seeing that most of her cuts were no longer bleeding, but they weren’t healed. He had to have given her a stamina potion, not a healing one. She got up to her feet, feeling her wounds burn, and then looked at Ryun. He had yet to tell her why he wanted to spar with her. She knew that it wasn’t because he wanted to test himself, he could do that with his contracted partner. 
 
    “Come,” Ryun said, and turned around, walking away. 
 
    She wanted to speak, ask him what he wanted, but she kept her mouth shut. She knew better than to annoy him. She still woke up drenched in sweat sometimes, remembering his fight with Fier and the warriors, and the aura that she had felt him unleash once when she called him master. She knew that no matter how calm and collected he seemed, he could be set off, and she feared what he could do if he got truly angry. It was in part why she was continuing in the role of leading the town. It was better than allowing someone else to go directly to Ryun and annoy him. Everyone had been told that they should never refer to him as master, but that was the most common word used for those more powerful than oneself. Someone would eventually make a mistake and say the word in front of him, and Anrosh wanted to delay that from occurring as long as possible, to get him to feel more responsible for the people in the town. 
 
    Perhaps that way he wouldn’t murder everyone when he got annoyed. 
 
    She followed behind him, and realized that he was leading her back to the residence. Immediately, all kinds of thoughts flashed through her head. She never knew what Ryun wanted, but the building itself held only bad memories. It had been Fier’s home, and she couldn’t help the idea that perhaps Ryun wanted the same thing from her. The only reason why she was willing to live there was because she had seen Fier die in front of her. It was a stupid thought, she knew; Ryun had never shown even the slightest interest in her. Oh, he had looked at her, undressed her even, but Anrosh had never seen desire in his eyes, just an emotionless gaze. She shivered as she remembered him looking at her in the master bedroom. To him she had been just a piece of flesh that could give him the answers that he wanted. 
 
    He led her to the meeting room on the first floor, motioned her in and then closed the doors. She started getting more and more nervous. She had interacted with him the most, but still she couldn’t help her fears. 
 
    “Uh…maybe I could take a moment to clean up?” she said, gesturing to her clothes, which were stained with blood, dust, and sweat. 
 
    “Sit,” Ryun said. 
 
    She did as he asked. There was no point in trying to argue with him, as he didn’t care about things that normal people did, so she took a seat and Ryun sat across from her. 
 
    He was staring at her, not saying anything. Anrosh struggled to keep his gaze, it was so intense, and not in the manner she had ever encountered before. She had been in the presence of powerful people, had seen the intense looks in their eyes that said that they could kill her without breaking a sweat, that made it clear that she was to tread respectfully around them. But there was none of that from Ryun—no commanding gaze, no belief in his own superiority. There was only a coldness that made her seem insignificant, as if she was just an object that he was observing and could do with as he willed, and she knew he could. 
 
    “I have realized that there is a debt between us,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked. She had not expected him to say anything like that. “What?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “You have taken over managing this town and its people from me. I was the one that agreed to lead, but I have not done so.” 
 
    “Forgiveness.” She bowed her head quickly. “I didn’t mean to usurp your place.” 
 
    “You misunderstand. You have done me a favor. Dealing with others is…bothersome and annoying. You and I had made a deal: I save your life and that of your daughter, and in return you answer my questions. You have fulfilled that bargain. We did not agree for you to lead in my stead. As such, I need to balance the scales. I live by simple rules. My words are my bonds, and I do not take aid for free.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I didn’t do it hoping for some reward. I just… I didn’t think that you wanted to be bothered by people constantly.” 
 
    “You thought well. As such, I’ve decided to give you something in return for you continuing to lead this town in my stead.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t dare speak. Hearing about the gifts that he had given to Jishh and Enka, she could only hope to get something like that. An item like the ones that he had given to them would be enough to secure both her and Kri’s futures. 
 
    Ryun continued speaking. “I will need something more in return, however. The boss monster protecting the anchoring crystal had been strong. Between me and Ereclaw we managed to take it down, but it could’ve gone the other way. And the remaining two might be just as or even stronger.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” Anrosh asked. She had fought against the waves attacking the town. Even those monsters were incredibly strong; if they didn’t have the numbers and the wolves, they would be having much more trouble. 
 
    “I need another person that I trust to fight by my side. You.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked. “You want me to fight monsters that are as powerful as you? You might as well kill me now.” 
 
    “Not as you are now, obviously. I will help you advance,” Ryun said. 
 
    Her heart started beating, fast. Advancement was something that every Cultivator desired above all else, but life rarely allowed opportunities where one could dedicate all of their time to it, not unless one was a scion of a wealthy or powerful person. “You want to help me advance?” she echoed blankly. 
 
    Ryun nodded. “I have given it some thought, and I believe that this is the best solution. I will have a person I can rely on, as you have proven yourself to be willing to deal with me, and we will silence the talks and plans from the rest of the townspeople.” 
 
    “What rumors and plans?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “The ones that call you too weak to be in such a high position? And their plans to assassinate you, of course,” Ryun said evenly. 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, barely comprehending what she was hearing. “They are planning on assassinating me?” 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t know?” 
 
    “How would I know that!” she yelled suddenly, her fear turning to threats that she hadn’t even considered. She had thought that the people in the town had mostly accepted her, had thought that her connection to Ryun would be enough to keep her and Kri safe. But she should have known better. It was how things were done in sects—if you weren’t strong enough to keep a position or you didn’t have someone powerful standing behind you, you were just an obstacle. The others probably thought that Ryun wasn’t particularly attached to her to care if they removed her, which she knew that he wasn’t. They had to think that they could deal with him without her. They were fools, fools that would’ve probably gotten all of them killed. 
 
    “Ah…” Ryun said. “I forget sometimes that you can’t listen as I do. Well, I don’t really listen; I feel the vibrations their words make in the air and understand what they are saying. It is all the same to me, really.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask if he had been spying on the people, but then remembered him telling her that his skill allowed him to know everything that was happening in the town. She had assumed that that meant only movements, but if he could hear everything that everyone in the town was saying, even when they thought that they were safe… She had always known that Ryun was terrifying, but she hadn’t really understood to what extent. 
 
    “Are you going to kill them?” she whispered. She wondered how many people had said stupid things about him, where they thought that he couldn’t hear him. She knew that Fier hadn’t been very well liked, but some of the people in town weren’t as happy with the situation as others. They just didn’t have any other choice. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and frowned at her. “Why would I kill them? They are not planning on killing me, just you.” 
 
    She sighed, almost smiling to herself. He had gotten better with conversation since he came to town, but he was still strange. Another sect leader would’ve killed anyone who spoke against them and their direct subordinates immediately, or at least punished them severely. 
 
    “So you want to help me advance so that I can deal with them myself?” 
 
    “That is just a bonus. I need someone to fight by my side. I am used to being alone, but there is too much that I don’t know about this world. I cannot afford to enter a fight while believing something that isn’t true. Having you close and able would aid me in more ways than one.” 
 
    “Haven’t you already helped Jishh and Enka advance? Why just not use them?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun’s expression became resigned. “I gave them a test, and they failed it spectacularly. I gave them advice, Essence to advance, I taught them how to achieve great and true power…and still they did not understand. I watched them since we returned to the town, listening to their private talks. I told them that the secret to real power comes from patience, from cycling over and over again so that you may build your base up, and they saw the results of that themselves. But they had decided against using my methods; they put that knowledge off as something that they could do later, once they advanced further. With the amount of Essence available here in this scenario, they hoped to gather enough to advance. They did not share what they have learned with others. Instead, they guard the knowledge selfishly. They dream of being Lord Realm Cultivators, but don’t understand that if they continue on this path, if they rush that advancement, they will become the same as Fier had been: a weak Cultivator. That Realm will be as far as they ever reach. They will never survive the monsters they will need to kill in order to advance further. They are a disappointment. They will suffice as warriors of this town, leading the others, but they will not rise higher in my eyes.” 
 
    Anrosh couldn’t believe what she had heard. Among the townspeople, Jishh and Enka were considered among the more talented people here. They were young, and would reach far. They were also the strongest among the warriors, especially now after Ryun had helped them along. But to hear him speak of them as if they were disappointments… It put things in perspective for her. The fact that Jishh and Enka were keeping his lessons a secret didn’t surprise her, as that is what Cultivators did. Knowledge was power. She saw Ryun for who he really was: a true Cultivator, one who did not pursue the easy and quick path to power. He didn’t care about others, because to him they weren’t important—they were all weak, people who didn’t dedicate themselves to their paths in the same way that he did. He did not allow for others to stand in his way. 
 
    “And you think that I am better? Wait… Was that in the training yard a test?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    The corner of Ryun’s mouth quirked up. “I’ve been testing you from the moment I first saw you leave this town in the middle of the night with your daughter. I watched you run through the night, into the wilderness and danger, struggling to survive. I followed you because that event was something new, interesting. I watched you fight against those sent after you, refusing to surrender. In our sparring session, you showed me the same thing, that refusal to bow. You knew that there was no way for you to win against me, knew that our fight was nothing but a pastime for me. Still, you didn’t ask for us to stop, and you threw yourself into the spar until your body gave out. You are better than them. They don’t have that which you do. Drive and instinct.” 
 
    She was so confused that she had no idea how to feel, but the prospect of gaining strength was…a dream. “In return for your help in advancement, you want me to continue leading the town in your stead and for me to fight with you? Nothing else?” She had to ask. She knew too many stories about powerful Cultivators offering power to women who caught their fancy, but never fulfilling their promises. She had no desire to become just another story. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryun answered simply. 
 
    Her heart threatened to jump out of her chest, but she nodded her head, accepting his offer. 
 
    Ryun placed his hand to the side and a crate filled with Essence Crystals appeared there. She couldn’t help but gape at it. She had never seen that much wealth. 
 
    “Fill your core, and then drain it.” 
 
    His words snapped her mind back to him and she looked at him. She remembered him mentioning cycling, but now that she was seeing the Essence in front of her she couldn’t help but think of the waste of wealth. “Are you sure you want me to do that? This is the Essence that you have cycled, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and it is,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I can understand you giving me Essence to advance, but to cycle as well… With this you could have everyone in the town advance several stages, level up even.” 
 
    “I have enough Essence to raise many others, yes. But why would I do that for them? I have no need for them to be strong. I have seen none who have that which one needed to advance further. Should I give them power only for them to remain where I put them? For them to become leaders like your old master was to them? They do not deserve to be handed that power.” 
 
    “And I do?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmm…” Ryun didn’t answer immediately. “Perhaps not even you, but I have the privilege of being able to do whatever I want to do, to make the decisions. And I want to do this. You will help me in turn, and you will repay me eventually.” 
 
    She shivered at the look in his eyes. She had no doubt that she would.  
 
    Anrosh glanced back at the Essence in front of her. This was an opportunity that she could not refuse—a thing from stories, when a great Monarch finds a lowly Cultivator, and through an act of generosity, grants them Essence to raise them to the power of the heavens.  
 
    Without another moment’s pause, she grabbed a crystal and pulled the Essence in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anrosh didn’t know for how long she cycled. She couldn’t bring herself to count. It was so much wealth being used on someone like her, someone who had never been important. Not even the children of Sect Leaders had access to so much Essence. Ryun was the one who kept count, who told her when it was enough and when she could advance to the next stage. She couldn’t even bring herself to look at her notifications, lest all this turned out to be a dream. 
 
    Finally, Ryun raised a hand, putting all the Essence that she had cycled through back into his storage. It was useless to him or her now for advancement, but it could still be used as currency—at half value, of course, as only three people could cycle the same Essence, and the fourth person that pulled it in wouldn’t be able to cycle it out. But since it had been used twice, it could still be used twice more, although people rarely cycled. She wondered if Ryun knew that, but then he spoke and her mind went back to the matter at hand. 
 
    “Advance,” he said. 
 
    She looked at the window in front of her, trembling. She had never thought that she would’ve ever reached this far. She had resigned herself to being a Foundation Realm Cultivator.  
 
    She triggered the advancement and felt her core change. Power billowed through her, changing her and making her stronger. 
 
    She glanced at the latest notification and gasped. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached Early Lord Realm Stage on the Path of the Sword! 
  Your Path of the Sword techniques have evolved! 
  Imbue > Infuse 
  Enhance > Surge 
  Flurry > Blade Storm 
  Your Path of the Sword is now Rare! 
  Poison aspect tier 3 > tier 4 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Her techniques had changed—Ryun had told her that that would happen if she cycled, but she hadn’t really believed. And not only that, her path’s rarity, her aspect, had all advanced. She glanced up to see Ryun next to her, reading her windows as well, as she had made them all visible per his request. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now, we need to pick the best perks for you.” 
 
    She brought up her other notifications, seeing so many different things. Cultivation bonuses to her techniques, new perks. Ryun hadn’t let her pick perks as soon as she advanced. He told her to wait until they were done, he said that the choices would change if her path’s rarity changed. Looking at the choices, she could see that they were different, even better than they had been just a little while ago. 
 
    She turned her eyes to them, but she was waiting on Ryun. She knew many things that he did not, but when it came to Cultivation she knew that he was far beyond her, a genius only seen once in several generations. She would let him pick for her.  
 
    She turned and looked at him, seeing him reading her screens, something that was the most private thing a person had. In this moment she would’ve done anything that he asked of her, as he had given her enough power to defend herself and her child. For that, she would always be in his debt, no matter what he said. 
 
    She studied him as he stood next to her, close enough to touch. She had so many questions about him, but she had never had the courage to ask. 
 
    “Ryun?” Anrosh said softly. 
 
    He glanced at her and tilted an eyebrow. “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, what is your goal? What are you seeking in life? I know that you just stumbled into being a leader of a town. But what do you want to do? Do you want to build a sect? You must know that we will not be left alone by the Black Viper Sect. They had sent people, resources, and a nephew of a Sect Head had died here. They will come at us, try to reclaim this territory and kill everyone. I know that you are strong, but the Black Viper Sect has Monarchs as the Sect Heads. Five of them.” 
 
    Ryun looked thoughtful, and she waited for the answer. 
 
    “I’ve been alone for a long time,” he started. “I am still adjusting to being around other people, to speaking. The one thing I have always wanted was to be left alone and in peace, to be free to make whatever decision I wanted, even when I don’t know what I want. To Cultivate, to grow in power, perhaps. Yet, somehow, that power was why I was never allowed to be in peace. Others feared it and wanted to stop me from growing it. Now… I guess I still want the same thing: be free to make my own choices. What I want above all else is to pursue true skill. I had forgotten about that dream, as I had no need to improve my knowledge on Earth. It had been a long time since I practiced martial arts, since I took the time to train in the use of my techniques and abilities. I want to remember that, to begin my path again. Still, I have given my word that I would protect this town, and so I will. If the Black Viper Sect chooses to oppose me, I will deal with them the same way I have dealt with all the others who have stood in my way in the past.” 
 
    “They are not like Fier, Ryun,” Anrosh said. “Not even like the Monarch Realm monster that you killed. They are powerful, old—I have heard rumors that one of the Sect Heads is close to breaking into the Heavenly Realm. I do not know if you alone would be able to stop them.” 
 
    “I will not know until I try. But let me assure you of one thing, Anrosh: I have faced worse odds before, and I have prevailed. The Framework rewarded me for my survival. It is why I am so strong. And if you stay by my side, promise to be my…friend, I will make you just as strong as I.” 
 
    Anrosh heard his words, and recognized that to him the word “friend” was almost unfamiliar, that it was not something that he often said. She didn’t know how to respond. In a sect he would’ve been her master, and she his student. That was in a way what they were, except that they followed different paths. Too, he hated the word master, and instead wanted her to be his friend. 
 
    She met his gaze and nodded her head. She was still afraid of him, had seen the callousness in his actions, the disregard for others. But she knew that he wouldn’t hurt her, not unless she betrayed him. She could tell that he had very few people whom he called friends; but then, she was no different.  
 
    She took a deep breath. She could be what he was asking her to be. 
 
    At the moment, she couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve happened to her had she not met and accepted his offer. Would’ve she been brought back to Fier as a slave? Or perhaps dead in the stomach of a beast along with Kri? She shook her head. It didn’t matter. Her life had made a turn. She was fortunate, and she wasn’t going to waste the opportunity fate gave her. Ryun had told her that he thought that she had what it took to advance further. Even being a Lord had been a dream, and now, when she looked into Ryun’s eyes, she knew that it was only the beginning.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 71 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Lord Realm 
 
      
 
    Anrosh jumped to the side using her [Dash] ability just as a large white bear tried to smash her with its paw. She evaded the attack, and the wickedly long and sharp claws stabbed into the frozen ground, raking it. Anrosh raised her new sword, her breathing form already sending her Qi into her weapon and {Infuse} filling it with poison Qi. She sliced at the bear’s side, cutting a long gash in its thick hide and letting blood flow, as well as filling the wound with poison. It roared and turned at her faster than she expected. Immediately, she used her perk and triggered one of her anchors. Without the need to switch her breathing form, her body was filled with her branch technique {Surge}, and she moved out of the way of the attacking bear. 
 
    The monster had three tiers of power, and just a day before this fight would’ve been the hardest she had ever fought. Now, it almost seemed easy. She could kill it quickly, but she was still getting used to her new power, and Ryun had insisted that she take the time to train as much as possible. 
 
    She danced around the monster, making shallow wounds and filling it with poison. It would swipe at her, and she did her best to evade, but she was not yet used to her new stats, and few of its swipes managed to connect with her new armor. The claws raked over the bark-like armor, doing no damage, and she would dance away.  
 
    Essence and advancement hadn’t been the only gifts that Ryun had given her. He had also gifted her a set of armor that he had gotten as a reward from the boss that had protected the first anchoring crystal. The set was amazing, a true treasure, something that she couldn’t have hoped to ever obtain before: the Armor of the Leshy King (E). Not only was it a full set of armor that covered her entire body, but it also provided a substantial bonus. It was enchanted with repair, durability, and equip, and it gave her an increase of +15 to all her stats, along with a passive bonus that reduced any effectiveness of acid damage being used against her by 20%. It looked like it was made out of dark green bark, and it consisted out of a chest piece, leggings, greaves, boots, gauntlets, and an antlered helmet. 
 
    The second item Ryun gave her was even more impressive: a legendary ring that likewise had come from the monster. The Ring of the Enduring Forest (L) gave her an incredible boost of 50 to her endurance, but more importantly it had a small core inside of it that she could fill with Qi and then use. That was an incredible boon, especially considering the path perk that Ryun had her pick. She hadn’t been certain about his advice, but he had explained his reasoning well, and she found no fault in it. Her techniques didn’t require a lot of Qi, and her combat style relied on fighting with a weapon more than chaining techniques. Ryun had in a single day managed to give her path a form, and shape her new perks around her techniques. In one sentence he was capable of giving advice that profoundly changed the way she viewed her power. 
 
    She knew that he didn’t understand just how insightful and world shattering his words were. To him everything was just obvious; but to a person like Anrosh, who had only the most basic education and training, one hour of discussing the principles and reasons behind picking perks with him was worth more than all of her other training combined. Everything that Ryun did was with the goal of advancing in mind. He had grasped the style of Anrosh’s Cultivation and Class, her abilities and techniques, and her combat training, and had advised her in the best possible way. Once, she had thought that Fier was talented, but now she could see that he had been nothing compared to someone like Ryun. Fier had the best training and advisers that the Black Viper Sect could provide, and yet now she understood just how little he had done with those resources. Fier had his advancement handed to him, in much the same way that she had been gifted it—but the difference was that she had spent most of her life struggling, and Ryun did not care to keep his knowledge a secret. Instead, he shared and mentored her in the best way for her to proceed. 
 
    Anrosh kept slicing the monster, carving long wounds in its flesh, until finally its body gave out and it fell to the ground, succumbing to the poison. She looked around, seeing Ereclaw dispatching another of the bears and Ryun stabbing his hand into another fallen beast and pulling something out. She shivered at the sight. She had seen him do that against Fier, she remembered as he pulled a glowing and twisting form from its corpse and devoured it. 
 
    Another bear jumped at her, and she used [Dash] to evade the attack. She moved back quickly and stabbed her sword in its side while it was off balance. With her {Infuse} active, her sword delivered poison Qi into the bear’s body. It roared and she pulled her sword out, dancing to the side as it attacked again. She waited for its next attack, and then triggered her Fighter’s Strike perk and used her fruit technique, activating her second anchor. The Qi that she had already prepared billowed out of her, and {Blade Storm} came into being around her. Four hovering blades made out of poison Qi snapped forward, following her movement. With the Fighter’s Strike activated, her next attack dealt double damage, and her blades spun around her, cutting the bear’s head into ribbons. 
 
    The bear fell to the ground, and she glanced around, seeing that there were no more threats. She walked over to Ryun, who was retrieving the loot from the spawned chest. Ryun glanced at her and then spoke. 
 
    “You are still not using your stats to their fullest potential. Leveraging your stats is one of the most important things about combat. You need to get comfortable with pulling out your full strength at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just hard for me to adjust. Just yesterday I would’ve had no chance fighting a monster like this,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “You are also not yet as comfortable in switching from your abilities to your techniques. For a Cultivator, a Class is supposed to be a way to support a path. You are on the Path of the Sword; your techniques are not destructive, not suited to control of the battlefield, nor to stealth. You are a fighter, most suited for one-on-one combat. Your techniques are designed to supplement your martial arts. You need to start relying more on your combat skills for that.” 
 
    Anrosh nodded at his words. She understood what he was saying, but she had never been the best martial artist. She had been trained in the sect she had been born into by the trainer of the warriors. He hadn’t been the best, nor had he really cared much for her. Anrosh didn’t blame him, as he had been in charge of training the children of the sect and shaping them in their first few years after they gained a path. He’d had a class of dozens, and there had been no way for him to pay extra attention to anyone. She knew the basics, but she was aware of her failings, and was intent on working on them. She had the |Sword Mastery| skill, albeit at a low level, but she wasn’t used to tracking the lines in her vision during combat. She knew that doing so could be dangerous, as relying on a mastery skill could lead to overconfidence and death. It was a balance. 
 
    She glanced at the sword in her hands, the last gift that Ryun had given her. The Sword of Greater Insight (R) was not as impressive as his other gifts, but it was valuable nevertheless. It was a quality sword, and it gave her a 50% increase to her skill-leveling speed. Already she had gained an additional level in |Sword Mastery| just from one day of killing monsters. 
 
    “Come,” Ryun broke in, interrupted her thoughts. “There is another pack of monsters over that hill.” 
 
    The second territory was a landscape covered in snow and ice. There were no trees, or any other vegetation for that matter—only the cold and the snow. The land was a combination of hills, canyons, cliffs and frozen lakes. It was filled with monsters, from massive white bears, to spider nests, and ice elementals. Ryun had decided that instead of heading in a straight line looking for the fortress where the next anchoring crystal was supposed to be, they should hunt as many of the monsters as they could—both to provide her some training, but also because, according to him, it was time for him to “stop being playing games and start advancing for real.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure why he thought that he hadn’t been advancing for real, but she had no reason to refuse. It was rare for her to be able to hunt so many monsters, and she couldn’t remember when she had last collected so much Essence. At this rate she could advance again soon, and yet now she knew that doing so immediately would be a mistake. She had decided to follow Ryun’s example and cycle prior to advancing. That meant that she would need a lot of Essence, but at the rate that Ryun was finding monsters, she didn’t think that that would pose a problem. 
 
    As they ran over the snowy ground, she took the opportunity to look at her screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Anrosh Kesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  Adventurer, One Against Many, Beaten but not Broken, Lord, Class Evolution I 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  213 (Greater) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Hardened Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is hardened. You gain a 5 % resistance to physical damage, and are resistant to disease, poisons, and toxins. Strength of effect depends on endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Steps (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain +10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Heart (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, ignore pain until the end of combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, your next attack deals double damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Poison (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using infusing techniques, your attacks inflict poison damage. Poison Qi courses through your body, making you immune to poison from all sources weaker than you. Amount of poison damage depends on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enduring Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is sturdy. You take 20% less mental damage, and mind-manipulating effects are less effective against you. Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bottomless Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi is a bottomless well. Increase core capacity by 250%, reduce Qi replenishment rate by 90%. +20% to wisdom stat. Increases Essence draw-in rate based on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Anchor (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You are able to prepare your techniques in advance and trigger them at a moment’s notice, unleashing them without the need to change your breathing form. Techniques can be anchored to three points in your body, and each anchor lasts one day. Each anchor must be set up prior to combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  -20% stamina requirements for Class abilities. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Duelist (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  60 (0/120 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Crescent 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Deflect 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Sword (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Lord (0/900 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Poison 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Infuse 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Surge 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Blade Storm 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (2/10) 
  
       	  Swipe (4/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	  Danger Sense (3/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Echo Sense (2/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  203(+15)=218 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  157(+15)=172 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  114(+15)=129 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  124(+15+50)=189 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  109(+15)=124 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  126(+15)=141 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She still couldn’t quite believe what she was reading. Ryun had made it clear to her that if she was to become a powerful Cultivator, she needed to be completely familiar with every single part of her build. She knew that the perks she had obtained prior to meeting Ryun weren’t the most powerful. They were the standard perks that most warriors got, and she had never known that the choice could be improved.  
 
    Ryun had picked her newly earned perks based both on what she already had and the way she would be fighting. The first perk he had her pick was the Enduring Mind, and although the other choices weren’t all that good, she wouldn’t have picked it—but he said that having at least some defense against mind attacks was important. One needed to be ready for everything.  
 
    The second choice was the one she had the most issues with: the Bottomless Core. She hadn’t been comfortable with losing her Qi regeneration, but Ryun had told her that she didn’t need it. Her techniques weren’t Qi intensive, nor did she rely on them much in the first place. She fought with her sword, using techniques only to supplement her fighting style. She had to admit, too, that with the cycling she had a great deal more Qi. She had been fighting for the entire day, and she was yet to even spend a third of her Qi supply. With the ring he gave her, she even had a backup. But Ryun hadn’t had her choose that perk because of the increased core capacity—he had told her that the increased Essence draw was the real reason for why that perk was good for her. If she was going to keep following in his footsteps, she would need as much Essence as she could get her hands on.  
 
    The Qi Anchor she understood. With her fighting style she might not have the time to switch between breathing forms in order to activate her techniques quickly, as she didn’t have perks that helped her utilize her Qi faster.  
 
    The last perk, Fighter’s Stamina, was a Class Perk—a basic one that simply let her conserve more stamina in a fight. 
 
    She understood the philosophy behind Ryun’s choices for her, but she needed to train in order to bring all of those different aspects together. He had also told her that once she reached Peak Lord Realm, her second path would allow her to upgrade her perks, which was going to benefit her greatly…if she ever managed to reach such a height. 
 
    Ryun slowed as they reached the top of the hill. Down near a frozen lake was a pack of monsters. He glanced at her and then summoned his sword, then jumped forward, a black cube appearing beneath his feet. He used it to push himself toward the monsters, falling on them from the air, and Anrosh and Ereclaw followed swiftly behind him.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 72 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Cold 
 
      
 
    The last of the spiders died as he used [Reave] to pull its Essence out. The monsters were an incredible source of Essence for someone like him, who had an ability that allowed him to harvest it. He was gathering it faster than he ever had before, and he had already accumulated enough to cycle through his core two more times. 
 
    But he would not have enough to advance before facing the next boss. Already, he was having trouble locating new monster packs. Ryun knelt next to the corpse of the spider and put it in one of his two spatial rings. He didn’t like to waste anything, and their bodies could be valuable.  
 
    He glanced to the side and saw Anrosh cleaning the monster’s blood from her sword. She had been improving steadily over the last three days of their hunt, and she was now at least adequately using her power. By his count she should’ve accumulated enough Essence to cycle through her core twice, from the rewards she’d received. He had been giving her all the crystals that were in the loot chests, since his way of getting Essence gave him much more and Ereclaw apparently didn’t advance in the same manner as he once had. 
 
    From his few talks with the wolf, Ryun had learned that Ereclaw’s advancement was now tied to Ryun’s. When Ryun advanced, so would the wolf, but he didn’t know for how long that would remain true. For all that they knew, once Ryun reached a sufficiently high Realm, Ereclaw’s manner of advancement would change again. 
 
    Ryun could see it in Anrosh’s eyes, the shock at how fast she was accumulating Essence. He knew that people rarely advanced so fast. Hunting monsters was dangerous—it took preparation, equipment, a team—but she had the equipment that Ryun had given her, and with him and Ereclaw she had a safety net. They were taking care of most of the monsters, leaving her to fight the others one on one. He was giving her potions after every fight, as well, making sure that she wasn’t too tired or too injured to continue. The few days they had spent hunting had made a dent even in his supplies, and she had already mentioned that he was spending a fortune worth of potions on her alone. But then, Ryun literally had an entire world’s worth of treasures in his storage ring. He had seen some of the things that they had in the town, and he knew that there were resources that were of a better quality than what Ryun himself had, but what he did have was still powerful. 
 
    He might be spending a fortune, but material wealth didn’t matter to him. He wanted to advance, all he had was in the service of that goal. The three of them gathered and set off. He was scanning the surroundings, but he wasn’t finding any more monster packs—so he changed their course and headed deeper into the frozen territory, toward the mountain and the fortress nestled in its side. They had noticed its existence when they’d come close enough to see the mountain proper. The fortress was a large structure made out of ice, sculpted from the mountain itself. 
 
    They made good time, and reached the gate in just a few hours. Ryun kept his attention on his skill, both versions of it, but felt nothing from his |Vibration Sense| that would indicate that there was movement inside. Still, he was sensing something…a slow disturbance, one that he believed to be breathing. 
 
    He glanced at Ereclaw. “Do you sense anything inside?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Ereclaw tilted his head, his ears twitching, but then he shook his head. “Nothing.” 
 
    Ryun knew that the wolf was a good tracker, and that he had exceptional hearing. He probably couldn’t hear the breathing, but at least he confirmed that there were no other monsters inside. Ryun wondered why that was, considering that the last fortress was filled with monsters. 
 
    They had already discussed their plans for when they encountered the boss, so Ryun felt no need to stop. He walked through the frozen arch and entered a small courtyard. From there he followed his senses and entered a large doorway leading into the mountain. The three of them made their way up, climbing stone stairs covered with frost. Eventually they reached the top, and entered what looked to be a throne room similar to the one in the forest territory.  
 
    On a throne made out of blue ice sat a monster of a type that Ryun was familiar with. It was a yeti—only this one was larger than the one Ryun had faced on Earth. Seeing it, he began to get excited, as the last yeti he had fought had been strong. 
 
    He removed his filters and looked at the monster. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Yeti King (E) (???)) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Again, he couldn’t see its tier of power. That had only rarely happened to him, and still he didn’t know the reason why. But he also knew that tier of power didn’t matter as much as people thought, or at least it didn’t to him. Ryun had one advantage over most other people, his stats, which he’d gained because of the unique titles he gained over his life on Earth. The “First” titles gave him an incredible boost in terms of percentage bonus on his base stats, but the greatest boon were his stronger titles, those that combined gave him more than three hundred stat points. Ryun was aware now that there were few who could match him in his raw stats. He would always be above those who were on the same level and stage as him as far as they were concerned. In truth, he was likely to be stronger than many who were on the stages above him. 
 
    Anrosh was a perfect example of that. She was now in the Lord Realm, but her stats were far beneath his, and that was only because of his titles. He assumed that there were people like him out there in the Infinite Realm, Rankers from other Iterations who still lived, those who had titles similar to he and who’d had the time to advance in this new world. He didn’t think that he was unique, or that he was the strongest here. He had learned the lesson about assuming such things. 
 
    The monster before him should be stronger than him on paper, and perhaps even in reality.  
 
    A Cultivator’s power didn’t come from stats, of course. The difference in stats between a Lord and Foundation Realm Cultivators wasn’t that high—it was their perks that were their greatest assets, and he didn’t know what the focus of the perks in the Monarch Realm was. He had seen the last boss do some interesting things with its Qi, and he believed that one of the perks, at least, had to give another boost to the Cultivator’s Qi or aspect. It was the not knowing that could get him killed, and no one in the town knew anything about the Monarch Realm. 
 
    Ryun and the others stood at the entrance of the throne room, looking at the boss. The Yeti didn’t move from his spot on the throne, but Ryun felt its breathing change. It was looking back at them. It was waiting. 
 
    Finally, Ryun took a step forward and walked to the middle of the room. He kept his eyes on the monster the entire time, and once he stopped, the monster finally moved. It stood up and took a step forward.  
 
    It was even more impressive when standing. It was wide and bulky, with white fur covering all of its body. It was wearing armor that appeared to be made out of ice the same color as the throne behind it. It was thick, yet somehow it allowed the monster to move without issues. It didn’t have any weapons that Ryun could see, but he got a sense from it that was familiar, and he recognized it as a spatial storage. His Void aspect had made him more in tune with objects that were touched by similar effects. He was still not sure if the spatial storage was tied to the Void or if it was just something similar; in his mind, a void was an absence of things, not a hole in space and time. 
 
    The monster was the first to speak. “Welcome, chosen.” The Yeti bowed its head and then raised it, looking straight at Ryun. “You are the ones who defeated the Leshy, I assume.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. The tone of the Yeti’s voice didn’t hold any hostility, unlike the Leshy. “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    The Yeti nodded his head. “At last. Perhaps I can be released from this hell as well.” 
 
    Ryun understood what it meant. After the fight with the Leshy, he had remembered something that he had known before while on Earth. He wasn’t sure if the memory had been removed from him like the others, or if he had simply forgotten, but he had believed that monsters that the Framework brought hadn’t been just mindless creations. He had encountered monsters that could speak, that could reason. He had a theory long ago—he remembered discussing it with someone, but he could remember who clearly. It didn’t matter now, but he was certain that all the monsters on Earth as well as those here in the Infinite Realm had been taken from other worlds, other universes. The monsters that could speak usually called Ryun chosen, and that made him believe that while some worlds had been given the system and allowed the path to growth, others had been shackled by the system, and turned into monsters for the chosen to hunt. 
 
    He already knew that while monsters could level and advance, the rules were different for them. Ereclaw was the perfect example: he couldn’t advance past a certain point without Ryun. This Yeti was of a greater level and advancement than Ereclaw, however, even though it was not a contracted beast. There were still many things that Ryun didn’t know. 
 
    “I gave the Leshy a choice: to give me the anchoring crystal or to die. I offer you the same choice.” 
 
    The Yeti smiled. “If only. I am bound by rules, and surrender is not one of the options. But perhaps you are strong enough to kill me, and grant me my release.” 
 
    Ryun was surprised at its tone. It didn’t seem hostile at all; but then again, the last Yeti he fought hadn’t been hostile either. 
 
    “You don’t seem like you want to fight us,” Ryun said. 
 
    “What I want is immaterial. Only what the Framework wants matters. My people were deemed unworthy, and for this we are bound to the will of the Three who created all.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. He could sympathize with him not being able to make his own choices. But in the end, it didn’t matter much to him—what he cared about was advancing, getting a good fight, learning something new, and gaining a new insight into his own power. 
 
    “Well, then. I guess we shouldn’t delay any longer.” Ryun pulled out Kagehime and rolled his shoulders in anticipation. The Yeti summoned two large axes, similar in make to the ones Ryun had obtained before, except these were far more ornamental and were releasing wisps of mist from their sharp metallic edges. 
 
    The Yeti readied his weapons. “Come, chosen. Grant me release from this hell.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 73 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Yeti 
 
      
 
    The Yeti attacked, using some variation of a leap ability. He jumped forward, closing the distance. Ryun’s eyes widened at his speed, and he raised Kagehime to block—except that the attack coming for his head never reached him. It had been a feint, and the Yeti changed his attack, too abruptly for it to be just physical prowess. The Yeti swiped his two axes to the sides, releasing two blasts of cold wind. Both Anrosh and Ereclaw were caught off-guard and sent flying back. Ryun didn’t have the time to worry about them; instead, he stabbed forward, hoping to catch the Yeti as he recovered from his own attack. 
 
    His stab was intercepted, the Yeti moving fast to bring one of his axes close to block. Ryun had seen the movement, and again the Yeti’s momentum seemed to change in an instant—he suspected a technique or an ability with low cooldown. Ryun knew that he wouldn’t have been able to bring his arm back so fast.  
 
    Ryun stepped to the side and his breathing settled into a form. {Null Mantle} settled around him, wisps of black mist rising from his skin. His stats skyrocketed as the bonus was applied, and he moved, Kagehime snapping forward in a flurry of attacks. The Yeti blocked them all with ease, his movements fluid and sure. From the exchanges of blows, Ryun could estimate the height of the Yeti’s stats, and he could tell that the Yeti was about as strong as the Leshy had been. 
 
    But nothing about the Yeti felt the same. The Leshy had been a powerful opponent, but he had resembled most monsters that Ryun had fought. He’d had a power that was wild and unfocused. If the Leshy had been fighting more like a monster, the Yeti was the complete opposite: every movement was measured, every block and attack precise. The Yeti wasn’t just using his abilities and techniques, he knew an art, a fighting style.  
 
    Ryun was barely able to keep up as the Yeti started to pressure him. The strange style of fighting had taken him off-guard. It had been a long time since Ryun had fought against an opponent that was skilled in fighting, and memories were resurfacing inside of his mind. 
 
    His perk Tinker’s Mind activated, and time seemed to slow down—or rather his mind sped up. He had the time to see every attack coming, to see the skill demonstrated by his opponent, and his own skill was returning to him with every blow. It was as if he was trying to use a muscle that had atrophied, but with each strike it got better. The last time he had to fight with martial arts had been long ago—too long, perhaps. His |Sword Mastery| skill allowed him to learn the basics, to know the shortest paths to achieve his goal. But it did not instill in him a knowledge of a martial art, as that had to be learned. Fighting just with the |Sword Mastery| skill provided him with knowledge of how to use a sword, but it was not in any style. It was brutal and efficient, but it lacked the tools that a style provided. Feints, stances, combat techniques—none were included in the skill. 
 
    But he remembered a teacher, a man who taught him how to fight more effectively. He had learned a fighting art long ago, he just hadn’t needed to use it often. He remembered training with the old man, and he remembered his name, but thinking of him brought him only feelings of guilt. The man had died along with everyone else who had lived in Ryun’s town. He didn’t like to think of them, but he had noticed many holes in his memory when he thought on that time. Most of his holes were focused around then, but he still remembered enough to know what had happened. His town had been attacked and he captured, tortured. His people had been killed. He managed to escape and kill his captors, but it was too late. There didn’t seem to be much that he could’ve forgotten regardless: his failure had pushed him to isolation, but the government found him and tried to capture him again, trying to convict him of the crimes of killing his captors. He had tried to tell them what had happened, but they didn’t care, and he was not about to let himself be dragged into their courts to stand and listen to their justice. He left again to find a new home, just wanting to be left alone. Yet they always pursued, threatened by his power, and he realized that they would never let him go.  
 
    So he’d taught them a lesson. He killed a city, and again they didn’t learn. And so he escalated again, and every time they refused to learn. All he wanted was to be alone, and yet they never let him…not until they reached the point where they neither of them could stop. 
 
    In the beginning, when he realized that he had missing memories, he had been confused. There didn’t seem to be anything that could be worthy of him asking the Dealmaker to be removed. He remembered killing his captors, most of them at least, and nothing of his memories around that time suggested that something important had happened. It was a mystery. But then again, the purpose of losing memories was so that he couldn’t remember, and for all he knew there was something important he had forgotten. But there was never any clue as to what it was, and he didn’t have any such issues in his life after that event. 
 
    Now, as he was fighting, he was remembering his training, he remembered sparring with…someone, but he couldn’t see their face. Inside of his head was a hole filled with a fog, and as his mind tried to remember, the wall in his head trembled and pain assaulted him. That was the first time that had happened, that he could remember an event but not the person in it. In his memory, he was fighting against someone, but he couldn’t remember anything at all about them. They were gone from his memories like a mass of fog, their appearance sealed behind the wall in his mind. 
 
    The wall that kept his memories away shook, and a noise filled his head, making him miss a step, and the Yeti took advantage. His axe lashed out, and somehow Ryun managed to bring his sword up in time. He blocked, but the Yeti pivoted and swung his other hand. The axe was coming at him from the side, and Ryun wouldn’t be able to block in time. But then Ereclaw was there, his claws glowing with a red light. He attacked the Yeti, and the monster switched his attack into a block, his axe stopping mid-swing instantly and turning around to deal with Ereclaw. 
 
    Ryun used [Inevitable Step] to get some distance between himself and them. Once safe, he shook his head, he knew that he couldn’t allow himself any distraction, but the more he tried to fight with the knowledge in his head the more it was hurting him. He waited a beat, watching as Anrosh joined Ereclaw and the two battled with the Yeti. Anrosh’s stats were far lower than those of the Yeti, as were those of Ereclaw, but Ryun knew that Ereclaw had a perk that allowed him to gain bonus stats the longer he was in combat. He didn’t know what limit there was on it, but already after just a couple of seconds of fighting the Yeti, Ereclaw was close to matching his opponent. 
 
    The three of them had a plan about how they would fight another boss, and Ryun recognized that the two of them were attempting to set it up. He let them fight, and focused inward. He took a deep breath, the pain in his mind receding, and the wall calming as he tried to move his mind away from trying to remember. He focused on the task at hand, he moved Qi around his body, shifting the {Null Mantle}’s bonuses around, putting everything in his strength and dexterity. Both of his stats skyrocketed over 1200 points, and he raised his sword above his hand. 
 
    He focused, preparing his skill, while Ereclaw and Anrosh kept the Yeti occupied. Then Anrosh activated her fruit technique and swords made out of Qi appeared around her before surging forward as she attacked. Her {Blade Storm} swirled around her and the blades struck at the Yeti. The monster’s hands quickly blocked many of the attacks, but Ryun could see that if nothing changed some would get through its attempts to parry. Just one nick would introduce Anrosh’s poison Qi and weaken their opponent.  
 
    But the Yeti didn’t allow that to happen. Suddenly it was as if a blizzard manifested around him, freezing the Qi swords flying around and then shattering them into pieces. The Yeti leaped back, using his leap ability to get to the other side of the room. But Ereclaw was waiting, and as soon as the Yeti jumped back, he followed. Ereclaw surged over the floor on all four legs, reaching the Yeti’s landing spot even before him.  
 
    The Yeti’s eyes widened as he saw Ereclaw, and his axes started to glow. But Ereclaw was faster. He opened his mouth and howled, and a wave of red Qi snapped out of the wolf and hit the Yeti just as he landed on the ground. Ryun saw the Yeti stagger backward, lose his footing, and he snapped down with Kagehime. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| activated, and a crescent blade of black appeared above the Yeti, cutting down toward its head. But just before it hit, a blast of cold exploded out of the monster, filling the room with snow and shards of ice. Ryun blinked, covering his eyes from the onslaught, his line of sight obscured. He felt a sharp pain in his mind as the aftereffect of using the skill caught up with him, but it was not as bad as it had been the last time. During the fight with the Leshy he had used it after he had been somewhat tired, but it still hurt, and he didn’t want to have to use it again. He knew that he could, but he was also aware that it would hurt him too much to do it so quickly.  
 
    He heard a crack, then the sound of shattering ice. As soon as the blast moved past him, he looked over seeing nothing but a blast zone in the middle of the room. Where the Yeti had stood was now a pillar of ice that had been split in half from the top down, the two pieces lying on the floor with debris and ice shards shattered all around it. Ereclaw was lying on the ground on the other side of the room, several shards of ice impaling him. Ryun saw him recover a health potion from his spatial ring— Ryun had given him one of his rings, since he didn’t need both of them—and start to pull out ice shards out of his body with one hand, even as he lifted the bottle to drink with the other. Anrosh was where she had been—the blast hadn’t reached neither her nor Ryun.  
 
    Ryun looked, but saw no sign of the Yeti, and so unless he’d turned into a pillar of ice, he was still alive. He looked around, searching, until his |Vibration Sense| found the Yeti for him, as he heard his breathing. Ryun turned around to look at the frozen throne behind him. The Yeti stood there, a long cut splitting his breastplate and blood spilling from it, but too little for the cut to have been deep. The Yeti had a shocked expression on his face. 
 
    “That skill… I have seen people who had achieved such power before. To think that I would meet my end at the hand of someone like this…” The Yeti shook his head, his expression turning up in a smile. “You are not yet out of the Lord Realm, but have achieved that much? I did not think that I would’ve been granted a glimpse of someone like you, long before you reached your true power.” 
 
    Ryun frowned. The Yeti had some incredible defensive techniques or abilities if it had managed to survive his skill. He wasn’t really one to talk and give his opponent the time to recover, but the Yeti didn’t seem like the other monsters he fought—he wasn’t displaying any kind of animosity toward them, and from its words, Ryun could tell that it was expecting to die at their hands. That intrigued him enough to speak. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun said. 
 
    “The level of power you are on now is nothing compared to what is to come. I have seen monsters with real power, before I was shackled here to serve as a guardian, and through them I can see the future laid down before you. You are like them, those who had abandoned all just so that they could truly reach that height, those who have embraced the Framework completely. Your main path is Cultivation, yes?” the Yeti asked. 
 
    Ryun frowned, but nodded his head. 
 
    “My power is not the same as yours, but there are similarities. And I have seen those who have come before you to challenge me. For you, the path of the Class is simple and straightforward, the easiest of the three. The path of the Skill requires true inspiration and deep understanding of yourself and the world, of the nature of things. But it is Cultivation that is the hardest of the three, simply because it can be a trap. Few who take it early survive long enough to gain enough power to protect themselves, and of those who do, fewer still take the time to build up their power, to cultivate and slowly garner strength. The patience and wealth required for it are great, but so are the rewards. I am saddened that I will not live long enough to see what you become.” 
 
    “You don’t seem like you want to fight. Why not just give me the crystal?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Ah, if only it were so easy. The Framework has deemed us unworthy of its greatest gifts, but it still has uses for us. We are shackled by it, and as long as I fulfill my duty, others of my kind might earn the right to try again.” The Yeti shook his head and then raised his axes up in a combat stance and Ryun did the same. 
 
    But Ryun didn’t really care much for the Yeti’s reasoning and his history—only that he could give him a good fight. 
 
    Still, as Ereclaw recovered and moved around the room to flank the Yeti, and Anrosh was doing the same on the other side, Ryun nodded his head. He had always known that the Framework had rules, even for monsters, and there was nothing that he could do about it.  
 
    He raised Kagehime up and got ready. His body was drained somewhat from his use of |Perfect Cut| but he was still fit enough to continue the fight. He kept his bonuses on his strength and dexterity, deciding that strength and speed would be more beneficial. 
 
    As if a signal announced the return of combat, all four of them moved. Ryun used [Inevitable Step] to close the distance and stab at the Yeti just as Ereclaw jumped from the side, his claws reaching forward. Anrosh, using her [Dash], came in only a step behind them.  
 
    The Yeti turned Kagehime away with the head of his axe, and swiped his other at Ereclaw, sending a blast of cold air to swat him out of the air and send him to the ground. He moved suddenly with great speed, matching Ryun’s. With every movement of the Yeti’s arms, concussive blasts exploded around them as his movements broke the sound barrier. Anrosh was affected by it the most, and was forced to retreat. Ryun’s own movements were just as fast, but his passage through the air did nothing to disrupt it, his Untethered body along with his Silent Hunter perk allowed him to move without creating such effects. 
 
    Ryun and the Yeti fought, their weapons meeting in an elaborate dance. Ryun flashed his [Bringer of Sorrow] ability, but the Yeti wasn’t affected—Ryun knew that it wasn’t nearly as strong against powerful foes as it was against those who were weaker than him. He prepared to switch his breathing technique, and then as the Yeti attacked, Ryun evaded instead of blocking, allowing the Yeti’s axe to pass through empty air. The sudden move made the Yeti overextend just a bit, and Ryun pounced. He opened his mouth and cycled his Qi in a pattern. The {Breath of Destruction} exploded out of him, a plume of black and dark blue Qi.  
 
    The Yeti pulled his axes back, crossing them in front of his body, and ice started to grow out of them, but Ryun’s attack was fast. His breath splashed over the Yeti, and a crackling sound filled the air. Ryun kept his attack going, watching as his attack was met with ice. He was sure that his initial burst had caught the Yeti unaware, but now more and more ice was growing in front of him, even as he was destroying it. He couldn’t see his opponent, but he kept his attack for a few more moments before he stopped. 
 
    As he closed his mouth the breath stopped, leaving a mangled wall of ice that had gaping holes in it, cracks were spreading all over it, and black and blue Qi crackled over it, filling those cracks and eating away at the wall. The {Breath of Destruction} had an overtime damaging component and the wall crumbled and fell apart as the sparks of Void Qi dissipated. Ryun switched his breathing back to his {Null Mantle} the techniques that provided passive bonuses persisted for a little while after he switched from the breathing form required for it. Once they had persisted for only a few moments, now as he had advanced the bonus would last for several seconds after he used a different technique, allowing him to chain several techniques without losing his stat bonus. 
 
    As the wall fell, the Yeti was revealed. He hadn’t escaped unscathed, his axes had holes in their sides, his armor was half eaten away, and the flesh beneath was damaged as well. On his chest was a wound painted in black and dark blue cracks. His fur was gone and a fist-sized hole in his skin was visible along with more cracks spreading from it. 
 
    “That is a powerful aspect,” the Yeti spoke. “I see… But perhaps, I can show you something, teach you a lesson that will help you on your way.” 
 
    Ryun frowned, and then several things happened all at once. Ereclaw appeared behind the Yeti, his claw swiping at the Yeti’s leg, but then he was blown back across the room. The Yeti exploded forward, his body moving far faster than before, catching Ryun off guard. As he came, so too came a coldness that seeped into Ryun’s bones, and he felt his physical stats drop, slowing him down. 
 
    Ryun blocked, but the strike sent him flying back. His Untethered letting him bleed the momentum quickly, and his Void Touched Body perk dampened the attack by 20%, but still he felt the bone in his hand crack. He caught himself and landed on his feet looking at the Yeti who now had white mist rising from his body and a wave of visible cold surrounding him. 
 
    “That hurt!” came a voice—Kagehime’s, for the first time in the fight. She had been suspiciously quiet during it, but Ryun had felt a sense of enjoyment from her. He knew that she preferred to be used against opponents that utilized weapons. Ryun pulled half of the bonuses from his strength and dexterity and put them in vitality to speed up the healing of his arm, then he pulled another chunk from his strength and put it into endurance. The Yeti had surpassed him in stats somehow, and the aura around him was sapping his physical stats. He already realized that he would need to rely on his techniques to kill his opponent, a plan already forming in his mind. He was smiling, he realized. The Yeti was a strong opponent, stronger than the Leshy, and far more skilled. And Ryun enjoyed fighting powerful opponents above all else. 
 
    Ryun kept his eyes on the Yeti, his stats had to have increased, but it was the Qi around him that was worrying Ryun. It reminded him of the feeling he got from the Leshy, when its Qi had turned into bark and roots exploded out of it. This one seemed to have different kind of effects. 
 
    The Yeti didn’t seem to be in a rush to continue, so Ryun waited, looking for an opening. Ereclaw was behind the Leshy trying to get closer only to slow and stop as he got in range of what appeared to be a sphere of coldness surrounding the Yeti. Ryun could see a circle of ice forming on the ground with the Yeti as its source. Anrosh was staying back, realizing that she was outmatched. 
 
    “This is the main perk granted by the next Realm,” the Yeti said. “The Realm of Monarch’s perk allows for the manifestation of a Cultivator’s aspect. My power is what that perk is based on.” 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes. The Leshy had some kind of a nature aspect, and his Qi had turned into an armor of bark and roots. This one appeared to be an area of effect that brought great cold. 
 
    “My aspect is Absolute Cold, and there are many ways that one can manifest their aspect, some more useful than others. Be sure that you pick the right perk for your manifestation,” the Yeti said, and then he jumped forward. 
 
    Ryun raised his hand to block, but barely managed to in time. Again he was sent flying back, but this time the Yeti followed. Not only was the manifestation of the Yeti’s aspect sapping at his strength and dexterity, it was also just extremely cold. He grimaced as he switched his breathing, then twisted in the air and formed a black cube with {Qi Shaping} on his right leg. He halted his flight, surprising the Yeti, who was coming after him.  
 
    Ryun pushed himself forward, flying straight at the onrushing Yeti, Kagehime extended in front of him. The Yeti managed to twist out of the way, but Ryun opened a gash on his cheek. The two of them flew off in different directions, but Ryun twisted in the air again, his Untethered making him able to move easily without being hindered by forces that tried to exert themselves on his body. He crafted another cube and pushed himself off of it, flying back toward the Yeti’s back. As soon as he entered the range of its manifestation again, the Yeti twisted around, its axe swiping at him and forcing him to block. Ryun caught the attack on Kagehime, and was thrown to the side. 
 
    Twisting again, he created another Qi cube and stopped his flight, then pushed off gently and created another cube below, allowing him to right himself and stand on it about a meter off the ground. He looked at the Yeti, seeing it prepared to meet him, but he didn’t attack again, not immediately. Ryun focused on his {Null Mantle} and pulled all of his bonuses and placed them into his wisdom. As he pushed his wisdom higher, he felt the wall in his mind tremble, but he didn’t have the time to worry about that. He prepared his breathing, and then, when he was ready, he nodded his head. 
 
    Ereclaw saw the signal, and he jumped into the aura of the Yeti’s manifestation. Ryun had kept track of the wolf with his senses, and he had known what the wolf intended. As soon as the wolf entered the aura, the Yeti turned to look at him, even as Ereclaw was forced to his knees by the cold. Ryun still had much higher stats than the wolf, and it looked like his ability to get stronger didn’t affect his endurance, only strength and dexterity.  
 
    But still, Ereclaw managed to use his power, and he howled, causing a red wave to hit the Yeti. 
 
    Ryun was moving even before the wave hit. With an [Inevitable Step], he closed the distance and reached the Yeti a moment after the wave staggered him. The Yeti was somehow still aware of what was happening, however, and without turning to look at Ryun his hand moved and a cold blast of wind formed around his axe. 
 
    But this time Ryun was ready. His Qi was prepared and with an exhale he unleashed his technique. The {Darkest End} exploded out of him, a spherical wave of Void Qi that destroyed everything it touched. Its power increased by him putting all of his bonus stats into wisdom, pushing it just close enough to 2,000, the ground beneath his feet simply disappeared, opening a hole in the floor.  
 
    And then the wave struck the Yeti. Its attack was swallowed by Ryun’s Qi, and then its axe dissolved followed, by his hand. The Yeti moved back, his other hand reaching up to block even as he moved. 
 
    The blast spread over him before dissipating about two meters away from Ryun. The Yeti had managed to move and catch the blast as it was losing its power, but he had still been hit hard. 
 
    Ryun formed a cube beneath his feet to prevent himself from falling to the floor beneath them and through the hole that he had created in the ground. As he did so, he felt the wall in his head shake and a crack appeared in it. He grimaced. He was breathing heavily; he had pushed a lot of Qi into that attack and now his head felt like it would split open. He lost his grip on the {Null Mantle} and his stats returned to normal, and the pain in his head disappeared. He shook himself and realized that there was more to what had been done to him than he’d realized. He looked at the wall in his mind and saw a crack spreading through its center, but there didn’t seem to be coming down, so he turned to his opponent. 
 
    The Yeti was lying on the ground, wisps of Void Qi eating away at him. He had holes in his body: his left arm was missing all the way up to the shoulder, his leg was gone below the knee, and a part of his stomach was missing, his armor having been completely devoured, leaving only blackened flesh. Ryun didn’t see any blood leaking, but the wounds didn’t seem cauterized, just filled with black and dark blue Qi. And then Ryun’s Qi dissipated, the lingering damage stopping, and blood started flowing through the holes. The Yeti groaned and shuddered. Ryun jumped forward, landing next to him. His aura was gone, and the Yeti had been defeated. He was dying. 
 
    Somehow, Ryun didn’t feel as good as he had when he had killed the Leshy. 
 
    “This was a good fight,” Kagehime said in his mind, and Ryun agreed. 
 
    “Good hunt! This one is ready for its end!” 
 
    But Ryun startled then as he heard a growling voice fill his head. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ryun asked. He had gotten used to having Kagehime in his head, but hearing another voice there made him look around. He knew that telepathic abilities existed, but this voice didn’t seem like it came from outside his mind—but as soon as he turned his attention to it, Ryun felt the presence startle and retreat. Ryun could tell that the voice came from the crack in the wall inside his head. 
 
    “I heard that,” she said slowly. 
 
    Ryun frowned, but then the Yeti spoke, bringing Ryun’s attention to him. 
 
    “And so, it is time for my end,” the Yeti said, and then started coughing. Ryun knelt down and looked it in the eyes.  
 
    “That was a good fight,” Ryun said. His inner thoughts were firing in a hundred different directions, but he needed to give the Yeti something. Ryun knew that there was no other way for this to end, but for the death of one of them. But the Yeti, unlike the Leshy, hadn’t seemed to bear him any real animosity, even though it had been forced to fight. It had given Ryun a good battle, and it had made him remember fighting with skill. Above all else, it had been respectful, and Ryun believed that the Yeti deserved respect in return. 
 
    “Yes,” the Yeti whispered, “it was good. I”—he coughed—“have faced many powerful opponents before, and none have managed to give me release. For this, I thank you.” 
 
    Ryun could see the life leaving him, and so he raised his hand and struck down, using [Reave]. He pulled and gathered the dying Yeti’s Essence, seeing the life leave his eyes. 
 
    After he was finished, he stood, and saw Ereclaw and Anrosh standing nearby. A golden chest appeared next to the throne, and another anchoring crystal alongside it. 
 
    Ryun turned his attention inward, to the wall in his mind, but he felt nothing. His memories were still sealed, and whatever the voice had been was now gone. He knew that he needed answers, but for now there were other concerns. He would look deeper inside of himself later—for now, there was loot.  
 
    He walked over in the direction of the chest, Anrosh and Ereclaw following behind.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – PRESENT – THREE MONSTERS 
 
    Wandering Drake 
 
      
 
    Once, the world had been a finite place. You could, if you were to set your mind to it, explore it in its entirety. You could spend an entire life exploring new sights, only to be disappointed when you reached the end and found that there was nothing new to see, nothing new to discover.  
 
    This had been Zenker’s greatest fear, for exploration had been his calling since he had been a young man. It was only when he’d grown older, when he realized that achieving his dream was possible, that he would live long enough to see everything, that there would be nothing else left to see became his greatest fear.  
 
    Until the Framework arrived to his world—Darres—and shattered his tiny understanding of everything. 
 
    But it also brought with it hope: a chance to travel to a new world, one that was called infinite. It sparked something inside of him, a desire unlike anything he had ever felt before and as Darres collapsed into chaos and war, Zenker put his all into a single goal: to survive, to become one of the Rankers who would get the chance to live in a new world. He fought, he struggled, he grew. He found that he was suited more to this new world that he had ever been to the last one. And he thrived, all for a chance to see his dream, a world where he would never run out of new things to see. 
 
    And when the last moment of his old world came, Zenker was among the chosen. He arrived to the Infinite Realm, and found…everything that he had ever wanted. A world where he could wander, never fearing that he would find himself in a familiar place. 
 
    And so, in the thousand years since he arrived, Zenker had done nothing but explore—far beyond the territories of the kingdoms and sects, organizations and guilds, beyond even the empire of the exiles, so far that he had not seen another person in a long while. 
 
    There, he found sights unlike any he could’ve ever imagined, and with them monsters more powerful than anyone could’ve imagined. 
 
    Zenker stood on the top of a sand dune, the scorching sun burning on his scales, but the drake did not care. His bright red scales glowed in the light, drawing the eyes of all the monsters who called the desert their home. He waited, watching them coming, his mouth open wide as he laughed. 
 
    The first monster was a hundred times larger than him, and he looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Scorching Bloodworm (U) (Tier 9) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    A common monster for these parts. Zenker raised his left arm, his claws extended to the sky, and then lowered his hand in the direction of the charging worm. 
 
    |Perfect Slash: My Claws, As Blades| 
 
    The worm split in half, as did the monsters behind it. Their limbs, bodies, heads, all fell apart, their blood and guts spilling onto the sand. The horde around them didn’t stop, though, and Zenker rejoiced as he clapped his hands and bent his knees. 
 
    |Perfect Sprint: My Way, Barred By None| 
 
    A moment, and then he was among them: insects with carapaces of gold and jade, larger than a house, worms like rivers, lizards with blades for tails. Zenker moved between them, and with |Perfect Evade: As Leaf, On The Wind|, nothing touched him. A bladed limb slashed at his head and he swayed, evading. A worm opened its maw, smashing down, devouring him whole. 
 
    |Perfect Strike: My Fists, As Sky Itself| 
 
    He punched a hole through its body, evaporating everything. The monsters outside in the way of his strike were gone, the sand blown away. The sky was rent apart, a line of darkness spreading far into the distance. Zenker jumped out of the body covered in filth and gore.  
 
    He didn’t care. He loved this—finding new monsters, new sights, the exploration of the unknown, with no hope of ever seeing it all.  
 
    Before him rose a temple, a pyramid majestic in every single way, as tall as a mountain, golden and shimmering in the scorching sun.  
 
    And also filled with monsters. 
 
    He looked into the distance, his eyes seeing everything with his |Perfect Sight: My Eyes, See All|, in the distance, more monsters were leaving the temple, heading his way. Zenker grinned and walked toward the horde. He sprinted at them, reaching their lines in an instant. His claws rent a monster in half, even as he kicked another. With |Perfect Unarmed Mastery: My Art, Wandering Style|, he unleashed on them, his stats skyrocketing. Every strike was a kill, every movement true. Monsters swiped at him, hitting his scales, and their attacks doing nothing. 
 
    The monsters died, and Zenker sat on top of a mountain made out of their corpses. The sand was soaked in blood, a red patch in the ocean of gold. He looked at a window in front of his eyes, and his face split into a wide grin. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have finished your skill quest:  
    
  Beyond Understanding |Perfect Trained Body| — Allow 10,000 different types of monsters to strike your body.  
    
  |Perfect Trained Body| > |Perfect Trained Body: My Scales, As Thorns| 
    
  New title available, Beyond Understanding VII — +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Finally!” Zenker laughed out loud, his body covered in blood and dead monsters lying beneath him. He looked at the rest of his windows. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zenker Brokentail 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Drake (Darres—Iteration 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  / 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Unarmed Mastery: My Art, Wandering Style 
  
       	  Perfect Slash: My Claws, As Blades 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Sight: My Eyes, See All 
  
       	  Perfect Sprint: My Way, Barred By None 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Trained Body: My Scales, As Thorns 
  
       	  Perfect Evade: As Leaf, On The Wind 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Weakness Sense 
  
       	  Perfect Strike: My Fists, As Heavens 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Memory 
  
       	  Perfect Swipe 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Hearing >> Echolocation 
  
       	  Perfect Aim 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  4388 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  4473 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  4338 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  4470 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  4131 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  4005 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zenker dismissed the Framework’s interface as he saw another monster leave the temple. A massive creature, one the size of a giant, was walking toward him. It had eight legs, like a spider, a body like that of a drake and the head of a wolf. In its hands it held a long axe, which glowed with power. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Guardian of the Forsaken Sands (Re) (Tier 14) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Zenker bared his teeth at the monster. 
 
    “A challenge!” he bellowed, and then jumped off his mountain of corpses and charged. 
 
      
 
    Golden Phoenix 
 
      
 
    “We cannot allow this insult to pass unanswered!” a black-feathered karura of the Fifth Iteration said. Awirren looked at him, feeling sad for his people. They were karura, yet their kind could not take to the sky. Their feeble wings hung from their hands, useless. At times she even wondered why they even allowed them into the sect. 
 
    The other sect leaders were looking at her, worried. Awirren turned her head and met his eyes, the wings on her back spreading, quieting the room. She leaned forward, putting her hands on the armrests of her grand throne. Looking around her throne room, the jade pillars and the golden floor, the mosaics on the ceiling, the floating lanterns high above their heads, she was reminded that her throne room was designed for one purpose only: to instill the right amount of awe, the right amount of fear.  
 
    But most of all, it was meant to illustrate just how majestic the Elder sitting on the throne was. 
 
    This time, the throne room was filled with only karura, as was proper. Her sect did not accept outsiders to their race; she did not need their filth sullying her great sect. There were karura of all kind standing before her, from every Iteration save for the Third. This meant that all three types of karura were represented. There were the grounded ones, as was the insolent idiot before her, whose kind could not fly. There were the gliders, who like the grounded ones had wings that grew out of their arms, but who could actually take to the sky. And then there were the soaring ones, as she was, whose wings grew out of their backs. Out of the three, her kind were the best fliers, the fastest and the strongest, and it was only proper for them to rule. 
 
    But Awirren did not rule because of which kind she was—she ruled because she was the strongest. 
 
    “Did you think that I would allow anyone to insult my sect, honored Giren?” Awirren asked the black-feathered karura. 
 
    She saw his beady eyes blink, his beak open, and then close. Awirren waited patiently for him to speak. 
 
    “Apologies, greatest of Elders. I did not mean to give offense. I just wanted to—” 
 
    Awirren raised her hand, silencing him, the brilliant golden feathers granted to her by her True Body sparkling in the light provided by the glowing lanterns. The others were moving away from the poor fool, already knowing what was coming. 
 
    “Elder, I —” 
 
    Awirren looked beyond the man. “This is your fault, for not instructing the newest sect leader properly.” 
 
    Giren, the latest karura to join the ranks of the sect leaders, looked around, noticing that everyone had moved away from him. But she saw no understanding in his eyes. 
 
    “What? Eld—” 
 
    Awirren’s True Body burst apart as she transformed into her Evolved Form. Golden fire filled the room as she became the Golden Phoenix. Giren realized, at last, what was coming, but he could do nothing. Awirren opened her beak, and the brilliant golden fire burned the man to ash in an instant. She screeched, releasing her Qi to batter at her sect leaders and sect heads. Then, after a moment, she pulled it back and released her Evolved Form. 
 
    “Now,” Awirren continued, as if nothing had happened, “the matter of the Zenshuen attack on our village. I believe that a force of two thousand sect warriors accompanied by fifty Lord Realm masters and twenty Monarchs is appropriate?” 
 
    The sect leaders and heads nodded their heads up and down. Awirren’s eyes narrowed and she opened her beak to speak again. “How many did the Dragon Heart send when we raided their farming village?” 
 
    “Uh… Five thousand warriors, greatest of Elders, a hundred Lord Realm masters and fifty Monarch Realm masters, accompanied by one Immortal Realm master,” her oldest Sect Head answered. 
 
    “Really?” Awirren asked. “An Immortal Realm master, for one village?” 
 
    “Yes, greatest of Elders,” the Sect Head answered. 
 
    Awirren waved her head. “Then do as they had done. We cannot appear weak, even for a matter as small as this one.” 
 
    “It will be so, greatest of Elders.” 
 
    “Leave me— and have someone clean up all that ash,” Awirren said. Then she stood and beat her wings once, leaving through the corridor in the ceiling above her throne room. She flew through until she reached her bedroom and landed near her sleeping perch. She looked around the room, seeing her golden form illuminated in the mirrors that were placed on every wall. 
 
    “Ah…” she sighed as she saw her beautiful form. She truly was magnificent. 
 
    She cast her eyes to her windows, basking in her own power. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Awirren Goldenfeather 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Karura (Aegos—Iteration 1) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Eversky Warden (L) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  180  
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Maelstrom Crescent 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Clear Sky Dive 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Wind Shield 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Magnificent Flame (M) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Evolved Realm 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Soulfire 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Soul Burning Touch 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Field of Everburning Fire 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Dawn of Soul Flame 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Trained Body: My Feathers, Golden Beauty 
  
       	  Perfect Aim 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Lance Mastery 
  
       	  Strike >> Greater Strike >> Titan’s Strike 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Evade >> Sky Evasion 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  2129 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  3031 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  2155 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  2304 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  2185 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  3016 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She sighed. It had been so long since she advanced that she had almost forgotten what it felt like. But the only thing that mattered to her was for everyone to see the magnificence of her flames. She watched in the mirror, as the golden fire danced over her feathers. One day, she would burn so brightly that she would consume every soul in the world. She was, after all, on the Path of the Magnificent Flame.  
 
    It was only proper for everyone to be granted the privilege of gazing upon her brilliant form before they died. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Horror and Murder 
 
      
 
    He moved silently across the roof, his target a long way down below. The woman had no idea that he was above her, as most of his targets didn’t. It surprised him at times how few people bothered with skills, abilities, or techniques that boosted their senses. He could never imagine walking through a city like this one without at least one.  
 
    But the fact that so few people had them, only made his task easier. 
 
    He walked and watched patiently, sooner or later he would get a chance. The streets of Emeros were filled with people, even so deep into the night cycle. It was a city that never slept, a perfect place for him to work. 
 
    And then the woman made a turn, going down a dark alley. Velor smiled, his fangs showing through his lips. He jumped from the roof and landed gently on the ground behind the woman. There was no sound to be heard, thanks to his Silent Hunter perk. He walked, following her. She wore a cloak around her, the hood pulled up. But he knew what was behind it: the form fitting dress that made her look like a goddess. He had watched her for weeks, followed her from the brothel where she worked to her home every night. He knew her, knew everything about her. 
 
    Then his leg struck something, and sound filled the alley. The woman turned sharply, a small knife in her hands. Velor jumped forward, his paw clasping over her mouth as the other grabbed her knife and twisted. The knife fell to the ground, and Velor picked the woman up. His stats were far greater than hers, and he jumped up the walls, until he landed on a roof. The woman was struggling, her weak hands trying to hit him, trying to scratch him. It wouldn’t have mattered even if she was a drake, not even with claws would she be able to scratch him, let alone with her weak human claws. He hit her in the throat, using just enough strength not to kill her immediately, but enough to make her unable to scream. 
 
    She looked around frantically, her eyes bulging with terror. He smiled, taking it in. The moments before he started were the best. The fear… He took a deep breath, taking it in. 
 
    “Ah, I’ve waited for weeks for this chance,” Velor said, pulling out a curved knife. 
 
    Her eyes locked onto his weapon and her face turned pale. Her eyes rose to meet his and she moved beyond fear, into terror. 
 
    “You…” she managed to croak out. “You are him. The Night Horror.” 
 
    Velor smiled at the name the wardens had given him, and leaned down. “Oh, yes. Don’t worry. It will not hurt. Much.” 
 
    He stabbed his knife into her and got to work. 
 
    A while later he sat on his haunches, looking at his work. The open stomach, the organs arranged just so. The head between the legs and the arms nowhere to be seen. Oh, he was going to enjoy seeing them try to add some meaning to this one. He finally turned to his notifications, looking them over. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Dark Heart Dagger activated — you drain five percent of your target’s highest stat and add it to your own base stats permanently. 
  
       	  +3 to dexterity 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Little by little, that was his motto. Why hunt powerful monsters or people when you could go slowly, and grow by killing the weak? His dagger, coupled with his ability, made it almost too easy. Perhaps, the only downside was the pile of bodies that he dropped everywhere he went, but truly, it was a drop in the bucket. More people died of disease than to him. He moved to the next notification, seeing that the Essence he gained was enough to push him to the next level. He grinned and put it in, leveling up. Then he looked at his windows. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  (Current) Velor Highmane 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Ravzor (Great Plane — Iteration 5) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Devourer (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  144  
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Devour Flesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Devourer’s Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Greater Shapeshift 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Horrifying Visage (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Flesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Horrifying Presence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Field of Horrors 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Phantom Army 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Danger Sense 
  
       	  Cut >> Greater Cut >> Spatial Cut 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Dagger Mastery 
  
       	  Stealth >> Greater Stealth >> Shadow Stealth 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Perfect Imitation 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  657 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  644 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  615 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  355 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  424 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  816 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    No, he wasn’t going to be caught.  
 
    He glanced to the side, looking over the city and the mountain in the distance. Even at night, the Citadel of the Wardens gleamed with light. 
 
    Velor smiled at the bulwark of law, the power of the wardens.  
 
    No, they weren’t going to catch him. 
 
    He turned around and used |Shadow Stealth|, the shadows engulfing him and allowing him to disappear. 
 
    He wasn’t going to get caught.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 74 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Qi Control 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on top of the residence in the middle of the town, cycling. He had just finished doing another rotation through his core, the last one for this stage. He didn’t remember the last time he had reached the point of advancing to the next stage so quickly. It had happened in the distant past, but not since he reached the Lord Realm. Unfortunately, he now didn’t have enough Essence to advance to the next Realm, but he did have enough for advancing his second path. He was just trying to figure out if it would be better to save the Essence so that he could reach the next Realm in his main path sooner. 
 
    But in the end, Ereclaw’s advice from before they fought the second boss monster came to him. The Yeti had been powerful, and Ryun couldn’t afford to hoard Essence. He needed power now, or he risked not doing everything to guarantee his survival. There was just one boss left, and Ryun would rather not die to it. 
 
    The raids on the town had intensified, and monsters from every territory were coming now every hour. Ryun could understand why no one had managed to complete this scenario. Even if they had people powerful enough to defeat the bosses, just surviving the waves would’ve been difficult. The town had managed it mostly because of Ereclaw’s wolves, but they had started to suffer losses since the last change in attack intervals. It wasn’t surprising to Ryun. The warriors of the town were weak, their stats low, and they couldn’t stay awake for as long as Ryun could. They had a rotation established, but with one hour between attacks, they’d been fighting with less sleep. 
 
    Anrosh had asked him to hurry and go kill the last boss, but he couldn’t do that. Preparing for a fight properly was the only way to survive it. He had made the mistake of rushing into danger far too often.  
 
    And then there was the fact that he heard a voice inside of his head, one that seemingly came from behind the wall that kept his memories from him. Something was hiding behind that wall, and Ryun had been trying to see through it. But no matter what he tried, he heard nothing. There was a crack in it now, but nothing was coming out. Ryun didn’t like having something like that inside of his head, especially not when he couldn’t do anything about it and when it could interfere with his fight. That could lead to death. But he also had no choice. The shop was closed to him, so he couldn’t go and ask the Dealmaker what it was about, though he was sure he knew. So he put it aside—for now. Kagehime had told him that she hadn’t detected anything dangerous from the voice, and he decided to trust her. 
 
    Instead, he dealt with Anrosh, by giving her reign over the defense of the town, letting her help them if she was so worried. As far as he was concerned, fighting at such disadvantage would be good for them, might push them to get stronger. She was powerful enough to do it alone now, however, and he had accomplished what he’d set out to do by bringing her to fight the last boss. Aside from having her help, he had wanted her to see what a powerful monster looked like, to fight against it. Fighting against Ryun wasn’t the same—she knew that he wasn’t going to kill her. 
 
    However, it looked to Ryun that only Ereclaw and he could match the Monarch Realm monsters. So he had decided to go only with him next time, but not before he decided what to do with his remaining Essence. 
 
    “Any advice?” Ryun asked his sword. 
 
    Kagehime didn’t answer immediately. But when she did, she echoed Ereclaw’s words. “If you defeat the next boss, you will get enough Essence to advance anyway. Keeping that little Essence for later will do you no good.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, agreeing with her. Then, he took his Essence and put into his second path, raising it from Peak Foundation to Early Lord. 
 
     A moment later, he received a new notification. He moved through them until he came to the one that was important. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk evolution available for Qi Manipulator—Weaver of Destruction 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to 3 techniques at the same time. Control depends on your wisdom stat. Gain +20% to wisdom. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Speed of Thought 
  
       	  The speed of your Qi channeling is increased by 150% percent. Gain +50% to your Qi conduits capacity, and +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Manipulation 
  
       	  Your manipulation of Qi is enhanced by the power of your aspect, allowing you to put in more power in your techniques. Gain +100% to your Qi conduits capacity, -50% to Qi speed, and +20% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at his choices, unsurprised. The first option was an upgrade of his previous one, and clearly the most powerful, as proved by the addition of an extra title after the perk name. It also granted him a small insight: he had felt it twice before, for two perks. Reading the words now, he could feel something inside of him seeking to click into place. He had learned that perks that had such additions were more evolved than usual ones, although not necessarily more powerful. And it wasn’t a coincidence that this one was much better than his other choices. His Qi manipulation and control was one of his greatest strengths. 
 
    The other two were interesting, but not enough. He had no need of them. His Qi channeling speed was already high from practice, as were his Qi conduits capacity, from his cycling. He had spent a long time cycling Essence from the air, pulling it in through his conduits and strengthening them. Perhaps, to an ordinary Cultivator who rarely cycled, the other two options might seem tempting, but not to him. The very reason why he received the first choice as an option was because he had spent his life improving on his control and cycling his Qi. His choice was clear. 
 
    As soon as he had selected the first, he felt the words of the perk settle into him, and a glimmer of insight, a breakthrough in his understanding of his Cultivation, appeared in his head. He emptied his mind, and meditated on it, trying to discern what it was that the insight was trying to tell him. And then, it clicked. He opened his eyes and smiled as he stood up. Immediately he started pulling his Qi out settling into a breathing form. He activated his {Null Mantle} and then he switched his breathing to {Qi Shaping}, but not in his typical manner. Instead of stopping one breathing form and activating another, he melded them together, allowing him to use both techniques at the same time, and then he added a third. His Qi moved through his body, enforcing him with {Null Mantle}; another part of it moved to his palm and formed a cube, and one more followed the technique of {Qi Sheath}, covering his arm in Void Qi and creating a bracer of Qi. 
 
    Ryun looked at the result, now understanding far more than he had before. He released his breathing and the three techniques collapsed. He could do so much more now than he had been able to before—the new perk was an incredible boon. So far, his incredible control allowed him to chain his techniques incredibly fast, but now there was no need. He could use several at the same time. 
 
    He jumped off the roof, and headed to the training yard. He needed to practice a bit with his new power. After that, the next boss awaited.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 75 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Shall I fall? 
 
      
 
    Ryun ran through the last territory. Dust, smoke, and rivers of lava surrounded him and Ereclaw. The two had left the town only a few hours ago, and already Ryun could see the fortress rising in the distance. Without others to protect, without the need to go slowly, the two of them had smashed through the ranks of monsters coming their way. The Molten Elementals (U) were tough, made out of rocks with molten lines and cores, but they were nothing to him. Ryun crashed into one, his hands sheathed in Void Qi, his {Qi Sheath} taking the shape of gauntlets. His right hand grasped its head, and Ryun could see the rocky skin of the monster cracking just by coming in contact with Void Qi. He squeezed, shattering the elemental’s head. His momentum carried him forward, so he raised his leg and crafted a Void cube with his {Qi Shaping} to slow himself down. He stopped and then pushed off, he turned and kicked off with a leg sheathed with Void Qi in the form of high boots. Ryun’s leg smashed through the back of the decapitated elemental, pulverizing most of its body, but leaving its core still intact. 
 
    Ryun stepped forward next to the fallen elemental and used [Reave] to smash the core and take its Essence. Ereclaw dispatched another of the elementals, and Ryun charged into the rest. In a few seconds they had cleared another group and continued on toward the fortress. Ryun was becoming more and more aware as to just how in tune the two of them were, which had to have something to do with their contract. They didn’t even need to talk in order to coordinate when fighting. It was extremely useful. 
 
    They ran into two more monster groups, and killed them all easily. Then, finally, they reached the fortress: a castle set in the side of an active volcano. Rivers of lava flowed around it, and even into a moat that surrounded the walls. Ryun created a cube above the lava and jumped up a short distance before he created another one and then jumped to the wall from that one. He didn’t dismiss the cubes, until Ereclaw used them to jump up to his position. 
 
    Ryun’s senses didn’t tell him much. There was too much rumbling and moving lava all around him to be able to discern if any of the sources was the boss, so they just followed the corridors of the fortress that led deeper into it.  
 
    Eventually, they reached the boss chamber: a vast chamber of rock and dripping lava, with pools of it were scattered all around. One side of the chamber was missing a wall, and instead opened into the hollow of the volcano. Like those before, this boss sat on his throne. He had the shape of a man made out of rocks, with cracks in the skin that shone with orange light, and moved like rivers of lava outside. 
 
    Something about the boss gave Ryun pause. He remembered the feelings he got from the other two bosses. The Leshy had been powerful, but wild and without control; the Yeti had been all about control and about skill. But this boss… Something about him made Ryun’s hair stand on end. There was the sense of power, not that much greater than he felt from the Yeti, but there was a wildness and control all in one. 
 
    Ryun glanced at its name. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Molten King (E) (???) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes at the boss, meeting the gaze of his orange swirling eyes. Ryun and Ereclaw started moving, each on the opposite side of the other, taking the curved path toward the boss. 
 
    The Molten King (E) stood up, pulling up a massive sword that had been leaned on his throne. “Two are fallen, and only I remain. Shall I fall this day and die? Or will I live to see another try?” 
 
    Ryun blinked at its manner of speech. The voice was nearly monotone, but there was a weight to it. 
 
    “I gave the other two an option,” Ryun started. “Give me the anchoring crystal, and you may live.” 
 
    The king shook his head and walked forward until he reached the center of the room. “Your request, I cannot fulfill. To do so would spell an end, of that which I care for dearly. Bound am I, as the other two were. Forever to serve, and never to freedom see again.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. He knew as much already, after hearing the bosses speak with him. The Framework ruled them, and they couldn’t disobey—or at least to do so would harm others, to his understanding. 
 
    “Then I can only promise you a quick death,” Ryun said. 
 
    The king nodded his molten head. “As can I to you. All that I am, I will give. And the stronger will live to see another day. In you I see power rarely witnessed. I have stood beside those such as you before. Who rose to fly high above the clouds in the sky wearing skin they were not born in, or to burrow deep beneath the waves where no one ever ventured. To die to such a one, is not a dishonor. But we shall see, whether your present self matches, the withered old me.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. All of the bosses had spoken of some things that Ryun didn’t quite understand. He figured that they couldn’t speak as plainly as they wanted, and so instead spoke in a confusing manner—although this boss did seem to have a confusing manner of speech in general. 
 
    Ryun summoned Kagehime and got ready. “Oh, his sword is so pretty.” 
 
    “It looks like a slab of rock,” Ryun replied. 
 
    “Yes…” Kagehime nearly purred in his head. “Do you see all the cracks? All the pieces of it missing, the roughness? What has it seen? What powerful foes has it defeated?” 
 
    Ryun reevaluated the sword, and its bearer. Kagehime was right: the king’s sword looked worn, as if it had been through thousands of battles. That made the boss even more dangerous in Ryun’s mind. 
 
    He took a deep breath, reminding himself to be careful. The boss seemed content to sit in the middle of the room. Ereclaw and Ryun were on either side of him, both ready to attack, yet it didn’t seem concerned. 
 
    Ryun entered a breathing form, and his {Null Mantle} settled around him. His stats rose, and he moved the bonus points from intelligence and vitality to dexterity and strength, leaving endurance and wisdom alone. His last battle had taught him a few things. 
 
    He looked at the boss, trying to see if it would act—and when he saw that it wouldn’t, he decided that it was time. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] brought him in front of the boss, and he stabbed with Kagehime. On the other side, Ereclaw appeared, his claws shining with red Qi. Both of them attacked at the same time. The boss stood, unmoving. 
 
    And then, just as Ryun’s sword and Ereclaw’s claws were about to connect, it moved with a burst of speed. His massive sword came up and blocked Ryun’s and lava flowed out of his right hand, forming a shield that hardened and blocked Ereclaw’s attack. The boss then stomped and the floor melted even as it rippled out of the boss, forcing both Ryun and Ereclaw to retreat. The wolf leapt back, and Ryun shaped a cube beneath his legs and jumped into the air, creating another high above the boss. He knelt on the cube looking down on the boss who had taken a stance, his shield on one hand and his massive sword in the other. 
 
    He glanced down at his Qi-sheeted boots. The Void Qi had protected his leg from the lava. But if he hadn’t had the {Qi Sheath} technique activated, he would’ve at least lost a few toes.  
 
    Ryun could tell that this boss was strong—and he couldn’t help but smile.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 76 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    It Yearns 
 
      
 
    Ryun watched from his spot on his Void cube near the ceiling of the chamber.  
 
    The boss didn’t seem concerned. The king remained in the center of the room. In one hand, he held a double-edged sword that was as long as he was tall. The sword was chipped, dark, looking as if it had been roughly carved out of a piece of rock and then used through a thousand battles. The shield on the king’s other hand grew out of his stone-like skin; on the outside it was hardened, but inside Ryun could see flowing rivers of melted stone. 
 
    From high up, Ryun saw as Ereclaw jumped forward, his claws covered in red Qi. The boss turned to face the wolf, and Ryun leapt from his cube. He flew through the air, heading toward the boss’s back as he raised his shield to block Ereclaw’s attack. But as Ryun got closer, a flow of molten rock fell onto the floor from out of the boss’s back, and then grew into a wall faster than Ryun thought possible. 
 
    Ryun put his left hand in front of himself and made a cube, grabbing hold of it and swinging to the side, flying feet first to the side. Another cube formed out of his leg, and he bent his knee as he caught himself on it and bled all of his speed. A moment later he launched himself forward, flanking the boss and bypassing his wall. 
 
    Ereclaw rained attacks on the boss, his claws ripping chunks out of its shield, but the king swung his sword, forcing Ereclaw back. The boss’s swing continued as the king turned to face Ryun. Kagehime was blocked by the massive sword, and Ryun thrown to the side. The power of the boss surprised Ryun—his strength was incredible, enough to send Ryun flying across the room. His True Body bled the momentum quickly, but he still slammed into the wall of the chamber, rocking it and making a crater. Ryun fell out of the hole, his head spinning for a moment, before his vitality and Regenerator perk healed the damage. 
 
    He raised his head and looked at the boss, seeing Ereclaw dancing around him and ripping chunks of rock from the Molten King. The boss was strong, tough, but he didn’t seem to be all that fast. Ryun got back to his feet, and started moving his Qi, preparing for a technique. Ryun saw Ereclaw jump back, then his Qi surge as the wolf roared and a wave of red Qi smashed into the boss, staggering him.  
 
    Ryun was already moving. [Inevitable Step] brought him next to the boss, and he opened his mouth, unleashing {Breath of Destruction}. The king’s body rippled a moment before Ryun unleashed his technique, but then a plume of dark Qi left his mouth, hitting the boss and releasing a cloud of dust, obscuring Ryun’s vision. For a moment, he thought that he heard something at the edge of his hearing, or perhaps inside of his head. A song, filled with sorrow and pain—it was harrowing, yet beautiful, and then it was gone, and Ryun put it out of his mind. He held the technique for a few seconds before closing his mouth, then raised Kagehime high and swung at where his senses told him the enemy was. His sword arced down and then encountered something and stopped. Ryun blinked, as the cloud of dust around the king dissipated. He saw Kagehime stuck halfway through a semi-molten surface, and then he took everything in. There was an egg-shaped object where the king should be, and Ryun realized that it had to be some kind of defensive technique. It looked like a barely moving egg made out of melt. The center of it was cracked, the surface completely hardened and yet nearly shattered. 
 
    Ryun figured that the effect of his Qi on that of the king had to have sapped its heat, turning it into rock that it then tried to disintegrate. But the king’s Qi was strong as well, and Ryun knew that the effect of his Qi depended on the strength of the Qi that opposed it—and the boss was strong. 
 
    A moment later, the surface of the egg rippled again, and Ryun’s eyes widened. He jumped back, barely fast enough as spikes expanded all around it. One of them caught Ryun in the shoulder, scoring a shallow cut. He grimaced as he landed across the room. His [Inevitable Step] had still been on cooldown, or he would’ve been able to evade completely. 
 
    But seeing that the king was still inside his protective shell, Ryun put Kagehime on his right hip, bending his knees and taking a stance. He focused his mind, reaching for the skill glowing deep inside of him. He grabbed hold of it, and then pulled. He felt resistance from it, as if it didn’t want to be pulled, but he didn’t care. He swung his sword, and activated |Perfect Cut|. 
 
    A line cut across the king’s shell, splitting it in half, and Ryun dropped to his knees as a sharp pain pierced his head. The wall in his head shook from the pain. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with this skill?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “That…didn’t feel good for me either,” Kagehime answered. 
 
    Ryun hadn’t raised his stats specifically because he didn’t want to feel the adverse effects of using the skill as intensely as he had before, but somehow the skill was getting worse. He forced himself to raise his head, and look across the room. He saw the cut shell of the king, the top side on the floor next to the other. But there was no king. He looked around, searching, and then one of the lava pools next to him moved. The pool rippled and then grew, and the boss formed, rising up and stepping forward out of it. Ryun blinked, but before he could react, the boss attacked. His sword cutting down at Ryun. 
 
    His eyes widened and he raised his hand. He created a Void wall in the path of the sword and jumped back. The king’s sword smashed into the Void wall and slowed, allowing Ryun enough time to get out of the way. The sword continued down until it struck the floor, cracking it and sending a shock-wave expanding from the impact point. Ryun used [Inevitable Step] to get away and join Ereclaw on the other side of the room. The moment he executed his ability and arrived at his destination, he fell to one knee. The pain in his head had lessened, and was nearly gone. But he was still disoriented. 
 
    Ereclaw glanced at him, then crouched, the Qi on his claws spreading over his body. A moment later he launched himself at the boss who was calmly walking in their direction. Ryun shook his head, and stood, shaking off the discomfort and the disorientation. He felt something else, the presence in his head that had spoken before. He was certain that it hadn’t been the source of the skill malfunctioning, but it was there now, present. 
 
    “Kagehime…” Ryun started, but didn’t continue, as he didn’t know if this other presence could hear their conversations. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Whatever it is, it is watching the boss.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at Ereclaw fighting the king, trying to use his superior speed to harry it. Ryun tried to focus on the wall. “Are you there?” he asked. 
 
    There was nothing for a long moment—and then Ryun felt something reach out through the crack, tenderly. “It sings,” a whispering and rumbling deep voice said. It was almost growling, but there was something about it that was familiar to Ryun. The voice continued. “I hear it, it calls to us. It wants us to chase it, to find it, to give it a release. It yearns, sings of our promise.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at the whispers. He focused to speak again, but the presence had already pulled back behind the wall. He wanted to figure out what it was, what it meant, but he couldn’t do it now, even if the voice only seemed to come out when he was in combat.  
 
    He shook his head and remade his {Qi Sheath} armor, the gauntlets and the high-knee boots, as they had collapsed when he used his skill. Then, using his {Null Mantle}, he moved his stats around, putting all of it into his wisdom stat. The wall trembled as he did so, but it didn’t seem like it would break. He started moving his Qi, adding to his breathing form and preparing his technique, then he looked at the boss and jumped forward. 
 
    The boss somehow sensed him coming, and without looking the king swung his sword back. Ryun ducked beneath it and then stabbed his sword forward. Kagehime nicked the boss’s hip, but the hard surface of his body was barely damaged. Then the boss’s body melted, and a spike formed out of his thigh, heading straight for Ryun’s head. He brought back Kagehime fast enough and blocked, twisting and taking a step back from the boss. Then Ereclaw jumped back and raised his arm, then swiped down. Four large claws made out of Qi flew out of his hand and crossed the room, then ripped into the boss. The king raised his shield, but Ereclaw’s attack cut into it, ripping into its arm and shoulder. And Ryun saw his chance. 
 
    He stepped closer and activated his fruit technique. {Darkest End} billowed out of him, the technique sending a sphere of Void Qi all around him. The wave hit the boss, and Ryun saw its molten skin turn hard, brittle. Its sword shattered, and its arm cracked as it was rapidly cooled by the loss of heat then hit with the disintegration aspect of the Void.  
 
    But Ryun saw the boss do something then. His eyes flashed, and the still molten parts of it heated up. It was as it was trying to fight the Void. The ground beneath the boss melted and molten rock flowed up into the boss repairing what Ryun’s technique had damaged. And then the {Darkest End} was beyond it, dissipating in the distance. Ryun stood on one of his Void cubes, the ground beneath him just a spherical crater that was now slowly being filled with lava from the pools. 
 
    Ryun looked at the boss as its body repaired itself, nearly in disbelief. He didn’t have the time to look, however, as the boss jumped forward across the crater, his movement shattering the ground he stood on before. Ryun raised Kagehime, impaling the king, but he didn’t seem to care. He slammed into Ryun, pulling him with himself as they flew across the room. A moment later, they were across the room, and the boss slammed Ryun into the wall. 
 
    He felt the breath leave his lungs, and then the boss started pummeling him with his fists. Ereclaw jumped forward trying to help, but the boss stomped and turned the ground around them to lava, then raised a shell of melted rock around them to keep Ereclaw out. 
 
    Ryun grabbed hold of Kagehime, trying to pull her out, but the parts of the king’s body around it hardened, keeping the blade inside. Ryun blocked with his hands, as much as he could. He created a Void Qi wall in front of himself to buy time, but the boss just smashed through it. 
 
    With every strike, the molten fists burned him, his clothes, his skin. He was bleeding. He couldn’t push the boss away. He tried to breathe, to prepare his technique, but he couldn’t concentrate. He activated [Bringer of Sorrow], but the boss wasn’t even affected.  
 
    Then Ryun activated the ability from his perk. The Reaper’s Aura flew out of him, and Ryun hoped that Ereclaw was far enough away, because he couldn’t control it. The boss attack paused as he winced in pain and Ryun took advantage. He pulled on his Qi, and opened his mouth. {Breath of Destruction} hit the boss in the head, point blank. 
 
    The king’s hand clasped over Ryun’s mouth, the other around his throat, cutting off his technique. Ryun glared at the boss, its face was cracked and half of it disintegrated, holes and cracks were glowing with purple Qi as Ryun’s power eroded it further, but its molten skin was flowing back in, healing it back up. It was alive. Somehow, the look in its eyes didn’t seem victorious, only sad. 
 
    Ryun knew that he had failed, that he hadn’t been strong enough. And then, the presence inside of his head surged forward again. He felt tendrils flow through the cracks. 
 
    “It sings of death! Let me give it what it wants! It wants to end! This is what I am meant to do.” 
 
    Horrified, Ryun saw his hands move out of their own accord. No, not out of their own accord—guided by something else. He saw notifications in front of his face, glitch out, then flash. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  9̷͉̚!̸̪͂é̶ͅs̸̕ͅ$̸̗̆*̸̠͛!̴͈̍e̷̥͆ ̴̤̐o̴͚̊f̵̙̐ ̵͓͌t̷̙̽h̵͕̀e̶͉͝ ̴͍̎E̸̪̎ṱ̷́e̴̮͂ŗ̸̈́n̴͔͊a̴͕͗ḽ̸̽ ̴̲̉H̵̝͑ȕ̴̪n̴͔͗t̵̢̽e̵̝̍r̶̵̛͙̰͐@̴̹̀#̷̺̇$̶͚̓%̸̨͒ ̴͇͝^̴̬̋&̷͍͑$̶͖̋#̵͓̑&̵̬̋*̷͉͑.̶̩͑ 
  ̷͖͒-̵͙̾2̴͇̌5̷͍̈%̸̡͊ ̷͔̾t̸͓̒(̵̲̐ ̵̢̒a̴̛̳!̸̺̀!̷̤̇ ̸͓͝n̵̰̉e̶̻͐^̴̲͠%̷̦́$̵͍̋ÿ̶̢́ ̷͇̅é̴̬#̶̟̉$̴̲̿%̷̗͗y̶̿ͅ ̴̨̌s̶͕̓#̵͎̐%̴̖͑^̵̯́s̴̠̓ 
  ̸̭̈́-̶̙̆2̸̬̀0̴̗́%̴͚̈́ ̷̬̚t̵̖̀(̴̛͇ ̵͕̍ä̵̗́(̵͍͋*̴̩̕ ̸̧̈n̷̤̓e̵̺͑3̴̨̈5̴͍̋^̴̯̓#̴̣̈́ ̶̦̄è̵̼#̴̧̓$̵̮̓%̸͇̑ỳ̴̧ ̵͚̄r̸̜̿e̴̮͋#̵̙͗%̶͕͊^̶̡́#̷̠̈&̸̲̔į̵̎v̸̰̾ĕ̵̤ ̴͚̆e̶͙͝#̵͔͒#̵̬͌%̶͗ͅc̶͇̍t̵̟̆ṣ̴͗ 
  ̷͎̀+̶̗̊2̴͉̃5%̵͕͗ ̸̜̆t̵̼͝ȯ̵ͅ ̵̝̔@̷͙̚#̴̦̋#̵̙̍ ̴̟͛s̵̥̎$̶̻̾%̵̹̓t̶̡̛@̶́͜ 
  ̵̩́D̴͎̋e̴̺͑@̴̗͘$̶̋ͅh̵͋͜’̸̹͋ş̷̅ ̶͉͛C̶̣̄@̶̹͝$̴͓̈́l̷̥̈ 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun couldn’t read anything, but he felt his stats surge higher. The boss’s eyes flickered, the flowing of its skin slowed, and the eroding of its face started overcoming the healing. Then Ryun’s hand, still coated in the Void Qi, punched the boss in the chest, and it flew back as if shot from a cannon, shattering the wall around them. Ryun moved, guided by something inside. 
 
    His Qi moved through his body, shaping another technique, and Ryun smashed all of his will against the thing in his head. He felt it try to fight, but it wasn’t strong enough, and a moment later, Ryun had back control over his body as the thing flew back behind its wall. The technique collapsed and Ryun took a deep breath, then looked at his arms making sure that they were moving when he wanted them to. 
 
    Only then did he raise his head to look at the boss. It was across the room, stuck in a crater inside a wall. He felt his stats go back down, and notifications flashing, but he pushed them aside, focusing on the boss. 
 
    “That… I didn’t think that it could do that,” Kagehime said. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Ryun replied. He picked Kagehime up from the floor and looked at the boss as it pulled itself out of the wall. Nearby he saw Ereclaw on the ground, unconscious. Ryun’s Reaper’s Aura had to have knocked him out. He had avoided using it when in the presence of others, as on full blast it was incredibly formidable—and now he was alone. 
 
    The boss had a crater in the center of its chest, its face was half eroded and it didn’t have its weapon. It was hurt, and Ryun only hoped that it was enough for him to defeat it. He gripped Kagehime tightly and jumped forward.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 77 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Wall 
 
      
 
    Ryun kept his eyes on his opponent, and the Molten King did the same in return. Both of them were injured; both of them were weakened. Ryun could see the cracks in the king’s stone skin. Places which had used to heal in an instant were only slowly closing now. Something that the presence inside of Ryun did had caused that. Ryun’s wounds had likewise healed, thanks to his perk. He knew that he couldn’t let the boss heal up—he needed to press the advantage. 
 
    “Ready?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Always,” Kagehime said, and her form became less pronounced in his hand, turning into a shadow. It was a useful ability, especially in the dark or in areas such as these where light was dim and everything was filled with shadows. Ryun’s own form was slightly muted, blended into the shadows thanks to his bond perk, Shadow’s Favorite.  
 
    It wasn’t enough on its own to give him an advantage against this opponent, as Ryun was certain that the boss had some kind of sensory power, but he needed everything he could use now. Ryun bent his knees and pushed off the ground. He made a cube and jumped higher, then ran across the cavern, keeping in the air. The boss’ eyes were following him, but he didn’t move from his position. 
 
    Ryun got to a position above the boss, creating cubes in a circle around him, and he started picking up speed, pushing out of cubes and flying above him so fast that he became just a blur. Ryun saw the king’s eyes narrow in confusion, saw the orange glowing eyes snapping from side to side as he tried to follow. 
 
    Ryun added to his breathing from, preparing another technique. He saw the king lose patience, his arms moving, and Ryun knew that it was time. He jumped through the air, then created a tilted cube, trying to conserve as much speed as possible as he pushed off. Like always, there were no flashy shock-waves as he flew faster than sound—his perks muted all those effects—and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to conserve his momentum for long. His True Body was always on; he could somewhat increase its effects if he focused, but he couldn’t mute them.  
 
    So he prepared. As he flew toward the king from high above, he saw the boss’ eyes widen and Ryun pulled his sword back, then activated the fruit technique of his second path. 
 
    It was a strange technique, one that had some limited usability in certain situations. It created a Qi duplicate of himself, one that mirrored his every move. It was not something that could be used in a fight unless the situation was just right. The technique might not allow for the user to control the double, or make it act in a different way than the user, but Ryun could form it wherever he wanted it to be, facing whatever direction he wanted to. 
 
    As he was flying toward his enemy, his Tinker’s Mind perk activated, allowing him more time. It altered his perception of time, making it seem like it slowed down for him. And Ryun used all of his skill to activate his technique. {Avatar} flew out of him, almost a third of his Qi spent to create the double. Ryun had it appear next to him, but turned it around by 180 degrees, making it face the direction opposite of Ryun. That made the copy of its sword on the opposite side, and as Ryun and his avatar reached the enemy, he swung. 
 
    Kagehime cut through the air coming at the king from his front, and Ryun’s avatar did so from the back. The king was too late to respond—Ryun saw the floor and his skin beginning to melt, to flow and engulf him in a shell of lava, but Ryun’s attack was too fast. 
 
    Kagehime struck, the blade sinking into the king’s left shoulder and cutting through the tough skin, and simultaneously the avatar’s blade struck the other shoulder from the back, and cut into just a bit before the blade shattered. Ryun’s other hand formed a cube in front of his face, just above the floor. He leaned on it, slowing down, and twisting. If he didn’t have his True Body, he would’ve smashed into it, or into the floor and killed himself at the speed he was going. But his body bled off the momentum, gravity lessened its pull on him and he dropped to the ground almost gently. The avatar attempted to mirror his movements, but it could not use his techniques, and so it broke itself against the floor. 
 
    He didn’t pause. His body was burning, but he knew that he couldn’t let his opponent have a chance to react. He stabbed Kagehime forward, and the rising shell of molten rock caught it, allowing the king to step back in time. Ryun growled and pushed forward, kicking the still forming shell and shattering it with his Qi-sheathed foot. Molten rock clung to his leg, and while his Void Qi protected most of it, some pieces landed on unarmored areas and burned through his robe, melting his skin. But he didn’t care—he pushed through the collapsing wall of molten rock and followed the king. One of his arms had been cut off, the one that Kagehime had struck, and his other shoulder was hissing, covered in Void Qi that was eating into its skin. The boss didn’t move its remaining arm, telling Ryun that his avatar had managed to disable the limb if not cut it off. 
 
    Ryun swung, and a spike flew out of the king’s chest. He twisted, the spike stabbing into his left shoulder as he failed to move out of the way fast enough, but Ryun fought through the pain. He stabbed his sword forward, aiming for the king’s throat. Kagehime cut into the king’s stone skin, and Ryun saw his eyes flicker. The spike prevented Ryun from going all the way through, but he cut to the side, opening a wound that bled molten material. He slammed Kagehime down, then, cutting the spike and freeing himself. The king staggered back, and Ryun pressed his advantage. The king stomped and the ground turned molten, but Ryun crafted a Void cube and used it to jump forward. He stabbed, pushing Kagehime into the king’s chest and then falling on top of the boss, taking both the king and himself to the ground. He hit the spike still embedded in his shoulder on the way down and agony spread through him, but he clenched his teeth and endured. 
 
    His grip slipped from his sword, and Ryun managed to push himself up to sit on top of the boss’ body and to look down upon him. He saw the light in his eyes dimming, and Ryun knew that he had won. The king had a smile on his face, as if dying was the greatest thing that could’ve happened to him. Perhaps it was.  
 
    Ryun raised his hand and activated his ability. [Reave] struck down and Ryun pulled, taking the dying boss’ Essence. As it filled him he closed his eyes, feeling several of his perks activating. He grabbed hold of the spike in his shoulder and pulled it out, allowing his Feast perk to heal him. He got up, and braced himself on the boss’ body as he grabbed hold of Kagehime and then pulled her out. 
 
    “I was going to say something about using me to smash rocks, but I enjoyed that fight, so I will refrain,” Kagehime said. Ryun chuckled, but he was too tired to answer. He dismissed Kagehime back into himself and then sat down on the ground. He pulled out a healing potion from his storage and drank it all, then kept still as his body healed. 
 
    He glanced around, and saw the anchoring crystal on the throne along with a large chest next to it. He didn’t head that way immediately, since he was still healing. Ereclaw seemed safe where he was lying unconscious, and Ryun didn’t feel strong enough to go there just yet, so he turned to his notifications. He had received a few after the fight, but he pulled out ones from when the presence in his head took control. 
 
    The one that flashed before his eyes was corrupted and he couldn’t see anything about it, aside from two words: Eternal Hunter. He narrowed his eyes at that, but he continued looking. There was one more notification, and he looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perk reintegration initiated—Eternal Hunter: Reaper 
  —Error— 
  Required conditions not found, reintegration canceled. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His eyes narrowed at that. He checked his perk list and saw no changes, but the wording of the notification nagged at him. It said reintegration, which suggested something that had once been a part of him, not something he’d acquired at that exact moment. He frowned, it implied that he used to have that perk, but he didn’t remember it. And that provided another clue to his forgotten memories: it had to do with that perk.  
 
    But Ryun couldn’t figure out how he could’ve lost it, or how he had forgotten about it. He was certain that it was the Dealmaker who had put the wall in his head, and he was fairly sure that it was because Ryun had asked for it. But he didn’t know why he would want to forget such a tiny piece of his memories, as well as a perk. In the great scheme of things he hadn’t forgotten much—a couple of years, perhaps—but it wasn’t like he remembered nothing in that period, it was just some scenes, some moments, hours, sometimes days. Other memories were there, but foggy, didn’t make any sense. Something had happened, but Ryun couldn’t figure out what had been bad enough that he thought he needed to forget it. 
 
    He still remembered having friends, living in a town, being happy. He remembered being attacked and them dying. Sure, his memories were a bit foggy on the event, but he remembered losing them and the pain he had felt at that. If the pain of losing people he cared for as if they were his family wasn’t enough to be erased, then he didn’t know what else it could be. He remembered being sad for a long while after, but that was another part of his memories that was foggy. He wasn’t sure if that was because he lost the memories, or if he was just so sad that he hadn’t been paying attention to things. 
 
    His body was almost finished healing enough that he could move around without discomfort. And so, he pushed the thoughts of the perk and the presence inside his head aside. He planned to go and speak with the Dealmaker once he got out of this pocket realm and got back the access to the shop. He stood up, and walked over to the throne, then picked up the last crystal. Immediately, he received a new notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations for defeating all three bosses in the Reign of Three Territories scenario! Bring all three anchoring crystals to your town and activate them in the spot where you wish to create your Town Interface. Rewards given based on your performance: 
    
  —Guardians of the Three Territories (Town upgrade) 
  —Shrine of the Tundra (Town Upgrade) 
  —Bountiful Soil (Town Upgrade) 
  —Walls of the Molten King (Town Upgrade) 
  —50,000 x Greater Essence 
  —Title: Limitbreak 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked. He didn’t know what the town upgrades meant, and he probably wouldn’t know until he created the Town Interface, but the title was what interested him the most. He moved to his title screens and found it, taking a look. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Limitbreak 
  
       	  Defeat the three Rulers in the Reign of Three Territories scenario, while on a lower tier of power. 
  
       	  +40 to strength, endurance, vitality 
  +5% to all stats, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He smiled as he saw the rewards. With that Essence reward added to what he got from the previous reward, he had 60,000 Greater Essence. If he added that to what he got from the boss…he had enough not only to advance, but to cycle at least once depending on what the requirements for the stage after the next one were.  
 
    But it was the stat rewards that were the greatest boon. Plus forty to three stats was incredible, and it looked like he’d gotten the three stats that were the main stats of the bosses: strength for Yeti, endurance for the Leshy, and vitality for the Molten King. The percentage bonus was the greatest reward, however. It was small, and once added to his already existing percentage bonuses it didn’t do much. But it was something that would make him even more powerful in the future.  
 
    The stats in the Framework led world were calculated strangely. Everything that he got from his Class and Cultivation added up to what he had when the Framework arrived, and that counted as his base stats. All of his percentage boosts from titles was counted based on those stats, his base ones, which were nowhere near his real stats. The achievement rewarded stats added on top of that, but they weren’t affected by the percentages. Together all those numbers added up to his total stats. 
 
    And they were Ryun’s greatest strength. Even without the percentage applying on his total stats, he was still a monster. His titles made him have stats as high as someone who was at least a Realm above him, if not more. He knew enough to be thankful for that. 
 
    He glanced at the chest, opening it and looking inside. The reward from the Yeti had been two axes, similar to what Ryun already had, but of much better quality. This chest, however, held something else entirely. It was a small rack that held four different colored bottles. Ryun looked at them, then put them in his storage to look over later before turning and walking over to the still unconscious form of Ereclaw. 
 
    He knelt next to him and roused him. The wolf woke in an instant. One moment he was down and in the next he was up, his claws glowing. He took in the surroundings quickly, and then relaxed. 
 
    “You won?” Ereclaw asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    The wolf just nodded. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we head back to town, and then get out of this place.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 78 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Monarch 
 
      
 
    Ryun and Ereclaw arrived back in town only a few hours after the defeat of the final boss. Both of them had been injured, and even with healing potions they were still somewhat sore, so they didn’t push it. Ryun’s clothing was in tatters, his Battle Raiments of a Forgotten King filled with holes, but thankfully they had the repair function which meant that they would eventually mend themselves together. 
 
    As they neared the town, Ryun noticed people waiting for them, and as they approached they started cheering and clapping. Ryun allowed them a few moments, and then raised his hand, and they calmed down. 
 
    “The bosses are defeated, and soon we will return back to the Infinite Realm,” Ryun said. He wasn’t all that good at giving speeches, but he felt that saying something was warranted. The people seemed to be expecting more, but when Ryun didn’t say anything they started looking at him in confusion. 
 
    Thankfully, Anrosh came to his rescue. “Everyone has done well,” she said as she moved to stand next to Ryun. “After we’ve officially made the town, I will conduct a review and allocate extra rewards based on your contribution to the scenario.” 
 
    Ryun blinked at that, but didn’t contradict her. At hearing her words, everyone looked much more appreciative. She then sent them all away with a simple, “Back to your work.” 
 
    Everyone started dispersing, although Jishh and his two subordinates lingered for a few moments until Anrosh narrowed her eyes at them. Ryun saw that they wanted to stay, but Anrosh was stronger than them now, and as far as this world was concerned strength meant rank in most cases. 
 
    Ereclaw walked away as well, inclining his head to Anrosh before heading in the direction of his wolves.  
 
    Anrosh waited until he was gone, before turning and speaking. “Can we talk? Privately?” she asked. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, and then nodded. She led him into the town and then to the main residence. Once they got to the meeting room, she closed the door and looked at him. 
 
    “We need to have a talk,” she said slowly. “Before you activate the Town Interface.” 
 
    “About what?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “About what you want to do! You say that you will protect this town, these people, but I don’t know how much you are really invested in all of this.” 
 
    Ryun’s expression darkened. “I do not break my promises.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that. I know that you probably believe everything you’ve said, but you haven’t been very involved in the running of this town. And you don’t need to be—there are plenty of powerful rulers who let others manage for them—but is that what you are planning on doing?” 
 
    “I didn’t need to do anything. You took care of everything.” 
 
    “I did so because I didn’t want anyone to do something stupid around you and get us all killed. But is that what you want for the future? Do you want me to be the one in charge of dealing with day-to-day business?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. He hadn’t really thought much about it, which was to her point. Still, he didn’t want to be burdened with actual ruling; he could keep his word and protect the town while leaving everything else to others. In part, the reason why he’d raised her to Lord Realm was so that she wouldn’t need to worry about others in the town not respecting her. She might not have heard what others had been saying about her, but Ryun did. 
 
    “Yes,” he said finally. “I would like for you to be my second-in-command, for you to deal with everything. I do not have the patience nor the desire to actually lead others.” 
 
    “I am willing to do this, but it will not be the same as it has been so far,” Anrosh told him. “I am not qualified to make the big decisions, so I will take care of the details and make sure that the town grows properly, but I will need things from you. I will need you to decide on the broad strokes, what you want this town and territory to become in the future. And I will need resources, Essence to incentivize the people. We will need to set up a system for Essence donation for the town budget, buying items, setting up food productions… I can take care of most of these things, but I will still need you to be a leader.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her, seeing her rigid stance, her determination. She wanted this as much as Ryun did not. He nodded his head. “Agreed. You will be in charge, and I will be available for consultations on anything you believe is important enough to warrant my opinion. As far as the big picture, I do not have one, aside from getting stronger.” 
 
    “You will need to decide on something. There is a limit as to how strong you will be able to get in this territory, and if you are going to uphold your promise of keeping these people safe, you will need a plan.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. She was right; he hadn’t thought about that. That made things more complicated, which meant that he would need to make the town strong enough to survive without him. He did not plan on being stuck here forever. Growing stronger meant fighting more powerful monsters, and that meant going beyond this territory. 
 
    “I will think on it,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh gave him a long look and then nodded her head. Finally, he felt her body relax and she sighed loudly. “When are you planning on activating the interface?” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “In a few hours. I want to take care of some things first.” 
 
    Anrosh gave him a long look. “People in town have all received rewards. I assume that you have as well?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. He hadn’t realized that everyone had received rewards. “I did. What did the people get?” 
 
    Anrosh narrowed her eyes when she saw that he didn’t answer what he got, but she spoke a moment later. “Most got Essence, the amount depending on their contribution. The people who stayed inside the walls and took care of facilities, food, and water, got between 50 and 100 Greater Essence each. Warriors got between 150 and 500 Greater Essence. And everyone got a title.” 
 
    Ryun raised an eyebrow. “Really? What title?” 
 
    “The title is called Pillar of Community, and it gave them an extra 200 Greater Essence and plus 3 to all stats,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun’s face fell in disappointment. That was nothing special. Anrosh noticed his look and spoke.  
 
    “That title is huge. Most of these people had very few titles, some even had none. It might not seem so great to you, but for other people the Essence and that title together are worth everything. They could level or advance in their Cultivation, and many of our warriors will get out of this scenario much stronger.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Ryun said. He could see why it would be good for people who were weak, but it wasn’t impressive to him. 
 
    “I didn’t get that title,” Anrosh added. “I got something else.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ryun asked with a tilt of his head. 
 
    “I received a title called First Pillar. Apparently, my contribution was greater than anybody else's—aside from yours, of course. I got a five percent bonus to all my stats, and 5,000 Greater Essence.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Ryun told her. At least someone had gotten something useful, and the Essence would allow her to cycle more for her next advancement. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “That isn’t strange to you at all, is it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bonus that gave a percentage. I suspected that you had some powerful titles—most Rankers do—but the titles that give percentage bonuses were the rarest, and the most powerful.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, yes, I do have titles that give such bonuses.” 
 
    Anrosh looked unsure for a moment, but then she seemed to find her nerve. “How many? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    Ryun wasn’t really keeping it a secret, although he didn’t want to properly show her his titles. He didn’t think that she would react well to some of them. “With the title I received as a reward for this scenario, I now have three such titles.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at him, and then shook her head. She didn’t speak for a long moment, and then she turned around. “Find me when you decide on activating the interface. I’ll go and organize the people. We should prepare for expansion.” 
 
    Ryun watched her go. Hearing her mention the expansion reminded him that the people of this town were still living in temporary buildings. They were waiting to finish the scenario in order to build permanent ones. Even this building that Ryun was in was temporary, although it was almost a mansion. The previous leader had been…wasteful. Ryun shook his head and turned his attention elsewhere. He walked over to the table in the center of the room and jumped on top of it, then sat down with his legs crossed. It wasn’t the most perfect spot for what he intended, but it was good enough. First, he took out the rack with four bottles filled with different liquids, and looked at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Vial of Light 
  
       	  Shaking the bottle lightly makes it emit a pale light to illuminate darkness. Can shine light for six hours before needing recharging. Placing the vial in direct sunlight for six hours will recharge it. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vial of Shadow 
  
       	  Opening the cork will allow darkness to escape, engulfing an area of ten meters around the bottle in complete darkness for fifteen minutes. Can be used three times before needing to be recharged. Will be recharged by being exposed to complete darkness for three days. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Core Purifying Elixir 
  
       	  Consuming the elixir will strip a Cultivator’s core of its aspect, at a price of lowering the Cultivator’s core capacity by 10%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Core Reinforcement Elixir 
  
       	  Consuming the elixir will add 10% more capacity to the Cultivator’s core as well as 10% more Qi density. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun was impressed by all four items. Each was extremely useful. The Vial of Shadow was particularly interesting to him—since he didn’t need to see in darkness to be able to feel his opponents, it could come in handy. And he could see a use for the others as well. 
 
    He put them back in his storage, only now placing them inside of the small space in his core, the space that he’d received thanks to his Void Forged Core perk. The space wasn’t all that large, just about the size of a small cabinet, but it was enough for a few of his more important items. 
 
    Finally, he turned to his Cultivation. He took a deep breath and put enough Essence in to fill his core, and then triggered the advancement. He felt his core burn as Essence was being converted into Qi. His core constricted, then expanded, not quite reaching the same size, but he could feel his Qi getting stronger. Then the burning spread through his Qi conduits, burning everything, and then the burning stopped. For a moment, he felt the wall in his head shake, but then it stilled. Ryun frowned, focusing on it, making sure that the presence didn’t leave and try to take control again. But when nothing happened, Ryun turned aside and looked at the changes. His entire Qi system was reforged. Immediately, he looked at his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached the Early Monarch Realm Stage on the Path of the Final End! 
    
  Reward—Aspect Manifestation perk! You have stepped into the Realm of the Monarchs, and as such you now have a greater control over your aspect. You may choose in which way that control manifests. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked through the other notifications. He’d received a stat increase of 30 to all stats, which was substantial, and had also received a new title: Monarch, and with it a bonus of 10 to all stats and 1,000 Greater Essence. The title reward was underwhelming, but he had expected it once Anrosh told him of her own title. He wasn’t the first to achieve the Monarch Realm in this world, just one of many. 
 
    Finally, he turned to the rest of his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation Bonus (+20%) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gain +40% effectiveness to all of your Qi related effects. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He looked at his techniques and, as expected, saw that all of his current effects were now increased by an additional 40% of their base value. His cycling had so far only increased by 10% per Realm, but it added up. This was the first time that it had given him 20% bonus. He glanced at his last window. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: Aspect Manifestation 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Cloak 
  
       	  By manifesting a Qi aspect in the shape of a cloak, the Cultivator is able to completely erase their own signature and make themselves immune to most sensory powers. The cloak also provides limited protection from both physical and power attacks. It holds all the aspects of the Void; the strength of the Void effects depends on the Qi Cultivation of the Cultivator, aspect tier, and advancement. Looking at a Cultivator engulfed in the Void Cloak is the same as looking into nothingness: an empty void in space. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Orb 
  
       	  By manifesting a Qi aspect in the shape of an orb, the Cultivator compresses his Qi into a destructive or defensive tool. The Void Orb orbits the Cultivator and can move anywhere in a five-meter range of the Cultivator, and is controlled by the Cultivator’s thoughts. It holds all aspects of the Void; the strength of the Void effects depends on the Qi Cultivation of the Cultivator, aspect tier, and advancement. Looking at the Orb would be the same as looking into nothingness: an empty void in space. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Aura 
  
       	  By manifesting your Qi aspect in the form of an aura, the Cultivator creates a field around themselves filled with Void Qi in a radius depending on the Cultivator’s Qi output. Activating the aura at a three-meter radius around the Cultivator takes 15% of total Qi supply, plus 5% every second after. Increasing the range by one meter requires an additional 10% of total Qi supply. Increasing the intensity of the effect costs 5% of total Qi supply for every 10% in effect increase. Using Void Qi techniques will cost 10% less Qi while the aura is active. Everything inside the field will suffer the eroding effects of the Void. Strength of effect and costs are adjusted depending on the Qi Cultivation of the Cultivator, Qi density, and advancement. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at his choices with a hungry look in his eyes. He remembered what the three bosses had shown him. The Leshy had created some kind of bark armor that could move on its own. The Molten King’s was more subtle, but Ryun believed his aspect manifestation to be the way he could heal and change his body, or maybe the shell he could create. But the Yeti had the one that had impressed Ryun the most: the aura of Absolute Cold. It had sapped Ryun’s strength, and it had been powerful enough to damage him. Immediately he was drawn to the choice that allowed him to do the same thing, but he pulled back and looked at the choices again. The cloak would synergize incredibly well with his existing perks; he was already nearly undetectable, he made no sound and he could move through the air without making any noise. With the cloak, he would have something like true stealth. 
 
    Void Orb was interesting as well. It would be a purely combat option, which would let him catch his opponents off guard. In the end, though, he didn’t necessarily need it, not with his techniques, and if he managed to evolve {Avatar} a bit more, he would have something even better. 
 
    Void Aura was the option that made the most sense, and so he picked it. Immediately he smiled as he checked the perk. His cycling had paid off again, as all the costs were adjusted. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura 
  
       	  By manifesting your Qi aspect in the form of an aura, the Cultivator creates a field around themselves filled with Void Qi in a radius depending on the Cultivator’s Qi output. Activating the aura at a three-meter radius around the Cultivator takes 12% (15%) of total Qi supply, plus 4% (5%) every second after. Increasing the range by one meter requires an additional 6.4% (8%) of total Qi supply. Increasing the intensity of the effect costs 4% (5%) of total Qi supply for every 10% in effect increase. Using Void Qi techniques will cost 14% (10%) less Qi while the aura is active. Everything inside the field will suffer the eroding effects of the Void. Strength of effect and costs are adjusted depending on the Qi Cultivation of the Cultivator, Qi density, and advancement. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    With the smile still on his face, he glanced at his new screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron, Beaten but not Broken, First Quickened Mind, Cannibal, One Against Many, First Lake of Qi, First Lord, First Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, First True Body, Hated Foe, One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity, True Understanding I, Limitbreak, Monarch 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  84,050 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Monarch (0/60,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Breath of Destruction 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Darkest End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  645 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  574 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  714 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  618 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  563 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  723 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Touched Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is touched by the void. Damaging effects of the Void have less effect on you. Immobilizing effects are 50% less effective on you, and all physical or Qi attacks deal 80% of their total damage to you. +40% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker’s Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. Able to alter perception of time for the user. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Forged Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the Essence of the Void. Increased core capacity by 20%, increased Qi density by 40%, +20% to wisdom stat. Able to create a personal void space inside of your core. Size of void space dependent on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own temporarily. Strength of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when in combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to three techniques at the same time. Control depends on wisdom stat. Gain +20% to wisdom. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Untethered (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of the ultimate end of all things, and as such no force can truly exert influence on you. Any power attempting to exert influence over you does so at a reduced effect. You walk alone, untethered from the natural laws of the universe, bringing the end to those in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents that are on a lower tier of power than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, techniques, or skills from people who are on the same or lower tier of power than you. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow’s Favorite (Bond Perk) 
  
       	  When standing in shadows, your form blends in the surrounding. Strength of effect depends on the depth of the bond with the awakened object and the darkness of shadow. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of the Void. Making any foreign essence in your body disintegrate, the speed of the effect depends on the power of the foreign essence. Gain +20% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Void damage equal to 0.4x (0.1x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi takes an additional one-quarter of the total damage dealt over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He debated using some of his remaining Essence on his second path, but he decided to put that aside for a moment. He needed to get the town out of the scenario and he was sure that he would need Essence to purchase things after he activated the interface. He would need to upgrade the town, but would also gain access to the better shops and he wanted to have some Essence in his bank for that. With a sigh, he stood up and went to find Anrosh—and to finally be done with the creation of this town.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 79 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Debt 
 
      
 
    Ryun stood in the center of the town, Anrosh by his side. The rest of the town’s people were surrounding them, but all of them were a dozen steps away. Ryun had never really gotten to know the people. He knew a few—Jishh, and Enka, Kri—but the others were just faces to him. He had already forgotten the names of the leaders of the town, those who Anrosh had introduced to him. They were unimportant, and he hadn’t really allowed himself to think what he was going to do after this point. 
 
    Now, he looked around at them more closely. There were ninety-three people here; they had lost a few people in the monster attacks, and there were several dozen wolves as well. Ereclaw stood among them, with a few of the warriors standing with wolves. As Ryun had planned, some of them had gotten closer.  
 
    Ryun knew that once he activated the interface things would change. He would be their leader in more than just name. 
 
    The entire town looked empty now. The temporary buildings had been taken down, the tents packed up. There were only two large barns—one for storage and one that had been used as a dormitory—and of course the main residence. The rest was just empty ground, dirt, and in a few places cobbled stone. The town was maybe two hundred meters across, longer than it was wide, but not by much. The walls were simple, not made to last, but only to be used for the purpose of the scenario. Anrosh had told him that the Black Viper Sect hadn’t known what the scenario for claiming of the territory was, and that the fact that no one had managed to do it for a long time made them want to prepare more. It was why they took so much time to build up the defenses. 
 
    The moment Ryun created an official town, they would start buying buildings and expanding. Fier, their former master, had been given Essence to pay for the bare minimum, Essence that Ryun had taken from him when he killed him—something Anrosh and the others didn’t know completely. They had some used Essence in storage, too, and from what Anrosh had told him just recently, they could use Essence that was already cycled for purchasing things in the shop, but its value was lowered every time it was cycled. Ryun hadn’t been aware of that, as it hadn’t been possible on Earth. Still, Ryun had a lot of cycled Essence, and he had been trying to figure out what to do with it. Fully raising others didn’t appeal to him; a few who had proven themselves to him, aside from Anrosh, but the others would need to be content with scraps. It was the way of the sects, as Anrosh told him. The strong give the weak small amounts of Essence to let them advance when they think that they had earned it. Ryun had no problem with such a system. 
 
    Raising everyone equally would require a level of trust that Ryun didn’t feel toward these people. His Essence would be useful in the shop, if nothing else, and he had quite a lot of both Essence and items that he could sell. 
 
    Seeing the nervousness and anticipation of the people around him, he decided to proceed. He glanced at Anrosh, seeing her blue eyes shining out of her dark green face. Somehow, Ryun had gotten used to the differences in this world, to the different races. Anrosh considered herself a human, and to her it was Ryun who was different. It didn’t matter much, he’d concluded, as such small differences were little relative to the entirely different races.  
 
    He nodded his head in her direction and then pulled out the three anchoring crystals from his storage. 
 
    The very center of the town was where most people chose to put their interfaces, for several reasons, but the main one was that everyone should be able to access it and use some of the more basic functions, while only Ryun and those he authorized could use the more expansive functions.  
 
    The three crystals had clicked together, making a three-sided star, and Ryun focused on it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Do you wish to create the Town Interface here? Y/N 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun pressed the button, and then the ground split and a large obelisk made out of black marble grew out of it, covered with glowing symbols that Ryun didn’t understand. Then the interface flashed and the sky split into three parts, then disappeared and was replaced with the single blue sky with the sun shining from above. Notifications and windows appeared in front of Ryun and he focused on them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! You’ve just claimed the Twilight Woods Territory. Since you have no other affiliations you are granted the full ownership rights over the new territory! 
    
  Rewards: 
  —Twilight Woods Den (Town Upgrade) 
  —Title: Ruler 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked at the notification, and then read the accompanying information. This seemed different than what he knew about the Town Stones on Earth, but then again this was not his old world. He glanced at the title screen to see what his new title gave him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Ruler 
  
       	  Become the sole ruler of a territory. 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence, Small Mansion unlocked (Town Upgrade) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t anything impressive, but that was only compared to his other titles. Ryun put it aside and started reading the other notifications. He got one that asked him if he wanted to change the name of the territory, which Ryun dismissed, as the Twilight Woods seemed appropriate enough. The next two, however, asked him to name the town and choose a crest for the territory, neither could he dismiss. He turned to Anrosh. 
 
    “Any idea on a town name and crest?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The original plan was for it to be named Woodwall. That was what the sect decided,” Anrosh answered. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. That wasn’t bad, but he didn’t want to name his town after what the previous owners wanted. 
 
    “Any ideas?” he asked Kagehime. 
 
    “How about…Sharppoint?” she answered. 
 
    Ryun blinked. “That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard.” 
 
    “Well, what were you expecting when you decided to ask a sword to help you name a town? That is your stupid meatbag custom! Why did you have to bring me into it?” 
 
    Ryun sighed, he really shouldn’t have expected anything better. He looked around, and then had an idea. He started putting the name in, then made the window visible to Anrosh. She looked at it and then nodded. With her agreement, he confirmed the name. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! The town of Wolf’s Grove is now the capital of this territory. Losing this town and its interface will mean losing the territory. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    After that, he had to assemble a crest from what looked like stars: he drew a wolf’s head and then picked the color to be green. With that done, he was presented with the town interface. His name was placed as the Ruler, and he had slots to assign leaders of different rank and access. He put Anrosh as his second and gave her access to everything. He didn’t put anyone else as he decided it was better for her to do it, since she knew the people better. Then, he moved over to the construction sections, and saw a lot of options for building. In the corner he could see his Essence, what he had available currently, and then added to that the worth of the Essence that he had in his storage which he had already cycled. It was a lot of Essence—with both sources together, it combined for nearly a million points of currency.  
 
    Then he looked at what buildings he could build. He had some basic options available, but there were many unique and advanced options available as well, although all were extremely expensive, even for him. He could even see the options that were unavailable, and he could see the requirements for them. Some needed a greater town population, others needed other buildings built first, some needed titles, which was probably why he could a few. The Small Mansion reward from his title let him pick from several choices of mansions, but he needed to buy it, while his other town upgrades seemed to be free. 
 
    But seeing all the people around them waiting, he decided to start with the essentials first. He went into the residential section and started browsing, and Anrosh could see the window as well now since she had access. Quickly, they realized that they had no idea what they were looking at and didn’t know what the best building was for them to choose. So Anrosh offered that they get some help. 
 
    She looked around and then called one of the people waiting. A short, older-looking human with gray hair and a freckled face walked over. Ryun recognized him from the meeting Anrosh gathered for him when he decided to lead these people, but he couldn’t remember his name. 
 
    “Monarch. Lady.” The man bowed before them. Ryun had learned that the alternative to calling their superiors “master” was to call them by their Cultivation stage, and he had allowed that to be used. It seemed that his advancement had been noticed. 
 
    “Gen, we need help in deciding which buildings to buy,” Anrosh said, reminding Ryun of the man’s name. 
 
    “Of course, that is why I was brought along,” Gen said. “If you give me access I will be able to make the selection properly. I need to assess what is available to us… The selection might be small, since we are not affiliated with the sect anymore and do not benefit from their advancement.” 
 
    Ryun went back and added the man to the list of leaders, then gave him access to the catalog of buildings and map, but didn’t allow him the ability to buy. He planned on putting in some of his extra cycled Essence inside to be used by the town, but he didn’t want anyone but Anrosh to be able to use it. 
 
    The man blinked as the window became visible to him and then his eyes widened. “Oh. This is more than I expected,” the man said. 
 
    “In what way?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The man met Ryun’s eyes, then immediately dropped them. “Apologies, Monarch, but I did not expect to see much available. True, many of the basic building types are still locked, but I see many of unique buildings. And these…” The man pointed to several buildings that were available for immediate construction, the rewards from the scenario. “These are treasures that any sect would want to have.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at the buildings the man indicated. He had assumed that they were powerful and useful himself after he’d read what each one did. “First the residential section, and then we will decide on the rest.” 
 
    “Of course, Monarch.” Gen bowed, and then he started looking through the buildings. 
 
    He asked some questions, mostly about the future of the town and expansion, what their plans were and so on. Anrosh answered all the questions, based on what they had agreed beforehand. Ryun still didn’t know what he really wanted, but so far he wanted the town protected and able to grow. 
 
    In the end they decided to fill an entire section of the town with family houses, since most of the people sent here were in fact families. Each house would be two stories high and would support two families—that meant that the end of the town that was near one of three gates was the residential district.  
 
    Ryun was having some difficulty orienting himself. Since this world didn’t really have any compass points, the sun was always in the center of the sky, but these people had their own way of telling directions. Apparently, at night the symbols of the territory were always oriented in the same way, so the top of the crest was always pointing north, and the stars that were at the tip of the four points were glowing slightly brighter. Ryun didn’t know yet, since he hadn’t seen night in this territory, but he had been told by Anrosh about what would happen. 
 
    That meant that the residential area was in the southern part of the town. Then, after they chose the building types, deciding on simple square buildings with flat roofs, they purchased them. The buildings weren’t at all expensive, even with furniture, costing barely 2,000 Greater Essence for enough room so that everyone had a home. 
 
    As soon as they had purchased them, the southern end of the town was filled with a glowing light, and a few moments later buildings started to appear, as if the light coming from the sky was building them, which might as well be the truth. In a few minutes the construction was done, and the people cheered. Anrosh looked around and clapped her hands, quieting them before then sending them off to pick their homes. She placed a woman in charge of settling everything and had Jishh and his warriors enforce it. Quickly, the mass of people walked away and Ryun, Anrosh and Gen returned to work. They upgraded their simply built storage building and dormitory, making it taller, before building two more to be used as storage as well. The new buildings were constructed out of gray stone, like the houses, and were three stories high, giving them plenty of room for storage.  
 
    Next they built a warrior compound, along with an upgraded training area and a larger hall that could be used for various purposes, from meetings to joint meals. Ryun saw that Ereclaw and his wolves were still around and so he turned toward the Twilight Woods Den building that he had gotten as a reward. He knew that the reason he’d received it was because of Ereclaw, and so he decided to place it immediately. 
 
    The Town Interface map was currently showing an aerial view of the town, but he expanded it. From what he learned as a Ruler of the territory, he could build anywhere in it, and as the map zoomed out he was surprised to see just how massive the territory was. It encompassed much of the forest in its center, then parts of the mountain range in the east, a lake in the south, and a river that was passing through the north toward the west end of the territory. 
 
    He would need to go and scout it all out soon, but for now he had other things to worry about. He narrowed the view to just the town and the hill it was built on along with a bit of the forest. He put the Den in the tree line, close to the town, but still separate—although he didn’t know for how long it would remain so, since he did plan on expanding. Light fell down from the sky outside of the town and he called Ereclaw to him and explained. The wolf nodded and then took his wolves toward the light. The description of the den told him that it would house as many as two hundred animals, and it seemed to provide some kind of bonuses to the wolves’ reproduction rates. It would mean that the pack could expand, and if everything went as Ryun and Ereclaw planned, the town would come to rely on the wolves a lot more. 
 
    Then, he had Gen finish setting up the inside of the town. They built an inn and a few specialty buildings like a slaughterhouse, a tannery, and a smithy, since they already had people to operate them, before reaching the last section of the town. 
 
    “You must! The people need to see you as their ruler. Your presence needs to be always present!” Anrosh insisted, and Ryun grimaced. Gen seemed to be unsure if he should even speak. Ryun glanced back at the interface, seeing the choices for a mansion. He had tried to argue that what Fier had built was sufficient, but apparently he was an idiot. He didn’t know when exactly Anrosh had gotten the courage to act in such a way with him, but he was liking it. He didn’t enjoy growling at all. 
 
    Finally, he sighed. “Fine. Pick the smallest one,” he told her. He saw her opening her mouth to speak, but he gave her a cold look and she thought better of it. 
 
    She and Gen looked around and then picked one, a mansion to be his home, the center of his rule. He didn’t need it—he needed to sleep for only a short while every few weeks, and he could just as well do it in a tree—but he did understand that Anrosh knew more about this than him, so he deferred to her. The light came down, and a building was constructed. Ryun could see it from the square, and in fact the streets that Gen had built all seemed to lead to it. 
 
    It was larger than the previous residence. A white building that had two sets of stairs leading to a platform where large double doors led inside, it was surrounded by natural rocks that made it look like it was built on top of them, and it stretched upward to four stories, with two towers on two of its widest ends. It wasn’t beautiful to Ryun, but he didn’t really have any taste for such things, so he didn’t know. It just looked like a castle.  
 
    He sighed, then turned around to look at the last thing left: the remainder of his specialty buildings. 
 
    The first one he picked was the Bountiful Soil, the simplest and maybe most useful choice. It turned an area of the ground into arable land, with a bonus of 50% to crop growth. Ryun knew that if they were to survive here independently, they would need to be able to produce their own food. Buying everything from the shops wouldn’t be sustainable in the long run, not if they wanted to advance as well. He looked at the map, and found a clear area in the south near the lake. He used it and the light came down from the sky in the distance. 
 
    Then he turned to the Walls of the Molten King. The amount of walls that he could build coincided with the size of the current walls, which he didn’t think was accidental, but the walls gave a massive increase in defense compared to the simple walls they had now. They were taller at three meters, and thicker at two-and-a-half at the base and one-and-a-half up on the top. They also had battlements and three towers aside from the three gates. The walls also had a 20% resistance to fire-based attacks, which Ryun thought was a good thing, not that he knew much about breaching walls. The ones that he had encountered were easily countered by him simply jumping over them. 
 
    He placed the walls, and a blinding light surrounded the town. A bit later, the tall black walls of obsidian appeared. 
 
    “Those are incredible,” Anrosh said. “More than many strong towns or even cities have in the Black Viper Sect.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. They did look powerful, and he would test them later to see just how powerful they truly were.  
 
    But for now, he turned toward the third upgrade, the Shrine of the Tundra. Anrosh read the description and gasped, and Gen had the same reaction. 
 
    Ryun had already known that out of all the buildings he had gotten, this one was the most powerful. 
 
    “This can’t be what I think it is…” Anrosh said, turning to look at Ryun. 
 
    “It is,” Ryun said. The shrine was a small building which would transform the surrounding area into a piece of the territory that had been under the rule of the Yeti. But it would also change the Essence in the area around it to cold—from what he read it would have four distinct tiers of the aspect, starting from tier 4 and going all the way up to tier 6. From what Anrosh had told him, the source of an aspect could be a sect’s most valuable possession, something that they could sell to other Cultivators or through auction, and Ryun intended to make use of it. He looked at the map, and then found a spot high up in the mountains, and he placed the building. He glanced in that direction and was satisfied when he saw that the light wasn’t visible from the town, but rather obscured by the mountains. 
 
    “Why place it there?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “I don’t want anyone to know we have it,” Ryun said before looking at both Anrosh and Gen. 
 
    They both swallowed and bowed their heads, his look making it clear that he wouldn’t be pleased if word got out. 
 
    Content that they understood, he turned to the last reward. It wasn’t really a building, but a set of what looked like three statues. He placed them around the square, at the same distance from one another. The light came and three statues, or rather golems standing on pedestals, appeared. One seemed to be made out of ice, with a cold mist surrounding it, the second was made out of tree bark, and the last of molten rock. They looked the same—like a tall and wide man—but they had no features other than that general shape. Their hands were closed into fists and their eyes were merely blank surfaces. Ryun walked over to one and looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Ice Golem (C) (Tier 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed strong. 
 
    “Come,” he said, and the ice golem stepped from its pedestal. It stopped near him and waited. 
 
    Ryun glanced at Anrosh and then back at the golem. “It will follow your commands as well. We’ll need to make sure to give it some orders, to protect the town and things like that so that we don’t need to move it every time we want it to do something.” 
 
    “We need to be very careful in our wording. Golems follow orders to the letter,” Anrosh added. 
 
    Ryun nodded, then he ordered the golem back in its spot and looked back at Anrosh and Gen. 
 
    “Can you take care of the rest? Have the people settled and organized?” Ryun asked. There wasn’t anything else for them to build that they needed. 
 
    “Of course,” Anrosh said. 
 
    “Good. I’m going to take a short trip.” 
 
    “What? A trip?” Anrosh asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “I want to explore the entirety of my territory, then check out the shrine,” Ryun said. “I’ll be back in a day or two.” 
 
    Anrosh looked like she wanted to protest, but then sighed. “All right, I’ll take care of things.” 
 
    Ryun nodded and then smiled. “Good.” 
 
    With that, he turned and jumped high into the air. He then crafted a cube and flew further, over the walls. He landed near the forest, and walked into the wolves’ den. The dens were hollowed in the earth, and some below trees among the roots. Ereclaw was standing among his wolves, growling at them as Ryun walked over. 
 
    “I’m going for a little trip to see the territory. You want to come?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Ereclaw glanced at his wolves, then back to Ryun and shook his head. “No, I need to settle the pack and work with them and the people in the town.” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head, and without another word, he left, jumping into the forest and then climbing to the top above them. He jumped from the treetop and into the air, then created a cube and standing on it. He looked around, seeing only forest and the town behind him. He took a deep breath and decided that he needed to do something, and that there was no need to push it any further. He started jumping through the air, creating cubes and getting some distance, heading for the mountains. He could tell that his mode of movement looked strange. He was basically running or rather leaping on air, but he was fast. Faster than he had ever been before. He reached the mountains in an instant. 
 
    He didn’t head toward the shrine immediately, but instead found a quiet place and sat down. He took a deep breath, then found the shop and the button that led to the Dealmaker. A moment later he found himself sitting in complete darkness. Only a table and a shrouded being were visible to him. 
 
    Ryun looked at the Dealmaker, trying to compose his thoughts. 
 
    “I see that you have advanced again. Good for you,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun debated the best way to proceed, but then he realized that there was no point. The Dealmaker knew everything, and it had always responded well to directness. 
 
    “I want to know about the wall in my head, my memories, and the presence that is behind that wall.” 
 
    The Dealmaker tilted his head. “You should know by now that knowledge is not provided for free.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced, but then spoke. “What do you want for that knowledge?” 
 
    The Dealmaker’s hood obscured everything inside, but still Ryun could feel a gaze upon his face—and then the feeling disappeared. “Ah, you are always so ready to make deals. But you need not fret, as there is not really much for me to tell you, and it will soon no longer matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The wall in your head was put there because you asked for it to be put there. I agreed, because it was the only way to deal with it without killing you. It was all because of an error that is the fault of the Framework itself, and it was only a measure to contain the error for a time when you were strong enough to gain back control. You are close now, and soon the wall will disappear on its own,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun just stared at the Dealmaker. Of all the reasons why the wall was put into place, an error in the Framework was not one of the things he had even considered. It just wasn’t something that he had even considered possible. The Framework always seemed like an all-powerful system. To learn that it was not… 
 
    “What about the presence, the entity behind the wall? Is it the error?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “No, the entity is not really anything. It is just a part of you. When the error presented itself, you felt the perk changing and getting out of control. You asked me for help, which I agreed to—for a price, of course. And I was forced to suppress a piece of you and put it behind a wall until you were strong enough to control it. What you call a presence is nothing but a leftover from long ago, an echo that you will soon be strong enough to completely suppress,” the Dealmaker answered. 
 
    “It is a perk, isn’t it?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “It is, and one you were never meant to have in the first place. It was an unfortunate event… You encountered something that was a remnant of a time long since past, an experiment that was thought to be destroyed. It managed to slip into this version of the Framework, and you gained a perk that had…certain peculiarities. Sadly, the only way to remove it would’ve been to kill you, and while it might have been easier to do so, there was really no need, and when it became corrupted… Well, you asked and I put it behind a wall, separating it from you until you were strong enough to make it function properly.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. The Dealmaker had rarely been so forthright, especially with information. Aside from the things he told him about the nature of the perk, he had indicated something that Ryun couldn’t dismiss—that this wasn’t the first version of the Framework, and that just nearly blew Ryun’s mind. He knew that the monsters had been forced to fight by the Framework, but he had always assumed that they were just from the worlds that hadn’t been chosen as iterations. Now, he suspected that they might have been survivors from the past. Did that mean that there used to be a completely different multiverse out there? Or had something entirely different, like the Infinite Realm, existed? Was the Infinite Realm just another place to test out the Framework, or were they in the final version? He wanted to ask more, but he wasn’t sure if it was a slip on the Dealmaker’s part or if he wanted Ryun to know for some reason.  
 
    In the end, he didn’t want to risk it, so he stayed away from that topic. 
 
    “And what about my memories?” Ryun asked. He knew now that the main reason why he was bad at socializing and at recognizing nonverbal cues from others was because he had spent a long time alone. Because the arrival of the Framework had been a traumatic event even for him, and because of the things he had done. All of that had changed him, but the more time he spent with others, the more he remembered. The truth was that he doubted that he would ever again be truly normal. His life had changed him, and he really didn’t care too much about such things. They were unimportant to him, and he doubted that getting his memories back would change that. But still, he did want to know. 
 
    “The perk was unique, and it was bonded to you in a peculiar way. In order to be able to suppress it, I was forced to seal the memories that interacted with that perk as well,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun scratched at his cheek, thinking. A perk that had something to do with his memories. He couldn’t imagine what it could be, but now he didn’t even need to worry. If what the Dealmaker said was true, then he would get access to everything again soon. He realized that the weakening in the wall, it shaking and cracking was probably because he had been getting stronger. Seemingly, he had been too weak to handle the corrupted perk before. That suited Ryun just fine. 
 
    Seeing as the Dealmaker was in a giving mood, he asked one more thing. “And what is the payment I owe you?” 
 
    The Dealmaker tapped his gloved fingers on the table. “You agreed to do me a favor, one action at a time of my choosing.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t know what possible thing he could do for a being that was in charge of the entire Framework, but it didn’t seem like a bad price. He looked at the Dealmaker, debating asking when he wanted to call the payment due, but decided against it. The Dealmaker would call it in when it wanted and not before. It wouldn’t care about Ryun’s feelings on the matter. 
 
    “Thank you for answering my questions,” Ryun said and then bowed his head. The Dealmaker was one being that he believed was truly above all else. It deserved Ryun’s respect.  
 
    “It is of no concern,” the Dealmaker said. “Now, do you wish to make another deal? To purchase something special?” 
 
    Ryun nearly chuckled, but he managed to contain himself. Instead, he shook his head. “Not now. Perhaps another time.” With that, he left the Dealmaker’s dimension. 
 
    He opened his eyes and found himself in the real world. He stood and took a deep breath. The air was cold, and he was far up the mountainside. The woods stretched all around him. A territory—his territory. It still wasn’t setting in. Ryun shook his head and turned around, jumping into the air again. Cubes formed beneath his feet and he leapt from cube to cube, covering an enormous distance in an instant. 
 
    Finally, he reached his destination. High up in the mountains near two peaks was a plateau, and it was covered with snow. At the edge of the plateau was a tall shrine. It was simple, just four pillars with a domed roof on top. Ryun dropped down from his cube, the gravity pulling him down, and then as he neared the ground he slowed until he landed gently on the snow. He walked forward even as he pulled an object from his storage. With the clear globe in his hand, he started walking. The aspects that the globe showed him were tier-2 Air and tier-2 Cold, but then as he got closer to the shrine, the Cold one changed into tier 3 and then 4 as he got even closer. Ryun could feel the temperature drop; it was so cold that he felt his clothes freeze and even his hair. It was an interesting feeling for him, since he wasn’t actually being hurt. Then, as he stepped even closer, the Cold aspect became tier 5. Now Ryun could feel his skin getting so cold that it might even hurt him eventually. 
 
    A tier-5 Cold aspect was supposed to be incredibly valuable, but Ryun wondered who would be strong enough to stand in this cold and harvest it. Anrosh hadn’t been all that quick when she had harvested the aspects for him. Then Ryun took another step, and entered the shrine proper. The aspect that the globe showed him changed again, this time showing him tier-6 Absolute Cold. Ryun immediately felt pain tingling his skin. His limbs were being sapped of their strength and he knew that he couldn’t survive in this place for long. He doubted that many would be able to stand in this place and harvest such an aspect. Anrosh could, perhaps, if she advanced a bit further. 
 
    Looking at the aspect, Ryun wondered if he should use his elixir and change his own. His had been tier 5 when he’d taken it in, and had advanced to tier 7 because of his Cultivation. He wondered if this one would advance even further. In the end, he decided that there was no point. His aspect would advance with him, and Void seemed incredibly powerful for an aspect. It even did something similar to what the Absolute Cold did. And Ryun knew that there were things that he hadn’t yet discovered about his aspect. 
 
    Another idea was forming inside of his head. He looked at the aspect listed on a window in front of the globe, and he smiled. He would need to push her a bit, but perhaps he could make something more of her, if she let him. 
 
    He put the globe back in his storage and then turned around. He left the shrine, and then walked over to the edge of the plateau. His territory stretched before him, and it was time for him to see everything that it had to offer. He jumped off the cliff and started to fall.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 80 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    True Death 
 
      
 
    Ryun raised his hand in an attempt to block the attack coming at his head. Unfortunately, it was a feint, and his opponent dropped low and his legs swiped Ryun’s. A moment later, Ryun’s face hit the mat. 
 
    “Crap,” he said as he slowly got to his feet. 
 
    “You still don’t pay attention, not as much as you are capable,” Jonas Reyes, Ryun’s teacher, said. 
 
    Ryun sighed as he looked at the older man. Jonas was in his late thirties, tall and fit, with black hair and brown eyes. He was wearing a kimono just like Ryun was, and they were in their town’s training room. It was a small structure, not much larger than a certain cabin. Jonas was a Cultivator, same as Ryun—one of the very few that Ryun had encountered out here in the wild. Ryun and Melody met him and his group while they were hunting in the mountains of what used to be Eastern Europe. Ryun didn’t know how the area had used to be, but now it was filled with mountain ranges and forests. 
 
    Jonas and his group had been the same as many in this new world. Brought together by the necessity of the Framework’s arrival, just like how Ryun and his friends had survived, so too had they. When Mel and Ryun encountered them, their small settlement had been under attack by a wolf pack. The two of them had stepped in and helped, and after fighting the monsters off, they were invited by the group to stay, in part because Ryun and Mel were stronger than them, but also because they were just good people. Their small village hadn’t been formed with the help of the Framework, with a Town Stone, but was just a settlement that they themselves had built. 
 
    Out of some thirty people, only five others were Cultivators. Most of the rest who had chosen the same path had died, and none were beyond Mid Mortal Realm. Ryun had grown tired of being told that Cultivators were weak, but he had heard enough stories and seen enough evidence to know that more Classers survived than Cultivators. Still, the small village had been far away in the mountains, several months’ worth of travel from where Ryun and Mel came from. They were isolated, away from the government, and so Ryun and Melody decided to stay and help them. 
 
    The people seemed eager to help in their hunts, unlike their previous community, and Ryun quickly came to like them. They spent the next few months with them, and they found that the surrounding area was filled with monsters to hunt and that they had most everything that they needed. Then they decided to make the village their permanent home. Already the people had put them in a leadership position and Ryun and Melody had a Town Stone that they’d looted on one of their hunts. 
 
    Melody used it and became Chief of their little settlement, and they started improving it. Now, nearly a year after they’d left Haven, and almost two years since the Framework had arrived, Ryun was content. His life was simple, but he was doing what he loved to do: he hunted monsters, and he got to spend time with Melody. 
 
    Also, he was getting his ass handed to him daily by Jonas. 
 
    “I know,” Ryun said in response to Jonas’s comment about him not paying attention. 
 
    Jonas was a Mid Mortal Realm Cultivator on the Path of the Falling Leaf. He was weaker than Ryun, as far as their stats and Cultivation were concerned. But it wasn’t so simple, as Jonas had spent the entirety of his life studying martial arts from a very young age. He studied a wide variety of martial arts, picking and choosing the best parts of every art to improve himself, and he was very good. 
 
    With the arrival of the Framework and the monsters that it brought, Jonas had used all of his previous experience to adapt his knowledge to fight the monsters. He had been very successful—he had survived. 
 
    Ryun had started learning from him, everything from combat with weapons like swords and knives to hand-to-hand combat. And even though Ryun had more stats, it was rare for him to defeat his teacher. If they were using their techniques, it was another story, but they rarely did. What Jonas was teaching him was how to fight, a martial art to supplement his techniques. And Ryun had gotten very good at it, if not quite at the level his teacher was. 
 
    “Another round?” Jonas asked. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “I can’t, I’m going hunting with Mel soon.” 
 
    Jonas nodded and then bowed to him. Ryun returned the bow and they walked off the mat. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Jonas asked. 
 
    “Past the Black Ridge,” Ryun answered. He didn’t know the real name of the ridge, if it even had one, but they had all been simply calling it the Black Ridge, after the dark color of the mountains. 
 
    “That is far,” Jonas said as they disrobed and started putting on their regular clothes. 
 
    “The monsters here are no longer giving us enough Essence,” Ryun said. Melody had reached level 36, and Ryun had managed to cycle through his core six times. The last time he had done so, he felt like the return hadn’t been as much as it had been the last time, so he decided to finally advance to the next Realm, but he needed more Essence for that. 
 
    “I know that telling you to be careful is useless, but remember what we worked on. A sword should be an extension of your body,” Jonas said. 
 
    “I will remember, and thank you for teaching me. I don’t say it enough, but your teachings have made me much stronger,” Ryun told him. He hadn’t advanced in a while, but with what Jonas had taught him, he had still been able to improve. Just knowing how to move, how to evade or roll, had been enough to save his life a dozen times. 
 
    “Without you and Mel, we wouldn’t have survived. It is the least I can do,” Jonas told him. 
 
     Ryun smiled, but didn’t answer. He wasn’t very comfortable with people thanking him, or even being around them in general. But he did like the people that he lived with—they were his friends. He excused himself and left the training building and walked into the small settlement. Their little village consisted out of a dozen or so buildings made out of simple wood, those were the cheapest ones that they could buy through their Town Interface. 
 
    “Hey, Ryun!” a loud voice called, and Ryun turned around to see an old and a short woman in her sixties. She smiled at him as he stopped and waited for her to catch up. 
 
    “Miss Reva, how can I help you today?” Ryun asked of the kindly woman. She was the one who, in reality, ran everything around the town: organizing food preparation, making sure that the other hunters were well supplied for their trips and so on. 
 
    “Well, Melody told me that you planned an extended trip, so I made sure to pack you something special!” she said as she extended a small backpack, pushing it into Ryun’s hands. 
 
    “Miss Reva, that isn’t necessary. Mel and I know how to survive on what we hunt,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Of course you know, but that doesn’t mean that you have to. Take it or I will get mad!” She glared at him with mock anger and Ryun sighed, taking the backpack. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ryun said. He had learned that trying to refuse her was harder than fighting boss monsters. 
 
    The old woman grinned and then slapped his shoulder. “Be careful out there. We still need you around here.” 
 
    Ryun inclined his head and then waved, walking away. It felt good to have a community that supported him, his decisions. They knew that hunting was dangerous, but they also knew that Mel and Ryun were good at it, and everyone else in the village hunted as well, even Miss Reva. Everyone pulled their weight, and everyone was capable of defending the village if monsters did attack. 
 
    Ryun walked on the simple cobbled street, people greeting him as he passed and him waving back. Finally, he reached his home, and peeked in. Mel was standing in the center of the living room, two backpacks prepared and ready, along with their weapons. She turned around, hearing him come in. 
 
    “You finished?” she asked with a smile on her face. 
 
    “I am, and look—Miss Reva put together something for us,” Ryun answered. 
 
    She shook her head and stepped closer, taking it in her arms. “So, we ready to go then?” 
 
    “We are,” Ryun said as he pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryun jumped to the side, evading a large snake snapping forward at him. As its head moved past him, he twisted his body and swiped upward with his sword, cutting the snake’s head off. The body fell to the ground, twitching and lashing out for a few moments before it settled. A little way over, Melody stabbed her spear into another snake from above, pinning it to the ground through its head. It twitched and then died, and Ryun finally allowed himself to relax. There were half a dozen dead snakes around them, every one of them level 32 or higher.  
 
    A chest appeared in the middle of the dead bodies, and Ryun approached it. 
 
    “What is it?” Mel asked as he opened it. 
 
    Inside the chest was a simple bracer that gave a boost to agility. It was an item best suited for Mel, so he gave it to her. 
 
    As she was putting it on she looked at him. “Is it enough?” she asked. 
 
    They had spent the last week and a half hunting monsters on their way to the top of the Black Ridge, and Ryun had accumulated a lot of Essence. He pulled up his screens, looked through his notifications and then at his Essence. He smiled—he finally had enough to advance. 
 
    “It is,” Ryun said and immediately dropped down to the ground, crossing his legs. 
 
    “You are doing it here?” she asked. 
 
    “No reason not to,” Ryun said. 
 
    Mel just shook her head, but didn’t comment. Ryun put his Essence into his core, filling it up, and then triggered the advancement. A warm sort of feeling came over him, spreading from his core outward.  
 
    And then it was over. He blinked and saw that he had new notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations, you have reached the Early Foundation Realm Stage on the Path of the Final End! 
    
  Rewards: 
  —New Path Perk available! 
  —New Title: Transcendent 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He blinked at the notification and then felt his heartbeat speed up. He had heard from both Zach and Melody about their perks, and he had been disappointed when he hadn’t gotten anything when he advanced. But now he had been granted a choice. He didn’t look at it closely as he first turned to look at his new title. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Transcendent 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to reach the Foundation Stage 
  
       	  +10% all stats, 100 000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Ryun whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” Mel asked. 
 
    Ryun couldn’t speak, so instead he just made his window visible and showed it to her. It was an incredible title. But the thing that made him lose his words was the fact that he was the first Cultivator in the world to advance so far. He hadn’t expected it, he had been advancing slowly, cycling before pushing forward. Yet the title didn’t lie. It just served to illustrate just how big of a disadvantage Cultivators had in this new world. 
 
    He turned back to his perk, taking a look at his three choices. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: Body Improvement 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of a Giant 
  
       	  Your body grows, your physical strength increases. Strength of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of Iron 
  
       	  Your skin is harder to pierce, your bones harder to break, your flesh harder to part. Strength of effect depends on endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Body of the River 
  
       	  Your body’s movements become more fluid, your reaction speed increases. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at his choices, and then consulted Mel on what would be the best pick for him. He was tempted by Body of a Giant simply because he couldn’t deny not wanting to be taller. But in the end, he decided on the Body of Iron. The reality was that he was behind the Classers, and he was weaker than most monsters. He needed more survivability. As soon as he picked the perk, he felt his body change, even though there were no physical alterations. He could just feel that he was tougher. And then he saw another new title. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  First Body of Iron 
  
       	  First Cultivator in the world to gain an improved body 
  
       	  +20 endurance, 10 000 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help but feel content. He had gotten even more stats, and finally he felt like he was catching up to the others. Then he noticed another notification, one of the ones he’d received as soon as he advanced. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation bonus (+10%) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Gain +10% effectiveness to all of your Qi related effects. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He blinked at that, and then checked his techniques. He saw that all of their effects had increased. He realized that he hadn’t been wasting his time by cultivating so much. That alone made him feel better for all the time he’d spent at the same stage. 
 
    Finally, he stood up and looked at Mel. 
 
    “Let’s find more monsters. I want to see how much stronger I am now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After two weeks of traveling and fighting monsters, the two of them finally reached the other side of the ridge. Monsters had all increased in power substantially, going from levels in the low thirties to the high thirties, but they didn’t have many issues. Ryun had given Melody some of the Essence that he cycled, so she leveled up another two levels, and was now level 38. The rest of his cycled Essence he kept in the small storage ring. Once they got back home he would distribute some to the rest of the people and use what was left to upgrade their town as well as equip themselves more effectively. 
 
    With his new perk, stats, and Cultivation bonus, he was much stronger. The effects of his perk alone were incredible. It was like he carried armor all the time—monsters that managed to strike at him did much less damage, and his skin was stronger, his bones tougher… It was incredible. 
 
    Eventually, however, they did slow down somewhat after they started encountering more powerful monsters, but they hadn’t planned on stopping until, one day, they realized something. 
 
    “The monsters have thinned out, a lot,” Melody commented one morning after they only encountered a few monsters the day before. 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Ryun added as they walked through the forest, still coming down the mountain’s side. 
 
    “You think we might find people?” Mel asked. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. So far the only areas where they’d encountered less monsters had been near places that people had established towns. But Ryun didn’t really know if he wanted to be more people. Sure, finding more survivors was always good, but he had found that interacting with strangers was always draining. Inevitably, they would want information about the rest of the world, and once they realized that there were safe havens they would ask for help getting there. It wasn’t that Ryun wanted to leave them alone, but he wasn’t like Zach, who felt like it was his responsibility to save everyone. Ryun wanted to hunt monsters with Mel, that was all that he cared about. 
 
    They continued walking for several hours without encountering another monster, until they stumbled upon a cave. Ryun paused in front of the entrance. He could feel something inside, he just didn’t know what it was or how to even classify the feeling. It was the first time he had felt anything like it. Melody stopped next to him, and from her posture Ryun could tell that she had felt the same thing. 
 
    Whatever it was, it made him hesitate. It was as if he was feeling something beyond himself, something grave and terrible, but there was also a sense of greatness and many more things that he couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    “What is that?” Melody whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ryun said slowly. “But I want to find out.” 
 
    “I don’t know how smart that is,” she told him. 
 
    “It could just be a monster,” Ryun said. 
 
    “If it is a monster, one that gives off that kind of a feeling…then I don’t think we should fight it,” Mel cautioned. 
 
    Ryun thought about it. He knew that the two of them were a good team, and he believed in their ability to prevail against strong monsters. Going in might not be smart, but things that held great rewards in this world rarely were. And while Ryun had managed to advance, he knew that he still had a long way to go before he could be strong enough to be able to survive in this world easily. 
 
    “I think that we should go,” Ryun whispered back. “Carefully.” 
 
    “I’m not necessarily against it, but if it turns out to be something we can’t handle, we are running away.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The two of them took their backpacks off and stashed them in front of the cave, then readied their weapons and checked their gear. Ryun had two rings that gave him bonus stats, his gear was all animal hides, drops from monsters which did give him some defensive stats. Melody wore light armor that they had purchased from the shop with Essence. It had cost them a lot, but Ryun knew that it was worth it. It gave her a bonus to speed, which was the basis of her build. 
 
    Ryun gripped his sword tightly and stepped forward, Melody walking next to him with her spear held ready. They entered into the cave’s opening, looking into the darkness. There was no sound to be heard, and the light was dim, but the opening let enough light in for them to see, and Ryun could see even more light in the distance. He didn’t know if the cave was just a tunnel, or if there were cracks in the ceiling that let the light in, but so far they didn’t need any light. 
 
    The cave’s corridor led slightly upward, and then twisted gently to the side. After a couple of minutes of walking, the light from behind them was no longer seen, but a pale light shone from ahead. The two walked slowly, taking great care to move silently, and checking their surroundings constantly. Finally, they reached the end, and stepped into a large cavern. The top of the chamber had a hole that let light in, illuminating the center of the cavern. Rocks and hollowed out areas filled with darkness surrounded the cavern. Ryun could see nothing around them, but looking at the shadows made him shiver. 
 
    Slowly they moved forward, into the center of the room, and looked around. The strange feeling had only intensified. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Ryun whispered. 
 
    “Me neither, but something is here,” Melody cautioned. The cavern was silent, eerily so, as if sound itself was scared to exist here. 
 
    And then the silence was broken, by a soft and melodic voice. “All paths are destined to meet ours. Yet fate has toyed with us now, dangling before us hope. Does it not, my dear Reaper?” 
 
    Ryun stiffened. The voice seemed to be coming from everywhere around them. And then another voice joined it, answering in a deep voice rumbling tone that was almost a growl. 
 
    “It does, my Scythe. We wither and fade, and here two come. But what worth do they have? The others all screamed.” 
 
    Ryun felt the voice pierce deep into his bones, like the first one, this one too seemed to come from everywhere at once. Ryun was frozen, and Melody next to him was the same. 
 
    “Will they go easily, like the others?” the melodic voice asked. 
 
    “No! Thrash! Flee!” the growling voice answered. 
 
    Ryun wanted to take the voice up on its advice, but he couldn’t make himself move.  
 
    Something was moving out of the shadow—and then a being stepped out of that shadow. Its skin was all white, as if it were made of marble, as were its horns. Its hair tied in a braid, accentuating a female form. On its face was a blank mask, with only holes for its eyes which were glowing blue. In its hands it held a Scythe that was as tall as it was. 
 
    Ryun glanced above it, and saw the little tag telling him what he was looking at. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Huntress: Scythe (Et) (???) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Ryun whispered. He had no idea what they had stumbled upon, but he had never before encountered a monster like it. It could talk, and he hadn’t ever even imagined that something like that was possible. 
 
    He raised his sword, the shock finally making him move. Melody did the same, the tip of her spear rising to point at the monster. 
 
    Ryun swallowed hard. “You can talk?” he asked, thinking that perhaps they didn’t need to fight. If the monsters were intelligent, perhaps they could get out of this. 
 
    “We are part of all, one of the Aspects of Reality itself,” the melodic voice of the Scythe answered. “And all things—” 
 
    “—are ours to take,” the other voice finished in a growl. Then a piece of shadow next the Scythe moved, and a four-legged monster became discernible. Ryun couldn’t tell what it was, only that it was a tall as the first monster, and that its head was wolf-like. It, too, had a mask on top of its head, with red eyes glowing through. The rest of its body was darker than even the shadows around it, as if it was a hole of nothingness. 
 
    Ryun looked at the new monster, seeing its tag. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper (Et) (???) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “We’re sorry,” Ryun started quickly. “We didn’t mean to trespass.” 
 
    “It matters not,” the Scythe said. “All things that draw breath—” 
 
    “—meet us,” the Reaper finished, and then it tilted its large head. “Or do they? We are becoming weaker with every passing moment.” 
 
    “We were never meant for this place,” the Scythe said. “They gave us breath, created us, and then sought to end us. To return us to oblivion.” 
 
    “But we tricked them!” the Reaper said excitedly. 
 
    Ryun blinked, the two seemed to have forgotten that Ryun and Melody were there, and he took a step back. Melody saw and followed. 
 
    “Trick them we did, my dear Reaper. But now we fade, and without us our purpose ends as well,” the Scythe lamented. 
 
    “What to do? What to do?” the Reaper wailed. 
 
    “There are two others before us, two who belong here,” the Scythe said, its eyes fixing back on the intruders. 
 
    Ryun and Melody froze as the monsters’ attention turned back to them. 
 
    “But they are weak! Like the others!” the Reaper yelled. 
 
    “We wither. There is no time left,” the Scythe argued, her voice filled with sorrow. 
 
    “We must test them! See if they understand,” the Reaper growled. 
 
    “And so we shall, my dear Reaper,” the Scythe replied. 
 
    “One last chase!” the Reaper called, and then it jumped off the rock and into the light. It was a massive monster, a wolf the size of a horse. The Scythe jumped a moment later, joining it. 
 
    Ryun understood that there would be no running away now, and he didn’t think that trying would serve to do anything but get them killed faster. “I’ll take the wolf,” Ryun whispered. 
 
    “Right,” Mel said, agreeing. Her spear would be a better match against the large scythe that the other monster was using. 
 
    “They stay!” the Reaper yelled. 
 
    “Eternal Rest calls for you,” the Scythe sang to them. “But will you answer its call this time?” 
 
    And then, before Ryun or Melody could react the monsters attacked. 
 
    Ryun jumped to the side as the Reaper surged forward, his sword coming up as he tried to score a hit on its side. His sword met the body and bounced off. The Reaper turned, its jaws snapping at him, and Ryun jumped back, settling into his breathing form. His base technique, {Empower}, filled him and he felt his stats surge upward, and with his new Cultivation bonus the effect was stronger than it used to be. He moved out of the way of the Reaper’s following strike, and snapped forward with his sword, forcing it to move back. 
 
    On the other side of the cavern, he saw Melody dancing with the other monster. Its Scythe twirled around it, snapping out in wide and powerful strikes. But Ryun didn’t have much time to worry about Mel, as the wolf jumped at him again and he was forced to get out of the way. 
 
    “You fight the inevitable, why?” the Reaper asked. “All things should accept their end.” 
 
    “Because this isn’t my end,” Ryun answered hotly. 
 
    “It is not you who decides,” the Reaper replied, and then swiped at him with his claws, faster than Ryun could respond to. 
 
    He managed to put his sword in front and blocked, but the monster was far stronger than him. Its claws bit into his shoulder, piercing even his strengthened skin, and threw him across the room. He struck a stone wall and fell to the ground, his arm non-responsive and agony spreading from the wound. 
 
    He rolled to his back, tried to move, but a moment later the monster was there, its paw pressing down on his chest. 
 
    “See? You are no match for me,” the Reaper said. 
 
    A moment later Mel fell down next to him, and the other monster appeared above her, the scythe in her hands pressed against Mel’s throat. 
 
    “None ever are, my dear Reaper,” the Scythe said. 
 
    Ryun looked at the monster above him. It was so much stronger than him it wasn’t even fair. He just knew that it could’ve snuffed him out in an instant. He looked at it, at the blank wooden mask and the glowing eyes staring down at him. And then he saw. Its body was flaking, falling apart—the shadows had obscured the reality. It was thin, bone and flesh, and he remembered what the two spoke about. It was dying, it was weakening, and still it could play with him as if he were a child. 
 
    He glanced next to him and saw that the other monster looked the same. Its marble white skin had cracks in it, pieces falling out. Both monsters were dying. 
 
    And yet they were much stronger than either of them. Ryun and Mel were going to die. He knew it, the monsters knew it. He had decided to live his life this way, to go out and hunt. He had always known that it could end this way. He extended his right hand, and finding Mel’s, he looked at her and she turned meeting his eyes. He smiled as he squeezed her hand. 
 
    Then they both turned to look at their own monster. He took a deep breath and waited for it to kill him, to end him. But the monsters didn’t move—they just watched them. 
 
    “Do you see?” the Reaper said after a while glancing at the Scythe. “They understand!” 
 
    “They do. All things have an end, and they do not wail against it,” the Scythe replied. 
 
    “But they are still weak!” 
 
    “They are young. We are as old as everything. Older than everything, perhaps.” 
 
    “But is this the time for our end?” 
 
    “We wither regardless. Better that what we are remains,” the Scythe said. 
 
    “I do not know if I can do this,” the Reaper said, its voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “Neither do I, my dear Reaper,” the Scythe told him. 
 
    Ryun was incredibly confused, but he didn’t dare say anything. He didn’t know what the two monsters were talking about, but so far they seemed to be debating letting them go. 
 
    “All things have an end. Why not us, as well?” the Reaper added, and then it turned to the Scythe. Leaning its head into the Scythe’s hand, she patted him on his head.  
 
    A moment later, something happened. Both monsters started to glow, their forms coming apart until they were just glowing forms of energy: the Scythe white, and the Reaper black. And then the two forms surged down into Ryun and Melody. The black energy entered his chest and Ryun felt something get inside of him—he felt a massive pressure as a presence that was so far beyond anything that he could even comprehend threatened to crush him.  
 
    And then a voice spoke in his head. 
 
    “I go to the Eternal Rest. All that I am dies a true death. I welcome the oblivion, knowing that my purpose remains with you,” the voice of the Reaper echoed in Ryun’s head. “Hunt well,” and then it faded away. Ryun felt something, a finality to the event. The Reaper was gone, dead. 
 
    Ryun blinked and sat up. His arm was healed, and notifications were flashing in the corner of his eye. But he ignored them and turned to look at Mel. She was in the same state as he was, her eyes wide open in shock. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she asked, and her voice echoed in his head. Ryun grimaced at the intensity, and then he looked at her with his eyes wide as well. 
 
    “What?” she asked, thankfully this time just out loud. 
 
    “I heard you in my head,” Ryun said. 
 
    Melody frowned, and then looked at him closely. Ryun took the time to gather himself, and he realized that he could actually feel Mel there next to him, as if she was a part of him. 
 
    Quickly he turned to his notifications and looked at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Incompatible presence detected — Eternal Hunters: Twin Aspects of True Death 
  Integrating… 
  Error… 
  Compensating… 
  Eternal Hunters: Twin Aspects of True Death Essence integrated. 
  Unique Perk gained: 
  —Eternal Hunter: Reaper 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked at the notification, barely comprehending what he was reading. Immediately he moved on, looking at the new perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper (Unique Perk)  
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two, and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Hunter Aura: when active, you gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. Nearby enemies suffer -25% to all regenerative effects and -25% to total stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to you, and the other half to the Scythe. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun gaped at the perk. It was incredibly powerful. He was still struggling to process what had happened when Melody gasped and then made her perk screen visible to him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eternal Huntress: Scythe (Unique Perk)  
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two, and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain the ability to sense death. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Huntress Aura: when active, you gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. Nearby enemies have +25% to all power requirements and they suffer -25% to their speed. Half of the drained speed is granted to you, and the other half to the Reaper. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The two of them spent the next few minutes just staring at their screens, until finally they decided to move. They were still in monster territory, and just because they somehow managed to survive it didn’t mean that they could let their guard down. They looked around the cave. There was no chest with drops, but Ryun didn’t even know if the two were really monsters, in any case they hadn’t killed them. Something else had happened, and neither Ryun nor Melody knew what exactly transpired. 
 
    They found a small hollowed-out room in the cavern, and there they found a book. Because of the Framework, they could easily understand it—it was a journal of some kind, written by hand. They didn’t spend a lot of time reading, but instead they put it in their storage and then left. The place no longer had the same feeling it did before, but it was a reminder of just how close to death they came. 
 
    “That was…” Ryun started, but he couldn’t finish. 
 
    “Stupid,” Melody said. “We should’ve left the cave alone.” 
 
    Ryun sighed, nodding his head. They had survived, but only on a whim of their opponents. He had seen their state, knew that they were dying. He realized that they had passed something on to them, an aspect of true death. He didn’t know what the two had been, but somehow he did understand. They were more than monsters—they had been an aspect of nature, of reality. They had been Death. Stories about a personification of death flashed through his mind, and Ryun theorized that they’d had to have been something like that. 
 
    He didn’t know why they passed on their power to them, but he was thankful. Their power had made him even more powerful. 
 
    The two of them gathered the things they stashed outside of the cavern, and headed away from the cave. They needed to rest, but they weren’t about to make camp near the cave. As they walked, the sun slowly dipped, but Ryun’s mind was still consumed with the two monsters.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 81 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Emeros 
 
      
 
    Zach looked up at the night sky as he and Griss passed from one territory to another. He watched carefully, trying to see the change. It happened in an instant. One moment the stars surrounding the moon were in the shape of a shield, and a moment later they changed into that of a crown made out of blue stars. He was still not used to the odd sky, to the moon that doubled as a sun and the stars that showed what territory one was in, but he could admit that it was a way to easily tell one’s location. 
 
    Griss and Zach led their mounts down the mountain pass and into the valley. The tough animals looked like a cross between a horse and a bull. They were wide and muscular, tall and strong enough to carry a drake with full armor on, which Zach thought impressive. Their heads were wider than horses, but just as long, and they had impressive tusks growing out of their mouths. The two of them had been riding them for the past two months, ever since they reached the “core” of civilization, as Griss explained it, and Zach had to agree. He really had no idea about the size of this world, or rather its settled area. When they had departed from the frontier territories, it had taken them almost three months to get to what Griss called a border territory, which was to say a territory that was on the outskirts of the core. The city that was their destination was large, as large as any of the major pre-Framework cities on Earth. Filled with all kinds of people, different races, occupations, it was diverse in a way that Zach had never really seen before—yet that city had been just a simple border city. 
 
    From there they had taken a portal gate to one of the cities in the core, and that was when Zach realized the sheer size of this world, the amount of people. The portal gate had cost quite a bit of Essence, two thousand Greater Essence for the two of them, which was a big chunk of Zach’s part of the reward for the contract they had completed. Zach had asked Griss if it was worth it for them to use the portal instead of just going on foot, and in response the drake had just laughed. That was when he found out that the portal gate had allowed them to cross almost ten thousand kilometers in an instant. The trip on foot would’ve taken them around a year with good mounts. Zach had agreed that 2,000 Greater Essence was a fair price for that trip.  
 
    But then they had arrived in the core, and Zach saw a real city for the first time. Mountain Home, a city built along a long mountain range and extending deep inside it, was beyond anything that he had ever imagined. Griss didn’t know how many people lived there, but from what Zach could see he estimated tens of millions. 
 
    That led into more lessons from Griss, about the size of the explored territories of the Infinite Realm, about the population of the core, the different factions and more. There were many more people in the Infinite Realm than there had been on Earth during its height. It was strange for Zach to imagine, as he knew that only 10,000 Rankers came to the Infinite Realm from every race, and with nine races that allowed for the maximum of 90,000 people per iteration, but Griss had explained.  
 
    Reproduction was impossible on the old worlds after the Framework arrived, which Zach was already aware of, but the Infinite Realm had no such restriction and birthrates inevitably skyrocketed when the Rankers arrived to the new world, and different races had different birthrates. Some, like the skreen, exploded with hundreds of thousands being born in the first year, whereas others like the cthul barely cracked a few thousand new births. There were potions in the shop that could speed the process up, however, and by the time the second Iteration arrived, the numbers of the first arrivals had already tripled, even with all the deaths that came with them trying to survive in the wild new world. 
 
    With ten years between the first three Iterations, the numbers kept growing, the new Iterations arriving in the area that was made safe by those who had arrived before them. The next set of Iterations arrived five hundred years after the first set of three, again with ten years between them. Zach’s Iteration was the Seventh one, and it had been five hundred years since the Sixth Iteration arrived. One thousand and forty years since the First Iteration arrived. The world population had reached truly insane heights, almost too high for Zach to wrap his mind around, but it was undeniable. The Infinite Realm might be a cruel and brutal place, but life couldn’t be so easily stopped. The Framework provided help, too, assuming that you had the Essence to pay for it.  
 
    On their trip, he saw most of the races that lived in the Infinite Realm, save for two, the cthul and the skreen. From Griss’s lessons he learned that cthul were somewhat feared by the others, mostly because of their appearance. And they didn’t have great numbers, their reproduction rate was low and not as many of them managed to become Rankers on their old worlds and reach the Infinite Realm. They had more of a presence in the larger cities near the core. 
 
    But the skreen were far more interesting. According to Griss, they were a race of insectoids that usually kept to themselves. They had hives instead of cities, and each hive was independent, meaning that they even warred against one another constantly. While they had an incredible reproduction rate, the average skreen was generally far weaker than average warriors from other races. They preferred to attack in numbers, sacrificing many of their people to achieve a goal, instead of relying on people that were more powerful. The other interesting thing about them seemed to be that they lacked something, and that because of that they generally had simple Classes and paths. But while the majority of their people were like that they did have a few champions, people that were incredibly powerful. 
 
    The reason why Griss focused on the skreen was because Zach was likely to encounter them, since a hive-held territory next to that where the Citadel resided. 
 
    While Zach was thinking of all the new things he had learned, and about the reality of the Infinite Realm, their mounts led came around a bend, and the view forward was no longer obscured by mountains. Instead, Zach could see straight down into a vast valley, the moonlight covering everything with a pale light, but it was the bright lights filling the valley that showed him its real size. 
 
    Zach could do nothing but gape for a long minute. Griss let him just look for a while before he spoke. 
 
    “The city of Emeros, capital of the Elder’s Kingdom. It is an impressive sight,” the drake said. 
 
    Zach looked at the sea of tiny lights filling the valley. A city that stretched as far as he could see, like any modern one on Earth, looked at from a distance. It was the same, except somehow even more impressive. And further away in the distance, he saw white walls illuminated by light at their base. Behind them grew a castle, and from the center a tall tower: the Citadel of the Wardens, the headquarters of the group that safeguarded the laws between the many different factions in this world. 
 
    “Ah.” Griss sighed. “It’s been a while since I returned home.” 
 
    “You called this the Elder’s Kingdom?” Zach asked a moment later. 
 
    Griss nodded. “We don’t hold actually important territory. We do have some, small territories under our rule, but they are mostly our training grounds and support territories. We have deals with most factions that allow us to work in their territories, however. Here, we have a deal with the Elder—we use his territory as our headquarters, and in return we police and protect their territory.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that clash with our neutrality?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Not really, as the Elder’s Kingdom is neutral itself. They don’t involve themselves in conflicts with other factions. It makes this territory a trading hub as well as a place where everyone can negotiate fairly. Emeros is also known as the City of Embassies. Every important faction has a representative here,” Griss answered. 
 
    Zach nodded his head. It did make sense; he knew just how brutal the Infinite Realm was from Griss’s lessons, and even from his own experiences. Having embassies in rival territories wouldn’t work, as there were no agreed upon laws regarding diplomatic immunity, no large governing body that could oversee everything. The wardens were the closest thing, and there was no way for them to enforce something like that, not in a world where there were monsters capable of destroying entire armies by themselves. It was only the fact that these powerful individuals kept one another in check that allowed for some semblance of order between the various factions. “This Elder, who is he?” 
 
    “This Kingdom’s ruler, the Elder King. He is a High Ranker from the Second Iteration, one of the most powerful beings in the world,” Griss said. 
 
    “What is his focus?” 
 
    “He is primarily a Classer, but you will learn soon enough about the nuances of that,” Griss told him. 
 
    Zach looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Griss glanced at him, his lips pulling up to show a row of sharp teeth in a smile. “I didn’t tell you before, mostly because I am not an expert, but once we reach the Citadel and you are accepted as a warden you will be given a lot of resources. Part of that is knowledge of how to best focus your powers and advance. Most people in these parts are Classers, but that usually means that they are using their Essence primarily to increase their levels, but they are still putting some into their other focuses, as you have done. But your focus can be in different degrees.  
 
    “For example, I am a Classer with a 80-20 split. I put most of my Essence in my Class, and the rest into my Cultivation path, using skills to complete my build. The Citadel has a lot of knowledge of various Classes, how to best build them, how to focus your stats, how to get specific perks. No one is going to force you to use that knowledge, of course—what you do with your own Essence is your business. But I would urge you to make use of what the Citadel offers.” 
 
    Zach wasn’t really surprised. Even on Earth, they’d had something similar. People who had advanced further would write down their experiences, letting those who came after have a better understanding of what they could expect. “Do you follow any of those guides?” Zach asked him. 
 
    “I do. My build is well-documented, one that many wardens make use of. Of course I have added my own spin to it, as almost every warden does. My titles are not the same as everybody else's and I don’t have the same skills,” Griss said. 
 
    Zach didn’t comment. Instead, he grew thoughtful as their mounts led them down the mountainside. It was true that he didn’t have a clear goal in how he built his power, which he realized now was a mistake on his part. But for so long, he’d only had one goal: to catch up to the monster that had killed so many people, Zach’s family included. But now, for the first time in a long time, he had an opportunity to take a slower path, to build up his power properly. He knew the moment when he realized just how massive this world was, how many people there were, that he would not find Ryun easily. This world had little in the way of centralized government, no means of spreading information quickly. 
 
    He was still glad he’d decided to join the wardens, even though he had acted rashly. Arriving to a new world was disorienting, and Zach always functioned better when there was a structure around him that he could rely on. 
 
    Once they got down from the mountain, Griss led them toward the city, and not up the path that led to the Citadel in the distance. Zach frowned and spoke up. 
 
    “Are we not going to the Citadel?” 
 
    Griss shook his head. “It’s late, we won’t get there until morning. Better that we get some rest in the city and head out tomorrow. Also, there are a few more things that I want to speak with you about before we go there.” 
 
    Zach had no reason to complain, and Griss did know better than him. The drake led them to the massive city gates, and Zach had to twist his head up to see the top of the walls from the base. The walls were enormous, at least four stories high, and made out of gray stone that was somehow smooth. The gate they approached was open, and Zach was even surprised to see that there was traffic entering the gate in the form of carriages and wagons pulled by many different kinds of animals. The guards at the gate were wearing gray plate armor and each had a shield fastened on their back and a long sword on their hip. 
 
    Griss led Zach past all the people waiting to gain entry and headed straight for one of the guards. 
 
    “Hey!” the guard called after he noticed them. “Back of the line!” 
 
    In response Griss just pulled out his warden badge and showed it to the man. The guard glanced at it, then sighed before waving for them to wait. He turned around, walking out to the small guard station built into the wall under the gate. He entered and came out a few moments later holding a small wand-like object in his hand. 
 
    Once he walked back toward them, he gestured to Griss. “Let me see.” 
 
    Griss extended his hand down from his mount and the man touched the badge with his wand. It glowed white and the guard nodded, waving them through without another word. 
 
    Zach waited until they were a bit further away before he spoke. “I assume that that is in order to check if it was real or not?” 
 
    “Yes. Impersonators are rare because the punishment is high, but it does happen occasionally. Anyway, your badge will only be checked when you take a contract, return it, or you enter one of the big cities,” Griss said and Zach noticed that he had tied his badge on his belt, so that it hung loosely and was clearly visible. 
 
    They lapsed into silence again and Griss led them through the streets of the city, clearly having his destination in mind. Zach kept his eyes on the new sights. Seeing so many people was not only shocking, but it also brought with it many of memories. The lampposts illuminating the streets were tall and sculpted as if they were a piece of art, growing out of the paved street and twisting upward until an umbrella-like head hung at the top casting pale light down. It wasn’t firelight, and from what Zach could see it appeared like the umbrella was made out of some kind of a gem.  
 
    The city didn’t seem to be in any way slowed by the fact that it was night, but Zach knew that with greater stats came the ability to stay awake for longer, so it did make sense. The buildings were spread out, each sitting by itself on a patch of land, with small yards in front, each meticulously kept. Some had gardens, strange flowers arranged in strange patterns, while others had statues, or colored pavement. 
 
    Most of the buildings around them were shops, and most catered to fabrics from what Zach could see. Griss had them turn a corner and go down a smaller street with less people walking about. They continued on for what seemed close to an hour, which allowed Zach to get a better feel for the city. There was a heaviness around it, and an age. He could tell that everything around him was old, in a way that very few things on post-Framework Earth had been. But for all that age, everything was well kept. He saw no littering, no equivalent of graffiti, and everything seemed to be orderly and clean. 
 
    Finally, Griss led them to a section of the city where there were many residential buildings, and among them, nestled in a backyard corner, was their destination.  
 
    It was a three-story building that looked like it was made out of white bricks. Attached to the side was a stable, which was where Griss headed. A drake child was sitting on a chair below the roof of the stable and snoring. Griss dismounted and Zach followed his lead, and then the drake walked over to the child and coughed loudly. 
 
    The child’s eyes snapped open and he looked around himself quickly. “Sorry, sir! I’ll get—huh? Uncle Griss!” The child’s face went from embarrassed and scared to joyful in an instant, and he jumped up into Griss’s embrace. 
 
    “Sleeping on the job, I see!” Griss laughed as he hugged his nephew and then let him down. 
 
    The kid’s eyes widened. “Please don’t tell mom, Uncle Griss, she’s going to kill me. She already warned me once.” 
 
    Griss, still laughing, said, “Take care of our mounts and I’ll think about it.” 
 
    The kid looked around and saw Zach for the first time, then bowed his head sheepishly and moved to grab the reins of Griss’s mount. 
 
    “Zach, this is my nephew Telliss, my sister’s son.” 
 
    Zach smiled and shook the kid’s hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Telliss.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but be reminded of his own family, his daughter. He had lost everything on Earth, and sometimes just remembering hurt too much. He shook his head and pushed his thoughts aside. The young drake took the mounts into the stable, and Griss led Zach into what he now knew was an inn. They stepped through the wooden doors and Zach was immediately assaulted by a variety of smells; for a moment, it was as if he had been transported to a place he hadn’t thought about for a long time. Scents of freshly baked goods mingled with rich aromas that he couldn’t recognize, his ears were assaulted by clinking of glasses, scratching of plates, and all of it was framed by a jumble of conversations all building upon one another in a loud crescendo. 
 
    Zach looked around, seeing a large room filled with tables and chairs, along with people of all kinds sitting and talking, laughing, eating and drinking. He saw a minotaur in a corner exclaiming loudly as they brought their massive mug against the table, spilling its contents all around. 
 
    In another corner a Karura spread their wings and knocked a glass out of the hands of a Demasi sitting at the next table. The demon-looking man stood up and shouted, pointing his finger at the Karura, who screeched back. 
 
    And then a tall, red-scaled drake woman, wearing an apron, walked out of a doorway that seemed to be leading to the kitchen. She saw the brewing fight and grabbed hold of an empty wooden mug on the bar next to her. She pulled her hand back and then threw the mug at the Demasi, the spinning wood smashing into the man’s head and making him sit back down on his chair. 
 
    “No fighting, or I swear by the Dealmaker I’ll make you all regret it! Understood?” The drake woman’s voice thundered making even Zach wince at its intensity. The room quieted, and the subdued answers echoed around the room. 
 
    Griss exploded into laughter, and then started walking toward the woman. “You never change, do you, Beriss?” 
 
    The woman saw him, and her face changed from a thundering scowl to an expression of joy. She walked up and the two embraced. 
 
    “I didn’t know that you were coming back! Weren’t you supposed to be gone for another year?” she asked. 
 
    “Something came up,” Griss said with a smile on his face. Then he turned to Zach and gestured for him to come closer. “This is Zach, my new partner. Zach, this is my sister, Beriss.” 
 
    Zach bowed his head respectfully, but the woman just laughed and pulled him into a hug. “Any friend of Grissy is like family! He doesn’t have many friends, so we need to be extra inviting to those he does have, so that they don’t run away,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “If you stopped hugging them, maybe they wouldn’t be running away,” Griss broke in. 
 
    Beriss chuckled and then opened her hands wide. “Welcome to the Redscale Inn! Any friend of Grissy is more than welcome.” 
 
    Zach couldn’t help but smile at the woman’s enthusiasm. He looked around and saw that the customers had returned to their prior level of revelry, and he couldn’t help but feel the warm atmosphere, the inviting nature of the hostess, the people around him. It had been a long time since he had felt like this, and he allowed himself to feel it fully, leaving his thoughts of the past aside.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 82 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    High Ranker 
 
      
 
    Zach woke with the dawn, his eyes open and staring at the ceiling. Consciousness always came like that for him: an instant transition. He had trained himself for it. Being alert was the only way to survive the Framework. His head turned and he found himself in a small room, in a comfortable bed, the light of day shining through the open window and the quiet chatter of the city outside was filling the air. 
 
    He was tense, his hand ready to pull his sword from storage and fight, but there was no danger around him. He remembered last night, sitting in the warm room of the inn, drinking with Griss as people around him did the same. It was strange. He hadn’t been in such an atmosphere in years. The people in the inn had no worries. They were just…living their lives, like how it used to be on Earth, before the Framework had changed things. Zach had seen this on their trip. The frontier had been more what he had been expecting, people fighting monsters, but the further they went from the frontier and back to the core the more he saw the change. This was the only world that most of these people had ever known. They were not striving to survive, were not lamenting what they had lost. The Infinite Realm was their home, and it reminded Zach too much of his own. 
 
    Oh, it was different, incredibly so—the different races, the lack of technology, the desire for everyone to get stronger. The culture was vastly different, but it was still in some way at least civilized, except for the fact that the Framework controlled everything. He had seen many things since he had arrived in this world, things that Earth’s version of the Framework didn’t have. Half of it all he didn’t understand, but he knew that he needed to learn it. 
 
    Last night had been something that he had needed. Being relaxed, hearing the many voices in the background speaking in tones that were not tainted with worry, had been pleasant. Zach had forgotten what it felt like. Neither he nor Griss had spent a lot of time drinking before retiring to their rooms, having agreed to leave for the Citadel in the morning.  
 
    Zach stood, found his clothes on the chair next to the bed, and slowly dressed before walking over to the window and looking out. The sun was directly above them, as it always was in this world, by its brightness he estimated that it was still early morning. He looked around, seeing people walking up and down the street in front of the inn. The city seemed quieter than it had been last night, perhaps a short respite before it woke again, even for people who didn’t need to sleep as much it was necessary from time to time. 
 
    He took a deep breath and walked out of the room, heading up the hallway and then down the stairs to the common room. The tables were mostly empty, he saw, and everything was surprisingly clean. He wondered how that was possible, as the sheer amount of spilled drinks last night would’ve taken ages to clean.  
 
    But then again, this was a world where everyone had power. 
 
    His arrival was noticed by Griss’s sister, Beriss who was putting down chairs from their place on top of the tables. She smiled at him and gestured to one table that already had its chairs lowered. 
 
    “Good morning! Take a seat. I’ll have breakfast ready soon!” she said. 
 
    Zach greeted her in turn and then walked by the free table, joining her to help put the rest of the chairs down. She raised an eyebrow covered with bony ridges, but didn’t comment. Once they were finished, Zach took a seat at a table and she walked into the kitchen. Soon enough, sounds of cooking reached his ears as well as scents that made his stomach growl. 
 
    The entrance to the inn opened and Griss walked in. He saw Zach and walked over taking a seat across from him. “Morning,” Griss said. 
 
    “You got up early,” Zach commented. 
 
    The drake nodded his head. “I sent a message ahead to the Citadel that we are coming today.” 
 
    Zach tilted his head. The two of them had stopped occasionally at Adventurers Guilds for Griss to send messages and read the responses, so he knew that the drake was in touch with his fellow wardens. “Oh?” 
 
    Griss met his eyes. “I should explain. As I said last night, there are some things we should talk about.” 
 
    Zach gestured with his hand. “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, you are now a trainee serving under me. I have informed the Citadel of this, of course. But for you to become a full warden… Well, that is a bit more complicated. First, most of our recruits are young, and we are the ones who raise them up, help them advance and teach them. You are not, but while cases such as yours are not common, they do happen. There is something that you must do before you are allowed into our ranks.” 
 
    “What?” Zach asked. 
 
    “There is…a test, of sorts. People like you, whose loyalties we cannot be certain of, need to pass it. Now, because you are a Ranker of the Seventh Iteration, there is little for you to be worried about, as you couldn’t be involved with any other faction. Still, you being a Ranker brings other problems. You don’t know this world, the politics, the laws, the nuances. I have sent in recommendations that we be put together so that I may teach you, but…well, someone higher up wants to speak with you before they sign off on anything.” 
 
    “Who, and for what purpose?” Zach inquired, though it didn’t really bother him as much as it seemed to bother Griss. 
 
    “Well, the why is probably because you are a Ranker, and because I informed them where I found you. That has never happened before, and no Ranker that has just arrived has been as strong as you. They will want to know everything about how something like that happened.” 
 
    Zach nodded as he started to understand. “Ah, so they want to know my story?” 
 
    Griss nodded. “I haven’t shared anything but the bare minimum with the Citadel, just that you are a Ranker from the Seventh Iteration and that you didn’t appear in the arrival area with the others.” 
 
    Zach nearly smiled at Griss’s tone. People in this world were extremely secretive when it came to their power, and he could see that Griss felt like telling his superiors even that was a breach of privacy, but it didn’t really matter to Zach. 
 
    “It’s fine, Griss,” he said, and saw the drake relax immediately. “So, who is it that wants to speak with me?” 
 
    The drake’s expression changed immediately, and Zach was surprised to see fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi, the leader of the wardens,” Griss said. 
 
    Zach blinked. He hadn’t thought that his situation warranted such attention.  
 
    But before he could ask anything else, Beriss came out of the kitchen with two plates filled with steaming food. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After breakfast the two of them left the inn, mounted their hillasi mounts and started for the Citadel. As they walked, Zach looked at the city around him. Seeing it in daylight was much more impressive. The buildings were all extremely well built. Stone of different colors had been crafted together, and fabrics draped over them to make them seem even more rich and vibrant. They walked down a street that had curtains stretched between the buildings, but pulled on either side so that people could walk through. Awnings and canopies stretched from one side of the street to the other creating shade beneath them. 
 
    Most of the territories they had walked through had a mild climate. He had only rarely seen one where there were even rainclouds, and only one with the snow, but he was told that climates changed from territory to territory, and that they were constants. Another little quirk of this world that Zach wasn’t used to. 
 
    It took them an hour to leave the city, and once they did, Zach could see a massive construction undertaking just outside the walls. Griss noticed him looking with interest, so he explained. 
 
    “The city expansion. It happens every ten or so years, as the city’s population is always growing,” Griss told him. 
 
    Zach was already impressed by the size of the city they had just left, and Griss had told him last night that there were almost eighty million people living there or in the near vicinity of the city. As they went up the road leading to the citadel, he noticed that there were far fewer travelers heading the same way or coming from their destination. But seeing how they were mostly alone and had some privacy, Zach decided to ask Griss a few questions. 
 
    “So, what is your leader like?” Zach asked. 
 
    Griss looked startled by the question, and didn’t answer immediately. 
 
    “I do not have personal experience with her. I have met her only twice: once when I got my warden’s badge at the ceremony, and later when I was part of a group that took down one of the top bounties. Both meetings were short affairs. But everyone knows about Yirrel Annsi, the Bulwark of the Deep.” 
 
    “Not me,” Zach replied. 
 
     Griss’s mouth turned into a smile for a split moment, and then he shook his head. “No, not you, I guess.” He took a deep breath and then continued. “She is a High Ranker, one of the very few.” 
 
    “A High Ranker?” Zach inquired. 
 
    “Anyone not born in the Infinite Realm is a Ranker. That title usually carries with it a certain weight, a strength—but Rankers who have just arrived aren’t as strong as the people who have had lived in the Infinite Realm for longer. They are respected regardless because they were strong enough to survive the old world and come here, and they have a drive that not many of those born here have. For that reason alone, they usually gain strength rapidly. So, any Ranker who had lived for a time in the Infinite Realm is always powerful—those who survive, at least.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Rankers are used to throwing themselves into danger, used to hunting monsters and gaining strength. It is all that most of them know how to do. So they do the same here,” Griss answered. Zach understood what he meant. He himself felt the same way. He wanted to grow stronger, and he had chosen to do that with the wardens. 
 
    “But a High Ranker is something different,” Griss continued. “A High Ranker is a person who stands at the top of the power scale in the entire Infinite Realm, people whose names are known across the world, who hold incredible power. Most who ranked among them are from the First or the Second Iteration, although there are some from others. The numbers change constantly, of course—these are not gentle people, there are around one hundred people who are considered High Rankers in the Infinite Realm. But even among the High Rankers, there are tiers. The Head of the Adventurers Guild—the Axe Lord, Venges Darkhoof—who is said to be able to cleave a mountain with a single swipe of his weapon. The Champion of the Triumphant Hive—Trklak, the Horde Itself—whose power allows him to control other skreen as if they were an extension of his body. The Head of the Miners Guild—Gemheart, the Unbroken—who digs deep down beneath the ground, caring only for his metals and not for the things above. They say that he fights monster horrors that live deep beneath the ground which has no end. The head of the Golden Sky Sect—Awirren Goldenfeather, the Golden Phoenix—is said to be able to inflict wounds that cannot ever be healed.” 
 
    Griss paused and turned in his saddle. “These alone are monsters, people far beyond anyone else.” 
 
    Zach felt a shiver come through him. The way he described them was exactly how the people of Earth had described Ryun: as a monster who could not be stopped. 
 
    “But,” Griss continued, “even among such monsters, there are those who are…more, beyond even the other High Rankers. People like the Grey Horde, Queen of the Triumphant Hive, who could sneeze and level mountains. People like Zenker Brokentail, the Wandering Drake, who alone battled the armies of the First and Second Iteration, and slaughtered them all. And it is among these titans that the leader of the wardens belongs. The Bulwark of the Deep, Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi, is… When you stand before her, it is like you are standing before a mountain that fills the sky. Unmovable, unbreakable, unimaginable. I’ve stood before three High Rankers in my life, and I have never been the focus of their attention, but simply seeing them is understanding just how weak you truly are. To them, you are nothing. They could end you with less effort than it would take for them to blink.” 
 
    Griss stopped, winded, unsettled. Zach hadn’t realized just how powerful some people in this world were, but if they were even half as terrifying as what Griss described, then they were to be feared. And now Zach was going to be standing in front of one.  
 
    They continued the rest of the way in silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they approached the Citadel, Zach could see just how impressive it was. It seemed as if it was carved out of the top of the mountain. Its walls were made out of white stone that was smooth as if it was sculpted out of a single piece. The gate was white wood, with black metal braces over it, and the guards wore white armor. Each held a large tower shield and a mace in their hands, similar to Griss’s. 
 
    As they approached, their eyes followed them, and Griss showed them his badge and told them their purpose. The guards didn’t react other than one of them giving a sharp nod, and they were let through. Inside was a large courtyard, framed by buildings on all sides. People in armor walked around, while others stood and talked quietly. Their arrival wasn’t acknowledged, but Zach could tell that everyone had noticed. He could tell that all of the people here were strong, at least as strong as he was. 
 
    Griss led the way, heading straight for the massive complex in front of them that looked like a pyramid that had its top cut off and a tower built in its middle. Before they reached it, however, they were intercepted by a man who looked like a hybrid between a cat and a person: a ravzor. The being was a male, judging from the mane of hair surrounding the feline head, and walked on two muscular legs without any footwear. 
 
    “Warden Griss,” the ravzor greeted them. 
 
    “Warden Feon,” the drake greeted in turn. 
 
    “I’ve been sent to escort you to the Warden Commander. She is currently in a meeting, but it should be finished quickly,” Warden Feon said, and then he turned to look at Zach. “You must be Zacharia, the Ranker that Warden Griss has told us about.” 
 
    The man’s tone implied that he was curious, but didn’t seem to have any disbelief in it. It seemed that they trusted Griss’s word enough for that, which bode well for the organization as far as Zach was concerned. He inclined his head. “I am. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Warden Feon.” 
 
    The ravzor’s lip quirked upward and he returned the gesture. “If you’ll follow me, please,” he said, and turned around, Griss and Zach following after him. 
 
    He led them into the main complex and then to a large lift. Zach couldn’t tell how the lift worked, but he could hear grinding of metal below as the lift started. It wasn’t nearly as fast as elevators on Earth had been, but it was fast enough. 
 
    They rode in silence until they reached their destination, and Zach could tell that they had gotten far up, probably to the top of the tower itself. 
 
    They stepped out of the lift and turned right, heading through a large hallway which then opened up into a large waiting room, with benches and all. There were four warden guards standing in every corner of the room, but what pulled Zach’s eyes was the open space to his right. The entire wall was missing and he could see right out of the tower, the world stretching before him. But he felt no wind, no current of air, which was unlikely. As he looked closer, he saw strange markings at the edges of the opening going all the way around. 
 
    Before he could answer, the doors at the other end of the chamber opened and a being stepped out. Zach blinked as he saw the massive thing. It was red in color, twice as wide as Zach himself, and probably two heads taller. It looked like an insect, almost exactly like what a horned beetle would look like if it could walk upright. It had two arms, and walked on two legs. The horn stretched above its head, and it had a round shell-like cover on its back. Its eyes were beady and black, and they turned to look in Zach’s direction for only a second, before it passed him by and stepped through the opening in the wall. The wings on its back opened up and it flew away, disappearing in nearly an instant. 
 
    “First time seeing a skreen?” Warden Feon asked, snapping him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Yes,” Zach said simply as he had no other words. 
 
    “That was Hebbes, one of five Champions of the Blue Forest Hive. Their territory borders ours.” 
 
    “I’ve heard,” Zach said. He had been shocked by the skreen. He could feel the bug-person’s power. It was greater than his. He shook his head as a minotaur wearing a brown robe peeked out of the room at the end. 
 
    “Warden Griss,” she called. “The Warden Commander wishes to speak with you first—alone.” 
 
    Griss glanced at Feon who gave him a sympathetic look. “Go. I’ll look after your trainee.” 
 
    The drake nodded at Zach and then walked away. He entered, and the doors closed. 
 
    With nothing better to do, Zach turned to the opening in the wall. He approached and looked through. He could see the city in the distance, and the entire territory stretching far into the distance, a plain with roads leading in every direction. He was standing just next to the edge, and still he didn’t feel any air currents. Frowning, he put his hand through. 
 
    As it passed the opening, he felt a tiny bit of resistance, and then a powerful wind hitting his hand, but not the rest of him. He blinked at that as he pulled his hand back and turned his attention to the strange markings that seemed to be engraved into the stone itself. They were glowing faintly with a gray light. 
 
    Warden Feon walked up next to him and spoke. 
 
    “An Essence Formation,” he said. “It keeps the wind from entering the tower.” 
 
    “Essence Formation?” Zach asked, confused. 
 
    Feon nodded his head. “Only Cultivators can make them, and only a very few. No one aside from the Formation Masters know how to do it. The sects guard their knowledge closely and brutally, even from their own people. We’ve had to pay a fortune to hire Masters to work on the Tower.” 
 
    Zach could feel something in his own Qi respond to the power in the engravings—or the formation, rather—but he had no idea what the sensation meant. He had seen arrays before, but they weren’t anything like this. This looked almost artistic, while the markings on the arrays were more structured. He turned toward the warden, ready to ask a question when the doors opened again and the minotaur peeked their head through. 
 
    “Warden Feon, we are ready for you.” 
 
    Feon put his massive hand on Zach’s shoulder and nodded with his head toward the doors. “Come.” 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and started walking.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 83 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    One Side of the truth 
 
      
 
    Zach walked through the double doors, following the tall minotaur. He had seen their kind before, but always from far away, and this was the first time he had been close to one. He remembered what Griss told him about other races, how to differentiate between different Iterations and their sexes. Leading him through a long hallway was most definitely female, a minotauress—he could tell by the way her fur was short and smooth, and by the way her horns grew pointed toward the ground. According to Griss, that was the main way to tell males and females of the minotaur race apart. 
 
    She was taller than Zach by at least a full head. Her fur was brown and horns black and white. She looked almost exactly like what every myth or legend on Earth described a minotaur: tall and wide, muscular and intimidating, except that there was more to her than that—she had large glasses that were clearly designed for her kind to wear, as well as a loose robe that came down to just above her ankles. Her manner of dress blunted the image in Zach’s head, making her look somewhat bookish instead. 
 
    She didn’t speak to him, and Zach didn’t engage. Admittedly, he was nervous. Meeting someone who was a true ruler of this new world hadn’t been what he had imagined when he’d decided to join the wardens. Not immediately, at least. He had always intended to find someone in charge and warn them about Ryun. But this world was not anything like what he had imagined. The other Iterations hadn’t arrived at the same time as his had, and they’d had a long time to live in this world. More than a thousand years had passed since the first Iteration had arrived.  
 
    This was a world that had monsters of its own. 
 
    Zach had spent a lot of time since he arrived listening, learning about the way this world functioned. It was…not at all a peaceful place. It was a world familiar with death, with the most powerful being in charge. Just by looking at the laws of most factions, he could tell that it was designed for the strong to walk over the weak. Not everywhere, of course, as some factions had checks in place, but still it was a brutal world. Zach had always believed in the law, as without it there was only anarchy, and so while he didn’t exactly like most of the laws Griss had taught him, he knew that without them things would be even worse. In Zach’s opinion, law was the most basic principle upon all else must be built. There could be no civilization without it. Law was the only thing that he had left. 
 
    It made him feel safe. If he knew the rules, he could adapt and chart a path for himself forward. Walking blindly on his own had never been his strong suit. But he hadn’t learned all that that there was about the laws of this world, not even half. He would reserve his judgment until he knew more. 
 
    The minotauress paused as they reached a door at the end of the hallway and opened them. 
 
    “Warden Commander Annsi is waiting for you inside,” she told him, and gestured for him to continue on. 
 
    Zach took a deep breath and walked through. He found himself in an office-sized room. It was without windows, and the walls were bare white stone covered in markings. The only light source were two lamps with round gems on top of them, one in each corner. They shone a white light that filled the room, but wasn’t so bright as to make him squint. There was no covering on the floor, only the white stone, and deeper in, was a pair of chairs before a wide wooden desk. Griss stood next to one of the chairs standing sideways with his head turned to look at him. 
 
    Zach saw that he was uncomfortable, his back straight and stiff. Finally, Zach allowed himself to look at the other person in the room. The moment his eyes met hers, he felt everything around him shift. It was as if a physical force had smashed into him, nearly sending him to his knees. But Zach had stood before someone like her before, even though her presence was so vastly different. When he was in Ryun’s presence it was like he was standing before a wild animal who knew that it could kill him, but could just as easily not bother with him. It had always been such with Ryun after he gained power: he could slaughter a city and then let another go, simply on a whim. When one looked at him, one saw it in his eyes, the disregard for life. To him, all others were insignificant. 
 
    If he hadn’t spent years trying to fight Ryun and failing, he would’ve dropped to his knees the moment his eyes met those of the woman sitting behind the desk. As Zach slowly walked forward, he realized that it wasn’t even her intent. She wasn’t actively trying to suppress him, it was just the way the air was around her. He remembered Griss’s words when he described her, and he knew them to be true.  
 
    Before him stood a woman who was a mountain, unmovable and unshakable. The power around her was far more intense than anything he had ever felt from Ryun, and for a moment his heart sank. He had hoped that she was not a monster, but looking in her eyes, his hope died. There was nothing of Ryun’s disregard for other life in her pale blue eyes, but only a cold and unbreakable will. He saw before him a monster of the law, cruel and without mercy. He knew that she would enforce the law, no matter what, and that she would die before breaking. But only the law that she herself made. Even the air around her seemed to be stifled by the weight of her convictions. 
 
    The woman herself was not an incredible beauty. She was a demasi, one of the demon-looking people. Her face was angular and hard, and it had a pink blush to her skin tone. Her black hair was cropped short. Black horns rose from her brow, the bone streaked with rings, curling up and to the side before coming down like those of a ram. She wore white plate armor with the insignia of the tower on her breast, and her cloak was pulled over the right side of her chair, lying on the back side of her armrest. Her gauntlets had been removed and sitting on the desk next to her, while her elbows were on the table with her fingers clasped. Her eyes watched him over her clasped hands, waiting. 
 
    Zach reached her desk, and paused. Griss hadn’t told him anything about what the proper procedure was for greeting someone like her. He didn’t even know if such things were common in this world. In the end, he decided to bow. He bent at his waist, held the position for a moment, and then rose before speaking. 
 
    “Warden Commander,” he greeted. 
 
    She studied him for a long moment before answering. “So,” she started, her voice deep. “You would be the Ranker who Warden Griss told me so much about.” 
 
    “I am,” Zach said simply. 
 
    “A Ranker who arrived far from where all other Rankers have, who then met a warden, helped catch a criminal and gained his trust. Then decided to join the wardens himself…” She lowered her hands, and her clawed fingers started to tap the table. “A person claiming to have arrived only days before meeting with a warden, and far too powerful for his claim of being a Ranker to be true. I would’ve dismissed such claims as blatant lies, were they not so idiotic. Warden Griss informs me that he saw your screens himself, your titles and your place of birth, but such things can be faked.”  
 
    She stared at him, hard. “Yet, the mystery of the Seventh Iteration remains. It is true that none from Earth have arrived, but what you claim has never happened before. No one has ever arrived at any place other than the arrival zone, and this is all without mentioning your strength, or your claim that only two human Rankers were left at the end of your world. I would verify your claim for myself, before we speak of other matters.” 
 
    Zach had known that his claims were somewhat outlandish based on the history of the Framework, and he had no reason to refuse her desire to confirm his story. “Of course,” Zach said. “Should I show you my screens?” 
 
    The woman looked at him for a long minute before speaking. “All of them.” 
 
    He saw Griss shift uncomfortably, but Zach wasn’t bothered. He knew that most tried to keep such knowledge a secret in this world, and he could understand why. If someone knew all of Zach’s powers, they could plan much better should they want to kill him, and he knew that combat was one of the bedrocks of this civilization in every faction, be it against monsters or other people.  
 
    However, it was not like this woman would need such an advantage if she wanted to kill him. 
 
    Zach pulled up his screens, and then made all of them visible. The Warden Commander looked at them closely, her eyes lingering on his titles before narrowing and continuing down.  
 
    She waved her hand and Zach closed his windows as she met his eyes. “Those were not faked,” she said. “Which only begs the question of how you became so strong. No Ranker has ever reached such heights before they came to the Infinite Realm. The most powerful Rankers barely managed to reach into the low fifties in their Class by the time they came here. Cultivators rarely reach into the Foundation Realm, and few of their number even survive to become Rankers, as their path is much harder for gaining strength in the beginning. Only a handful of Cultivators have ever even reached the Mid Foundation Realm before coming here. You are far too strong for a recently arrived Ranker in all three ways of power. You represent something new, something that has never happened before. This interests me, and I wish to know the fate of Earth’s Seventh Iteration. Tell me how that came to be.” 
 
    Zach shifted, remembering. He couldn’t tell her the truth, so he needed to find something that would seem plausible enough. Before he could even try to say anything however, she spoke again. 
 
    “I should inform you that you will not be able to lie to me. You see, this room has an Essence Formation built inside the very walls,” she said, gesturing at the walls filled with engravings. “No lie may be spoken inside of this room. And should you choose not to answer my questions, I will kill you on the spot rather than risk you being someone able to hide criminal titles even from me. The formation, on the other hand, will work no matter how powerful you are.” 
 
    Zach’s blood chilled, the old fear coming back. He had made a promise to make Ryun pay for what he had done, and his greatest fear had always been the thought of failure. He didn’t know if telling this woman everything was a smart thing to do. She was law, he saw that, but he also saw that the law in this place was a brutal thing. From Griss he learned that what they considered criminal titles weren’t really illegal, not everywhere at least, but in the areas where the wardens held influence they were. Based on their severity, the punishment for such things ranged from banishment to death. The rules changed from faction to faction, except for the very few that he knew were enforced across the core of civilization. Murder was perfectly legal in some sects, he had learned, but wardens didn’t have much influence there. In most other factions, sanctioned duels to the death existed. Everyone warred among themselves constantly, and in war the rules were even less defined. As long as a proper war was declared, a faction could wipe another one out without anyone batting an eye. 
 
    It had taken Zach a while to understand that he wouldn’t find the kinds of laws he was used to in this place, not that those laws ever worked even back on Earth. Once everyone had access to powers beyond ordinary people, the laws the government on Earth tried to cling to were never going to be able to survive the new reality. That had been theirs and Zach’s failure—that they hadn’t adapted fast enough. 
 
    Now, he didn’t even know how to start, to speak of events that were so painful to this stranger. But he knew that he needed allies in this world, and the person before him was probably his best bet to see justice done. He didn’t know what this formation recognized as a lie, but there had to be a way around it. 
 
    The Warden Commander chuckled and then spoke. “Tell a lie,” she told him. 
 
    Zach blinked, turning to glance at Griss, who had been awfully quiet. He glanced back, nearly asking for her to clarify, but the look in her eyes let him know all he needed to. 
 
    He opened his mouth. “The sky is—” But his mouth froze, the word refusing to come out. He had planned on saying that the sky was red, but he just couldn’t. He tried to think of something else, thinking about what the criteria for a lie was. Would it detect a lie that he considered to be the truth? He wondered. He nearly spoke the words, but then stopped again. There was one thing that he could say, and depending on how the formation worked it might mean learning a cruel truth about himself. Instead, he decided to tell her his story. 
 
    “My strength comes as a consequence of the fate of my world,” Zach began slowly. “When the Framework arrived, everything was thrown into chaos and everyone was forced to fight to survive. Billions died in the first few months.” 
 
    “As has been the case on every old world of every Iteration so far. None had Rankers as powerful as you. There are only a few ways for someone to gain such power, and the manner of how you achieved your power will tell me a great deal about who you are as a person. I will not allow someone without morals to become one of my wardens.” 
 
    Zach nearly snorted. Hearing her speak about morals when most of their laws and rules would be called barbaric back on Earth was amusing. Restraining himself, he took a deep breath, and continued speaking. 
 
    “As time passed, the survivors came together and we managed to create a semblance of government, an organization that brought order and sought to unify and help the people that survived,” Zach said. 
 
    The Warden Commander kept her eyes on him as he paused to gather himself. 
 
    “We started finding more and more survivors, expanding safe zones as we cleared monsters. But…not everyone wanted to join the government, and we didn’t press them to, even though we knew that we could help them.”  
 
    Zach hesitated. “Warlords rose up, each seeking to establish themselves as rulers of their own kingdoms. They attacked the innocents, and I lead the efforts against them. But then, some people in the government took advantage of those who were weaker. There had been much of that in the beginning, but we had been working on it, fixing things. In the end, a corrupt government official made a mistake of going after the wrong person… That triggered a chain of events that led to the collapse of everything. The corrupt official killed some people, and this person retaliated. Killing both the guilty and the innocents. None were spared his wrath. The government wanted him caught and punished, while he wanted to be left alone. I made a mistake, and more people died as a result of it. The innocents, children, everyone butchered in the most brutal way imaginable. He went on a rampage, killing everything and everyone in his way. We sent people after him, entire armies even, but he just kept growing stronger with every battle. By the end he was too powerful to be stopped, and as the government collapsed, people died—some at his hands, others to monsters as they no longer had the protection of the government. In a couple of years the world population had dropped, and by the end there were only a handful of us left. We tried to stop him at the end. Only I and he were left standing as our world ended.” 
 
    The woman had kept quiet as he spoke, and now her eyes narrowed. “You are avoiding something, but we will come back to that. You say that the entire world was unable to stop this one person? This is unlikely, but you believe it to be the truth. Growing more powerful after every battle is a given. Gaining Essence for every death would make him strong, but not strong enough to fight off an entire world.” 
 
    “We don’t know exactly what he was doing,” Zach admitted. “He was growing stronger, faster than what Essence rewards from those fights would account for.” Killing another person would give Essence, the same as if one killed a monster. But it was a tiny amount, even though it increased with a person’s power.  
 
    He continued to speak. “We suspect that he had a power that allowed him to take more Essence than just the small reward from the people he killed.” 
 
    The woman grimaced, but then nodded. “There are such powers, though people who have them rarely survive long before crossing someone too powerful for them to handle. Or they get consumed by their power. How powerful had this person been, by the end?” 
 
    Zach closed his eyes, remembering the Ranker list. He had spent hours at night just staring at the name at the top. “By the end he had powerful skills, one of them a tier three. He had been level sixty-five, and he had been in the mid Lord Realm.” 
 
    He saw her eyes widen, and he heard Griss gasp. Zach hadn’t told him exactly how powerful Ryun had been. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be possible,” the Warden Commander said, glancing at Griss. “None of the most powerful Rankers that had reached the Infinite Realm came anywhere close to that much power. Even if he spent his Essence foolishly just to advance, he would not have been able to reach such levels on the old world.” 
 
    Zach sighed. “He killed a world. Countless people died by his hand. He is a monster, and he hadn’t only spent his Essence to advance, I am certain of it. Even before he snapped, he cycled his Essence.” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer, but he could see that she was thinking. Then her eyes focused on him. “You knew him before then?” 
 
    “I did,” Zach told her sadly. “He used to be my best friend. We were as close as brothers before the Framework arrived. And then… He embraced it, and I sought order.” 
 
    The Warden Commander didn’t comment. “Tell me how you gained enough power to close the gap between you,” she ordered him. 
 
    Zach closed his eyes. He knew that the moment had come. He couldn’t lie; he didn’t have the time to figure out a way to fool the formation in the room. But just as refusal to answer would see him dead, there was a chance that the truth would as well.  
 
    In the end, he had no choice. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do it,” Zach said weakly, his shoulders slumping. “We saw him growing stronger with every person he killed, and we knew that we couldn’t stop him. But we knew that he was our responsibility, we didn’t want him to be unleashed on people in this new world.” 
 
    He paused. The memories were painful, and were hard to even remember. He had given an oath, in return for sacrifice, they all did. “We knew that we couldn’t close the gap, not by hunting monsters. Although by then there were few of them left, he had closed every spawning point. At the end, there were few of us left. In the last city standing, its population the last people still living in the world, few of us were warriors. Some of us leveled, of course we did, but most of those left were not warriors. He had killed most of our strongest. All of us were on the Ranker list, but most of the list was left unfilled—there were barely three thousand of us remaining. The ones left were older, those who had taken non-combat Classes or paths, those who by some miracle managed to survive the monsters and the monster both. We were all tired. We had been at war for years, we had seen too much death. We came to hate the Framework as much as we did the monster that murdered our loved ones. The others talked. A decision was made.” 
 
    Zach swallowed as he remembered the hall, filled with people. It had been the weakest of them that had come to the idea: the craftsmen. They did not want the life under the Framework, they had lived to see all that they loved and held dear be torn down. They had survived where their loved ones had not. They had no hope that the Infinite Realm would be better, not while the monster still lived and would come with them. 
 
    “We cursed him. I cursed him for the way he was taking power from those he killed even though we didn’t know exactly what he was doing,” Zach said, his head bowed and his eyes looking at the floor. “I was against it. But, his was the only way we knew to get so powerful. The others decided that they wanted revenge for their loved ones, even if they found it after death. And who was I to deny them what they wanted?” 
 
    Zach put his hand forward and pulled on his storage ring. A moment later, a dagger appeared in his hand. He turned his eyes up, his face contorted in a grimace of pain. He couldn’t cry, he hadn’t since that day in the small room, when person after person walked in to sit next to him and tell him the names of their loved ones. To ask him to promise that he would see the monster dead, before they let him push the dagger in their heart. 
 
    He saw the Warden Commander look at the dagger, then her eye widen, and next to him he heard Griss’s sharp intake of air. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Great Dagger of Essence Siphoning  
  
      	  Any living thing killed with this dagger will have 10% of all the Essence they had ever used in life for advancement along with all of their unassigned Essence transferred to the holder. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “They gave their lives so that we could give them their revenge.” 
 
    “You…” the Warden Commander started, but then paused. “You have no criminal title. They allowed you to kill them, didn’t they?” 
 
    Zach nodded, remembering the people coming into his small room. “We knew that we could never catch up to him, not really. So we decided to get six of us as strong as possible, they sacrificed themselves to give us Essence. And we leveled, then asked the Dealmaker to make us a skill that could contain our foe’s power.” 
 
    “The |Sealing Slash|,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. We had a plan: five to distract it, to die, so that I could land the killing blow. I failed.” 
 
    “And so that is why you’ve decided to join my wardens. You intend to find this man and have your revenge,” she said, her eyes cold. 
 
    Zach looked at her, at her quick dismissal of his greatest burden. To her it didn’t matter that Zach had killed thousands in order to take their Essence. They had given their lives willingly, and in her eyes there was no crime there. He understood her in that moment, the cold law that she practiced. She wasn’t righteous; she was merely the enforcer of the rules of this world. A person who worked between the people and the monsters that were just like Ryun. Her law was there to enable people to grow strong, to curtail the worst, but never to prevent the strong to rise. Brutal and cruel—just like this wretched world. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” she said. “Understanding. Griss told you that the crimes you hate this person for do not matter in the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    Zach took a deep breath. “I know, but there are many laws in this world. He will break them, and I will hear about it.” 
 
    “And what if he doesn’t?” she asked. “Or if he gets powerful enough that he gets to make the laws?” 
 
    Zach’s hand tightened on the dagger. “He doesn’t deserve to live. He has spilled too much innocent blood.” 
 
    The woman sighed, but her face didn’t change, it was still hard and unbending. “All the High Rankers in the world, all those who lead, have done such things in the old worlds, myself included. It is the least that the Framework demands from those who wish to wield power. My wardens exist to limit the destruction that the factions of the Infinite Realm can unleash on one another. We are mediators, and enforcers of the different laws. Most of the factions have their own people that enforce their laws, and we are called to them only when they need people who are more experienced or when they need the manpower. Or when someone breaks a law in a faction that isn’t their own. We are lawmen for hire, and not even every faction allows us in their territories. My wardens are not a tool for revenge. If that is what you are looking for, you will not find it here. With that said, do you still want to join my wardens?” 
 
    Zach glared at the woman. She was only a tyrant—a person with power who got to make decisions. Exactly what Zach had always tried to avoid becoming on Earth. But, even if the wardens were not what he expected, he still needed something. He needed to belong, to have rules. It was the way he was built. Even if the laws changed, if they were not as just as he knew they should be, the wardens were his best chance of fulfilling his oath as well as helping people. He believed that power brought responsibility with it. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Zach answered. 
 
    She looked at him for a long minute. “The wardens can make you strong. But if you join, you will become the instrument of the law in all of its different forms. It will never be you who judges people, who decides the sentence, only the law made by others. You will obey the laws of every territory. If your enemy breaks no laws, you will not go after them. This is MY LAW.” With every word he felt as if something was hammered into his chest, and then the last word smashed into him. A weight that brought him to his knees. The air rushing out of his lungs. It was as if a mountain had fallen on top of his shoulders, a mountain that instilled in him her belief in the law. 
 
    He could feel her conviction, and she truly believed that if someone had enough power to make the rules, then they also had the right. The weight around him spoke of an absolute devotion to law above all else. In that moment he realized that this woman was in some small part the same as he was: someone who craved the rules, so much so that she had decided to form an organization that enforced those rules across different factions. 
 
    And then the weight was gone. Zach stayed on his knees for a long minute, getting his breathing under control. He had never felt anything like that before, not even from Ryun. Finally, he stood up and looked at the woman who sat behind her desk, gazing at him calmly. 
 
    He understood what she meant by what she had said. Her law would not allow him or the wardens to touch Ryun unless he broke a law harsh enough to warrant such a response. But what she had just shown him meant that if he did want to punish Ryun, he just needed to become strong enough to make his own laws, or to be powerful enough that he could disregard them. 
 
    “I understand,” Zach said. 
 
    The Warden Commander Yirrel Annsi nodded her head. “Then, I welcome you to the Wardens.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 84 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Slave 
 
      
 
    Reyla Ornn looked at the city in the distance. It was nestled at the base of a mountain, and even from the distance she could see some buildings built on the plateaus in the mountainside. It wasn’t the biggest one she had ever seen, not by a long shot, but it was large enough to hold at least ten thousand people. Her small group was being led to it by the Black Viper Sect’s warriors, who had waited for them at the edge of this territory. 
 
    The escort was unnecessary, of course, but Reyla knew that sects had peculiar customs, and she was not at all familiar with those of this sect. She still didn’t know all the details of her new assignment, and wouldn’t until they arrived and she could take command. She glanced around, seeing her sister Nayra sitting on top of her mount and looking at the city in the distance. The two of them had barely spoken in the last few months. Next to her was Dergobor, who had been assigned to them as well, which was no surprise. He might’ve been in the order, but he was in the service of her family, there only to protect the two of them. If he hadn’t been ordered to go with them, he would’ve just left the order and come on his own. 
 
    Nayra was the reason why they were being punished, sent away from the order and to this backwater. Her sister had always had trouble accepting blame, and though Reyla knew that it was partly her fault for not reining her in, there was nothing that she could do now.  
 
    This was their punishment for failure, and she knew if they weren’t who they were, the punishment would’ve been much worse. Reyla and Nayra were children of two of the Great Empire’s most powerful High Rankers. Her family held much influence in the Empire, and just their name was enough to open doors.  
 
    Sometimes, she wondered if the Ornn name was a curse. Reyla and Nayra were the thirty first and second born to their parents, and it had been a long time since their parents last had children. Most of her siblings were all far older and far stronger than she and Nayra, and they didn’t really have anything in common with them. Their parents had rarely spent time with them, even when they had been young. The two of them had been raised by servants and caretakers. She didn’t resent them that, their parents were busy people and they had provided them with nearly everything that they could wish. 
 
    Some families would raise their children’s power quickly, but the Ornn family did things differently. They were trained, prepared, since the moment they could walk. Their leveling had been carefully planned, but they were the ones that earned their levels. Yes, they had resources to call upon, but they hadn’t been given Essence to advance. Her parents believed that power given was not power at all. 
 
    She knew that they were disappointed in them, as was clear from the last message sent from their estate: just a simple message informing her that they were expected to fulfill their duties without making noise. Not that Reyla would’ve ever tried to use her family name to get out of an assignment, but Nayra had suggested it. 
 
    Finally, they reached the city, Ven’oran, the seat of the Black Viper Sect. As they headed through the streets, she looked around, studying the people and the city. 
 
    The architecture was a classical sect design, as was the layout. Wide streets, with low buildings of at most two floors; wooden construction, with tiled, triangular roofs. The road was cobbled stone, the buildings painted in dark greens and black: the colors of the Black Viper Sect. The area they were passing through was residential, and she saw people from the sect walking around, some stopping to look at them as they passed. 
 
    Most of them were Demasi and human, with a few Kreacean tossed in. The Kreacean surprised her a bit; from what she knew of sects and their usual composition, those of their kind rarely joined them. The people were dressed in simple clothes, black or green robes with little variety. She could see that most of the clothes were made in the same manner, suggesting that they didn’t have much resources for variety. The sect wasn’t poor, but from what she could see, neither was it rich. It would explain why they agreed to make a deal with an unknown faction. 
 
    The sect didn’t know that Reyla’s people were from the Great Empire. They believed them to be a small Mercenary Guild that was attempting to grab a territory beyond the frontier and were paying the sect to use their territory as a resting and gathering post. Few would allow another group to bring their people into their main territory, but she figured that the deal was just too good—the Great Empire could pay well when it wanted to. 
 
    They left the residential area behind and entered a wealthier district. All around her were walls, shielding smaller estates from sight. Their escort led them through the streets until they reached a wall and a gate near the base of the mountain. Two guards stood in front of the gate, both Ravzor wearing simple armor with no identifiable markings. Seeing them approach they came to attention, looking at the Black Viper Warriors and then toward Reyla and the others. They had probably been expecting someone from the Great Empire to arrive. 
 
    They saluted, and their escorts excused themselves, leaving them with their own people. If they had been anywhere else she would’ve been insulted by their manners, but she knew from her studies that the sects worked differently. They operated based on a strange system of honor, obligation, and appearance. Their hosts would send for someone to take them to the sect leaders later, choosing to meet them in their seat of power. 
 
    The two guards opened the gate, one of them rushing ahead to announce their arrival. As they entered the estate, they were met with a cut grass lawn flanking an ornamental paved pathway. Garden flowers were arranged in circular formations in the middle of the lawn and flowers grew on the walls that surrounded the estate. The building in front of them was nice looking. A wooden mansion that had only a single floor. As they walked closer, she looked around, and then up at the mountain that loomed over them. Some way up the mountain’s side she saw a large mansion, rising up behind walls with towers at the corners built on a large plateau. 
 
    The sect leader’s home. It was perfectly positioned to watch over the city, and they could see inside the estate assigned to them easily. She grimaced at that, but she knew that sects weren’t known for their trusting nature. 
 
    “Welcome to Ven’oran, my Lady,” a voice said and she turned to see an older man, human, looking at her. “I am emissary Ento Eist, at your service.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emissary,” Reyla returned. “I am Reyla Ornn. I have orders to take over this operation.” 
 
    Ento’s eyes flickered at her name, but then he bowed. “Of course. We have been expecting someone to come and take over for a while now. We’d almost thought that we had been forgotten by our superiors.” 
 
    Reyla grimaced—she knew that this operation was a low-priority one. She gestured at the two behind her. “This is my sister Nayra, and our attendant Dergobor.” Having Dergobor pose as a simple attendant even to their own people would allow him to do his work with less risk. “I will need to be brought up to speed on everything regarding this mission. I’ve been given only broad strokes regarding our plans here.” 
 
    If the man was surprised at that, he didn’t comment, but instead inclined his head at Nayra, ignoring Dergobor. “Of course, Lady Ornn. I believe that we will have some time before the sect leaders call on us. It is already close to night, and I don’t expect them to call until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Reyla tilted her head. “I know only a bit about sect operations. Is that unusual?”  
 
    The man shrugged. “It is somewhat disrespectful. They are making sure that we understand that they don’t need us, although the truth might not agree. Still, it is no great insult, and I believe that they have other concerns on their mind.” 
 
    “Anything that we should be worried about?” Reyla asked as the man gestured for them to come inside the building. 
 
    “One of their expeditions has failed to report in. I believe that they will reinforce their supply caravan in case something has gone wrong,” the man answered. 
 
    Reyla nodded. She knew that the wild was dangerous. Their trip had been filled with monster attacks, enough of them that Reyla had even gotten enough Essence to level twice. 
 
    They entered the building and the man led them to their rooms to settle in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The invitation for them to visit with one of the sect leaders came at dawn, and was really more of a demand. But Reyla had already expected that as, from what she had learned, sect leaders were often arrogant. Reyla had decided on bringing Ento and Dergobor along to the meeting, leaving Nayra in charge of their estate. She knew that her sister saw that as a slight, but Reyla couldn’t risk her acting impulsive with the sect leaders. Nayra had always thought that their family name made them more important than others.  
 
    As they were climbing the mountain on their way to the compound that held the inner family of the sect, Reyla reflected on what she learned the night before. The Black Viper Sect was insignificant, a weak sect that held only three territories and were trying to claim one more: a sect that was settled far away from the core of the Claimed Territories, as they called their gathering of different factions. The factions weren’t united at all, not like the Great Empire was. They warred amongst one another constantly, but they were powerful for it. Reyla knew that the Claimed Territories outnumbered the Great Empire by a large margin; they held more territory, and had more High Rankers, but their division was a weakness that the Great Empire intended to exploit. In service of that goal, they had been preparing for many years, infiltrating other factions, sowing discord and fostering animosity between their most powerful. 
 
    The Black Viper Sect wasn’t important. They had been approached because they were isolated and desperate. Most of their members came from another sect, one of the middling level sects in the Claimed Territories. Their Sect Head had been a member of a branch family of the Onyx Fang Sect. When he had split from his family and gone to the frontier, intending to create a new sect and gain power on his own, things hadn’t gone according to plan—the frontier was wild, and claiming territories not at all easy. 
 
    The information that Emissary Ento managed to secure so far told a story of a sect on the decline, and the deal that they had made with the Great Empire bought them time. The sect allowed them to cross their territory and use it as a resting spot, and in return the Five Orders were sending people through here often, and the Black Viper Sect didn’t ask questions. They had to suspect that their cover of being a Mercenary Guild was false, but with the payments that they were getting she suspected that it didn’t matter to them all that much. The Great Empire was supplying them with weapons and armor of high quality. 
 
    She was actually really interested in reading about the sects and their ways of surviving. Such organizations didn’t exist in the Great Empire, as there weren’t many Cultivators left in the Empire. The exodus had been hard, and the weakest perished on the way. Cultivation was not a quick way to power. Most, therefore, used the Cultivation paths only as a supplement for their Class. 
 
    They reached their destination, and were escorted inside. Immediately, she saw the massive mansion, several floors and buildings around the estate connecting to one another. Ponds filled with colorful fish flanked the pathways they walked as they were led into one of the main buildings. They passed through a corridor, and exited out into a garden grown around a crystal clear pond in the shadow of a tall tree. Reyla was surprised to see so much nature in the city. The cities of the Empire were rarely so colorful, built out of dark stone and always made for utility. There was no comfort in the Empire; they hadn’t had the luxury of it for a long time. 
 
    Their escorts left them in the garden, telling them that their master would see them shortly. Ento had informed her that they would be forced to wait, so she had been expecting it. She didn’t see the point of such games, but she could play along. 
 
    As they were left alone, she took the opportunity to look around. The garden was large, but it was mostly covered in shade. The tree stretched high above them, surrounded by buildings and rooftops, covering the pond with its shadow. The tree’s leaves were a strange pink color, and tiny flower buds of deep blue could be seen just beginning to bloom. She had never seen a tree like it before, but then, there were many strange things in the Infinite Realm. She walked around, looking at the strange flowers around the edges of the garden. The pond itself was crystal clear, and she could see the white stones placed at its bottom as if there was no water at all. 
 
    As she walked around the tree trunk, she stopped, seeing a person kneeling on the grass with their back turned to her. She hadn’t noticed them before, as they were obscured by the tree. She didn’t want to intrude, but before she could move back, the person spoke. 
 
    “Ah, a new visitor. I wonder who it could be?” came a woman’s voice, and then she stood up, turning around. 
 
    Reyla nearly gasped, but she managed to contain herself. The woman was Demasi, her horns were white and curving back, framing her midnight black hair—but the reason why Reyla was shocked was because the woman’s face was a mangled mess. Her eyes were gone, leaving behind only empty sockets. The burns covered the entirety of her upper face, trailed down her right side, mangling her cheek and then that side of the neck, disappearing beneath her robes. 
 
    Reyla had never seen such injuries before. In fact, she believed them to be impossible. With healing potions or even just a high enough vitality, any injury could be healed given time. Then she saw the black slave collar around the woman’s neck. She studied the slave for a long moment; she could feel power from her, incredible power, but there was also something wrong. Something broken. 
 
    Reyla was certain that the woman was a Cultivator, but she couldn’t feel any Qi emanating from her. 
 
    “So,” the woman drawled. “Who are you?” 
 
    Reyla remembered that the woman had asked a question. She grimaced, Ento had told her some about how to act with a sect leader, but he hadn’t told her how to act with a slave. She hadn’t even known that sects held slaves. They were a common occurrence in the Great Empire, convicts were usually collared for the duration of their sentence, and there were those who sold themselves into such service for a period of time. But she knew that such practices were not common in the factions of the Claimed Territories, and especially not in the sects. The sect politics were something completely foreign and insane to her. For all she knew, the slave was someone important. 
 
    In the end she fell back to Ento’s advice to be respectful to anyone they met in the main estate. Only those who were trusted and high up in the sect were allowed there. 
 
    Reyla bowed as Ento taught her, even though the woman couldn’t see. “I apologize for interrupting you.” She paused as she tried to remember the right way to call her. “Honored sister.  I am Reyla Ornn, a visitor to your city.” 
 
    “Oh, what is this? It’s been a long time since anyone showed me such respect. I guess you are not from around here, then,” the woman said and then laughed. Reyla paused, wondering if she had made a blunder. But then the woman calmed and inclined her head. “I suppose respect deserves respect. I am Anatalien Far Solla, Ruler of the Empty Sky, at your service.” 
 
    The woman then exploded into laughter, as if what she had said was incredibly amusing. Reyla frowned. It seemed like the woman wasn’t all there in the head. The name sounded familiar to her, probably from the files Ento had her go over last night, but that’s all she could recall.  
 
    Reyla shook her head and spoke again. “As I’ve said, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I am here to speak with your sect leaders.” 
 
    The woman snorted. “No sect leaders of mine. And you didn’t interrupt me. I do take a cycling pose from time to time, but it is not as if it matters anymore. You interrupted nothing.” 
 
    Reyla didn’t know how to respond to that, or what it even meant. The woman seemed powerful to her senses, but she was getting a strange sensation from her skill. Her |Power Sense| was telling her that the woman before her was incredibly powerful, far more than Reyla herself was, but somehow also not. She had never felt anything like that before. Perhaps her skill level was just too low for her to be able to tell. 
 
    She felt someone approach, and turned to see Ento coming over and a sect warrior standing next to Dergobor on the other side of the garden. 
 
    “It looks like my meeting is about to start,” Reyla said. 
 
    The woman tilted her head and smiled. “Go away, then. Don’t want to keep the trash waiting.” 
 
    Reyla didn’t really know how to react, so she just walked away. Ento met her, then frowned at the slave.  
 
    “Do you know who that is?” Reyla asked. 
 
    Ento shook his head. “I’ve never seen someone collared here, nor did I hear anything about any slaves.” 
 
    Reyla frowned. “She said that her name is Anatalien Far Solla, Ruler of the Empty Sky. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No, it does not, Lady,” Ento said. 
 
    Reyla was still sure that she had heard the name before. She kept repeating it in her head, trying to remember where she heard it. She glanced back, seeing the woman’s face still turned in her direction, as if she was following her with those empty sockets.  
 
    And then Reyla remembered where she heard the name. She froze, and felt the blood leave her face. 
 
    “My Lady, what is wrong?” Ento asked. 
 
    But Reyla couldn’t respond. She looked at the woman, and saw the woman’s lips curve upward. A moment later the crippled woman turned and walked away, but Reyla couldn’t do anything but stare at her back. She remembered the stories she heard from her siblings when she was young, the records she read in her family vault. Records of their enemies: the High Rankers of the First and the Second Iteration. 
 
    Ento didn’t know. He might know the histories, but he didn’t know the details. Her parents did know—they had been there when the Ruler of the Empty Sky struck the first blow against the White Fortress, when she led the armies of the First and the Second Iterations against them. When they, in one blow, killed half of the Third Iteration’s strongest warriors. 
 
    The woman walked out of sight, but Reyla still gazed in the direction she walked off. A High Ranker, collared and crippled? It couldn’t be true. Yet what reason did a slave have to claim such a name? She couldn’t have known that it would hold any meaning to Reyla. And how would even someone like her come to be in this place? 
 
    She could be wrong… She could be misremembering the name. 
 
    “My Lady?” Ento called again, and she forced herself to look at him. She calmed herself and took a deep breath. She was probably wrong, and even if she wasn’t there was nothing that she could do. She nodded at Ento and started walking. She had to put it out of her mind, meeting with the sect leaders rattled would not be a good first impression. 
 
    The sect warrior led them to the other side of the garden, and then into the house. Reyla put the slave out of her mind, and focused on the task ahead. 
 
    No matter what, she still had her mission.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 85 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Sect Head 
 
      
 
    They were led into a large room, the walls covered with elaborate tapestries depicting various monsters. Along the walls stood six warriors, three on each side, spears in their hands with the ends on the floor. The warriors didn’t react to them being led into the room, but Reyla was under no illusion about their attention. Her skill told her that they were weaker than she was, but not by much. At the end of the room was a slightly raised floor, just two steps, on it was a pillow with a man sitting with his legs crossed. Another man stood a step behind him and to the left. 
 
    The sitting man was one of four sect leaders, and was actually the Sect Head. He was Eerv Ji Van, he who ruled the entire sect. Reyla had been told that he rarely entertained visitors, and that he spent most of his time training and cultivating. They hadn’t expected to meet with him exactly, but his appearance was unmistakable. He was a Demasi, like most in this sect were. His tail was curled around him and split in two sections, making it seem like he had two tails. His horns were black and rose upward, bending only slightly backward. His eyes were a deep emerald with no pupil, just the iris. That told her that he was in the Peak Monarch Realm. The Great Empire didn’t have many Cultivators, and only few of them had any kind of real power. But they had a few that were in the Monarch Realm, so she did know what his eyes meant. With the so-called Ruler’s Eyes, there was a variety of things that could be done, depending on the Cultivator’s choices of perks, and she wondered what the man’s focus was. One thing was certain: the man was incredibly powerful, far more than she. 
 
    Reyla and Dergobor followed Ento’s lead as they walked inside. They stopped four steps away and bowed at the waist, holding the pose for a full three seconds before straightening. The man didn’t react, and Ento spoke. 
 
    “We greet you, Sect Head Ji Van. With me are Reyla Ornn, ambassador from our Guild, and her attendant.” Ento didn’t say Dergobor’s name, as he wasn’t important enough to introduce. 
 
    “So,” the Sect Head spoke. “You’ve finally decided to send someone important enough.” 
 
    “It had always been our intention, honored master Ji Van. Outside circumstances prevented our Guild from showing proper respect to your sect. We apologize for that,” Ento said bowing his head. 
 
    He was lying, of course—the Black Viper Sect was not relevant enough to their plans for anyone truly stronger to be sent. Reyla herself was just a Knight in the Order, and this position a punishment. But while the man might suspect that they weren’t exactly being truthful, she had been assured that the Black Viper Sect had no idea of what really was happening. 
 
    “You seem a bit weak to be an ambassador,” Ji Van commented as he met Reyla’s eyes. 
 
    Reyla bowed her head. “This one apologizes for her inadequacy. I’ve received this assignment because of familial connections.” 
 
    Ento had advised her on the best way to proceed. It was inevitable that the Sect Head felt slighted because of Reyla’s strength. She wasn’t weak, but she wasn’t exactly in the top tier of power, and wasn’t equal to the man in front of her. But still, just saying outright that she’d received an assignment because of familial connection felt incredibly wrong to her. She would’ve been looked down on in the Great Empire if she relied on her name, but Ento assured her that it would not be the case here. Sects valued family and such connections above all else. She didn’t understand it, but she didn’t need to. 
 
    The Sect Head’s eyes narrowed, and then he nodded. Reyla noted the satisfied look in his eyes. 
 
    “I welcome you to Ven’oran,” Ji Van said. “You are free to walk around the city.” 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality, honored master,” Reyla said. The tedious manner in which people in the sect spoke was annoying, but she knew better than to act rashly.  
 
    The Sect Head waved his hand, as if to say that it was no big thing. “Now onto other matters. I have been intending to speak with Emissary Ento before you arrived, as I wish to alter the terms of our agreement.” 
 
    Reyla blinked, she hadn’t expected anything like this. The agreement was incredibly generous, buying the sect’s silence as well as passage through their territories. 
 
    “In what manner, honored master?” Reyla asked. 
 
    The Sect Head leaned forward. “I believe that your Guild’s compensation is insufficient for what our sect is providing you. I believe that a twenty percent increase in your shipments would serve to bridge the gap.” 
 
    Reyla was taken aback for a moment. She had expected a lot of things, but not this. She knew that the Black Viper Sect had troubles and that they were on the decline. Ento’s reports contained an overview on the sect’s resources and their dealings. Most of the weapons that the Great Empire delivered to them, they were trading to the sects in the outskirts of the core. It was one of the reasons why the Great Empire always paid in goods, as the Black Viper Sect selling it on its own didn’t bring any scrutiny on them. Even if they used a front, making a believable one took a lot of work. But an already established faction had history and connections that couldn’t be easily faked. 
 
    She looked into the man’s eyes, and saw the truth there. He knew that their story was fake, and he wanted more to keep quiet.  
 
    She forced herself to keep her face straight as she answered. “I will need to send messages to our headquarters, honored master. As soon as they respond, I will be able to discuss a…renegotiation of our agreement.” 
 
    That should buy her some time to speak with Ento and learn what kind of a risk the sect posed if they did speak with someone. Ento had assured her that they didn’t know about the Great Empire, but believed them to be a criminal group that operated from beyond the Claimed Territories, which posed its own problems. Sects generally didn’t allow wardens into their territories, but they were known to call on them in some situations. 
 
    And that would be disastrous. After the blunder that had sent her to this place, she was sure that the wardens were investigating the frontier territories where the Great Empire had operations, and adding another point for them to investigate would just increase the risk of discovery. 
 
    The Sect Head nodded at Reyla’s answer, but she saw in his eyes the knowledge. He was certain that his request would be fulfilled, and he was right to feel that, as they couldn’t afford not to keep the Black Viper Sect happy. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    An hour later Reyla was sitting in their small mansion, an embassy of sorts. She was inside an office room, with Ento, Dergobor, and Nayra. The meeting with the Sect Head hadn’t lasted long, having been more of an introduction, but his request to change their agreement had been unexpected. 
 
    “I can have a runner ready to go by nightfall, my Lady,” Ento said. 
 
    The way that the Great Empire kept contact with their operators near the Claimed Territories was via runners, messengers who went back and forth to deliver reports. There were other means, but those could draw unwanted attention. 
 
    “Good. I have something to add to the report, so let me know when they are ready to depart,” Reyla said. She hadn’t shared her suspicions about the slave with anyone yet, and she wasn’t sure if she should. It seemed like something that was impossible, a High Ranker collared and enslaved. She could’ve made a mistake, she could be misremembering the name, or a hundred different things. But it was still something worth reporting back to the Tower. 
 
    Ento glanced at her inquisitively, but she didn’t want to get into it, so she changed the subject.  
 
    “So, can you tell us more about what our duties here are?” Reyla asked. She hadn’t had the chance to go over exactly what she was supposed to be doing here, aside from being a visible representative of their Guild. 
 
    Ento coughed uncomfortably, and then spoke. “The duties of the head of this operation are to observe and report back the activities of the Black Viper Sect, as well as to make sure that our relationship with them remains cordial.” 
 
    Reyla waited for him to continue, but then she realized that he was done. 
 
    A beat later, Nayra started laughing. “Ha! We are glorified guards, then.” 
 
    Reyla glared at her twin sister, but Nayra just shook her head and walked out of the office. Reyla nearly stood up to go after her, but she managed to contain herself, and then turned back to look at Ento. 
 
    “Well, if that is our duty, that is what we are going to do,” Reyla said, but inwardly she was feeling exactly like Nayra. She knew that this was punishment, but she had hoped that there was at least a semblance of a real operation here. “Ento, I remember you mentioning that one of the sect’s expeditions hadn’t reported in. Do we know anything more about that?” 
 
    Ento nodded his head. “Right, yes. One of their expeditions was supposed to try and claim a territory not far from here. Although, the lack of communication had been expected. It isn’t really an issue.” 
 
    “Oh?” Reyla asked. 
 
    “The territory they are attempting to claim is said to have an extremely hard claiming scenario. Many have tried in the past, and none have managed it. The expedition that was sent had been gathered by the members of the sect that had fallen out of favor. And while they had been given enough supplies to be able to achieve their goal, I believe that they hadn’t exactly expected them to succeed.” 
 
    “Really?” Reyla asked. “But why waste the resources, then? Aren’t they having trouble already?” 
 
    “The head of this expedition is the nephew of the Sect Head. He fell into disfavor and was sent with the expedition as a punishment.” 
 
    “You are telling me that they sent the Sect Head’s nephew along with people who weren’t in favor, knowing that they would die?” Reyla asked slowly. 
 
    “No, no—it isn’t like that. They had given them enough supplies so that they could accomplish their task. The sects operate strangely compared to our ways, but it was more like they had given the expedition a chance. They could go and attempt to claim the territory, and if they succeeded they would have regained the sects favor. If not…then the problem was taken care of.” 
 
    Reyla could only shake her head at that. “Is this something that we should investigate further?” 
 
    “Not really. The caravan left for the territory, and they’ll send word after they find out what happened,” Ento told her. 
 
    “Very well, then. That will be all, Ento,” she told him. 
 
    The man bowed his head and then left the room, leaving her with Dergobor. 
 
    “So, I guess we are in for a boring assignment,” Dergobor said. 
 
    Reyla sighed. No matter how disappointed she felt, she couldn’t change her assignment. She knew that they would spend the next couple of years in this place, doing nothing. The Great Empire’s plans were entering the last stage, but there were still many things to do before they were ready to act. 
 
    “I’m sorry for getting us here,” she said. 
 
    Dergobor shrugged. “It wasn’t your fault. Nayra is the one who screwed up.” 
 
    “I should’ve reined her in.” 
 
    “There is nothing else to be done. Hopefully the brass will take pity on us and send a replacement in a couple of months. I don’t think the Lord Commander would risk alienating your family.” 
 
    Reyla grimaced. She didn’t like relying on her family, but she was aware that they had a lot of influence. Dergobor was right; they probably wouldn’t be staying here for long. Her parents wouldn’t argue—they might’ve even punished them more severely—but once one of her siblings found out, they would probably apply pressure to have them reassigned. Reyla would then have to go through a lecture about being unworthy of the family name, be told how she should’ve called as soon as she had been given this assignment as punishment. Her siblings cared a lot more about the family name than her parents did, and they were in fact the ones who made sure that Ornn family stayed in power. 
 
    Her parents only cared about getting stronger. 
 
    Reyla could’ve gotten out of the punishment, but she knew that they deserved it. Nayra had even tried to convince her that they should use their family to get out of it. 
 
    “I should go and talk with her,” Reyla said heavily. 
 
    “You should’ve talked with her months ago,” Dergobor told her flatly. 
 
    Reyla knew that he was right, but she had just been so angry at her twin. With a sigh, she stood up. 
 
    “I’ll go and find her,” she said and walked out. 
 
    She found her sister in the garden behind the main house. She didn’t know why the sect seemed obsessed with gardens, but she did find that they added something pleasant to the atmosphere. Nayra was standing next to a tree, looking up at the sky. She heard Reyla walk up, but she didn’t turn, and Reyla stopped next to her. 
 
    They stood there in silence for a while, as she tried to think of the best way to start the conversation with her sister. It made her sad that they had reached this point where they couldn’t even speak with each other without getting into an argument. They had been incredibly close once, had talked all the time with their perks, no matter what they were doing. 
 
    Before she could decide on how to approach the conversation, Nayra spoke. 
 
    “Did you come to lecture me again?” she said. 
 
    Reyla resisted the urge to sigh, and turned to look at her twin. Nayra was glaring at the sky, refusing to meet Reyla’s eyes. 
 
    “No, Nayra. I don’t want to fight anymore,” Reyla said. 
 
    “Right, I’m not even worth fighting with. But I guess that’s fair—the only thing I can do with any consistency is fuck up.” 
 
    “Nayra, you made a mistake. And we are all being punished for it, yes. But I just want us to move past this, for us to start working together again.” 
 
    “You should’ve asked to be transferred somewhere without me,” Nayra said. “I’m only dragging you down.” 
 
    Reyla could feel the pain in her sister’s voice. She knew that Nayra had been feeling inadequate compared to her, all because she had fallen behind. “Nayra, look at me,” Reyla told her. 
 
    Her twin didn’t listen, but instead kept looking at the sky stubbornly. Reyla walked in front of her and grabbed her head, turning it to face her. Nayra resisted, but she wasn’t really trying. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nayra said before Reyla could say anything. “I’ve fucked up everything for you. I’m weak and dumb, and I should’ve listened to you before. I just… I wanted to be like you, but somehow every time I tried I couldn’t help but make mistakes. I’m a failure.” 
 
    Reyla felt her heart twist at seeing her sister with such a pained expression. Nayra had always been the more confident one when they had been young. She would be the one that laughed when she fell and scraped her knee, who would comfort Reyla when she did the same. But somewhere along the way, her confidence turned to arrogance. 
 
    “Nayra, you are not a failure,” she told her. “I know that it has been hard for you to fall behind, especially since everyone was always comparing the two of us. But their opinion should’ve never mattered to you. We are sisters, and something small like this shouldn’t be enough to get between us. This assignment might be a punishment, but we can take it as an opportunity to work things out.” 
 
    Nayra closed her eyes and shuddered, holding back a cry. “I would like that,” she whispered. “And I am sorry. For the way I’ve been acting, for getting us in this mess… I was just feeling so angry at myself for not being good enough, and I let that anger lash out at you. I should’ve never allowed that. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Reyla pulled her close, hugging her. She felt as if a weight was lifted off her chest. She knew that they had a lot of things to work out, that Nayra had a lot of things to make right, but they had the time now. It wasn’t like they had anything better to do here. 
 
    Perhaps something good would come out of their punishment.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 86 – PRESENT – Zach 
 
    Instructor 
 
      
 
    Zach walked through the twisting corridors of the Citadel. It had been a month since he had officially joined the wardens and obtained his own warden’s badge. Based on Griss’s recommendation, he was given a silver one—just one rank below Griss, who had a gold badge. Usually, new wardens started with wooden badges, the same way that new adventurers did. But, that was for people low in power, who needed training. Zach was a special case, though not exactly unique, as he had come to find out. 
 
    The last month he spent attending classes with new recruits, people with wooden badges. He learned more in depth about the different laws as well as how and why the wardens were able to enforce those laws. Apparently there were three different tiers of jurisdiction. The most involved one was with the factions that had agreed to allow the wardens to police their territories, and those were most of the factions in the core. That meant that they could arrest, issue bounties, or execute offenders as appropriate and when in compliance with the laws of that faction. The second tier allowed wardens free passage through the territories and limited rights to act. They could act when pursuing a bounty issued by that faction or when pursuing criminals from different factions that had the same agreements with the wardens, for any independent investigations they wanted to conduct they needed to inform the local guard and get permission. The last tier were factions that only sometimes allowed them access, when they needed an outside source to arbitrate neutrally. But there were few factions that refused them access altogether, which were mainly the most powerful sects. 
 
    Aside from serving as a police force, the wardens also served as a neutral arbitrating force between the factions. They helped them negotiate deals and settle disagreements, as well as serve as a security force for events that gathered people from several factions. After his conversation with the Warden Commander, Zach had felt a bit disappointed. He knew that he shouldn’t be, but he had hoped that finding someone in authority and telling them about Ryun would lead to them helping him. It had been a stupid hope. From the first moment he arrived in this new world he knew that it was far different than what he expected. Their laws were different, no less right for it, but they were hard for him to accept. This was a world that had been shaped by the tragedy of destruction of many worlds, shaped by those who had become strong enough to survive. Their laws reflected that past. 
 
    Zach had realized that there was nothing else for him to do but accept it and move on, find a place for himself and start a new life. He couldn’t forget about his promise, but he couldn’t just go out into the world and try to find Ryun. He had no resources, nor allies to help him. He needed the wardens for more than just stability. 
 
    Thankfully, Griss still seemed interested in the two of them partnering up, so Zach was now doing everything in his power to finish his crash course quickly so that he could continue to learn on the job with the drake. With the more educational part of their instruction now done, the rest of the recruits were moving to martial training. Zach was ill suited for their regiment, so he had been assigned to a different tutor.  
 
    Today was his first day—or it would be, once he managed to find the room he was supposed to meet the instructor in. 
 
    The Citadel was a maze and a fortress all rolled up into one, and for someone who didn’t know the layout it was a difficult obstacle to overcome, which Zach figured was the point. He stopped a Karura warden and asked for directions. He was still not completely used to the different races, especially since there were different variations of the same race. The Karura he stopped had wings growing out of her back, and a more hawk-like head than the first member of the race he ever saw, who had wings that doubled as arms. 
 
    The warden gave him some instructions and he thanked her before continuing his search. A couple of minutes later he found the room he was looking for, then peeked inside and saw that it was a classroom-looking space. He frowned; he had expected a training room or something to that end. Looking around, he saw that there was already someone inside: one person sitting at a student desk looking out a window. Zach froze in the doorway as he looked at them. The being inside was of a race that he hadn’t seen before—one of those was the Kreaceans, but he had already been told that they looked something like crab-like humanoids.  
 
    Which meant that the person inside was of the last race he hadn’t encountered yet: a cthul. 
 
    He had been told that cthul were rarely seen, mostly because there were fewer of them around. They had a low birth rate, and most of the other races were distrustful of them because of their appearance. Zach could see that just from seeing the person’s side profile. The head looked exactly like something he imagined coming from a Lovecraftian horror. Their head was elongated at the back, bald, with ridges on the side, and the being’s face looked somewhat like what Zach remembered Mind Flayers looking like from the games Ryun had sometimes forced him to play before the Framework arrived. It wasn’t an exact resemblance, however—the eyes were more expressive, more human looking, and there were two holes in the center of their face that were probably for breathing. Under them, however came the tendrils that covered the mouth, which were long and gray in color like the rest of the being’s skin. There were no suction cups like one would see in octopus, but they looked rather like thinner elephant trunks. 
 
    They were slim, and wore a black robe, from what he could see of their body shape, they had a vaguely female figure. But he didn’t know enough to be able to tell, or if cthul even had such genders. The cthul turned, and saw him, he saw their eyes blink as if they were startled. And Zach decided to speak. 
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting. I am supposed to be meeting with Instructor Emerah. Am I in the right place? Do you know where I could find him?” Zach asked. 
 
    The cthul didn’t respond immediately, and just as the silence stretched into the uncomfortable, the cthul spoke. 
 
    “You are in the right place. He should be arriving shortly,” the cthul spoke and Zach had to blink. The tone of the voice definitely had a female cadence to it, but it was also…different than anything else he had ever heard. He could feel the hairs on his body rise; the voice was deep and somehow resonating. It made him shiver, and he understood why people could be uncomfortable around cthul. Zach forced himself to smile at her, and then entered the room. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and walked over to sit next to them. The cthul looked startled as he pulled out a chair and put his hand out. “I’m Zach. I guess we’ll be attending the class together.” 
 
    The cthul looked at his hand as if he were holding a weapon. But Zach didn’t falter, he just kept a smile on his face and waited. A few moments later, the cthul put their hand in his and Zach felt surprisingly soft skin and long slender fingers grasp his hand gently for a moment before retreating. 
 
    “I’m Nyathulla,” the cthul told him. 
 
    Sitting so close, Zach was now fairly sure that the cthul was a female of the species. “Pleased to meet you, Nyathulla.” Zach tried not to butcher her name, but from the look on her face he had probably failed spectacularly. 
 
    He was saved from embarrassment by someone entering the room: a Ravzor. Tall and bulky, with feline features, his head was tiger-like, with no mane, and his fur was covered in stripes. The man entered and looked them over before coming to a stop at the desk in front of the room. 
 
    “Good, you are already here. I am Warden Emerah, and I will be teaching you about your powers and how to best utilize them, as well as plan for the future,” he said, and then sat on the chair behind the desk. “What I will teach you is usually taught over time, starting when a person is very young, before they even gain access to Essence. The two of you are special cases. Because of your different circumstances, you have quite a few holes in your education, and yet you have achieved a modicum of strength. You are probably wondering why we are inside and not on a training yard? Well, there is more to knowing how to utilize your power best than just knowing how to fight with it.” 
 
    Zach was actually fairly intrigued. Everything that he knew, he’d had to discover by himself. He had been at the forefront of Earth, as far as a Class was concerned. 
 
    “First, it is important for you to decide your focus. I am told that both of you are Classers, but allow me to explain. As you are aware, there are three paths to power: Class, Cultivation, and Skills. Each is different than the other, and each has its own strengths, in theory at least. In practice, the Class is the best way to go for most people,” Emerah said, his large claws tapping on the table as he looked at them. “It is the simplest, the most straightforward. You gain abilities and you gain stats for every level you achieve. The strength gain is constant and easy to achieve. You gain perks at set levels, and through them broaden your abilities and gain more power. People who are just starting will gain power rapidly, and will be better equipped to survive in this world.  
 
    “For Cultivators, it is completely different. They gain little power but require more Essence to advance. But, unlike a Classer, a Cultivator’s path is anything but simple. There are outside factors that impact their power and their advancement, which shape their path. Many of those factors are unknown even to the Citadel, since the people who have achieved great power through this path are unwilling to share their secrets. There are no true Cultivators in the wardens, or even in other factions. The only Cultivators that I would call true are in the sects, and only a small portion of the Cultivators in the sects are at such a level. To follow the path of Cultivation requires many resources, much support, as well as a great deal of time. Something that very few people in this world possess. It is one of the reasons why few Cultivators survived their old worlds and reached the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    Zach had always known that a Cultivation path was harder. He had seen it on Earth, just how little power Cultivation provided per advancement stage. And just how much Essence was required to reach incredible power. 
 
    Their instructor continued. 
 
    “The last path to power is the path of Skills,” Emerah paused, his cat-like eyes narrowing at Zach and Nyathulla. “This is the hardest path, and one that few ever attempt successfully. Growing in power is even less reliable with Skills than it is with Cultivation, and one needs to achieve incredible understanding in order to begin gaining power. Just blindly using a skill will not let you reach great power; in order to truly gain a powerful skill you need to understand its Essence, what the skill represents and how it is manifested in the world. To advance beyond that understanding is to gain true power. And to do that, one needs to carve a piece of themselves off and embody that skill, to shape it and focus the understanding that they had achieved into a reality that they decided. It…warps a person’s mind, and allows them to twist the reality around them. It makes them something more, but also something less. Even the most powerful of High Rankers typically have at most only one skill evolved to such heights. Few are able to achieve the understanding required for evolving a skill to its limit. For this reason, no one focuses solely on skills, but instead the skills are used to round off a build.” 
 
    Zach had a few skills, but none were particularly evolved, certainly not to the level that Emerah spoke about. 
 
    “Now, let’s start with some general advice. Can you tell me what percentage of your Essence you put into your Class and into your Cultivation? You may disregard skills, since those are treated as single-time purchases like items, and you are not required to buy them from shops but can learn them from tomes.” 
 
    Zach blinked, he hadn’t known that you could learn a skill without buying it. He turned to his screens and did some math in his head. He hadn’t calculated just how much Essence he had spent and where exactly, but he managed to get a rough estimate. 
 
    “I believe that I am at around 85% in my Class and 15% in my path,” Zach said, disregarding the mountain of Essence he had spent on his unique skill. To be fair, that had been paid by a couple of people and not just him. 
 
    Emerah nodded his head. “That is a good split. The most usual is between 80% and 90% for your Class. Putting anything more in your Cultivation is a waste. A path is only meant to fill in the gaps in your fighting style while your abilities are on cooldown. Adding to that are skills that are suited to your fighting style. It is usually best to focus on two or three skills and try to get them as evolved as possible. I believe that you are a close-combat specialist? Sword fighter?” 
 
    “Yes, my abilities and techniques are all geared to close-combat fighting,” Zach said. 
 
    “That is good. Once we start training at the yard and I get a better idea about your fighting style I’ll be able to provide more guidance,” Emerah said and then turned toward Nyathulla. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably, but she did speak. “I am at about 70% in my Class and 30% in my path.” 
 
    Her voice was barely a whisper, and again Zach could feel unsettled. He tried not to show it. 
 
    Emerah grimaced. “That isn’t as good, but to what degree depends on your fighting style.” 
 
    “I am a long-range fighter. Both my abilities and my techniques rely on long-range attacks,” Nyathulla said. 
 
    “Hm… That could work,” Emerah said. “But your path will never be as powerful as someone who was investing a lot more in their Cultivation. And knowing your past, you did not have the knowledge to Cultivate properly… I’ll need to see your fighting style before commenting more.” 
 
    Zach saw Nyathulla lower her head, but he couldn’t exactly recognize the emotion on her face. 
 
    “Today’s class is just an overview. Tomorrow you will demonstrate your powers to me and I’ll be able to point you in the direction of a few guides from the Citadel’s library. You are of course free to make your own decisions concerning your own power.” 
 
    Zach was still surprised by everyone’s belief that their powers were such a private thing. 
 
    “Now,” Emerah began again. “The most important thing for you to understand is long-term planning. You need to know intimately what kind of powers you want, and build your Class around what you want to accomplish. The way a Classer achieves this is primarily through perks, as they are the most visible way that we gain power. The two of you had already picked several Class perks, and probably not all of them are completely synergized. It is incredibly important for the two of you to make sure that your future chosen perks be focused toward what you want to achieve. Because of this I urge you to make sure to listen to what I have to say, and once I suggest guides to you that you take the time to study them. You are at a disadvantage compared to most other wardens. You are charting your own paths, but that does not mean that you cannot learn from those who came before you.” 
 
    Zach nodded, understanding what the man was saying. He knew that his perks weren’t as focused as they could be. He had some that allowed him to distract his enemies in close combat, a few powerful attacks, and a defensive perk that could save his life. He was eager to learn—for the first time in many years, he wasn’t charting a path all on his own. He would have knowledge from the many other wardens to draw on in order to make better choices. 
 
    He knew that he couldn’t match Ryun in Cultivation, had known it even before Emerah told him that the wardens didn’t know much about Cultivating. His path was a Class, and that was the path he would use to gain enough strength to fulfill his promise.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 87 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    A Wolf Still 
 
      
 
    The night sky was clear, as it always was. The moon shone with a pale light, and the symbol of the wolf’s head surrounded it, painted with green stars. Ryun sat on a rock, high up in the mountains, his legs crossed and Kagehime in his lap. He used her ability, Shadow’s Will, which allowed him to draw in more Essence at night. He had spent the last few weeks exploring his territory, and hunting a few high-level monsters. He didn’t bother with anything below level sixty, and in any case the deal he had made with Ereclaw included him making sure that the territory was not disturbed too much. 
 
    There hadn’t been many powerful monsters, but he had earned a bit of Essence. He had enough to cycle through his core once, but he had been meaning to improve himself a bit. His Class was powerful enough, so he didn’t plan on putting any Essence there; it wasn’t his focus, and he even regretted the five levels he’d raised beyond level 60. But, he had been planning on getting some skills. Anrosh had told him that he could learn them without buying from the Framework’s shops, that he could buy tomes made by people who had already mastered skills. He had looked through the auction, since Anrosh had purchased a building that allowed it. 
 
    But buying through there meant that he would need to bid and wait for the bidding to close, and there weren’t many skills on offer, at least not ones that he was interested in. He’d have to wait for something interesting to become available, and he really didn’t want to do that. 
 
    His |Vibration Sense| had finally reached level 10, and he had gained a skill quest to evolve it further. It was a passive quest, so there wasn’t much that he could do. He had to sense one thousand different types of beings. He had gotten almost a hundred from his exploration of the territory, but in order to get more he would need to travel to other territories. 
 
    He felt the moon begin its transition into the sun, and sighed. He stopped his drawing in of Essence and put Kagehime back inside of himself, or wherever she went when he dismissed her, since her ability no longer worked. Then he opened up the shop, and found the skills. He had been looking through them for a few days now, but was yet to see them all. There were just too many, even some that looked like they were just variations on one another. 
 
    His |Perfect Cut| had gotten even worse, and he could barely use it once now. No one in the town knew why that was—but then again, none of them had skills developed even close to his tier. He had been trying to figure it out on his own, but he had also been looking through the auction house for any guides for skills. Nothing that he found so far had answers, as most covered only the first three tiers. It seemed like he would need to find someone who was far more knowledgeable in order to get help. His other skills worked fine, and he decided to buy new ones to fill in the gap until he could use his |Cut| again without leaving himself crippled.  
 
    He had narrowed his choices down on two skills. Each cost around ten thousand Greater Essence, which made them extremely costly in his opinion, but he could afford them. The first one was a passive skill, |Enhanced Balance|, which he figured would be useful to him, especially with the way his True Body reacted to the world, and with him using Qi cubes to jump across the sky.  The second was an active skill, one that sounded a bit strange—|Pounce|—and was slotted with movement skills. He was considering it because he wanted to have another movement power to use when his [Inevitable Step] was on cooldown. 
 
    There weren’t any descriptions of what the skills did, but the names were self-explanatory. Ryun had a few empty skill slots: three that he had before he arrived to the Infinite Realm, and an extra two he gained when he’d gotten his evolved cut skill. But he didn’t want to fill all of his slots; there was more to skills than he knew, and before committing everything he wanted to find more information on the subject. 
 
    But he did need to do something in the meantime. He picked the two skills and purchased them. Immediately he felt something inside of him take hold, a sliver of knowledge about the two skills. They weren’t the flashiest, but they suited his needs. He stood and tested them out a bit. His new |Enhanced Balance| skill made him a bit better at, well…not losing his balance. Similarly, his |Pounce| skill allowed him to spring suddenly in any direction. He would need to practice with it to improve it as fast as possible, but he expected the balance skill to advance quickly, especially because of his movement style. 
 
    With that finished, he jumped off the rock and started falling down the side of the mountain. He shaped a Qi cube and jumped off, soaring through the air and high above the forest. He started forming more cubes, basically making leaping steps across the sky. In almost no time at all, he reached his destination and stopped himself in the air by shaping a cube with his hand. He bled his momentum and swung around, landing with his feet on top of the cube. Then he dismissed it and plummeted toward the forest. He dropped down through the opening in the sea of tree tops and into the darkness below. His body slowed him down rapidly, and by the time he reached the ground he landed gently on the forest floor. The trees above him kept the dim sunlight from penetrating deeper, so the forest was still too dark for his eyes to see. But Ryun hadn’t relied on just his eyes in a long while. He started walking forward, his |Vibration Sense| telling him the direction where he needed to go. 
 
    As he walked, he saw that his balance skill had gained one level just from him jumping through the air. He had suspected that he would be able to level that one quickly. He reached a small clearing where sunlight shone through and stopped, waiting for his contracted partner. He had already felt Ereclaw leave the wolf's den and head his way. 
 
    A few minutes later Ereclaw walked into the clearing and stopped next to him. Ryun had started somehow feeling what Ereclaw was feeling. The sensation had been somehow familiar to him, even though he couldn’t remember ever feeling anything like it. It wasn’t like he felt everything that Ereclaw did, but he got a kind of sense about what he was feeling when they were nearby, so he knew that the wolf was frustrated. 
 
    Ryun didn’t speak. Instead, he let the wolf start the conversation. And after a couple minutes of silence Ereclaw obliged. 
 
    “The wolves are not… satisfied with me,” Ereclaw said finally. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryun asked, surprised. 
 
    “They no longer accept my leadership, not as they did before. They consider me more… more like one of you.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. He didn’t know how to respond to that. “Is that a danger for the town?” 
 
    Ereclaw shook his head quickly. “No, they understand that to survive, they need the town. Or they will. But they are not willing to serve as…pets.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. Anrosh had warned him that taming wild monsters required a certain skill set. He had thought that Ereclaw’s rule was enough to make it happen, but if that rule was now weakening… 
 
    “We made a deal, Ereclaw,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I know, but it is out of my claws. A few of the wolves will remain with their two-leg partners. The rest will remain in the forest.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. 
 
    “I’ve been asked to leave the pack,” Ereclaw added. “I am no longer one of them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ryun told him. 
 
    The wolf shrugged. “I always knew that there would be changes once we bonded. I expected something like this.” 
 
    “Are you satisfied with your choice?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I am a wolf still, no matter what form I have. My kind does not have regrets, it is what it is.” 
 
    “We never spoke in depth about your Class or path, I remember you saying that advancement is different for you now,” Ryun said in an attempt to change the subject. 
 
    Ereclaw nodded. “As I said before, I have something that is both a Class and a Path at the same time. I do not gain power in the same manner as your kind does. As you grow in strength, so do I. When you advanced, I advanced. The Essence that I gain on my own, is shared with you. My power has increased when you reached the Realm of Monarchs.” 
 
    Ryun hadn’t expected it to work like that, but he guessed it did make sense. The wolf was piggybacking on Ryun’s advancement in a way, but both of them got the benefits. “And what did you choose in the end?” 
 
    Ryun had tried to find information about the power types that the wolf had available to him in the town, but unsurprisingly no one knew anything. The two of them hadn’t spoken much about it, although Ryun did know that Ereclaw had made a choice. Ryun hadn’t really been interested, it wasn’t like it was his choice to make. 
 
    “Emissary of Twilight,” Ereclaw answered. 
 
    Ryun approved—he always approved of making choices based on the coolness of the name. “I’ve seen some of what you can do,” Ryun said, but didn’t press for Ereclaw to reveal everything. 
 
    “The longer I am in a fight, the stronger I get. Similar to what your kind can have, I too have six powers at my disposal, along with two passive effects.” 
 
    Ryun nodded in appreciation, it was like a hybrid of a Class and a Path. Ereclaw didn’t share anything else, though, and Ryun didn’t want to pry. 
 
    “So, what do you plan on doing now?” Ryun asked. Their agreement had been for the wolves to help keep the town safe, and while they wouldn’t be partnering with people anymore, Ereclaw made it seem like they would stay nearby and patrol the woods. That was enough in Ryun’s eyes, but Ereclaw was bonded to him, their fates tied. 
 
    “I think I shall stay by your side in the future,” Ereclaw said. “But not yet. I might be leaving the pack, but there are still things for me to take care of. I must ensure that they keep honoring my word.” 
 
    Ryun nodded at that. He wasn’t someone who enjoyed the company, but Ereclaw at least was like him, and content to stay silent for extended periods of time. 
 
    “Very well, then.” Ryun waved at the wolf and walked away. There wasn’t much more to be said.  
 
    He headed back toward the town. He had plans for Anrosh, and perhaps now was the time to see them through. He admitted to himself that the only reason he was really helping her was because he needed her. She was far better at running the town than he was—not that he would’ve bothered with it. He had given a promise to protect the town’s people because he needed their resources and knowledge, and Anrosh had provided both, to the best of her ability. For that alone, she did deserve his respect. 
 
    As he neared the town, his |Vibration Sense| got in range and he started sensing the town’s people moving around the streets. As soon as the entire town entered into his range, he frowned. He could feel a lot of commotion from them, so he jumped up in the air and grabbed a branch, climbing up until he left the tree tops and jumped higher above it. He crafted a cube and jumped forward, getting a better view of the town and the hill it was built on. 
 
    Immediately he saw warriors gathering at one of the gates, and Anrosh was there with them. His ability to figure out what they were saying was a bit difficult to use when there were so many people close by and all talking at the same time, but he did manage to figure it out. His eyebrow rose and he sat on his cube, watching from a distance. 
 
    Anrosh was organizing people, and breaking up arguments. He wasn’t surprised by what he sensed them say, as he had been able to hear what they whispered at night when they thought he couldn’t hear from the start. But Anrosh was much stronger than them now, and they didn’t want to cross her. 
 
    Eventually he saw movement on the other side of the hill, at the edge of the forest. A group of warriors was walking toward the town, large wagons pulled by some strange animals in the center of their formation. He recognized their colors, and tried to think of what the best way to proceed would be. 
 
    He could go and deal with it himself, of course. But seeing Anrosh standing in front of the town’s gate made him smile. So, Ryun settled in to watch. 
 
    He was eager to see how she would deal with the new arrivals.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 88 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    This, I Promise 
 
      
 
    Anrosh finished looking through the last report on her desk and leaned back in her chair, sighing. She had gotten used to the work, although she knew that very few people who were actually in charge did the work that she did. Most had people that did that for them, who then reported back to them, and in a way she was that person for Ryun. He was rarely present or even interested in hearing any reports from her, though, especially not since they got back and established the town. He had been exploring their territory, even though they already had maps, as well as the Framework map that all the Town Leaders could access. He returned a few times to check in, but never stayed for more than a few minutes. 
 
    By now she was used to it. Ryun was powerful, but he wasn’t really the social type, and she couldn’t deny that she owed him a great deal. In less than a day he had given her something that had been her life’s dream—the Lord Realm—and had even given her hope that she could rise even higher than that. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined something like this happening to her.  
 
    The level of trust he had in her was something that she couldn’t have expected, either. She was a nobody, as average of a Cultivator as it got, but now she was in charge of a town, of an entire territory. People were looking at her for guidance, and were trying to gain her favor. It was surreal—and she found that she liked it. There were a few drawbacks, of course; almost everyone in the town believed that she was involved with Ryun, a belief that she hadn’t really tried to change simply because it made her authority firmer. Besides, it wasn’t like Ryun cared about what others thought about him. 
 
    She was staying at the Town Leader’s mansion along with Kri, in part because it reinforced the rumors, and in part because it made sense to do so. She was the leader of the Twilight Woods territory in all but name. Ryun had given her full access, and with it came the responsibility to assign other Town Leaders. Gen, the town architect, had limited access, but so far she hadn’t given access to anyone else. There were people who wanted those positions, but the reason why she didn’t give any of them the access they wanted was simple: she didn’t trust them. 
 
    Anrosh knew that they had agreed to follow Ryun as their leader, that they had decided to break away from the sect, but they had done so only because to do otherwise was to die. The Black Viper Sect would come for them eventually, and Anrosh worried that not everyone was going to remain loyal. She hadn’t heard any dissenting whispers, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t exist. She didn’t fear anyone striking against her now—she was more powerful than them, nearly as powerful as Fier had been, but she knew how sects operated. They followed the strong. 
 
    The Black Viper Sect might not look kindly on them because of Fier’s death, but the people in the town had something to offer now: the town itself. She knew that Ryun was powerful, and that the people in the town knew that, but she worried that they believed the Black Viper Sect more powerful than him. They had several Monarchs, after all, and she just didn’t see the people of Wolf’s Grove sticking with her or Ryun over them. 
 
    She shook her head as she knew that there was little that she could do to change their hearts. She wasn’t someone who inspired people, nor was Ryun, and that was the problem. The people were following along because they had nothing better to do. 
 
    She sighed and stood up from her chair. Her work for the day was done and she decided to take a walk. Exiting her office, she ran into her daughter. Kri froze in place, looking guilty. Anrosh noticed the training sword behind her back and her general appearance, and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “So, you’ve been training I see,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Kri looked down sheepishly. “Uh…a little, but I promise I’ve been careful!” 
 
    Anrosh sighed. Kri still didn’t have access to Essence, which made her incredibly weak compared to everyone and everything else. “Didn’t we agree that you would wait until I have the time to train with you?” 
 
    “But you said that ages ago! And besides, you’re always busy,” Kri complained. 
 
    Anrosh felt just a tiny bit guilty. She had promised her a while ago, but there never seemed to be a good time. 
 
    “I told you why I don’t want you training with the warriors. Just one slip, one moment when one of them isn’t paying attention, and you can lose your life,” Anrosh reminded her. She didn’t trust the former sect’s warriors to take enough care with her daughter. She did know that Kri needed at least some training, as she would soon become mature enough for Essence, but she wanted for it to be her who started her training. 
 
    Kri looked ready to fight, but Anrosh’s |Echo Sense| told her that someone was approaching, and Anrosh wasn’t in the mood for an argument with her daughter. “No. We had a deal, and you broke it. I want you to go to your room, and we will talk about this later,” she said just as her assistant Eneri walked around the corner and began rushing toward her. 
 
    Kri’s face scrunched up, but she knew better than to throw a tantrum when in others’ company. Appearances mattered a lot in a sect. She stomped off just as Eneri reached her. 
 
    “Lady, the eastern patrol just came back,” Eneri said. 
 
    Anrosh frowned, that patrol wasn’t scheduled to come back yet, and immediately she felt her bones chill. The eastern border of their territory was the direction of their old sect’s lands. “How many?” she asked. 
 
    “A caravan, several wagons with around twenty warriors. They report Commander Gerou at the head of the procession,” Eneri answered. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath. She was familiar with Gerou—he was a Demasi, attached to one of the branch families. He was supposed to be in the Mid Foundation Realm, a trusted warrior of the sect. The fact that they’d sent him and not someone stronger meant that they didn’t know about the change in leadership, not yet. But they had to suspect that something was wrong, since Anrosh had made sure that no word got back to the sect. They probably thought that Fier’s attempt at claiming the territory failed. 
 
    She knew that that belief wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    “How long until they get here?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Less than half an hour,” Eneri answered. 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “The patrol noticed them too late.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t believe that for a second—if they had been patrolling the eastern border of the territory they would’ve had enough time to come back long before the sect’s people arrived. She knew that some of the warriors weren’t fulfilling their duties properly, but she also knew that was likely because they were just lazy. There was a reason why they had been sent here with Fier: everyone in this town had fallen out of favor for one reason or another. Still, if they had come back, that meant that they hadn’t betrayed the town to the sect. She doubted that would’ve gone well for them, unless they had something to trade for their safety, and the warriors on patrols weren’t really in the know about Ryun. They didn’t know enough to ensure their survival. 
 
    Anrosh headed out of the mansion with Eneri following close behind. She crossed the big square and called for the three golems to follow her. She cursed Ryun for not being there, and forcing her to deal with the sect. She didn’t even know how to deal with them, she knew that they would not be happy that someone had taken what was supposed to be theirs, nor that Fier was dead and they were following a new master. She hoped that they would be able to see that it would be a waste of resources to try and root them out, especially if they had to fight Ryun, but she knew that wouldn’t go down without blood being drawn. 
 
    When she arrived at the eastern gate, she found townspeople already there. The warriors were standing to the side, with Jishh and Enka at their head. The group parted to let her through, and the whispers quieted down, but she had already heard something about what they were talking about. Some had wondered if it would be better for them to try and convince the sect to take them back. 
 
    A few of the townspeople who hadn’t noticed her yet were arguing, and she made her presence known. 
 
    “Everyone, quiet!” she yelled. She saw the people turned to look at her and she glared back at them. “We’ve all made a choice to be here and to make Ryun our leader. Trying to change that choice will not go well for you, I promise.” 
 
    She saw that none of them wanted to defy her. Ever since she had reached the Lord Realm, she had been getting a lot more respect from everyone. 
 
    Jishh walked over to her and started to speak. 
 
    “Our leader isn’t here now,” Jishh said. “And this will turn bloody.” 
 
    “They didn’t send anyone above the Mid Foundation Realm. I will take care of them if they decide to fight.” 
 
    “It is inevitable, Lady Kesh,” Jishh told her. “The death of Master Fier alone will be enough to seek all our deaths. We’ve agreed to follow another in return for protection, yet he is not here to provide it.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t respond, but instead just looked at the oncoming caravan. The warriors just now starting the climb up the hill had their weapons ready, and she knew that what Jishh had said was true. Ryun wasn’t there to protect them, but she was—and he was the one that had given her enough power to do that. She wondered if that had been his goal when he’d raised her. 
 
    “Lady,” Jishh started again. “Perhaps we could still get back in the sect’s good graces. You have complete control over the town and the interface. We could easily help the sect set up a trap to—” 
 
    “No!” Anrosh stopped him before he could say too much. She knew that everyone around her was afraid, that they wanted to live, that they knew the sect would not look kindly on their betrayal, no matter what they thought about them before.  
 
    But betraying Ryun could mean death just as easily as fighting the sect. 
 
    The leading elements of the caravan arrived, and Commander Gerou walked up to the mass of people standing and waiting. His tail swiped to the side in annoyance as he looked over the people assembled. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this? The territory is claimed, but not for the sect? Where is young Master Fier? He’d better have a good explanation for this!” Gerou yelled. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath and walked forward. “Master Fier is dead,” she said. 
 
    Gerou’s eyes locked onto hers and he frowned, looking at her. “You stupid little wretches. Your master died and you claimed the territory for yourselves!” he spat. “You had to know that this would mean death.” 
 
    Anrosh knew that there would be no reasoning with Gerou. He was sect born and raised—arrogant and loyal. She needed to send a message to the sect. “The sect sent us here to die,” Anrosh said flatly, “and so we are no longer part of it. You can return to your masters and tell them that we are independent of their rule, and that we are willing to come to an agreement if they want to trade with us. But any attempt to regain this territory will cost them more blood than they can afford.” 
 
    Gerou’s eyes widened with fury. Anrosh saw his hand tighten on his sword, and she knew that he did not like her speaking to him in such a manner. But she was baiting him—she needed to make an example and show the others that they weren’t going to be an easy target, not anymore. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked and then turned to the people behind her. “Does this trash speak for you?” 
 
    Anrosh’s face twitched at the insult. Just a little while ago she would’ve been forced to take it, but not now. “Don’t speak to them,” Anrosh said. “I am in charge of Wolf’s Grove. I am the one who you will deal with.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her, and she could see him trying to figure out how strong she was. All of them in the town, her included, still wore the Black Viper Sect’s colors, so he probably thought that she was a part of Fier’s expedition. If he knew the composition of it, then he knew that there hadn’t been many powerful people with Fier. Anrosh didn’t have her new suit of armor on, the epic set that Ryun had given her, but she didn’t think that she would need it. 
 
    “Traitors, all of you! The sect gives to you and you dare to steal from us? The sentence for that crime is death,” Gerou hissed. 
 
    “I do not want to fight, but if you do, you will not find us to be an easy target,” Anrosh told him. The warriors behind her tensed, and she didn’t know which way they would jump. She wasn’t completely sure of their loyalty, but she didn’t think that they would try to stab her in the back. 
 
    Gerou pulled out his sword. “They don’t seem all that eager to cross the sect. Perhaps if you are dead, they would be more than willing to beg for the sect’s forgiveness.” 
 
    Seeing him finally draw a sword, she did the same, drawing the sword that Ryun had gifted her. She felt her three Qi Anchors, and with them each of her techniques prepared and ready to be activated at a moment’s notice, without the need for her to get into a breathing form.  
 
    Gerou attacked, a quick and decisive jab, obviously didn’t think that anyone in the town could be stronger than him.  
 
    She raised her sword and parried. Activating her branch technique {Surge}, her speed increased on top of her Class perk Quick Steps and as she pushed his sword away, she spun around. 
 
    Holding her weapon with both hands, she cut into the Demasi’s right leg, just above the knee, making a shallow wound. She didn’t infuse her weapon with poison Qi, so it wasn’t a lethal injury. 
 
    Gerou grimaced and lashed out with his tail, green Qi rising from his skin to envelop him whole. She dodged the tail and met his sword swing with equal ease. He advanced and she met every one of his attacks with her sword. It struck her just how easily she was doing all this, when just a little while ago she had been close to his strength. Now, her Qi surged through her, her Bottomless Core, barely even tapped. The man was no match for her now. She saw him looking at her with confusion, and then she started to push back, attacking and forcing the Demasi to defend.  
 
    Her sword lashed out and made small cuts on his body, making shallow cuts on his unarmored areas. She didn’t want to kill the man, just make him understand that the town behind her wasn’t as weak as he thought. Their swords met, and she felt him struggling to push her back. Anrosh took a step forward, and then pushed, her superior stats letting her do so easily. Gerou stumbled back and lost his footing, then fell to the ground and rolled until he got back up to his feet. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t follow, instead she looked at him from the distance. 
 
    “You…you are in the Lord Realm,” he said as his eyes widened. “But there was no one close to breakthrough with young master Fier. You… Who are you?” 
 
    “Anrosh Kesh, former warrior of the Black Viper Sect, now second in command of the Twilight Woods Territory,” she told him. 
 
    “Second in command?” Gerou asked, his eyes looking back at the people behind her. 
 
    “Go back to the sect, and tell your masters that this territory is claimed. We do not want conflict with them, but we will defend ourselves if they seek it,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Gerou didn’t answer, but the look in his eyes was enough to let her know that there was little chance of the sect leaving them alone. She knew that they would send another force, with stronger fighters, in order to take the territory back. Their town had no backing from a powerful sect, no protection from invasion. They only had Ryun, and he was nowhere to be seen. Even with him, Anrosh didn’t know if they could survive what the sect could do. If the Sect Leaders decided to come themselves… But she hoped that they wouldn’t, not at the start at least. They would send their Lord’s, and Ryun would be able to kill them. Anrosh believed that the sect wouldn’t want to risk more against someone who could kill Lords so easily. They would wait, and give them even more time to get stronger. 
 
    “Who is in charge? Did you sell out to another sect?” Gerou asked. 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know how to explain their situation. Even now many in the town believed that Ryun had backing from another sect. 
 
    Before she had the chance to answer, however, someone cleared their throat, loudly. Her head swiveled up, and there above them was Ryun, sitting on one of his Qi cubes. 
 
    “The one in charge would be me,” Ryun said, and only then did Anrosh start to feel his presence. She didn’t know how he’d hid himself before then. He felt…frightening. She had grown used to being in his presence, but seeing those cold eyes looking down on them made her shiver. 
 
    A moment later he jumped down, and his body slowed until he gently touched the ground. She still didn’t know how he was doing that, but it was eerie to look at.  
 
    Ryun looked at her and smiled. “Thank you, Anrosh. You’ve done well.”  
 
    His words made her feel embarrassed, but also glad. She gave him just a nod, not trusting herself to speak. Everyone around her was frozen. 
 
    “You are in charge?” Gerou managed to get out. 
 
    Ryun glanced at him and then walked over to stand in front of the injured Commander. 
 
    “I am Ryun Nacht, and yes, this is my town and my territory. The former leader of these people decided to stand in my way, and so I killed him and claimed what was his, as was my right. As Anrosh has so clearly told you, this is our territory now. Go back to your people and let them know. If your leaders wish to discuss matters in peace, I am of course open to that. But should they decide to oppose me and mine, I will end them and all others who stand in my way. This I promise.” 
 
    Gerou looked at Ryun as if he didn’t understand a word of what he had said. The Commander had to know that Ryun was incredibly powerful, far more than Anrosh herself, but she could see the defiance in his eyes. It was brave, but stupid. 
 
    Ryun sighed, and then a force billowed out of him. It hit Anrosh straight in the chest, and she barely managed to stay upright even though it wasn’t pointed at her and even though she had felt it before. Now, seeing his aura of dread hit the sect warriors, she felt pity for them. Gerou dropped to his knees, his breath leaving his lungs, and the weaker warriors behind him bent over and half of them vomited violently. 
 
    The effect lasted for only a second, but it was enough to bring the entire sect group to their knees. Anrosh looked on at the casual demonstration of power—in an instant, he had defeated the entire group of warriors in front of him. It was more than impressive, but the way he looked completely at ease was what was truly frightening. They were nothing to him, just pebbles in his way. Ryun walked among them as they tried to compose themselves and stopped near the first wagon filled with supplies. 
 
    “These wagons were meant to reinforce Fier had he succeeded, or allow you a new attempt at claiming the territory had he failed. I believe that we can still make use of them,” Ryun said. “And in the spirit of future peaceful relations between us and your sect, I believe that a trade is in order.” 
 
    Ryun walked back to the kneeling Gerou and pulled out a crate filled with cycled Essence. “Take this back to your masters, and tell them that we are willing to trade. But should they force a conflict, the sun will set…or, rather, the sun will turn on their lives.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him standing there above the Demasi Commander, calm and appearing completely in control. She remembered him telling her that he would kill anyone who got in his way, but she didn’t actually think that he would send such a clear and direct threat to the sect leaders. She didn’t know how they would respond to that, but his offer for trade and the Essence he offered might be enough to make them consider leaving them alone. 
 
    She hoped that it was enough, because no matter how strong Ryun was, she didn’t know if he could survive several Monarchs coming after him. In the end, she had made her choice to stand next to him, and she could do nothing but trust that he would honor his promise, and keep them all safe.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 89 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Trust Me 
 
      
 
    Anrosh walked into the mansion, now her home, and closed the door behind her. She leaned back on the door and shut her eyes, releasing a long sigh. She had spent the better part of the day talking and assuring people of their town’s safety. The arrival of the sect’s people had been expected, and a few of the townspeople had seen familiar faces in the caravan, but it wasn’t like they were close with them. They had been sent here along with their families, and the sect was large enough that there were people who didn’t know one another. Still, their arrival had reminded them of the sect and shattered their little illusion of ordinary life. 
 
    They had betrayed their sect, joined with a person who had murdered their former master, a member of the ruling family. They might not have had much choice in the matter, but that did not mean that they escaped all responsibility. Anrosh hoped that Ryun was able to protect them, that his words would be carried back, and that the sect would realize that removing Ryun would cost them more than they could afford to pay.  
 
    But the people were afraid regardless. 
 
    Ryun had disappeared as soon as the caravan left, leaving her to deal with the fallout. In a way, what had happened had been a good thing: Ryun had shown to the town that he was powerful—they had seen him force the sect’s warriors to their knees without lifting a finger. But on the other hand, they were now reminded of the threat that the sect posed to their lives, and not all of them were confident that Ryun could protect them from the sect’s full power. 
 
    The people were afraid, and as much as she had tried to reassure them, she knew that she hadn’t done a good job. They respected her strength, and being a Lord was something few of them could even dream of achieving in their lifetime, but compared to the power of the Monarchs that the sect had, she was nothing. They needed Ryun’s words, but he was not a person who would try to reassure them. That much, at least, she was certain of. 
 
    She pushed herself off the door and headed down the hallway before going up the stairs. She had seen Ryun sitting on the roof of the mansion, and she needed to talk with him. They had problems, and they needed to act as quickly as possible. Anrosh had been speaking with those who were the most unsure about their path forward, and she knew that there were many who were doubting their decision: Jishh and his warriors, for one. Anrosh knew that Ryun had shared some of his knowledge with the commander and his subordinate, that he had raised their power. She had thought that that would have bought him loyalty, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that Jishh and his closest warriors weren’t as sure of their decision as Anrosh herself was. 
 
    True, Anrosh had never really wanted to join the sect in the first place. She had only followed where her husband led. And she knew that her and Kri’s future would be bleak in the sect, even if she somehow managed to betray Ryun without dying. Not that she wanted to do so—she hated the way things were done in the sects and had no desire to go back—but the others were a different story. Jishh had never come right out and said that he wanted to go back to the sect, but Anrosh got the feeling that he was wavering. 
 
    That was to be expected, as Ryun wasn’t a present leader. He didn’t inspire loyalty, and he wasn’t even there most of the time. When he was, he barely interacted with anyone other than Anrosh. She knew that he was different, and she had hoped that that difference would make him a better leader than Fier had been. In some ways it had, considering he had put her in charge, but as much as she was grateful about the changes in her life, the power that he had given her, she knew that in order to get the sect to leave them alone they needed their town to be united in that purpose first. 
 
    And so she made her way up the stairs, heading to the top floor. The last main residence didn’t have an easily accessible route to the roof. Ryun might be able to just jump up there whenever he wanted, but not everyone was as strong as he was. The new mansion had rooms in the attic, and a window that opened to the roof. She walked across the room and opened the window, exiting outside and into the moonlight. 
 
    Carefully, she crossed over to the other side of the roof and found Ryun standing at the edge, his eyes locked onto something in the distance. She turned her head and looked in the same direction, but her eyes saw nothing but darkness beyond the town. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “A little mouse. He is running down the hill and toward the forest. A pity,” Ryun said as he shook his head, his eyes never moving from something far in the distance. 
 
    Anrosh looked back, but again she saw nothing. She wondered just how large the range of his ability to monitor his surroundings were. If it extended beyond the town…well, that would only again show how terrifying he truly was.  
 
    She shivered and then turned to look at him again. “I need to talk with you.” 
 
    “You are always welcome to do so, Anrosh.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “We have many problems. You will need to be more specific.” He turned to look at her and gave her a small smile. 
 
    She tried hard not to quake at the look in his eyes. “Jishh. and his warriors. They are—” 
 
    “I know,” Ryun said. 
 
    She waited for him to say anything else, but he just kept looking at her. “And? What are you planning to do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “Nothing,” she echoed. 
 
    “Nothing, yes. That is what I said.” 
 
    She closed her eyes in frustration. She didn’t think that she would ever get used to his way of talking, of communicating. He took everything just so literally. “The things they are talking about… You need to show them that you can protect them from the sect, to earn their trust.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head as he gazed at her. “Why?” 
 
    “Because they won’t remain loyal if they don’t think that you can protect them!” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes hardened and she flinched. 
 
    “I have given them my word, and they had given theirs in kind. To disbelieve what I had promised is the same as to call me a liar, and I am nothing of the sorts. I do not break my word, my promises. I do not care about what they say. I know everything that everyone in this town has whispered when they believed themselves in private, unable to be overheard. Words are not crimes, thoughts are not crimes—they do not break their word with doubts, but only with true decisions, actions. They can do and say anything that they want, as long as they keep their word.” 
 
    She forced herself to meet his eyes. There she saw an unmovable will, an unflinching resolve. She had never met anyone like him. She had told him that a part of the people under him might be disloyal, and if he had been able to listen to everyone in the town, then he knew even more than she did. Yet he didn’t care. She knew that few, if any sect leaders would’ve let something like this slide—absolute loyalty was the only way to them. But to Ryun what they plotted against him didn’t matter, and if she understood him well enough, it wouldn’t matter until they actually acted on those plots. 
 
    “I don’t agree. I think that you should at least try to reassure them, to make them see that you can protect them.” 
 
    “Can I?” Ryun asked. “Didn’t you tell me that the sect has more than one Monarch, that I couldn’t fight them alone?” 
 
    Anrosh’s eye twitched. “I still think that the sect is too powerful to fight head on.” 
 
    “And I have taken your advice. Instead of killing all the sect’s warriors, I gave them a gift, and asked them to relay to their leader my desire for trade. Is that not what you wanted?” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at him. She hadn’t realized that he’d planned on just killing everyone before. She felt a shiver pass through her. Would he have just killed all the warriors from the sect if she hadn’t spoken to him, if she hadn’t tried to tell him that the sect leaders were powerful? She couldn’t even imagine what the response would’ve been if he had done that, but they would’ve had no chance of resolving this peacefully. She hoped that the sect leaders would see that there was no need for further bloodshed. After all, the people sent here had been outcasts.  
 
    The one obstacle she saw was Fier. He had been the Sect Head’s nephew, and even though he had fallen out of favor he was still a blood relative. She knew that the Black Viper Sect wasn’t in a state where it could survive suffer more losses, however, and going against an unknown force would probably be too much of a risk.  
 
    At least that was what she thought. 
 
     “What I wanted was to live in a safe place where I could raise my daughter in peace. You promised to protect us as well as the town.” 
 
    “And so I shall. I understand your fears, and I even understand the fears of the others, as well as their doubts. I do not hold those against them. My word holds as long as theirs does. I do not know how powerful their Monarchs are, but they don’t know anything about me either. And I have faced greater odds,” Ryun said, his face contorting into a bitter smile. “If they force this into a conflict, I will carve my way through them.” 
 
    There were so many things that she wanted to say, but she knew that none would change his mind. Ryun was so different from anyone she had ever met. He had the same arrogance that the powerful in the sects had, the same belief in his own power, but the difference was that most of those in the sect had been gifted that power, had grown up in powerful families with many advantages.  
 
    Ryun was a Ranker. He had clawed through a falling world to get to where he was. Anrosh couldn’t even imagine what he had gone through in order to stand here before her now. She might not have known him for long, but she had learned a few things about how to manage him. She couldn’t change his mind—she could only offer advice and hope that he listened. 
 
    “We should be trying to do everything in our power to secure a peaceful resolution with the sect,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    Ryun nodded gravely. “Violence is never my first response. If they do not act against me and those in my charge, I will not act against them. But I am not going to bend, to let them cross lines as I seek peace. To do so would be to show them weakness, and I am most certainly not weak. There is more to power than just levels and realms; it is about the way you react to the world, about your convictions and the set of rules you live by.” 
 
    She had noticed how he had changed since she first met him. He spoke more and for longer periods of time, rather than answering with just grunts or single-word answers. But still, she saw the same man before her now as the one she had met long ago. Ryun never spoke anything that he didn’t completely believe in, but his convictions were unlike any she had encountered before. She wondered what kind of events had shaped a man like him. 
 
    “No matter how powerful you are, you are still just a single man. Even if you were powerful enough to fight off all the sect’s Monarchs together, they still have an army filled with capable warriors,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    Ryun gave her a strange look, and a glimpse of a smile, but then he sobered. “Perhaps you are right. Fighting is what I am good at, but I cannot be at many different places at the same time. Yet I have given my word to protect these people.” 
 
    He hummed to himself, and then he put his hands close together over his stomach. A moment later she felt his Qi moving, and then glowing energy bouncing between his palms. In the center a crystal was starting to form, and she realized that he was cycling Essence. She had suspected that he had spent most of the Essence he had cycled before for the town and to raise Jishh, Enka, and her powers, but he clearly had some left unassigned. She couldn’t even imagine how he could have so much.  
 
    It took a while for the crystal to fully form, and then when he was done, he grabbed it and took a long look. A moment later, he offered it to her. 
 
    “With this you should be able to advance one more stage in your path,” Ryun told her. 
 
    She swallowed hard. She had been telling herself that what he had already given her was a gift without measure, and he himself had told her that he wouldn’t give her any more Essence, that she would need to advance further by herself. Now it seemed like he had changed his mind. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that you wouldn’t be giving me any more Essence?” she asked, not taking the offered crystal. 
 
    “I did,” he admitted. “But you are right. In order to keep my word and protect this town, I need someone strong enough to fight by my side. The next stage is the one where I gained much of my power, and this will truly be the last time I will offer you Essence.” 
 
    She knew what the Mid Lord Stage brought with it, of course: a True Body, for many the pinnacle of advancement. To have a True Body was a mark of strength, of prestige, and of power. Until she had met Ryun she had believed that all True Bodies had a physical mark, an alteration that clearly showed their ascension. But Ryun had no physical mark, or none that she could see. She had no idea what his True Body even did, but she was incredibly curious. 
 
    She looked at the Essence Crystal and then reached out for it. “You want me to advance here?” she asked. If she did so, everyone in the town would be able to feel it. 
 
    Ryun looked thoughtful for a moment, and then he shook his head. “No. I know a better place.” 
 
    Before she could even react, he reached for her and picked her up, one hand behind her shoulders and another behind her knees. It took a lot of restraint on her part to not react. If it was anyone else, she would’ve done so, violently, but Ryun had never shown any interest in her, and she knew that he had his peculiarities. 
 
    A moment later he jumped and it took everything from her not to scream. The wind pushed down on her as they soared, and then slowed before starting to fall. A moment later his Qi moved and they landed on a Qi cube. She didn’t have much time to adjust before he jumped again, leaping through the air. The very act of it made her feel dizzy, but she managed to keep her cool. A couple of jumps later she was collected enough to look around. She saw the barely visible treetops below them, and the shining moon above them, with the stars surrounding it and declaring their territory. 
 
    Even though she couldn’t see much, it was an awe-inspiring sight. She was soaring through the air, almost flying—she had never felt anything like it. She noticed that they were headed toward the mountains, and belatedly realized where they were going. 
 
    The trip took them less time than she imagined, considering the distance involved. Ryun dropped down onto the mountain plateau, high up and close to the peak. Illuminated by moonlight, she could see the snow and the small shrine in the distance. She felt the cold hit her skin, but her stats were high enough to keep her safe. 
 
    Ryun let her down and took a step back. “Advance,” he told her simply. 
 
    She took a moment to collect herself and looked at the crystal. It had enough Essence for her to finish her six cycles. She took a deep breath and did as he said, suppressing her former belief that cycling was wasteful. Once done, she filled her core for the last time, and then triggered the advancement. Her Qi surged through her core, compressing and changing it, making it stronger. The transformation was quick, and a few notifications appeared in front of her.  
 
    Her eyes turned to the most important one: three choices of a True Body. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel excited. This had been beyond a dream for most of her life. She knew that True Bodies depended on many factors, the person's race among them, but her choices were all incredible. 
 
    “Show me,” came Ryun’s voice from next to her, and she snapped out of her thoughts. 
 
    She looked at him and hesitated. Showing private stats was frowned upon in the Infinite Realm, though one might ask advice of a master or a teacher—but Ryun was neither to her. Although, in some ways, perhaps he was something like a mentor. She would hesitate to call him a friend, yet he had named her as much once before. She didn’t know what friendship meant to a person like him, but she was grateful for his nonetheless.  
 
    She did as he asked and a window she had been looking at became visible. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Path Perk available: True Body 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Mithridatic 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of resilience. Your body has been exposed to poison Qi, and as such has gained incredible resistance to poisons. You gain a 90% resistance to all poisons. You only need to survive a poison once to become immune to it. Your body is adapted to your poison Qi, and it no longer damages your body. If chosen, physical changes will manifest themselves. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Enduring 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of the ultimate survivor, and as such your body is forged in that image. You gain a second heart. Pain tolerance is doubled,  lung capacity is doubled, stamina effectiveness is doubled, and all stamina-draining effects have reduced impact on you. If chosen, physical changes will manifest themselves. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Overwhelming 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of overwhelming power, and as such your body is forged in that image. Your physical size is doubled, and for every point of strength you will gain in the future, you gain half of a point for free. Effectiveness of dexterity reduced by 20%. If chosen, physical changes will manifest themselves. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun looked at her choices, not saying anything as he focused on reading. She did the same. She hadn’t ever dreamed that she would reach this high, but now that she had, she actually felt a bit disappointed. Her choices were all incredible, but there was only one choice that she could make. The nature of her path demanded it. 
 
    “The Mithridatic body is the only choice,” Anrosh told him. 
 
    Ryun turned and looked at her. “No, you should pick the Enduring Body. It synergizes better with your combat style and path.” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at him. “I have the poison Qi aspect, and even now I can feel it harming my body every time I use a technique. The more powerful I get, the worse the effect will be. It could kill me. Enduring Body is good, but it will not save me from poison.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and smiled. “Trust me, your poison Qi will not be an issue.” 
 
    Anrosh looked back at her choices. His words didn’t make sense to her, but he hadn’t steered her wrong so far. He had given her incredible power, and she had a debt toward him that she could never repay, but she still wasn’t sure about his advice. She wanted to believe him, to trust in him…  
 
    And so she made her choice. 
 
    She felt herself, her body widen and grow. She did not double in size as her last choice had offered, but she changed enough to accommodate changes in her body. There was no pain, but it was a…unique experience. She didn’t know how long the transformation took, but when it was over she found herself on her knees. She blinked a couple of the times, feeling her new body. The changes weren’t obvious to her, at least not at the moment, but she felt more powerful. She looked at her palm and frowned. Something didn’t look right about her skin, but she couldn’t tell in the pale moonlight. A moment later she saw Ryun take out something from his storage, a small vial. He shook it lightly and a pale light blossomed from it, illuminating them. 
 
    She blinked at the light, and then looked down. Her skin had changed color. She no longer had the green skin she had been born with, but instead it was now a deep blood red. She remembered stories that her parents told her, of people with red skin, Rankers who had achieved such level of power. It had to be a universal change for her Iteration, when they gained a true body. 
 
    She straightened and looked at herself. Her clothes were tight, and she could tell that her muscles were more pronounced. She wasn’t all that different, but she was slightly taller.  
 
    Then she frowned as she noticed her braid. She pulled on it and looked at it. 
 
    “It’s—” she started. 
 
    “White,” Ryun finished for her. 
 
    More changes, but somehow she was happy to have them. She turned to look at Ryun. 
 
    “This body is incredible, but my Qi…” 
 
    “Do not worry,” Ryun told her, and then he pulled out another vial from his storage and offered it to her. She took it and her eyes widened as she read what it was. A Core Purifying Elixir… She had never even heard of such a thing, but she knew immediately that what she had in her hands was worth more than the entire Black Viper Sect. What fortune would someone farther along their path give to be able to change their aspect, someone who had gained incredible strength and now could afford the best? 
 
    Anrosh was at a loss for words. “This is…” 
 
    “It is for you,” Ryun said and pulled out a clear glass globe. “Take it. With your Bottomless Core, the loss will not hurt you much. And then we can see about giving you a new aspect, one better suited for you.” 
 
    He gestured behind her, and she turned. The shrine stood there, at the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “You have done so much for me, more than I could’ve even dreamed. But this…this is a debt that will put me in your service forever.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “I do not require such things. I’ve told you once before, I do what I want, when I want, because I want to do it. There is no other reason behind my actions. I believe in simple things. Wealth and influence do not interest me; I want only to be allowed peace to advance as I will. Giving you enough power is serving that goal. You are my hands and voice. You keep the world and their wretched agendas away from me, so that I do not need to be bothered by them. I need you powerful, so that I do not need to step in. It is as simple as that.” 
 
    She looked at him, the man who had saved her life and that of her daughter from a terrible fate. He who could’ve asked anything from her, and had instead given her more than anyone else in her life ever had. He didn’t even ask for her to swear loyalty to him, nor for her to prostrate herself before him. He had never spoken to her as anything other than an equal, even though she was far from it. He didn’t need such things, oaths and promises—he gave them to the town because they needed them, not him. His word was the only thing he held as valuable. She was amazed by him…in awe, even. It was like he was a figure out of stories, a legend that she was read to about when she was a child. A force of nature, a being that followed a different set of rules than anybody else. 
 
    Anrosh opened the vial and drank it all.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 90 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Absolute Cold 
 
      
 
    The elixir hit her stomach and Anrosh felt a searing sensation spread from there. Her core was on fire, and she fell to her knees. It was painful, far more than she expected it to be, and she wondered just how it would’ve felt without her new True Body. She didn’t know for how long her core was on fire, but eventually the heat started to move, going through her Qi conduits and burning any remnant of her aspect out. 
 
    And then, in what seemed like an instant, the heat was gone and she gasped. A notification appeared in front of her, informing her that she had lost her aspect, and she could feel that her core was just a tiny bit smaller, that it had less Qi capacity. She had a Bottomless Core, so the 10% reduction that was the price for the use of the elixir wasn’t much to her. 
 
    She gathered herself and stood, seeing Ryun standing in the same spot and just looking at her. He hadn’t offered any words of encouragement, nor did he try to help her. It wasn’t like she had expected him to, she knew that he wasn’t prone to such actions.  
 
    Yet, the look in his eyes made her wonder what their relationship really was. They weren’t a master and a student. She was technically in his service, yet he didn’t really treat her like that. He mentored her, without really teaching her much, and he had been a kind of a sponsor. He had invested wealth into her advancement, but he didn’t ask for much in return. He had called her friend once before, but she didn’t know if she could call them that. She knew very little about him, and he knew less about her. And yet… 
 
    He had been more of a friend to her than many—all—of the people she had ever considered friends. She wondered if that was what they were: friends. She didn’t know how to classify their relationship, not really. But seeing him standing there before her, a clear globe in his extended hand, she couldn’t help but feel close to him. He had done so much for her, in return for so little. 
 
    “Take it,” Ryun said, snapping her out of her thoughts. 
 
    She reached over and took the globe, looking at it and the low-tier aspects available around them. 
 
    Ryun turned his head, looking at the shrine. “Go as far as you can. The power of the aspect you will gain will depend on your own power.” 
 
    Anrosh turned, and took a step. She wanted to tell him so much, to thank him, and to… She didn’t even know how to translate her own feelings into words, and in a way that made them similar. She glanced back, seeing him watching her. He knew, without her needing to say anything. 
 
    She turned back toward the shrine and walked, watching the globe in her hand. The Cold aspect changed, going from tier 2 to tier 3, and the chill around her increased. She walked forward, feeling the chill increase even further as the tier changed to 4. Her old aspect had been tier 3, a shop-bought aspect. It had been her husband’s idea, a way to make their application to be adopted into the Black Viper Sect more attractive. There were people with different aspects in the sect, but they were outliers, special cases. Most shared the same one, which made it easier for the sect to share their knowledge, to shape their warriors’ techniques and paths. Her path hadn’t been as suitable for the aspect, but it was good enough. More than most got. 
 
    She had never entertained the idea that she could change it—or at least, the person that she’d been before she met Ryun couldn’t. Now, the aspect of Cold around her was more powerful than anything that she could’ve hoped to gain by herself, and there were more steps for her to take to reach the shrine. She took a few steps more, and the cold intensified, as the tier changed to 5, enough that she felt a faint pain on her skin. Her Enduring Body made her better at handling pain, doubling her tolerance, but she could feel her body fighting the cold by itself. Two hearts beat in her chest, sending blood surging through her body. She was changed, for more than she even realized. She would’ve been hard pressed to survive for long in this cold just a couple of minutes before. 
 
    She reached the edge of the shrine, and took a deep breath before taking the last step. The aspect changed to Absolute Cold and tier to 6, and with that change came the cold. It was a deep chill that penetrated past her skin to freeze her bones, and she felt her two hearts speed up. She started to shiver and realized that even with her new power, she wouldn’t be able to stay there for long. Immediately she dropped to the ground and started to pull the Essence around her, funneling it all into the globe.  
 
    Her mind focused as she struggled to block all the conduits leading inside of her core.  
 
    The trick about capturing an aspect was to draw in the Essence and separate the aspect that you wanted from the others around you, but instead of funneling it to the core, a person was meant to force it down their hands and into the globe. It was not something that many Cultivators could do easily. It required a good grasp on their Qi and its movement through the body. Most Cultivators relied on their breathing techniques to guide their Qi in the manner that their techniques required, but that wasn’t necessarily the only way to manipulate Qi. With a strong will, one could move it without such help. The globe was a tool, an aid that made the process easier. Anrosh knew that some had great enough control to simply funnel the aspect they wanted to their own core without the globe. She didn’t know much about how that was accomplished, but it was supposed to be incredibly hard. It required absolute focus, and so it was not something that many learned—it didn’t serve to make them more powerful, and so it was not useful. 
 
    Anrosh could feel the cold around her, sapping the heat out of her body, but she didn’t stop what she was doing. Her body allowed her to ignore most of the pain, but still, everything hurt. Every beat of her heart, every breath she took… The aspect of the Absolute Cold was even freezing her conduits. It was an effort just to draw it in. She couldn’t feel her hands anymore and she worried that she might’ve miscalculated, that she wasn’t strong enough to survive and gather the aspect.  
 
    But she had started doing it, and she wasn’t about to stop. 
 
    She felt herself getting sleepy as she stopped feeling the cold, but the globe wasn’t full, not yet. She needed to finish what she started; this was a chance for her to become something more, someone more. A person like those she heard stories about, the Rankers and High Rankers. Beings with talent and power, who decided the courses of their own lives. Anrosh had been at the mercy of those stronger than her for the entirety of her life, but now she had a chance to change all of that. Ryun had changed her life, had saved her at her lowest point, and she couldn’t waste the chance he’d given her. 
 
    She realized what kind of a person he really was. He wouldn’t care if she never gave him a heartfelt thanks, he wouldn’t care if she offered her unwavering loyalty. Those things mattered little to him. But he would care about what she did with the opportunities he gave her. The greatest thanks she could give him was to take everything he offered and use it to the fullest. She realized in that moment that she admired him, that unrelenting desire for strength that he had, his refusal to obey the rules of anyone other than himself. He wasn’t uncaring, he just cared about different things. A life meant little to him, and he wouldn’t hesitate to end anyone who opposed him, but he didn’t seek out conflict. She realized that every time she had seen him kill someone, he had always offered them a choice that would lead to a peaceful resolution first. 
 
    Anrosh wondered if she could ever approach his power, if she could become powerful and sure enough in herself to be able to act in the same manner that he did. She wasn’t sure, but she wanted to find out. Her consciousness was fading, the cold was killing her, but the Essence still flowed through her body, filling the globe in the palms of her hands. 
 
    And then it was too much, and darkness swallowed her whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She woke up slowly, her eyes opening up only to see the moon shining down on her. She turned her head and saw a fire next to her and then realized she was lying down on something soft, and was covered in furs. She blinked and pushed herself up. Her body was shaky, but she felt warm. Ryun was sitting near her feet, looking at her. 
 
    “I… How long was I out?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “A few hours. Your vitality is high enough now that you can recover quickly, but I still had to give you a health potion,” he answered. 
 
    Anrosh swallowed hard. She realized just how foolish she had been. She could’ve died, could’ve left her daughter all alone. Ryun had saved her, but what if he had decided to let her stay in the cold until it was too late? What if he had been a moment too slow? She felt ashamed. She had been offered power and had immediately she forgot about anything else. Kri could’ve been left to fend for herself, and all because Anrosh had risked herself needlessly. She could’ve taken the lower tiered aspect and been safe, but instead she’d nearly died.  
 
    “Don’t be ashamed.” Ryun’s voice made her raise her head. She found his eyes looking down on her, his gaze piercing straight through. “Wanting something for yourself is not a sin. Now you think that you were reckless, that you shouldn’t have risked it. But those feelings no longer matter—you survived and have grown stronger for it. With this power you can better protect your daughter. You can provide her with more than you could’ve just a little while ago.” 
 
    Anrosh understood what he was trying to say, even though she didn’t agree with him completely. She didn’t know if she could just put it behind her so easily, but she tried. “Did I…?” she started. 
 
    In response, Ryun raised his hand and showed her the globe on his palm with a swirl of deep white inside of it. She closed her eyes in relief. She had managed to gather the aspect. 
 
    “It was close,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh stood up, putting the furs that he had covered her with aside and walked over. She took the globe from him and saw the aspect inside. She would have time to ponder on her actions later; for now, it was enough that she had accomplished her goal. 
 
    She crushed the globe in her hand and immediately started taking in the Absolute Cold Qi. She felt it follow her conduits down to her core, sending a chill spreading through her body. Her core started to change, then stilled, and turned white. She could feel it become lighter, colder, and more powerful.  
 
    And then it was over, the transformation complete. 
 
    New notifications jumped up at her and she looked at them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  You’ve achieved a Qi aspect of Absolute Cold. 
    
  Aspect Perk Available - Absolute Cold 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Aspect Perk 
  
      
 
       
       	  Absolute Cold (tier 6) 
  
       	  When using infusing techniques, your attacks inflict cold damage. Cold Qi courses through your body, making you resistant to cold. Gain +50% frost resistance, and +20% to endurance and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  Your Path of the Sword techniques have evolved! 
  Infuse > Infusion of Frost 
  Surge > Glacial Might 
  Blade Storm > Arctic Storm 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Infusion of Frost 
  
       	  Infuse your sword with Absolute Cold Qi. Any attack executed with that sword will sap heat from the target and deal additional frost damage equal to 2.4x (2x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Glacial Might 
  
       	  Enhance your body with the energy of the Absolute Cold, making you nearly impervious to cold. You gain 36% (30%) increase to strength and endurance. While the technique is active, you lose 4% (5%) speed per second. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Arctic Storm 
  
       	  Gather Absolute Cold Qi around your sword. After a few moments of channeling, create 6 (5) icy copies of your sword and unleash a flurry of attacks around you. Sword copies deal frost damage equal to 6x (5x) your wisdom. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She couldn’t really believe what she was reading. Her techniques, her aspect… It was like she had become a different person in an instant. She dismissed her notifications and saw Ryun standing in front of her holding her sword in his hand. She hadn’t even realized that he had removed it from her hip. 
 
    He threw it at her and she caught it, and a moment later his awakened sword appeared in his hand. 
 
    “You should test out your new power,” he said, and then he moved forward, attacking. 
 
    Her eyes widened and she moved, barely managing to get her weapon up in time to prevent him from cleaving her head in two—not that she really thought that he wouldn’t stop himself. She pushed his sword away, knowing that she was only able to do so because he allowed it. Even with all the power she had gained, she still wouldn’t be able to fight him unless he held back. She jumped back, using her [Dash] ability to get some distance. The cold on the mountaintop didn’t bother her at all now, but she was still wary of getting closer to the shrine, so she moved the other way, circling around Ryun. 
 
    Her Qi Anchors had dissolved when she’d removed her aspect, and she didn’t have the time to create them now, which meant she needed to use her techniques the old-fashioned way. It surprised her just how much she had come to expect always being able to unleash her techniques at a moment’s notice. But this wasn’t a life-or-death battle, so she settled in her breathing form, infusing her sword with her first technique. White-and-blue Qi flowed out of her hand and flowed over her sword until it covered it whole, and then the {Infusion of Frost} triggered. 
 
    She waited, looking at Ryun as he walked toward her slowly. And then she felt the cooldown on her [Dash] return and she moved. She got close and low, then triggered [Crescent]. A white-and-blue arc followed the tip of her sword as it headed toward Ryun’s legs. She didn’t hold back—she knew that she didn’t need to. 
 
    Ryun’s hand blurred, and his sword came up to block, stopping her attack. She pivoted, and cut high at his neck. He didn’t even move his body, only his hand as he blocked her second strike. She started to unleash more attacks, and then started to notice a thin layer of frost covering Ryun’s sword. She doubted that it was doing anything to the weapon, as it was an awakened sword, but she suspected that with enough contact she could freeze and perhaps even shatter a weapon of lesser quality. 
 
    The Qi in her core was flowing through her conduits steadily, but with the amount of Qi her core held, it was nothing. She could continue at this pace for hours, maybe even days. As she got a sense of her first technique, she decided to continue onto the next. Ryun was seemingly content to just defend, and let her test everything out. She leaned to the side and then used |Swipe|, her hand blurring into a swiping attack to Ryun’s side. He blocked easily and she grimaced—she had hoped to at least force him to move, but it didn’t seem possible.  
 
    She used [Dash] to move away and then switched her breathing form. She felt a deep cold seep into her body as Absolute Cold Qi flowed out of her core through her conduits. She realized that her body temperature was dropping, but her Enduring Body was strong enough to mitigate the damage of her own Qi. She wondered if Ryun had made her pick it because of that. 
 
    {Glacial Might} settled into her and she felt her strength and endurance increase. She jumped forward and raised her sword high before smashing down, and Ryun blocked. For a moment she thought that she saw his arm waver under the power of her attack, but she didn’t feel like she had pushed him down any. 
 
    Anrosh whirled and attacked, sending powerful strikes against him. She couldn’t believe the sensation that she felt, every one of her strikes was stronger than any she had ever been able to accomplish before. Of course that didn’t mean much against Ryun, but it was still incredible to her. 
 
    She started to feel herself getting slower. Her new technique gave her greater power and endurance, but cost her speed. She realized that it wasn’t a technique that would allow for a constant boost, like the non-evolved version—{Surge}—and it was probably best used only when necessary. 
 
    Then, she turned to her last technique, her breathing form changing yet again. She felt the Qi move through her body and leave it, guided by her will and the knowledge of the technique that had appeared in her head. The Qi hardened and became six swords floating around her. The cost of the technique was high enough that she even felt the dip in her core, she estimated that it was around ten percent of her Qi supply. 
 
    But then she looked at Ryun, who stood there, waiting. With her {Glacial Might} still active, she used her ability to [Dash] forward. Going all out, she chained her powers, triggering her [Crescent] along with her Fighter’s Strike perk, which allowed her to make an attack deal double damage once per combat, and then she unleashed her {Arctic Storm}. 
 
    Faster than she had ever moved before, with more power than she had ever unleashed, her sword arced through the air, leaving a white crescent in its wake as her six ice swords whirled and struck. She saw Ryun’s eyes widen just a tiny bit, and then her attacks arrived. Ryun took a step back, and his right hand blurred blocking her [Crescent]. His left hand blurred as well, even as Qi surged out of it, executing a technique faster than she had ever seen. His forearm was covered in deep black, making a gauntlet of Void Qi. Her six swords fell on him, and his right hand smashed them out of the air, hitting so hard that they shattered into thousands of little ice shards. 
 
    But then, her eyes widened as her last sword got past his guard and stabbed into his shoulder—but before it could penetrate deep, his hand grabbed hold of it, stopping it from pushing in further. 
 
    She looked at his shoulder, breathing just a bit harder. Blood was flowing down it as he pulled the ice out and shattered it in his hand. She felt a stab of fear as she saw him look at the wound that was already closing up. But then, he met her eyes and smiled. 
 
    She found herself letting out a breath she didn’t know she was holding, and before she could speak he opened his mouth. 
 
    “That was…very good,” Ryun said, and she felt her cheeks flush. She wasn’t one to let herself feel this way when complimented, but coming from him… It did feel good. She didn’t apologize for managing to draw blood. He had done the same to her many times during their spars, and this was the first time that she had managed to do it to him. She was aware that he probably could’ve stopped her attack if he hadn’t been holding back, if he’d had his enhancing technique active. But it still felt good, and she felt proud for achieving it.  He was a Cultivator an entire Realm above her, and far more powerful than her. 
 
    “Do you like your new aspect?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Anrosh answered. Those were simple words for what she felt, but Ryun wasn’t a man who required longer and more elaborate answers.  
 
    He nodded his head as acknowledgment and dismissed his sword, then walked away and to the small makeshift camp he’d made while she was unconscious, leaving her alone with her thoughts.  
 
    She took the opportunity to study her stat screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Anrosh Kesh 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  Adventurer, One Against Many, Beaten but not Broken, Lord, Class Evolution I, First Pillar  
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence 
  
       	  1045 (Greater) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunted more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beaten but not Broken 
  
       	  Survive torture for more than thirty days 
  
       	  +10 to endurance, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Achieve Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution I 
  
       	  Evolved your class 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Pillar 
  
       	  Second best contribution in the Reign of Three Territories scenario. 
  
       	  +5% to all stats, 5,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Hardened Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is hardened. Gain 5% resistance to physical damage. You are resistant to disease, poisons, and toxins. Strength of effect depends on endurance stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Quick Steps (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain 10% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Heart (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, ignore pain until the end of combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Strike (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, your next attack deals double damage. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Absolute Cold (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  When using infusing techniques, your attacks inflict cold damage. Cold Qi courses through your body, making you resistant to cold. Gain +50% to frost resistance and +20% to endurance and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enduring Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is sturdy. -20% to any mental damage against you, and mind-manipulating effects are less effective against you. Strength of effect depends on intelligence stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Bottomless Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi is a bottomless well. Increase core capacity by 250%, reduce Qi replenishment rate by 90%. +20% to wisdom stat. Increases Essence draw-in rate based on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Anchor (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You are able to prepare your techniques in advance and trigger them at a moment’s notice, unleashing them without the need to change your breathing form. Techniques can be anchored to three points in your body. Each anchor takes ten minutes to set up. An anchor lasts one day. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fighter’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  -20% stamina requirements for Class abilities. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Enduring (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body has been reforged into your true self, adopting attributes to reflect your path. Your path is that of the ultimate survivor, and as such your body is forged in that image. You gain a second heart. Pain tolerance is doubled, lung capacity is doubled, stamina effectiveness is doubled, and all stamina-draining effects have reduced impact on you. If chosen, physical changes will manifest themselves. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Duelist (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  60 (0/120 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Crescent 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Dash 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Deflect 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Sword (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Absolute Cold 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Infusion of Frost 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Glacial Might 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Arctic Storm 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (4/10) 
  
       	  Swipe (6/10)  
  
      
 
       
       	  Danger Sense (7/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Echo Sense (4/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  227 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  179 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  134 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  166 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  131 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  169 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    She had been given a great gift, and she wouldn’t squander it. Already she had thoughts about what she could do to make herself a better fighter. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she felt hopeful for the future. She had power, and…she had Ryun. She didn’t yet know what they were to each other exactly; she wasn’t even sure how he felt about her, if he even really cared. But he had called her a friend once, and she felt like that was enough.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 91 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Rematch 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat on the roof of the mansion. The sky was turning dark and he was focusing on drawing in Essence. He had spent nearly all the Essence that he had, and was left with just a small amount that he had been saving. All the wealth of Essence that he had acquired by cycling on Earth was gone. Most he had spent on Anrosh, a small amount on the two warriors Jishh and Enka, and the rest in the interface to be used for the town. It didn’t seem like a waste, he had little need of that Essence, and he had made a promise. Getting Anrosh stronger was also more than just him fulfilling his promise. Yes, she could now help him defend the town, but it was also because he wanted her to be strong. 
 
    He remembered their first meeting, her running from the town with her daughter, struggling to survive. Ryun had not forgotten that the same people now bowing to her had once been trying to kill her. She had also been the first person he had really spoken to in a long time. The first person he had grown…attached to. There was no point in him trying to deny it now; he was aware that attachment had formed. It wasn’t any grand feeling, but Ryun was grateful to her. Through their interactions he had been able to remember much of how to deal with other people. He still hated doing it, but he could at least speak for more than a single sentence without resorting to grunting. 
 
    Not that he really cared one way or the other, as he had nothing to talk about with the others. For all intents and purposes the rest of the people in this town lived in a much different world than he did. But Anrosh had helped him just as much as he had helped her. He knew that she didn’t agree, that she thought that the scales were skewed, but he knew it was the truth. She had given him something more precious than some Essence. She had stepped between him and the world, and helped him navigate it. In his eyes, that was worth far more. 
 
    But the world didn’t seem to be willing to leave him alone and in peace. Ever since the Black Viper Sect people arrived, he had been feeling…anxious. In his head, he saw a repeat of the past. He didn’t want to fight, he only wanted to be left alone. Yet now he was forced to wait, to base his actions on those of others. It made him angry. He didn’t want his life dictated by others, and yet he had to stay. He had given his word to protect this town, and he didn’t break his word. He didn’t regret that, as he had gained much in return: a second path, knowledge, an aspect, all things he would’ve been hard pressed to discover on his own. And even if he had, he would’ve stumbled in his ignorance. But the more time passed, the more he felt that conflict was going to be inevitable. 
 
    Ryun sighed. People were so…disappointing. But his word was his bond. 
 
    His eyes were closed, but with his skill he felt everything that happened around him. As soon as the sun had turned to the moon, a little rodent was running down the hill and over the clearing, only to disappear in the woods.  
 
    He pulled out Kagehime, and got ready to start pulling in Essence through her when he felt a window on the roof open, and a shape walk out. She was crouching, keeping low, as she slowly walked over the roof, headed to the edge just next to him. She didn’t notice him, as her attention seemed to be on making sure not to make any noise. 
 
    “Going for a night walk, I see,” Ryun said into the night and she froze, her head snapping in his direction. 
 
    Ryun sighed and dismissed Kagehime as the startled Kri tried to hide her training sword behind her back. He smiled, and shook his head. He was aware that Anrosh had forbidden her daughter from training with the warriors, and it looked like little Kri had decided to try some night training by herself. He applauded her desire to get stronger, and even if she still didn’t have access to Essence, there were still things she could do to get stronger. 
 
    “Uh…” Kri started, but he could see that she was taken off guard and didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Ryun shook his head and beckoned her up to the top of the roof. “I can’t let you go and train alone against your mother’s wishes, but I think this is a good time for us to continue our game.” He pulled the chess board out of his storage, the pieces still in the same positions they had been in when they’d paused their game. He placed it in front of himself, being careful to balance it on the beam at the top of the roof. 
 
    He felt Kri struggle to decide for a few moments, but then she climbed up and sat across from him. Ryun took a moment to really look at her in the moonlight. He wasn’t sure, but she seemed taller, and her defiant look was still present on her face. She studied him in turn, not saying anything. 
 
    “So,” Ryun said, breaking the silence. “You didn’t listen to your mother?” 
 
    Kri’s eyes met his without fear. “She only said that I can’t train with other warriors. She said nothing about me training on my own.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Then why are you then sneaking out?” 
 
    She looked away, a guilty expression forming on her face. Ryun chuckled and then leaned down to look at the board. If he remembered correctly, it was his turn. He grabbed a pawn and pushed it forward. “Well, I can understand wanting to get stronger,” he commented. 
 
    Kri looked back at him and then at the board. He could feel that something was bothering her, but he didn’t want to pry, even if he knew how to ask. She moved her piece, and Ryun thought about what to do next. 
 
    He wasn’t some great chess player—he probably wasn’t even average. He had the board in his storage, along with a lot of other useless items. He rarely played, or at least he thought he didn’t, and he didn’t remember doing it much with other people. But he did remember playing it with himself, when he had been living alone. Kri hadn’t been all that good either, worse than him even. He’d had to teach her how to play from scratch. But at least playing with her was better than playing against himself. He wasn’t a great strategist or a master tactician; he didn’t think about the best way to overcome a problem, he smashed through it.  
 
    He leaned down and picked up a rook. 
 
    “Are you and mom…together?” Kri asked. 
 
    Ryun paused, his hand hovering above the board. He tilted his head at her. “She isn’t here right now, so no?” 
 
    Kri looked at him, an annoyed look on her face. “You know what I mean! Not now, but in…elsewhere!” 
 
    Ryun blinked at her raising her tone. “We do spend some time together, yes.” 
 
    She looked at him intently, studying his face, and then sighed. “I don’t mean… It doesn’t matter,” she murmured. 
 
    Ryun frowned, then thought about what she had asked. “Ah,” he said as he realized what she was asking. “You want to know if we are romantically involved.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up in a grimace. “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer immediately. He knew that most of the town assumed as much, he heard or rather sensed the words they spoke when they thought no one could hear them. They all believed that Anrosh shared his bed, although they hadn’t used any appropriate language when describing what they thought was happening. He knew that Anrosh herself had done nothing to discourage those rumors, and had even done things to foster that belief. But he had thought that she had spoken with her daughter and told her the truth, at least. It appeared now that he had been wrong in that belief. 
 
    He tried to think of what he and Anrosh were to each other. Their relationship wasn’t all that complicated, really. He trusted her and considered her a confidant, a friend. She was important, but he didn’t think that he felt any kind of romantic feelings toward her. He didn’t even remember the last time he had felt that way for someone. Before the Framework, perhaps? It didn’t matter. Ryun didn’t care to force his feelings into a neat little box, put them in a category. It was enough that they were there. 
 
    “No,” Ryun answered Kri’s question. “We are not together. We are… I guess you could call us friends.” 
 
    Kri looked at him, her eyes boring into his. And then she nodded, apparently finding the truth in his eyes. Ryun wanted to ask her how she was so sure that he was saying the truth, but he stopped himself. No need to put any doubt into her head. 
 
    They started playing in silence after that. In a couple turns more, he won. Kri looked at the board in surprise, and then her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Rematch!” 
 
    Ryun chuckled and they reset the board, beginning another game. He found that he was enjoying playing. It wasn’t as productive as drawing in Essence, or any other activity he could be doing. But it was…fun. He hadn’t had a lot of that in his life. 
 
    “So, you are going to train with a sword, like your mother?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Kri nodded her head, not taking her eyes from the board. “Yes, I’m going to follow her path. She can teach me, so we won’t need to buy a Path Stone.” 
 
    Ryun was aware that paths could be purchased from the auction house, or taught in addition to them being available in the shop from the Dealmaker. But the ones that came from the Dealmaker were unique, and they didn’t come with a detailed description of what they could do. Buying one from the shop was a gamble. 
 
    Still, Ryun knew that Anrosh was on the Path of the Sword, a path that had started as a common one. Her cycling and the changes in her techniques had improved her rarity a bit, but it was still weak in his opinion—although his opinion was naturally a bit skewed. On the other hand, his rarity was only one tier higher. The way to increase it further was one more thing on his list of things to learn about, but few in the town knew anything more than he himself did. 
 
    Kri learning the Path of the Sword wasn’t bad, especially if she learned directly from her mother. If he understood what Anrosh had explained to him, Kri would inherit the same rarity. And if Anrosh wanted, she could harvest the same aspect she had and give it to her daughter. Compared to most everyone in the town, Kri would be given a lot more power at the start. Ryun could see how children of powerful people would be given more advantages. Fier had been the same, only he had squandered what had been gifted to him. Ryun hoped that Anrosh would make sure that her daughter did things properly. 
 
    For a moment he even debated passing down his own path, but it didn’t seem like a good idea. 
 
    “How are you feeling about your mother’s…changes?” Ryun asked after a while. 
 
    Kri’s eyes turned wishful. “It’s so cool. I mean, she has red skin! And white hair!” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. He had worried that Kri might be a bit distraught by the changes, but in this world, such physical differences were celebrated. They indicated status, power. It was almost enough to make him wish that his own body had something similar. 
 
    They continued playing in silence, focusing on the game. They played for a couple of hours, and after that they finished another game, again with his victory, Ryun put the board back in his storage. 
 
    “No, I can play more!” Kri complained. 
 
    Ryun smiled and shook his head. “It’s late,” he said. He could already see that she was tired. Unlike him, she was completely ordinary in that regard. “Besides, your mother has realized that you are not in your room.  She should be here shortly.” 
 
    Kri’s eyes got round and she glanced back, just as Anrosh’s white-haired head poked out of the window. Her eyes found the two of them sitting on the roof and for a moment he saw her sigh in relief. But then she noticed the sword tied to Kri’s hip and she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Kri,” Anrosh spoke softly. “Didn’t we have an agreement about your training?” 
 
    Kri waved her hands in front of her as she shook her head. “I didn’t go to train! Ryun can tell you, I was here the whole time!” 
 
    Anrosh glanced at Ryun, not really believing her daughter. 
 
    “She speaks the truth,” Ryun answered. 
 
    Anrosh took a deep breath and then turned back to look at Kri. “It’s late. You should be asleep.” 
 
    Kri glanced at Ryun and then sighed. She waved at him and made her way to her mother. Anrosh gave him a quick glance and then collected her daughter, ushering her inside and leaving Ryun alone. He stood up, glancing at the mountains in the distance.  
 
    Spending time with Kri reminded him that he wasn’t a good planner, and that perhaps he couldn’t deal with the Black Viper Sect in his usual manner. But the truth was that he didn’t know what he could do differently. He had his own values, his own way of life. He didn’t want to change how he lived.  
 
    But there were still things that he could do to make sure that he fulfilled his word. 
 
    He jumped from the roof, forming a cube and started climbing up in the air. Jumping from cube to cube. Quickly, he found a secluded spot in the forest and he turned his attention to his second path. 
 
    He didn’t have enough Essence to cycle his primary path, but he did have enough to advance his second path one more time. The next upgrade was for his True Body. He placed his Essence into his second path and triggered the advancement. 
 
    Immediately, he received a new notification. Slowly he read through it, realizing that this upgrade was different than the others. The choices weren’t different bodies—he couldn’t change his Untethered Body—but he had a choice of three different upgrades, and from what he could see each choice was incredibly powerful. Each choice changed his body slightly, upgraded it and improved the ability it granted him in different ways. He spent a few hours studying each option, the benefits and the downsides. He tried to imagine what he would be able to do with every option, how he could incorporate it in his style, how it would help him fight better. 
 
    And then, as the moon slowly turned into a sun, he made his choice. The change took hold, and he felt it deep inside of himself. His body was different, but there were no outward changes. A secret weapon. 
 
    He smiled to himself and turned, heading back to the town.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE- PRESENT – Viper 
 
      
 
    Sect Head Eerv Ji Van sat in his meditation room, his legs crossed and his mind focused on drawing in Essence from around him. The aspect filling the air was thick in the room, incredibly so. That was by design. It had taken Eerv a long time to make it happen. He was sitting on a platform that was suspended in the very middle of the Essence-filled room. The floor was filled with black vipers, the monsters whose name his sect had claimed for their own. The wiggling mess of monsters filled the room with a hissing sound, but he had long ago learned how to tune it out, and his Meditative Mind made doing so much easier. But the vipers on the floor weren’t the most important source of the Venom aspect in the room—the greatest source was coiled in the indent in the wall, directly across from Eerv’s platform. 
 
    His eyes were closed as he was pushing Essence into his core, but some small part of his mind could still tell that the monster, the Black Viper King (L), was glaring at him. As time went on, that pressure reached a crescendo and Eerv lost his focus. With his meditation interrupted, Eerv sighed and opened his eyes, meeting the gaze of the monster trapped behind the thick bars of iron. He felt like he had managed to keep his focus for longer this time, but he knew that it was all probably inside his head. He had reached his limit a long time ago. He couldn’t draw for more than two hours inside this room before the pressure exuded by the monster broke his concentration. He doubted that he would be able to increase his limit before he reached the next Realm, and he thought that would happen soon. He could feel a breakthrough coming. 
 
    He was a true Cultivator, not some lowly practitioner who had no idea how to get the most power out of his path. Eerv had spent nearly a hundred years slowly building up his Cultivation, planning every step, making sure to only use the purest of ingredients in alchemical elixirs and tools in order to strengthen his body, his core and Qi. He was on the Peak Monarch Stage, and had been stuck there for almost ten years—not because he didn’t have the Essence to advance, or because he hadn’t cycled through his core, but because he knew the secrets of Cultivation, things that only the greatest Cultivators in the world knew. 
 
    Eerv could admit that he had a great advantage over the others. He had been born the heir to the Sect Leaders of the Onyx Fang Sect, a powerful sect in the core territories. His uncle was the Sect Head, and a powerful Cultivator in his own right, one who many considered close to the power of a High Ranker. Eerv was a part of the branch family of the sect, blessed with wealth and influence that came with who his parents were. He had the best teachers, and every advantage possible. He had been taught how to advance properly, how to devote his time and energy to drawing in Essence. While the lesser family members or those who had proven useful advanced faster, using cycled Essence, he had been denied such a quick way to power. 
 
    Eerv remembered being young, and feeling frustrated with his parents for refusing to give him Essence. But that had been before he knew the truth. Now, he was eternally grateful to them for not giving him cycled Essence when he had just started on his path. To take cycled Essence was to cripple yourself, to hinder your own aspect and slow your advancement. But there was more to advancement than what most suspected. Most who knew the secrets, understood that the only way to advance without crippling your core and aspect was to take in pure Essence which the Framework provided, Essence that was purified, or to find a source of Essence that was attuned to your aspect. It was why sources of aspects were sought after, why a sect could survive just by renting the source to Cultivators. But few truly understood what they had, they sold it simply for aspects and not for what such places were really meant for. 
 
     The main family of the Onyx Fang Sect knew how to raise Cultivators properly, and Eerv’s family knew more. But knowledge did not equal power. 
 
    His parents had been making themselves indispensable to the sect, while they slowly advanced. But they had realized that they would never be allowed to threaten the power of the main family, his uncle’s family. So they came up with a plan, a way for them to gain more power and eventually take over the family, and Eerv was the instrumental part of that plan. He had been given as many resources that his part of the family could spare, had been given family members and warriors to go and create his own sect far in the frontier.  
 
    And Eerv had done so. 
 
    The frontier provided incredible opportunities in terms of powerful monsters and dungeons. Eerv had gained a lot of Essence just by attempting to claim a territory, but that had been nearly fifty years ago, and Eerv was starting to see a drop off in his advancement. He knew the secrets of Cultivation, at least some of them, and yet still he couldn’t achieve what he needed before advancing to the next Realm. At times, he felt like it would be better to just advance, but then he remembered—the more one achieved in one Realm, the more benefits they would get in the next. And he needed just one more thing.  
 
    Everything hinged on Eerv rising to a higher Realm, gaining enough power to overthrow his uncle, but he knew that that wasn’t going to happen for a long time. His uncle was in the Immortal Realm, two above Eerv. 
 
    But his family had a secret, a font of knowledge that few could claim: Anatalien Far Solla, Ruler of the Empty Sky. One of the most powerful beings in the world, a person who used to be a High Ranker. Their claim over her was, as most things were, a chance. Eerv didn’t know much about her past, and he was wise enough to not try and find out more, but his parents had passed down the story to him, for no other record of the events or even Anatalien’s name remained. 
 
    More than three hundred years ago, Anatalien came into conflict with one of her closest allies, the Golden Phoenix. The battle had ended with Anatalien’s defeat, and everyone considered her dead. The Golden Phoenix then erased all mentions of Anatalien from the world. Every record was burned and her name erased from the memory of the world. Few who knew her long ago still remained, but none would suspect that the slave in service to a small sect family was the Ruler of the Empty Sky. Her defeat had resulted in her core being shattered, her body disfigured. She lost her power, left for dead, until she had been found by a traveling Cultivator. The man had helped her heal, and when he realized who he had in his care, he collared her, making her a slave. 
 
    That man had been foolish and weak, but he’d had a good idea. His mistake was trying to find the Golden Phoenix and sell the broken woman back to her enemy. He had come to one of the Golden Phoenix’s vassals, seeking an audience, but he was a nobody and in his greed had revealed what he had in his possession to a middling guard of the sect. Eerv’s mother knew immediately the value of what the man had, and so she captured him and tortured him until he transferred the slave’s ownership to her before killing him. With that one act she had secured power for herself and her family. Anatalien was crippled, weak, but she had knowledge, and as a slave she couldn’t refuse her master’s commands. 
 
    His mother had found out early that while Anatalien couldn’t refuse, she was a spiteful woman, and she found ways of twisting the truth. She had given good advice, knowledge that had allowed Eerv’s mother and father to gain great power, but ultimately she had tricked them. They had reached far, but Anatalien had made sure that they would never reach beyond, to the power they dreamed about. 
 
    Anatalien was a great weapon, but one that needed to be used with great care. She had been given to Eerv, and he had been very careful about wording his questions. It had taken a long time, careful advancement, and the slow building up of his power, and it would take years more. But Eerv was confident that he would reach beyond his parents, that he would manage to fulfill their desires. 
 
    He stood up on his small platform suspended by chains and looked at the monster that followed him with eyes as large as his head. The Black Viper King (L) gave off an incredible amount of Venom-aspect Essence of high tier, and drawing it in served to reinforce his Qi conduits as well as his core. Eerv had been attempting to widen his conduits, allowing for a greater amount of Qi to pass through them, and he felt like he was close. 
 
    Eerv turned his head from the monster and grabbed the chain dangling above his head. He pulled himself up and started climbing, getting out of the room. He dragged himself out of the opening in the ceiling and then closed the hatch. He took a deep breath of fresh air and released it slowly. A servant approached, her head bowed as she extended a fresh towel. He grabbed it and wiped the sweat from his face and then the rest of his body. 
 
    He noticed one of his senior guards standing nearby, waiting. Eerv picked the towel up with his tails and flicked it in the servant’s direction as he walked over to the guard. 
 
    The senior guard bowed. “Honored master, the caravan has returned,” the man said. 
 
    Eerv knew immediately which caravan they were talking about, just as he knew that they wouldn’t bother him unless there were issues. Eerv’s eyes narrowed as the guard straightened. “What has happened?” 
 
    The guard looked uncomfortable, but he couldn’t ignore his master’s question. “The territory was claimed, but…it appears that it was not claimed by your nephew. Commander Gerou has been taken to the meeting room by the sect leaders. They are awaiting your presence.” 
 
    Eerv wanted to ask more questions, but he knew that he should get them from the source. He waved to the guard to lead the way, and followed. He was still somewhat sweaty from his long meditation in the aspect room, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt, but this seemed more important than mere appearances, especially since this would be a meeting between the sect’s leaders. Eerv knew that many sect leaders and heads put a lot of weight in appearances, and he understood why. But he wasn’t arrogant enough to think that it was more important than other things. Appearances had their place in situations when they dealt with outsiders, but he would not allow something so simple to interfere with the inner workings of his sect. 
 
    They reached their destination and Eerv entered the room. Three people sat on cushioned seats on the floor, while their attendants stood behind them, keeping still. Eerv made his way to the main seat and sat down, crossing his legs in front of himself. To his left was his sister, his closest ally and confidant. Eira wasn’t as strong as Eerv was. She did not know the truth about Anatalien, and his parents didn’t think that she was competent enough to get the most out of what the slave could offer. But Eerv had always had a soft spot for his sister and tried to guide her toward a right path to power. Sadly, he hadn’t been all that successful. She had advanced to the Mid Monarch Realm, but without following much of his advice. She didn’t cycle nearly as much as he had advised, nor had she listened to his warnings about cycled Essence. He knew that it was hard for Cultivators to understand, especially since the drawbacks of achieving such quick power wouldn’t be seen until they reached higher Realms. Still, she was his sister, and he loved her despite her failings. 
 
    He saw the worried look on her face now, and he felt a pang of regret. He knew that the news they were about to hear wouldn’t be good. He had known that from the moment he heard that his nephew wasn’t the one to claim the territory. Eira might not be the best mother around, but she did love her Fier, and Eerv had sent the boy out of the sect. 
 
    He knew that Eira wouldn’t blame him, however. The boy had made far too many blunders. Another Sect Head would’ve executed or exiled him long ago, but she had hoped that the boy could redeem himself. 
 
    To his right sat his remaining leaders. Both had been his friends when they were young and still in the Onyx Fang Sect. He had convinced them to come with him, promised them power and influence, and he had fulfilled his promise. Both were Monarchs, something that they couldn’t have achieved in the Onyx Fang Sect, where only the most talented were given help on their path. 
 
    Eerv glanced around the room, seeing the somber expressions on their faces. He looked at the guards at the end of the room. “Bring him in,” Eerv said and they moved, opening the door and allowing Commander Gerou to walk inside. 
 
    The man walked until he was halfway to the platform where they sat and then dropped to his knees, prostrating himself before them. “Honored masters, I have failed you.” 
 
    “Tell us what happened,” Eira said in a tightly controlled tone. To anyone else she would appear completely dispassionate, but Eerv knew his sister. 
 
    Gerou raised his head, but remained kneeling. “Honored masters, I did as I was asked. My warriors and I escorted the caravan meant for the contested territory. As soon as we crossed over, we saw the crest in the sky. It was not the crest of our sect, but rather one unknown to us. We feared that another sect had taken the territory before us, but my scouts reported people wearing our colors on the walls of the town. We continued forward, intent on finding out what happened. When we reached the town…we encountered treachery. The people we sent had taken the territory for themselves.” 
 
    Eira leaned forward, her face tightly drawn. “My son? He did this?” He could see the anger in her voice. Eerv knew that Fier was stupid enough to do something like that, but the look on the Commander’s face told him a different story. 
 
    “I’m afraid that young Master Fier is dead, honored master,” Gerou lowered his eyes as he spoke. 
 
    Eerv saw his sister tense up, but she didn’t explode into a fit. She might not be the best Cultivator, but she did know how to keep appearances. 
 
    “How did he die?” Eira asked. 
 
    Gerou swallowed audibly. “I’ve been told that he was killed by an unknown Cultivator.” 
 
    Eerv frowned and leaned forward. “Not his own people?” 
 
    “No, honored master.” 
 
    “You said that the territory was claimed by the people we sent,” Eerv reminded the man. 
 
    “It was, but they were helped by an unknown. This Cultivator killed Fier and took control of the town, and with a few collaborators, he finished the scenario and gained control over the territory.” 
 
    “And what do we know about this Cultivator? What sect did he come from?” Eira asked before Eerv could. 
 
    “It is not known, honored master,” Gerou said. “This man said that he is called Ryun Nacht, and he told me that he killed the young master and took what was his by right. He was…powerful, honored masters. By my humble estimate at least a Monarch.” 
 
    Eerv narrowed his eyes. He didn’t trust the man’s estimate; the weak could rarely tell just how powerful those above them really were. But, this development was…annoying. His sect’s resources were spread thin. He had spent all the wealth his parents had given him to build up the sect, but he hadn’t managed to secure a great source of income to fuel both the growth of it and his own advancement. The deal with the mercenary guild was enough to keep them comfortable for now, but he knew that it wouldn’t last. He was not blind enough to believe what they were saying. The mercenary guild was obviously backed by some great power, probably one of the great Sects or Guilds in the core. Their presence here was simply to allow them to move people unseen, probably on operations against their enemies in the core. He didn’t care about what they were here to do, but he knew that they were powerful. The amount of weapons they had provided told him so. 
 
    He had pushed for more, because he knew that they could afford it. But it was a balance, asking for more without asking for too much. The power level of the people they sent here told him exactly how much they valued the relationship with his sect. This operation of theirs wasn’t vital, and so if he pushed too much they would leave, and remove the source of income that he needed. 
 
    The territory that Fier had been sent to claim would’ve been a great source, a territory filled with powerful monsters as well as a dungeon. But they didn’t know anything about the scenario in order to claim it. He had sent Fier because he couldn’t send more powerful people and risk their death in a scenario that might not have been possible for them to complete. But Fier had failed too often for there not to be a punishment. If he had managed to claim the territory he would’ve redeemed himself, and if not… Well, Eira understood that. But she hadn’t expected Fier to be killed by an outsider—she had expected him to fail in an honorable pursuit. 
 
    But if Gerou was right, and this outsider was a Monarch… That changed things. 
 
    “What else?” Eerv asked the Commander. 
 
    “This Cultivator asked me to relay a message. He said that he is open to peace, but that if we refuse, he will end us. He took the goods that we were transporting and gave me this to give you in return.” 
 
    Gerou pulled out a large crate filled with Essence Crystals. Eerv leaned down, frowning at them. There was many of them. He stood and walked over, picking one up. He blinked as he saw how much Essence they contained. It was a lot, enough to push a newly initiated to Mid Foundation—without cycling, of course. Eerv focused on the crystals, extending his senses to them and feeling the Essence inside. Then he frowned. The Essence inside was pure; it had no aspect. That was… He had never seen Essence Crystals filled with pure Essence. They could only be created by pulling Essence out of a core, but doing that would inevitably taint it with the aspect that the Cultivator possessed. There were ways of purifying the Essence, but it changed form and lost its power. These were raw Essence Crystals. 
 
    “What else did this Cultivator say? Anything strange or out of the ordinary? What race is he?” Eerv asked, intrigued. 
 
    “He is a human, honored master. And he just said that he is willing to trade with us. But that if we decide to force a conflict: the sun will turn on our lives. I didn’t really understand what that meant, honored master.” 
 
    Eerv turned the phrase over in his head, finding strange terms and phrases in the Infinite Realm was rare, even with all the different races. Over the years everything had homogenized for the most part. 
 
    “Actually,” Gerou spoke again. “He said something else before that. I don’t know if it is important, honored master.” 
 
    “Say it anyway,” Eerv said. 
 
    “First he said that the sun will set, and then he corrected himself.” 
 
    Eerv blinked at that. It was even more confusing that the first phrase; he didn’t understand what that meant. The sun didn’t set, and he failed to see how the sun could turn on someone’s life. But there was something about the words that tickled his memory, and so he returned to his seat and adopted his meditation pose. Everyone kept quiet, allowing him the time to think. His Meditative Mind perk came alive as he tried to find the source in his memory. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but then he remembered. He had been sitting with his mother, watching the sun turn to the moon, when she told him that she missed the sunset the most. He had been young, so he didn’t understand. She had explained to him that on the old worlds the sun didn’t turn to the moon, but instead set behind the horizon and the moon rose in its place. He remembered thinking that that was silly, that there was nowhere for the sun to go, but she had just laughed and told him that it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    “A Ranker,” Eerv said as he opened his eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Eira asked. 
 
    Eerv turned to look at his sister. “This Cultivator, the phrase he used… He is a Ranker. I am certain of it.” 
 
    “Like Mother and Father?” Eira asked. 
 
    “Perhaps. If he is only a Monarch, then I believe that he is most likely from the sixth Iteration.” Eerv was thinking about what this could mean. A person being a Ranker did not necessarily mean that the person was strong. It depended on how long they had been in the Infinite Realm and how talented they were. The most powerful Rankers were from the first and the second Iteration, but then only a few of them had survived and all of them were High Rankers now. The fourth, fifth, and sixth Iteration Rankers were very different. They had been strong on their worlds, but here they were average. And they had arrived in the world where the previous Rankers had created the conditions for them to live in safety. Few of them gained as much power as those that came before them, in most cases because they were glad for the safety. But if they wanted to get stronger, well…then they would find that it wasn’t easy. The previous Iterations had made sure to make their advancement harder. Only here in the frontier could one achieve any kind of strength, and the frontier was dangerous, wild. 
 
    Eerv knew that his parents had wanted to continue growing, but they had found that want suppressed. His uncle had been lucky, had managed to find a place in the service of a High Ranker, and he had accumulated enough scraps to become strong enough to lead his own sect in the core.  
 
    But few were so lucky. 
 
    If this outsider was a Ranker, he was probably someone who had grown tired of fighting for scraps in the core. 
 
    “So, he wants trade…” Eerv said. 
 
    “He killed my son,” Eira said, and Eerv understood what she meant. 
 
    He sighed. Their sect wasn’t capable of waging a war with a Ranker, even if he turned out to be just a Monarch. But Eira was his sister, and Fier had been his nephew after all. 
 
    “Perhaps a delegation,” Eerv said. “We should learn as much as we could.” 
 
    “Honored master,” Gerou interrupted before Eira could respond. “There is one more thing.” 
 
    Eerv turned to look at the Commander, and Gerou pulled out a parchment and offered it to him.  
 
    He reached over and took it, unfurled it and then read through the contents. His brows lifted in surprise at what he read, and then he glanced at Eira, showing her the contents. 
 
    Her face hardened as she read it and then she raised her head to meet Eerv’s eyes. “I’ll go,” Eira said. 
 
    Eerv grimaced, but he knew that he couldn’t forbid it, not when honor demanded a response. Still, if she went, perhaps they could still gain something from this mess. 
 
    “Very well,” Eerv said, and then called an end to the meeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eerv Ji Van walked into the garden in the center of his home, and found his slave sitting on the grass. She was meditating, but he knew that she couldn’t draw in Essence, not anymore. He was certain that she was trying, but he doubted that it would ever be possible. His parents had assured him that it wasn’t. He had heard of her encounter with the current emissary from the Mercenary Guild, a short exchange. He wasn’t worried about her identity getting out; very few still remembered her name, and most certainly not some young girl not even three decades old. 
 
    But she hadn’t been meant to be there at all. The guard who had allowed the meeting had been properly punished, and Eerv doubted that it would occur again—it would be hard for the guard to make the same mistake without a head. 
 
    As he approached, Anatalien turned her head in his direction. It was eerie how she always knew when someone was coming. Her Cultivation was shattered, and she had never had a Class, but she did have a skill that allowed her to sense her surroundings. He didn’t know how she could still use it, though, as the slave collar was supposed to suppress her power completely. 
 
    “Ah, little bird, come to beg for scraps again?” she asked cheerfully, the empty and burned holes in her head turned toward him. 
 
    He grimaced at her name calling, but she had called him that for as long as he knew, since he had been a child. When he was just a boy, he had believed her just another servant, a slave in his family’s employ. But he liked to think that he knew even then that there was something special about her. He would often go to her and ask her questions, silly things that kids wanted to know. And she had been kind to him then, but not anymore. The moment his parents had transferred the slave mark to him was the moment when she had started doing everything in her power to cripple him as she had done to his parents. 
 
    He could order her not to call him that, of course, but it was more trouble than it was worth. She would just find some other way to show her defiance. He understood that a woman like her needed such things; it gave her a sense of control even though she had none.  
 
    “I believe that I am close to upgrading my Qi conduits,” Eerv commented. 
 
    “Oh, and you wish me to congratulate you? Well done, little bird! It took you only a couple of years,” she said, clapping her hands. “A true Cultivator would’ve done it in months.” 
 
    Eerv struggled not to lash out. He knew that she was just provoking him, knew that he was more of a Cultivator than nearly anyone else. But he also knew that she couldn’t lie, which meant that it was possible for it to be achieved in the short time period she claimed. But he couldn’t see how. He knew that there was more to it, that he needed focus and will in order to make it happen, that it wasn’t just a mechanical action that happened like when one used the Framework as a crutch. 
 
    “Perhaps you can tell me what the next step is, what I need to do once I reach the Early Heavenly Realm?” Eerv asked, focusing on the slave mark on his forearm. 
 
    He felt the command set into the slave and she grimaced at him. “For the next step, you will need to reinforce your body,” Anatalien said evenly. 
 
    A short and direct answer, but he knew better than to assume that that was all there was to it. He would need to ask many questions, go at it from every possible angle in order to be certain that he was on the right path. Anything less and she would make sure that he would come to regret it. 
 
    Eerv settled on the grass. He glanced at his screens, trying to see if there was a clue in his perks that would let him ask better questions.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Eerv Ji Van 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Demasi (Infinite Realm) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Sixth Heritage 
  
       	  Was born to Rankers of the Sixth Iteration 
  
       	  +5% to all stats, 500 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunted more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lord 
  
       	  Achieve Lord Realm 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 100 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monarch 
  
       	  Reach Monarch Realm 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 1 000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Class Evolution I 
  
       	  Evolved your class 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5 000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler 
  
       	  Become the sole ruler of a territory 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Greater Essence, Small Mansion (Town Upgrade) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Viper Den 
  
       	  First to clear the Black Viper Den Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50 000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding I 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +20 to all stats, 20 000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Hunter 
  
       	  Kill 5000 different monster types 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 50 000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class 
  
       	  Swift Spear (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  61 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Triple Thrust 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Burst Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Swift Parry 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Venomous Strike (L) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Peak Monarch 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Black Viper Venom 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Greater Venomous Infusion 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Spectral Viper 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Paralyzing Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation 
  
       	  The Path of the Spearman (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Monarch 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Black Viper Venom 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Defiant Advance 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Rapid Attacks 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Heartstriker 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Spear Mastery 
  
       	  Strike >> Great Strike >> Viper’s Strike >> Ranged Viper’s Strike >> Transferring Viper’s Strike (7/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance >> Greater Balance >> Enduring Balance >> Unnatural Balance >> True Balance (4/10) 
  
       	  Evade >> Greater Evade >> Evading Roll >> Evading Step >> Spatial Evade (4/10) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Viper’s Heart (Unique Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is immune to all negative effects of your own Qi if it has an aspect linked with poison or venom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Black Viper Venom Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of Black Viper’s Venom. Gain +20% to vitality and +20% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Venom Touched Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is touched by venom. Your very blood is venomous to anyone else; your body is adapted to survive on venomous blood. Gain +50% resistance to venomous effects. Gain +20% to vitality and +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Meditative Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is trained for extended periods of meditation. It allows you a great focus on your tasks, and allows for the appearance of the quick passage of time. Gain +50% to Essence draw-in rate. Gain +20% to intelligence and +20% to wisdom.  
  
      
 
       
       	  Ocean of Qi (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi is forged and more powerful than before. Increases core capacity by 20%, increases Qi density by 20%, able to use less Qi to achieve more. Gain +15% to wisdom stat. Strength of effect depends on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  One with the Spear (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Increases the leveling speed of any skill that can be used with a spear by 200%. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hastened (Class Perk) 
  
       	  You gain 20% bonus speed when in combat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Warrior’s Stamina (Class Perk) 
  
       	  -40% stamina requirements for Class abilities. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reset (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per combat, reset the cooldown of any of your abilities. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Charged Technique—Overwhelm (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi is tightly controlled, and as such you may overpower your techniques by charging them up. 2x technique preparation time increases the effect by 3x, but requires 2x the amount of Qi. Gain +20% to wisdom and +20% to strength. Power reigns supreme—overwhelm all in your path. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Mithridatic Crystal (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body retains all the abilities granted by Mithridatic. Mithridatic Crystal is your truest self. Your body is soaked in Venomous Qi, and you may assume the state of the Venom Crystal. While active, your body is hardened into a crystalline state and gives off an Essence of Venom, increasing the effects of your Venom Qi techniques by 20% in your immediate surroundings. While in the Venom Crystal state you gain +80% increased resistance to special attacks, but you also gain 40% resistance to physical attack. While Venom Crystal is active, you lose 25% of total speed. Running out of Qi while in Venom Crystal will turn your body brittle. Entering the Venom Crystal when your physical body is damaged will stop the progression of your wounds, and you may regenerate your body through a regenerative meditation and the drawing in of Essence. Gain +20% to wisdom and +10% to vitality. You walk the path of solid power, standing stalwart against all foes. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Venomous Stingers (Path Perk) 
  
       	  By manifesting a Qi aspect in the shape of a stinger, the Cultivator creates two Qi constructs extending from their tails as a powerful offensive weapon. Stabbing with the stingers will inject a large amount of Black Viper Venom Qi into the Cultivator’s opponent, dealing 8x (2x) your wisdom as venomous damage. Manifesting the stingers takes 5% (20%) of total Qi supply, and an additional 1 % (5%) every second after. The stingers are attached to the Cultivator’s body and move with it. The stingers hold all aspects of Black Viper Venom. The strength of venomous effect and cost depends on the Qi Cultivation of the Cultivator, aspect tier, and advancement. Gain +20% to wisdom and +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical Appearance: Age (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have reverted your body’s age to its prime, and have gained an increase of 50% to your life span. Gain +10% to vitality, +10% to dexterity, and +10% to strength. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ruler’s Eyes: Suppress (Path Perk) 
  
       	  You have achieved a great power, and your eyes reflect your achievement. Their appearance reflects your inner spirit, and allow you the ability to suppress those in your presence with the weight of your spirit. You gain +10% to strength, +10% to dexterity, and +10% to wisdom. To gaze in your eyes is to know power. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  473 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  689 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  678 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  455 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  487 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  726 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Looking at the perks, he began thinking about the questions that he needed to ask.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 92 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Cloud 
 
      
 
    Ryun gasped and dropped to the ground, the pain stabbing into his head and making him twitch. He tried to fight the pain off, but it seemed almost stubborn, as if telling him that what he was doing had been incredibly stupid, and he was starting to agree. It took him nearly a full minute to recover and manage to stand back up. He glared at the sword in his hand, a rare anger rising in his chest. 
 
    “What are you glaring at me for? It’s not my fault,” Kagehime spoke in his mind. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what’s wrong?” he asked her. 
 
    “I have no idea how your meatbag body works. Why would I know?” 
 
    Ryun grunted in annoyance—he forgot sometimes that his sword didn’t understand much of anything. In any case, she was right. It wasn’t her fault. He had been trying to figure out his |Perfect Cut| skill, to find out why it wasn’t working. The effects of using it had been getting worse, and this last attempt had completely failed. He had tried to use his skill and it didn’t even activate; instead, he had been brought down to his knees. He didn’t understand why. To his inner sight, it still looked the same: a blade standing tall among his other skills, golden and powerful. It thrummed with power, but every time he reached out and grabbed it, every time he tried to activate the skill, it hurt him, almost like it didn’t want to be used. But that was a silly notion, it was part of the Framework, the same as his abilities and techniques. He only had to focus and “press” a mental finger, and the skill should activate. His new active skill worked normally, but only this skill had this issue. 
 
    He wanted to try again, but he didn’t know what else to do. His last hope was to find someone who could shed some light on his problem. Perhaps the encounter with Black Viper Sect would resolve itself favorably enough that he could trade for such knowledge. He had tried to find something on the auction that he now had access through the town interface, but none of the guides he saw covered anything higher than tier-3 skills, and even those were extremely expensive. 
 
    He sighed and dismissed Kagehime. There was no point in trying unless he learned more. He was doing something wrong, that much was clear. He turned around and jumped up, soaring above the treetops, and started back, cubes of Void Qi forming and collapsing as he ran across the sky. In record time, he reached the town and dropped down to his favorite spot—the roof of his mansion. The people in the town saw him, but they didn’t react. They had grown used to seeing him up there, as he had been spending more time in the town since the Black Viper Sect’s caravan arrived several weeks ago. Anrosh had been the one dealing with the town’s people and trying to make sure that they were ready to defend the town in case that the sect decided to attack. She had spent some of the Essence on the auction, buying some simple defensive formations. Ryun was aware of them, they had been available in the Framework’s shop on Earth. But no one on Earth had the knowledge on how to make them. Here they couldn’t be bought in the shop, only in the auction house, where they were put by people who created them. From what he had seen there were far more different formations here than had been available on Earth. 
 
    He closed his eyes and started drawing in Essence. He had been spending most of his time doing so, as he knew that he would need a lot of Essence for his advancement. He hunted monsters too, but his deal with Ereclaw meant that he couldn’t just wipe the territory clean of life. And it wasn’t like he was getting enough Essence from the weak monsters around the town. The cost for his path was high, and with his cycling he really needed an incredible amount of Essence in order to advance. 
 
    Even though it was daytime—early morning, by the intensity of the sun—Ryun was still drawing in a lot of Essence. He had been pushing his limits since the Framework arrived on Earth, and he had become quite adept at shutting off the part of his mind that focused on drawing in, leaving another part free to monitor his |Vibration Sense|. As a passive skill it was always on, but its range and usefulness depended on many factors. If he wasn’t focused on it, he could sense things to a far shorter range and only on things that gave off more intense vibrations, such as loud noises.  
 
    He had trained himself over the years on how to identify what a vibration meant, so he could now tell the difference between a pot falling and hitting the ground and a person jumping from a high place. Sensing speech was a bit harder, since the vibrations were usually less intense, but he had trained on how to do it. And as he focused, the range of his skill slowly increased all on its own. He had trained himself to always expand the range the moment he entered a meditative state. On Earth he had to monitor everything in order to watch for threats. It had just become second nature, as he was no more able to limit his senses than he could force himself not to hear anything. 
 
    His mind was almost overwhelmed by the onslaught of information, and it would’ve been nearly impossible for him to make sense of it all if he hadn’t taken the time to train his mind on how to do it, if he didn’t have a perk that helped his mind, and if his stats weren’t high. He had realized that the higher his intelligence got, the more sources of vibrations he could monitor at the same time. 
 
    He didn’t really spy on people; everything just got drawn in to his mind automatically. He had started discerning various conversations. The topics were the same as they usually were, in most cases at least, and Ryun tried to tune everything out. He didn’t begrudge peoples' words, or their doubts. He cared about actions, about what they truly felt, what they did. 
 
    Over on the training yard, he recognized Kri sparring lightly with the warriors. He knew that Anrosh had forbidden her from doing so, but the little girl seemed to have defied her mother’s wishes yet again. It wasn’t his place to meddle, so he did nothing.  
 
    Time passed without him moving, and he didn’t know how long it had been before his mind latched on to a development: a patrol had returned to the town, and the warriors headed straight for Commander Jishh. Ryun heard every word that they said, so he knew before Jishh even came to the mansion what he had to say. He was searching for Anrosh, and was escorted to her office. 
 
    Ryun knew that she was about to send someone to fetch him, so he was already walking over to the window and toward the office. He entered just as Anrosh was instructing a staff member to go to the roof. 
 
    “There you are,” Anrosh said. “We have a development.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ryun asked, and Anrosh just gestured toward Jishh. Ryun turned to look at the Kreacean. Jishh looked uncomfortable but that was understandable.  
 
    “Yes, Monarch,” he bowed his head. “Our patrol has encountered a Black Viper Sect party. They are asking for a meeting, on neutral ground, near the edge of our territory.” 
 
    Ryun raised his eyebrow. “They wish to meet peacefully?” 
 
    “I…” Jishh hesitated. “I don’t know their intentions, only that they want a meeting.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at Anrosh, trying to gauge her reaction, but unfortunately he wasn’t all that good at reading facial expressions. If she was trying to tell him something, he wasn’t getting it. “Well.” Ryun turned back to look at Jishh. “I guess we have no choice, then. We should go and see what they want.” 
 
    “We should take an escort. I’ll get them ready,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Before she could leave, Jishh interjected. “Pardon, Lady. Perhaps it would be best if one of you remained here. We don’t know their intentions, and while I am confident in my warriors… I don’t know if we could hold out if they decide to attack the town while both of you are away. Certainly not if they send someone in the Lord Realm or higher.” 
 
    Anrosh grimaced, and met Ryun’s eyes. 
 
    He just shrugged. “That makes sense to me,” Ryun told her. “I guess I should go on my own, then, if they need another demonstration.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him for a long minute, but then nodded. “Agreed. I’ll organize the warriors in the town. But you should still take an escort—you might not care about appearances, but these people do.” 
 
    “I can have a squad assembled in a short order, Monarch,” Jishh told him. 
 
    Ryun met the Kreacean’s beady eyes and nodded. “Go. I’ll follow along shortly.” 
 
    Jishh bowed to them both and then walked out, leaving the two of them alone. Ryun felt him rush to his warriors and give instructions. Two warriors headed out of town immediately. 
 
    “So,” Ryun started, turning his attention to Anrosh. “It seems that they’ve come to give me their answer.” 
 
    “Ryun…  Please, I know that you have a different way of doing things, but you shouldn’t antagonize them. What we have done here, what you have done, is already a great insult. If they are willing to overlook it, we need to take this chance and establish peaceful relations.” 
 
    “I am who I am, Anrosh,” Ryun told her. “If I do not hold to my own beliefs, then I might as well be dead. I do not seek conflict, but I will not bow down to anyone. I’ve told you this from the start.” 
 
    Anrosh sighed. “We are not as strong as you are. We do not have the luxury of thinking like that.” 
 
    Ryun allowed himself to smile. “You are far stronger than you think you are.” 
 
    She didn’t respond to that, but he felt like she didn’t really believe him. For a moment he thought about saying something more—there were things that he could tell her, that he could reveal. But he had a singular belief, and the conditions for actions were not yet met. 
 
    “Stay safe, Anrosh, and…do what you think is best,” Ryun said. Her face took on a slightly confused look, but Ryun didn’t give her a chance to respond. He left the room and walked out of the office, leaving her alone. 
 
    He paused before leaving the mansion, and started taking out items out of his storage. He changed into his Battle Raiments of a Forgotten King, and put on two rings that gave him a boost of 20 to his endurance and vitality. His robes also gave him a 20% reduction to physical damage. That was applied to his current resistance, which with his Void Touched Body was substantial, and could be even greater with his new True Body perk upgrade. 
 
    Feeling like he was ready, he stepped out of the door and into the daylight. Jishh waited with half a dozen of his warriors, none of which Ryun recognized. The Kreacean bowed and they set out of the town, where Ryun told them to wait. He walked to the wolves den, and found Ereclaw already waiting for him. 
 
    “I need you to do something for me,” Ryun told him. 
 
    Ereclaw tilted his head, and Ryun explained everything. The wolf’s eyes narrowed, but then he nodded his head. 
 
    “I will make sure of it,” Ereclaw said, and Ryun nodded.  
 
    He returned back to the warriors and they walked into the forest, one of Jishh’s warrior’s leading the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warriors kept a tight formation around him as they made their way toward the edge of the territory. Their formation was protective, as if they were there to defend him, which was amusing to Ryun. They made their way through the forest at a brisk pace, at least for some; to Ryun, it was terribly slow. 
 
    They walked for what seemed like several hours, until they finally saw a large rock formation in the middle of the forest about a hundred meters away. Seeing it, Ryun paused, coming to a stop. 
 
    “Monarch?” Jishh asked as he saw that Ryun had stopped. “We still have some way to go.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head as he looked at Jishh standing in front of him, the other warriors stood around the two of them, their eyes looking around nervously almost as if they didn’t want to look at him. Ryun knew that they were all afraid; they had never been comfortable in his presence. “Are you sure that this is the right way, Jishh?” Ryun asked at last. “I’ve explored quite a bit of the territory. We are taking the long way round.” 
 
    “Apologies, Monarch, but we have explored this territory extensively before you arrived. This is the shortest route,” Jishh said his mandibles clicking in a rapid succession. “We should make haste. Making the sect wait too long will be seen as an intentional insult.” 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes, and he sensed them all waiting nervously. He opened his eyes and then met Jishh’s beady eyes. “Jishh, are you sure that this is the path you want to follow?” 
 
    The Kreacean glanced at his warriors, then back to Ryun. “I assure you, Monarch, this is the right way.” 
 
    Ryun glanced at the warriors around him, seeing that all of them were in agreement with Jishh. He sighed and shook his head. Perhaps if he was better at interacting with others, if he was better at talking, if he was more approachable. Perhaps then things would’ve ended differently. But he was not, and all people were free to make their own choices, and suffer the consequences of those choices. 
 
    Faster than their eyes could follow, Ryun sprung into motion, his left hand landing on Jishh’s head even as he summoned Kagehime with his right. Before anyone could react, he crushed Jishh’s head with his hand, his fingers squeezing the hard carapace and crushing it as if it was made out of brittle twigs. Green blood and soft tissue sprayed all over his hand from between pieces of broken carapace, and the lifeless body of the Kreacean started its drop to the ground. With his right, he swiped with Kagehime, cutting through the three warriors on his right before they could even react, their heads separated from their bodies. 
 
    He turned with his new skill, |Pounce|, his body twisting and launching itself on the remaining three who had barely had the time to put their hands on their weapons. He stabbed one through the head and cut out even as he backhanded the Demasi in the middle so hard that his head exploded, sending pieces of gore flying at the last warrior. A horn from the pulverized head flew so hard that it stabbed the last Demasi warrior in the neck. 
 
    Ryun pulled his sword out of the dead human’s head as the last one dropped to his knees, clutching at his neck, blood coming out of his mouth even as a river of it flowed out of the puncture in his neck. Ryun cut his head in half, ending his suffering. 
 
    He took a moment to look around, seeing the different colored blood painting the forest floor and his robes. He didn’t mind—the carnage had stopped bothering him a long time ago, but he figured that he should at least be presentable. Unfortunately, there was nothing to be done about it now. 
 
    He walked over the corpse of the dead Kreacean Commander and approached the rock. He stopped some distance away and spoke. 
 
    “You might as well come out. I know you are there,” Ryun said. 
 
    Nothing happened for a long minute, and then warriors walked out of their hiding spaces. By his count, there were around a dozen of them. He didn’t know if he should feel insulted or flattered, but he didn’t pay much attention to them. Another four came out, and they had all of his attention. Three warriors stood in front of a Demasi woman. The three were much stronger than the rest, and he could tell by their bodies. Two of them had split tails, and as that was a physical change, it meant that they were at least in the Mid Stage of the Lord Realm, like Fier had been. The third didn’t have any physical changes, so she either had a form that was like his or she wasn’t yet a Mid Lord. Seeing that she was standing with the other, he put her at Early Lord. 
 
    The last person was the one that had the most of his attention. The woman had a split tail like the others, but something about her told him that she was much more powerful…and also familiar looking. By the way the others stood around her, he could tell that she was in charge. 
 
    The Black Viper Sect warriors arranged themselves in front of him in a line, watching him intently as well as the trees behind him. 
 
    Finally, the Demasi woman frowned and spoke. “You appear to be alone,” she said. 
 
    “I am,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I don’t know if you are foolish or confident, but if you knew that they were leading you into a trap, why follow them at all?” The woman asked. 
 
    Ryun glanced behind him at the dead bodies, and shook his head in regret. “Because until that last moment, until the instant when they were completely committed to betraying me, there had been a chance for them to take another path. I do not begrudge people their doubts or fears; I know that no one is perfect. They planned to betray me out of that fear, and yet I hoped that they would have changed their minds in the end. All they had to do was lead me down a different path. But, in the end, they made their choice.” 
 
    “You would’ve forgiven their betrayal? They had done more than just lead you into a trap. They betrayed you long before now,” the woman said. 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “I know. I knew from the day they followed after the people you sent to scheme and plan this moment. But, until now, there had been a chance for a change of heart. I believe in giving people the freedom to make choices, and they made theirs.” 
 
    “So you came with them, alone,” the woman told him. “You walked into this trap willingly. Are you so arrogant as to think that you can get out of this alive? We know everything about you, the way you fight, all that they saw you do. We know that you had reached the Monarch Realm only recently. You stand no chance against someone like me, who has been mastering the power of a Monarch for years.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, struggling to smile. She called him arrogant, yet she seemed little different. Of course, from her point of view Ryun was extremely outmatched, and perhaps she was right. He had assumed that Jishh had told them everything he knew about him, but Jishh hadn’t known as much as he thought. Anrosh was the only one that knew more, but not even she knew everything. Ryun was aware of his arrogance, and he had been trying to remedy that, but there were things that were more important to him. He could’ve confronted the traitors before they left the town, killed them even. For some people, their schemes would’ve been betrayal enough. But Ryun had given his word that he would protect them, and he had to give them the chance to honor their own oaths toward him. Not because he was a good person, because he wasn’t, not really. He didn’t care about them in the slightest, but he did care about his own word, his code, his honor. He would not betray his own word without being absolutely certain that they would betray him. He could sense their spoken words, but he knew nothing of their inner thoughts. For all he knew, Jishh had planned on betraying the sect to him. It had been a slim hope, but he’d had to see it through. 
 
     “I hoped that we could come to a more peaceful solution,” Ryun said. “There is still time for us to talk and come to an agreement.” 
 
    The woman’s expression darkened and she sneered at him. “I am Eira Ji Van, and your offer of peace is refused. Surrender peacefully and I might consider granting leniency to the rest of the traitors in the town.” 
 
    The name was the same as Fier’s, and then he realized that they were probably related. Ryun grimaced, a familial connection made it less likely that she would agree to a peaceful resolution. 
 
    “I gave Fier a choice,” Ryun said, and the moment he mentioned the name he saw Eira’s eyes narrow. “Our fight didn’t need to end in his death. I will give you the same choice. We can come to a peaceful resolution, but if you refuse, I will be forced to kill you.” 
 
    All the warriors across from his stiffened at his words, and Ryun saw Eira think about it. He was surprised at that, he had expected an immediate refusal. But in the end he saw her make a decision. 
 
    “If I allowed my son’s murderer to go free, it would only erode my authority in the sect. No, as long as I live there will be no peace. You shouldn’t have taken what wasn’t meant to be yours.” 
 
    She made her decision, and Ryun sprang into motion. 
 
    He was arrogant, he understood that, but he was also confident in his own abilities. Fighting the monsters in the scenario had taught him a lot, but those fights had never been what he was good at. Fighting a single opponent wasn’t what he was built for, what he had trained for. He excelled in fighting against a horde of enemies. 
 
    In an instant, his breathing changed, his Qi surging through his body. The {Null Mantle} settled around him, and he funneled his bonuses to his strength and dexterity. His Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction perk allowed him to control three techniques at the same time, and Qi flowed over him, wisps of black and violet Qi rising from his body, as {Qi Sheath} covered his forearms in Void Qi, creating bracers made out of it. The enemy barely had the time to react—Ryun’s Qi control was incredibly fast, and he had never met anyone who was faster than him. 
 
    Ryun’s mind was also operating far faster than normal, his Tinker’s Mind allowed him to think faster, for his perception of time to slow. He moved before most of the enemy warriors had even realized what was happening. 
 
    Eira and the Lord’s reacted by raising their weapons, but they were too slow to intercept him. With an [Inevitable Step] Ryun reached the far left side of the enemy line. Without a moment’s hesitation, he attacked. He decapitated the first warrior and cut through the torso of another before those around could react. He killed two more before they managed to respond. Green poison Qi settled around them, and they attacked, but Ryun released his [Bringer of Sorrow] and those closest to him were rocked by intense emotion, sobs rising from their chest. He cut two more before the first Lord reached him. A Demasi like most of the other warriors, he used two swords and came at Ryun without any hesitation. 
 
    But Ryun’s greatest advantage, his stats, were enhanced by his {Null Mantle} and he had already killed six warriors, and his Vampire perk added a tenth of their highest stat temporarily to his own. The Lord Realm warrior seemed only about as powerful as Fier had been, and Ryun had killed him when Ryun himself had been far weaker. 
 
    Ryun stepped to the side and lashed out with Kagehime. The Lord somehow saw the attack coming and tried to twist midair, but Ryun’s attack was faster. Still, the Lord managed to avoid a killing blow, and instead Ryun cut his legs off at the upper thighs along with his tails. Abandoning the man he continued forward, quickly killing the weaker warriors. His only way of surviving was to cut their numbers and empower himself. The more he killed the more his stats would soar, and already he felt himself get stronger. 
 
    A vibration in the air was his only warning, and he twisted his head to the side. A needle soaked in dark green Qi flew by and Ryun saw Eira, the Monarch, glaring and yelling out orders. He ducked down, using the other warriors as cover from her long range attacks. Two Lord’s approached, their weapons glowing with green Qi as they attempted to flank him. 
 
    Ryun’s ability came back from cooldown, and he used it. With the [Inevitable Step] he evaded and ended his step on the other side of the enemy formation where the rest of the Foundation Realm warriors were. He cut them down, as he evaded their attacks. He remembered his last encounter with Poison Qi and he was not about to let it touch his body like he had the last time. 
 
    They tried to use abilities and techniques on him, and he recognized most of them as ones meant to restrict his movements, but with his Void Touched Body all immobilizing effects were 50% less effective, and that was without accounting the difference in their power. He ripped through them, blood and limbs falling all around him. He was focused, killing them as quickly as possible as the two remaining Lords advanced on him. Eira was throwing her needles and he used the bodies of the falling warriors as shields. In the back of his head, he noticed one warrior turn and run into the forest, but he paid him no heed—his focus had to be in front of him. His sense told him when the needles were coming, and he was certain that the poison Qi in them was much more powerful than Fier’s had been.  
 
    He cut down another warrior and then the weaker warriors were all dead, and only the four of them were left: two Lord Realm warriors and Eira, who was a Monarch, against Ryun. He could tell that Eira was a long-range warrior, and the composition of her party had been clearly made to serve as a support for her. Each warrior he had killed had some kind of a movement-restricting ability or technique. It was just that Ryun was the worst kind of an opponent for that tactic. His stats were abnormally high for his power level, and with every death they just got higher. 
 
    The two Lords stood in front of their master and waited, but Ryun couldn’t afford to wait. The stat bonus from Vampire was temporary, and he needed to finish the fight as quickly as possible. He jumped forward, heading straight for Eira. His [Inevitable Step] was still on cooldown, but even without it he was incredibly fast. 
 
    The two Lords split, trying to flank him. They unleashed their powers and tried to slow him down, and from his right came a dozen green colored chains tangling around his legs, and from his left came a force of air that made him stumble. The chains nearly made him trip, but he managed to keep his footing even though he was forced to stop, his new |Enhanced Balance| skill coming in handy. Then a hail of needles came at him, threatening to puncture holes through him. He put his left hand in front of him and shaped his Qi. With his {Qi Shaping} technique he created a wall in front of himself, thin, but strong enough to protect him.  
 
    Before he could react, the two Lords reached him. His legs were tangled, and the coordination between the two warriors nearly perfect. 
 
    Ryun pulled on his power even as he started to pull his Qi in another direction, and his Void Aura billowed out of him. He fed it more Qi, increasing its intensity as the two entered the area around him and immediately he saw his Void Qi start to have an effect. They both winced and he saw their skin starting to flake and break off along with their clothes and weapons.  
 
    And he acted. He tensed and then used |Pounce|. His body twisted and the chains broke as he headed straight for one of the Lords. A moment of hesitation, of pain as the Void Qi dealt damage to his body was all that it took. Ryun rammed Kagehime in his throat and sliced up, splitting his head in two. 
 
    His |Vibration Sense| told him that the other Lord was lunging at his back, and he turned around, his left hand slapping the spear in his hands away with the Qi-formed bracer. Ryun got in close, and then opened his mouth, unleashing the {Breath of Destruction} point blank. The Lord Realm warrior’s face disintegrate under the plume of black-and-violet Qi, and a headless body dropped to the ground as the wound expanded under the effects of the Void Qi. 
 
    Vampire fed him their stats and Ryun felt himself get even stronger. But he then he felt his stats dip, and knew that the first of his stolen stats had begun to expire. He didn’t have much more time. He shaped a Qi cube and launched into the air, over the Qi wall he had made. His sudden appearance surprised the Monarch, who watched his wall intently. 
 
    She reacted faster than he did, her needles flying at him, and he twisted even as he shaped another cube beneath his feet. He launched himself midair and flew straight at her, Kagehime ready. Her hand rose and a spectral viper appeared around it. It lashed out and bit down into his shoulder. Ryun winced as he felt the foreign Qi enter his body. Eira took advantage and jumped back, her viper disappearing, and his attack with Kagehime missed her head just by a hairsbreadth. 
 
    Ryun landed and cursed. He felt like his shoulder had gone numb, and he was forced to retreat as she summoned more vipers and sent them flying at him. He didn’t have the time to worry about the poison, he could only trust that his vitality and his Regenerator perk would keep him functioning long enough to end the fight. 
 
    As her vipers missed, Eira’s tails rose above her head and started to glow, both changing as a construct of Qi built itself over them. And then she had two stinger-like appendages at their ends. She bent low and started throwing needles at him, and he moved, evading and using Kagehime to block where he could not get out of the way. He still had his aura active, so every time a needle entered it, he could see it start to break down, but the intensity of his aura wasn’t high enough to destroy them fast enough. 
 
    He tried to close the distance, but her two stingers snapped down and two larger needles completely made out of Qi flew at him, forcing him back. He blocked one with Kagehime, and was surprised when the force of it sent him flying back. Thankfully, his Untethered Body allowed him to bleed off the force quickly, and he managed to avoid the hail of needles that she threw at him afterward. She was using an ability, as there were far more than five needles flying at him when she flicked her hand. 
 
    Ryun felt another chunk of his stats disappear, but he still felt like he was much faster and stronger than his opponent. Her stats weren’t as high as his own, especially not with his {Null Mantle} bonus. Yet she was successfully keeping him from closing the distance—she was skilled, she knew her strengths, and had clearly recognized his weakness, or had been told by Jishh. Ryun was a close-range fighter, and she was doing everything in order to keep him away from her. 
 
    He slapped another needle away from his face with the flat of his sword and then came to a decision. He jumped back, forming a wall in front of himself, and then jumped into the air. Needles followed him and he started to wonder where she was keeping all of them, but he didn’t let the thought get through his focus. He ran at her, jumping left, then pushed from a cube and sailed to the other side, evading her attacks all the way. 
 
    She fired more of the larger needles from her stingers, and one just nearly missed him and smashed into a tree, showering him with bits of pulped wood.  
 
    And then he got close enough. He pushed off and dove at her as he increased the range of his aura, dropping his Qi supplies to half. He saw her wince as the aura started working on her body, but it wasn’t enough to stop her. Her two stingers leveled at him as he approached and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to evade.  
 
    But he expected that he wouldn’t be able to evade. 
 
    She fired, and two finger-thick needles made out of Qi launched at him along with a hail of steel needles coated in Qi. Just as they were about to pierce his body, he dismissed Kagehime and then changed. His True Body broke down, and he could no longer see, hear, or smell—he no longer felt anything from his skin, for he had none. His upgraded body, Untethered Cloud, had given him a power and he used it. His body assumed the state of the Void Cloud, but while his body had been turned into a cloud of Void and he could no longer use its senses, his skill still worked. He sensed the vibrations as the needles entered the cloud-like void that had become his body; he sensed the ordinary needles as they broke down by being exposed to all of his Void Qi.  
 
    And then the Qi needles fired by her stingers entered him. He had known that they would hurt, and they did. His new body made him highly resistant to physical damage, but any special damage, which he suspected included Qi attacks, dealt more damage to him. He felt the poison Qi disperse into his own. His Void Qi attempted to disintegrate it, but Eira had powerful Qi and it wasn’t a quick process. Through his skill, he sensed his Void Aura’s effect increase as his Void Cloud boosted it.  
 
    And then his Void Cloud body reached his opponent. He felt resistance as they collided, and through his skill he sensed her scream. Needles punched into him, disintegrating but leaving their Qi, which was damaging him. He knew that he couldn’t stay in this state for much longer. 
 
    He pulled his power back, and the Void Cloud reshaped itself into his physical state. He was on top of the Monarch, on the ground. He felt the impact of all the poisonous Qi he had taken in and numbness started to spread through his body, but at least he didn’t suffer any physical injuries. 
 
    He saw the fear in Eira’s eyes. Her tails were trapped beneath her and she tried to stab him with needles in her hands. Ryun stabbed Kagehime down as he re-summoned her. He pushed the sword through Eira’s hand, pinning it to the ground as she managed to stab him in the side with her other hand. The poison she used was paralyzing him, he realized, and he knew that he didn’t have much time. 
 
    His opponent was breaking down, his aura slowly disintegrating her body. Her face was a mangled mess of holes and violet and black wisps eating into her, but she was refusing to die. She raised her free hand, new needles appearing in it and moved to stab him again. 
 
    Ryun was nearly out of Qi, his right hand keeping one of hers pinned as he felt her try to rip her hand through Kagehime’s blade, and his left hand was almost completely numb and useless. He didn’t have many options. As new needles stabbed into his left shoulder, he opened his mouth wide and then snapped down, his teeth clasping around the woman’s throat. He bit down and blood filled his mouth, cartilage crunched and flesh burst around his teeth. And then he ripped her throat out, spitting the flesh out of his mouth and over her face. Her eyes went wide and she started to trash, but he let his body fall down onto hers, keeping her pinned. The sound of rushing blood and the vibrations of a heart pumping blood filled his head.  
 
    The trashing slowed, and the Monarch died. 
 
    Ryun immediately shut off his aura, and remained on top of her, breathing heavily, and letting his body heal. He felt that his mouth had gone numb, and realized that probably even her blood was poisonous. Anrosh had mentioned something about that, once, but he had forgotten. 
 
    He pushed his {Null Mantle}, switching all of his bonuses to his vitality to help his body fight off the poison. He rolled off of her and tried to focus enough to pull out a vial out of his storage. He didn’t need a healing potion, since that helped mostly with injuries. But after his experience with Fier, he had asked Anrosh for antidotes. The sect of course had such things, not all of their warriors were powerful enough to survive even their own Qi when used over a longer period of time. 
 
    It turned out that there were no real antidotes for Qi poison, but there were elixirs that helped with the purging of such Qi. He pushed his own Qi through his conduits, letting the Void disintegrate the poison as he drank the elixir. 
 
    He didn’t know how long he remained lying there, but he finally felt strong enough to stand. He managed to get to his feet with only minimal stumbling. And then he looked around him. Eira was a blood-soaked mess. Half of her body was disintegrated, and uneven holes in her body speckled around her as his aura ate at her. Her own blood had soaked her chest and her face in dark green, the blood even pooling in some of the holes that his aura had made. 
 
    She had been strong, stronger than he had assumed she would be. Not in terms of stats, or even her Qi—he was certain that she was like Fier had been, at least in part. He didn’t think that she had been cycling properly. Still, she had been skilled. She’d known her power intimately and knew how to fight well. If Ryun hadn’t killed the others, if he hadn’t had the boosts from their stats… It would’ve been a different fight. Fighting her one on one would’ve been much harder than it had been there at the end if she hadn’t brought with her an escort.  
 
    He sighed, feeling regretful. He hadn’t been able to use his [Reave] to harvest any of their Essence, but he had expected that. The ability had a cooldown, and it could only be used on those who were close to death. He had killed most of the warriors in an instant, as he couldn’t have allowed himself the time to set up [Reave] and then use it when he was engaged in combat. It was a good ability when he fought a single opponent, or those who were weak enough so that he could afford the few moments it took to use it without the fear of getting stabbed in the back. At least the cooldown for it was much shorter now than it used to be before he’d evolved his Class.  
 
    Eira had been too strong for him to give her a chance to turn things around, so he hadn’t risked it. At least he felt like he was learning how to curtail his arrogance, but he still felt disappointed at all the waste of Essence. 
 
    He still felt numb all over, and his ears were ringing for some reason, though he didn’t think that he was in any mortal peril. Then his skill picked up a vibration, movement, and he turned around. In the midst of corpses was a twitching body, and Ryun remembered the Lord Realm warrior whose legs he had cut off. Ryun walked over and saw a pale Demasi, unconscious and close to death from the loss of blood. Ryun was actually surprised that he had survived for so long. 
 
    It looked like he would get to use [Reave] after all. He leaned down and activated the ability, the spectral hand superimposing itself over his own. He reached down and pulled out the Essence, then devoured it whole. It wasn’t as much as he would’ve gotten for a Monarch, but it was a sizable amount nonetheless. 
 
    He glanced down at his body, seeing the needles still in his side. He grimaced and pulled them out, and then inspected the rest of his body. He was thankful that his clothes were still on. His Void Cloud ability would’ve destroyed most other clothes, but his raiments had the equip enhancement, so his clothes just went back into storage and then came back when he stopped using his other state. 
 
    It was the first time he had used his new power in combat, and it had mixed results. It wasn’t suited to fighting opponent's like Eira had been—her focus on Qi attacks had really hurt him—but he hadn’t really been all that impressed with the other two options he had. 
 
    He had been given three options of an upgrade: Crystal, Cloud, and Liquid. Each kept his original True Body’s traits, while giving him another state. Crystal turned him into some kind of a crystal state, and made him more resistant to special attacks, while lowering his resistance to physical attacks, and also making him slower. He hadn’t been a fan of that, or the ability to stop his regeneration when he switched to that state, not when he had perks that helped with that. Liquid had been a middle ground, but it hadn’t appealed to him at all. 
 
    Cloud had been the only choice for him. It already synergized with his resistance to physical damage, and it boosted his regeneration of physical wounds at least. It was a good secret weapon, too—he could evade attacks or even regenerate wounds quickly with it, at the expense of Qi of course. He glanced at his screen, looking at the upgrade. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  True Body—Untethered Cloud (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body retains all the abilities granted by Untethered. Untethered Cloud is your truest self. Your body is soaked in Void Qi, and you may assume the state of Void Cloud. While active your body becomes a cloud of the Void, giving off the Essence of Void, increasing the effects of your Void Qi techniques by 20% in your immediate surroundings. While in the Void Cloud state, you gain a +80% increased resistance to physical attacks, but you also lose 40% resistance to special attacks. While full Void Cloud is active, you have none of your physical senses. Running out of Qi while in Void Cloud will result in death. Entering the Void Cloud when your physical body is damaged allows you to regenerate it through the expenditure of Qi. Gain +10% to wisdom and +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It had helped him in this fight, as Eira had obviously not expected something like that. It allowed him to weather the hail of needles, although he had still taken a lot of her Qi. The decrease to special damage resistance was a pain, but all options had drawbacks. 
 
    He focused on his hand, localizing the effect just to it. His hand disintegrated, as if it was eaten by the void, leaving only a deep darkness in the shape of a hand. It didn’t really resemble a cloud, except perhaps at the edges, where violet wisps like gas danced around the void. It was like he was looking at a hole in space framed by a violet cloud. He shook his head and turned his hand back to normal, his skin reconstructing himself out of the void. He didn’t know if he would ever get used to that. 
 
    He went over all the corpses, taking what he found of value on them and putting it in his own storage. On Eira, he found a large storage ring that had at least twice the volume of his own two rings, and it was filled with stuff. He resisted going through it, and just pocketed it. Then he sighed and got to work. He pulled out an ordinary sword and got to cutting, taking Eira’s head off. He didn’t use Kagehime since he had gotten enough of a feel for her to know that she wouldn’t appreciate being used in such a manner. 
 
    When he was done, he got back to his feet, groaning as he felt weak in all of his muscles. The poison was still in his system, but his body and Qi were working on getting it out. 
 
    Regardless, he knew that he shouldn’t delay, so he shaped a cube and launched himself in the air. Soaring over the tree line and heading toward the edge of his territory, quickly his senses found his target, and he dropped down, falling through the branched and landing on the ground gently. Just in front of him was a running and out of breath Black Viper Warrior. The warrior who had run away from the fight looked at Ryun with an expression of what Ryun assumed was fear or horror. 
 
    Ryun threw Eira’s head at him and the man caught it reflexively. He glanced down and shuddered, a wet spot appearing on his pants. Ryun’s nose twitched, but he didn’t react to the man’s accident. “Take that to your Sect Head. Tell them that I have no desire to continue a state of conflict between us. But if they keep sending people to attack us, I will keep sending them back heads.” 
 
    With that, Ryun jumped up in the air, and started his way back to the town. 
 
    He wondered how Anrosh’s day was going.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 93 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Strong 
 
      
 
    Anrosh looked at the bundle of papers in front of her: reports on the readiness of the town and their defenses. Ryun and Jishh had left to meet with the sect’s representatives, and she hoped that they managed to avoid a violent outcome, but she couldn’t shake the uneasiness she was feeling. She had tried to convince herself and the others that they had a path forward, that the sect wouldn’t pursue them if it turned out that taking the territory and the town back would be too costly. But she just didn’t know, not for certain. Ryun was strong, and would probably be able to do some damage to the sect, and if the state of the sect hadn’t changed much since they left then perhaps there was hope. 
 
    Yet she had to admit that she knew little about the leadership of the sect. She knew about their power, but she didn’t know who they were. Would they step back? Accept a slight? Or would they be unable to take the hit to their honor? She couldn’t know—she could only hope that the price they would pay for trying to take the territory would prove to be too much for them. 
 
    The reports on her desk told her that the walls were secure, and there wasn’t anything she could do to make them better. There just wasn’t any time. Anrosh had already sent her aides and guards to relay messages, to get the rest of the warriors on the walls and ready. She also sent someone to find Ereclaw in the den and inform him of what was happening, as she doubted that Ryun would think to do so. She was disappointed that they wouldn’t have the pack inside the town, but over the last few weeks it had become apparent that the bonds that they’d tried to foster between the wolves and the warriors were not to be. She had warned Ryun that they needed people with Classes or paths who could help foster such relationships. Only three wolves had somehow made a connection with the warriors, and the rest had retreated to their den with the rest of their pack. Ereclaw had told her that the pack would still patrol the territory and he would inform her of any dangers. She hoped that they would help in case of an attack as well, but she knew she couldn’t count on that. 
 
    She raised her head from the papers and frowned. She should’ve been updated by her warriors by now, her instructions were clear. She tilted her head, focusing on her skill |Echo Sense|. Unlike what Ryun’s skill allowed him, hers didn’t let her sense everything around her. She could only perceive things that reached her ears, but were outside of a normal range of hearing—echoes of sounds in the distance. She wasn’t yet proficient with it enough to be able to tell what the sources of the sounds were, but she could tell that they were there. 
 
    Suddenly, she realized that the mansion was empty. There were no servants inside, and she could hear a faint noise coming from the outside. She felt her hearts twist in her chest as she remembered that Kri was somewhere outside. She had sent someone to find her and bring her to the mansion, but…  
 
    She didn’t allow herself to think for too long—she needed to act. So far all she had were suspicions, nothing concrete. There could be a hundred reasons as to why no one was inside, why her orders hadn’t been followed. She looked down at the Sword of Greater Insight (R) tied to her hip, a gift from Ryun, along with the Ring of the Enduring Forest (L) on her finger that gave her a boost of 50 to endurance. She focused on her storage ring, and used her armor directly from it. The equip enchantment allowed the Armor of the Leshy King (E) to form directly on her body, and the set of dark-green bark molded itself on top of her body. The antlered helmet almost reaching the ceiling of the room she was in. She pulled her sword out and started walking. She already had all of her techniques anchored and ready to be used. 
 
    She reached the doors of the mansion and stepped out. All around the mansion were walls, about as tall as she was, made out of gray stone: the formations that she and Ryun had purchased for the defense of the town, in case that they needed to surrender the walls and move deeper in. On top of them were warriors, her own, people that she recognized. The people who until just a few hours ago had bowed their heads at her in respect. Now they held bows, pulled back and trained on her. Those were not weapons that the town itself had. They had a few hunters proficient in their use, and only five bows in the town, and now a dozen of the warriors had them. And she noticed standing among them outsiders in the Black Viper Sect’s colors. 
 
    Some she recognized, from the time she spent in the sect. There was to be no battle for the Wolf’s Grove, as its defenders had already surrendered it. She noticed the three people standing directly in front of her. Enka, Jishh’s second in command, and two who were familiar to her from before. She knew them both as Lords of the sect, Fier’s friends. The warriors had betrayed her, and she knew now she should’ve expected it. The people who’d come here were ostracized, they would’ve done anything to get back into the good graces of the sect. She had thought that the death sentence above their heads for the betrayal would be enough to keep them from going back to the sect. But she had failed to realize that there was a way for them to get a pardon: by giving the town and the territory back to the sect on a platter. Most of the people in the town were families, warriors and builders, and if all the warriors turned back to the sect, most of the town’s people did as well. 
 
    Their little experiment was over. Even if she got out of this alive, she had no future. The people had betrayed the oath they’d given to Ryun, and if any had remained loyal their numbers would be small. Not enough for them to defend the territory on their own, even if Ryun managed to survive. 
 
    “Lady Kesh,” Enka spoke. “It is over. There is nothing that you can do. By now Jishh and the sect’s warriors will have taken care of things on their end. Please, surrender. Your daughter is in our custody. You will be granted a quick death after you surrender the territory, but she will be taken in by the sect. Your crimes will not reflect on her.” 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes and bowed her head. Any hope that Ryun might come and save her evaporated. If he was being led into an ambush by Jishh, then they probably already knew how strong he was. She knew that he’d hid some of his strength from most of the people, but she couldn’t see a way that he could survive. Yet, he had defied that belief before—Anrosh had seen him come back from near death, had seen him overcome the odds. She had no notifications, which meant that the territory was still his. As his second in command, the ownership of the territory would fall on her as soon as he died. 
 
    Enka wanted Anrosh to give the territory willingly, which she could only do after Ryun died. They didn’t need her, as killing all the leaders of the territory would leave the interface free to be claimed. She wondered why they wanted her to surrender. She looked around the walls again, counting the warriors, looking at faces. Only half of the numbers on the walls were from Wolf’s Grove—the rest wore the sect’s colors, but weren’t part of the town. That didn’t mean that the other half didn’t betray them, but perhaps… 
 
    She weighed her options. She could do as they asked. There would be no saving her life, as she had been Ryun’s closest ally, his second in command. Kri could live if what they spoke was the truth, but Anrosh wasn’t stupid enough to think that her life wouldn’t be tarnished by a dead mother branded as a traitor. It would follow her for her entire life, even if the sect did nothing to sabotage her prospects, which she knew was likely to happen. 
 
    What she had feared would happen before she crossed paths with Ryun was coming to pass, and she felt anger rise in her chest. She had believed Ryun that he could protect them, and now here she stood, surrounded and with no options. His reckless behavior had led them here; the sect had acted before they could.  
 
    But then she let her anger go. He had never broken a promise to her, and he had given her something, she remembered the conversation from just hours before. He told her that she was stronger than she thought she was. She could feel her Qi, a coldness nestling deep into her core. The people in the town knew that she had reached the Mid Lord Realm—her body was proof enough—but they knew little else. Not that she had changed her aspect, not that Ryun had given her enough Essence that she could cycle. They could see her strange armor, but they knew nothing about it.  
 
    Anrosh did have strength. But she didn’t know if it would be enough against so many, against two Lords of the sect. 
 
    She remembered Ryun, and how easily he fought while outnumbered, against Fier and his warriors. They had been on the same stage, their power should’ve been equal, and yet… Ryun had prevailed. Could she gamble the life of her daughter on her own strength? 
 
    She had never believed in herself before, she had known that she was below average, unimportant. And yet, she had ruled a town, a territory. She had gained power, perhaps not by hunting monsters or killing powerful Cultivators, but by being of use to someone strong. And she had managed to injure Ryun in a sparring match, she had managed to reach his monstrous strength. 
 
    To agree to their demands would be to surrender to her death, and she had lived through too much in order to go so quietly. Fighting would risk everything, even her daughter’s life, but what life would Kri have if she lost her mother? If she was thrown to the mercy of the sect… Anrosh knew the horrors that people inflected on one another. 
 
    No. 
 
    She made her decision. She raised her head and looked. There were two dozen of them on the walls, weapons trained on her. She wouldn’t have much time, she would need to end the fight quickly before they were able to bring their numbers against her. She wasn’t Ryun, she couldn’t fight against such numbers without a care.  
 
    The three before her were the biggest threats. Enka was weak, but she had still advanced, and the two Lords were the real danger. She knew them from a distance, but didn’t know their styles or their paths. One held a spear in his hand, the other a sword. She would need to finish them quickly without letting them use their techniques. Two of them together along with their warriors would overpower her. 
 
    She took a step forward, and the people on the walls tensed. 
 
    “Please, Lady Kesh, there is no way out,” Enka said, her eyes looking straight into Anrosh’s. 
 
    Anrosh wasn’t fast; she had no great powers of movement, but her stats had been greatly improved ever since she advanced.  
 
    She focused on one of her anchors and triggered it.  
 
    Absolute Cold spilled through her body, the {Glacial Might} filling her and increasing her strength. The people on the wall tensed as they felt her Qi and the two Lords gave out orders. Bowstrings released, and arrows flew at her. She didn’t bother with evading—in truth she couldn’t, as she wasn’t fast enough. Her armor protected her, the arrows stabbing into the wood and only a few piercing deep enough to shallowly puncture her skin. She didn’t even feel them, her Enduring Body making her pain tolerance much greater. She bent her knees and jumped. Her great strength propelled her through the air at a speed great enough that she saw the two Lords startle. Her second anchor burst, and {Infusion of Frost} filled her weapon. 
 
    She reached the closest Lord, her weapon leveled with his chest. He tried to move out of the way, but she had surprised him—he hadn’t expected that she could move that fast. The sword pushed through his chest as he tried to twist away, missing his heart, but it didn’t matter. Her Qi sapped the heat from his body, and frost started spreading from the wound. She had only missed the heart by a hand’s breadth. It froze and he died on her sword before he could even attempt to save himself. She looked at him in surprise. She hadn’t really believed that it would work, that she could kill another Lord, not that easily. And yet he was dead, supported only by her sword. 
 
    A roar and a flash of a sword sheathed in a green light brought her back to reality and she moved, putting the man on her sword in the way. The second Lord’s sword flashed as the attack cleaved through his former comrade’s head. Anrosh’s mind snapped back to the present and she felt a few arrows stab into her back from the warriors behind her. Enka had jumped from the wall, and into the courtyard in front of the mansion. Running toward another few dozen of the sects warriors. Anrosh’s spirits dropped as she saw that there were more of them in the town. She didn’t think that she could survive them all, but she didn’t have the time to think, the Lord was attacking again. 
 
    She pulled her sword out of the dead body and blocked the Lord’s attack, moving back along the wall. She knew that there were warriors behind her, preparing to stab her in the back, and she knew that she had to deal with them. Her |Danger Sense| sent her a warning and she used [Dash] to move to the side. She twisted her body, but not as fast as she had been at the start—her {Glacial Might} was sapping her dexterity, and the precision that her body answered her wishes with was slowing.  
 
    She saw two warriors, their spears aimed at where her back used to be. 
 
    [Crescent], and her sword cut through them as if they were made out of paper. An arrow hit her head and snapped her back, the armor protecting her, but she knew that it wouldn’t for long. Her |Danger Sense| rang, and she used [Deflect]. Her body twisted unnaturally fast, and her hands moved, guided by her ability, deflecting the attack from the Lord. 
 
    She used |Swipe| and cut down two more warriors near her, and then she jumped down into the courtyard. She focused her mind, and sent a command to the square, even as she cut down another warrior and moved into their midst. Her armor was incredible, protecting her from the glancing blows that she couldn’t evade. 
 
    The Lord followed her down, but she cut through the warriors, taking cover from the arrow and him. Her attacks were incredibly powerful, but she could see that the drawbacks of her technique were taking a toll. It wasn’t a problem still. Her attack might not be as precise, but every time she connected with someone she killed or maimed them too much to continue the fight. 
 
    Yet her lack of speed finally allowed them to move out of the way fast enough and she was left alone in a circle of warriors—and then the Lord arrived using a movement ability. He was too fast for her to react, too fast for her to stop. His body coiled and he launched himself at her, his sword snapping forward in a stab. Her abilities were still on cooldown and she had no other way to defend. The sword stabbed into her armor, and after only a bit resistance it punched through, stabbing through her heart. Pain spread through her body as one of her hearts stopped and poison Qi spread through her body. Immediately she grabbed the hand of the Lord, even as she activated her Fighter’s Heart perk, which allowed for her to ignore the pain until the end of combat. 
 
    The Lord had a smug look on his face. He was expecting her to be dead, she knew, and Anrosh’s heart might be pierced, but she was hardly out of the fight. Her True Body was called Enduring, and that was exactly what it did: endure. Her second heart was enough to keep her alive. Her hand tightened on his, keeping his weapon trapped inside her body and she saw him realize that something was wrong. His tail lashed out, hitting her midsection, wedging itself between them as he tried to push himself away.  
 
    Anrosh raised her other hand and her sword, preparing to cleave the Lord in half. 
 
    He screamed out—an order—and the warriors around them surged at her, their weapons ready to stab her and finish the job.  
 
    She only smiled. 
 
    Activating her Fighter’s Strike perk, she then triggered her last anchor, and her fruit technique activated. Six swords made out of ice formed around her, and as the warriors moved close they unleashed a flurry of ice. The {Arctic Storm} flashed and cut anyone close to her, even as her sword came down on the Lord, cleaving him from shoulder to hip. 
 
    Those around her died, and she looked at the carnage, and for a moment she wondered if this was what Ryun felt all the time: the knowledge that he could casually end lives.  
 
    Anrosh pulled the Lord’s sword out from her chest and dropped to her knees, the surviving warriors around her jumped forward seeing a chance. And then the three golems arrived from the square. Following her command, they charged into the warriors and started killing. She twisted and evaded a sword; the golems were there, but there were still too many of the sect’s warriors present. She blocked a strike from another and then used [Crescent] to cut their heads off. She stumbled on a corpse and fell on her back, an axe coming down on her head immediately. She blocked, her strength much greater than that of the sect’s warrior, but with her hands occupied another tried to stab her in the torso and she could do nothing to stop him.  
 
    And then there was a flash of red, and the man was cut to ribbons. 
 
    Anrosh blinked as the weight on top of her disappeared, and she looked around. She saw a blur of white and red laying into the sects warriors, and she saw them falter. A few more died, and then they were surrendering, dropping their weapons and getting down to their knees. She got up to her feet and looked. There were only a few of them left, standing in front of a large two-legged wolf. Ereclaw looked down on them without moving, and he turned and glanced at her. 
 
    Anrosh called the golems off and looked around, taking in the surroundings. There were so many dead, and she had killed most of them herself. Ereclaw had killed only a handful—most of it had been her. She, who had always considered herself weak, couldn’t believe that she had done it. In the distance she could see wolves in the town and a few more warriors standing among them. Not all had betrayed them, then. 
 
    “What do you want done with them?” Ereclaw asked, bringing her back to reality. 
 
    She looked at the sect’s warriors. She wanted to have them killed, but she knew that they would be more valuable alive. “Take them prisoner—but first, I need to find Kri,” Anrosh said, looking around hoping that her decision hadn’t put her daughter’s life in danger immediately. And then there was the fact that she couldn’t see Enka anywhere. 
 
    “She is safe, in the den,” Ereclaw said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked, then looked at him. “But they said…” 
 
    Ereclaw shrugged. “They never had her. Ryun asked me to take her to someplace safe, and then to help you if you needed it.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at the wolf for a long minute before things clicked into place. “He knew,” she said. It was not a question, but Ereclaw nodded anyway. Her anger rose again, but then she sighed. She was too spent to be angry. She took a healing potion out of her storage and downed it. She would have a long talk with Ryun about what he was thinking, assuming that he came back alive—then she could worry about the town and this new mess they were in 
 
    But first, she needed to see her daughter.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 94 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Wrong Choice 
 
      
 
    On his way back to the town, Ryun paused at the battleground. The corpses of the sect warriors were still resting there, and he decided to take a moment to look through the items he had looted. The situation in the town would resolve itself one way or another without him: either the people went through with their plans and betrayed him, in which case he was no longer obliged to protect them, or they would change their minds. Besides, Ryun was confident that Anrosh could protect the town on her own—she didn’t need him to come and save her every time, and doing so would only serve to make her feel like she was weaker than she truly was. 
 
    Ryun climbed on top of the rock formation that the sect had used as a hiding place and started pulling things out of his storage. He had gotten quite a bit of Essence from killing them, but it was nothing compared to what he could’ve gotten with his [Reave]. Still, he had found many items of note on them. The first thing he looked at was a pair of gloves that he had recovered from Eira. They were an enchanted pair, with small spatial storage places inside them. He saw that they were filled with needles, which she could pull out easily and directly into her palms. They didn’t seem to be able to store anything other than needles, however. They weren’t useful to him, but perhaps he could sell them on the auction. 
 
    He started pulling out weapons from the dead warriors, swords and spears mostly, all of good quality but unimpressive by his standards. He had taken some pieces of armor as well, the ones that were in good shape at least. None of them could self-repair, so he didn’t bother with the ones that were ruined. Most of their warriors wore battle robes that gave small boosts to stats, but again there was nothing impressive about them. The Lords had slightly better equipment, but nothing like what Ryun himself had. There were rings, as well as pendants, each giving small boosts to stats, but only a handful. All their gear put together painted a picture to Ryun. 
 
    These people had good-quality gear, but nothing remarkable. They weren’t rich, not like what he had assumed when Anrosh had been explaining things to him, and while he didn’t want a conflict, he certainly wasn’t going to run away from one either. Not because he wanted to protect the town—the betrayal had made sure that he no longer felt an obligation towards any of them, aside from Anrosh and Kri—but he did not like others coming in to take what was his. He had taken the territory by finishing the scenario. Fier would’ve failed even if Ryun hadn’t come along, after all. 
 
    But a part of him was wondering if it wouldn’t be better to just leave. He didn’t need a territory, not really. He knew what he wanted out of life: to find stronger opponents, to fight, to advance. To have the freedom to do so without having to answer to anyone. He did like having others around, however; perhaps not an entire town, but Anrosh and her daughter had been good for him. He had forgotten what it felt like to have someone with whom he could speak. So, having a home, a place where he could return to once in a while, did make sense. And Anrosh seemed happy enough to lead in his stead. Perhaps he could go and explore, farm Essence and advance… 
 
    But he did need to make sure that it was safe enough for Anrosh and Kri. She hadn’t betrayed her word to him, and in fact had done more than he had asked of her when they’d first met. Ryun did not forget such debts.  
 
    So, the first thing he needed to do was deal with the Black Viper Sect. He hoped that they would see that they would lose too much by forcing the issue, but he knew the stupidity of people well enough to understand that sometimes there was nothing that he could do to change things. 
 
    He shook his head and continued his search through the loot he gathered. Of all the things from the warriors and the Lords, only Eira’s had worth. She had two rings that gave her a boost of 15 to dexterity and one that gave her a boost of 10 to vitality, and her pendant gave her a boost of 10 to vitality and endurance. Further searching led him to what appeared to be one final ring: a spatial storage. It was larger than his two rings, at about twice the volume, and it was filled with a variety of things. There were tables and chairs, a tent, a bit of food and water. There was a small chest filled with Essence Crystals, around ten of them, but each held a few hundred cycled Essence. 
 
    He left those alone and turned to another chest that was marked differently and a bit larger. Opening it up, he found that it was filled with small vials and bottles. Immediately he was interested, and he pulled one out, taking a look at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Elixir of Minor Strength 
  
       	  Drinking the contents will grant +2 to base strength permanently. (The elixir loses effectiveness based on how many elixirs of the same type have been previously consumed.) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun blinked at that, and then looked at another, finding that it was an Elixir of Minor Dexterity. There had to be over a hundred little vials in the chest, and he saw that not all were elixirs that granted stats permanently. There were quite a few that gave bonus stats for a certain amount of time. He didn’t find any elixir that was rare like what he had obtained from finishing the scenario, but the ones that increased the stats permanently were incredible already. 
 
    He uncorked one that gave a boost to strength and then downed it. A warm feeling passed through him and he saw that his strength had increased by 2. He started drinking more, each time getting a boost to his stats. When he drank three elixirs, the bonus dropped to 1, and after another two the elixir no longer gave him any stat bonuses. From five vials he had gained 8 strength permanently. Although there seemed to be a limit as to how much one could use this to increase their stats, it was still an incredible gain. He started drinking the minor elixirs for all other stats, gaining 8 for the five vials for each stat. 
 
    Then he picked up the Elixir of Moderate Dexterity. There were only four of these kind of elixirs: two for dexterity and two for vitality. He drank both of them, gaining an additional 10 stats in both stats. He checked again to see if there were any different types of elixirs, but there were none that gave permanent boosts. Then he noticed that he had a notification, and so he pulled it up and saw that he had gained a new title. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a big bonus nor reward, but it told him that there was another avenue that he had missed, another path to gaining power. He brought up his screens and took a look. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron,  
  First Quickened Mind, First Lake of Qi,  
  Beaten but not Broken, Cannibal,  
  One Against Many, First Lord,  
  First Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, 
  First True Body, Hated Foe,  
  One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity,  
  True Understanding I, Limitbreak, Monarch, Ruler, Alchemical Tester 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence  
  
       	  7,354 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  65 (0/170 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow  
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step  
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Monarch (0/60,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Breath of Destruction 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Darkest End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (U) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord (0/12,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Qi Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Qi Sheath 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Avatar 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery (8/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vibration Sense >> Enhanced Vibration Sense (10/10) 
  
       	  Pounce (5/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance (6/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  667 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  606 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  746 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  720 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  586 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  767 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    His stats had risen, and his skills had gained a bit of a boost from the fight with the sect. He took a deep breath, feeling content. He loved seeing his progress, advancing. He didn’t need anything else. 
 
    Ryun glanced back down to the chest in his lap. There were quite a few vials still in there, and he wondered what to do with them. Most of them were no longer useful to him, but then it occurred to him that they were probably useless to Eira as well, as she would’ve probably drank until the potions lost their usefulness herself. Yet she still kept them, probably to give out to people as rewards. Perhaps he could give the rest to Anrosh, or even save them for Kri. He would have to think about it. 
 
    Just as he put the chest back into storage, his senses picked up a group coming his way, and he moved behind the rock and hid. There were four of them, but only one of them was familiar to him. They reached the field of battle and halted. 
 
    “What is this?” one of the unfamiliar ones asked angrily and loudly. “You betrayed us?” 
 
    The other party started to defend itself, speaking in a low enough tone that he couldn’t quite make out the words with his hearing, but with his senses he understood every word. They walked around the dead until they found the remains of Eira. He sensed their words, the disbelief, and accusations again. He didn’t know what stage the four were; his senses told him much but not about power. He would need to look at them in order to be able to tell, but from their talk, he assumed that there was no one in the Lord Realm. He was glad for that, as he was not yet recovered from his fight. His Qi was dangerously low, almost depleted, and his body might be healed by the potions, but it ached all over. 
 
    As their conflict escalated, Ryun decided to interfere. He stepped from behind his cover and looked at the four warriors. All wore the sect’s colors, but he recognized one. Enka was trying to defend herself, telling them that they hadn’t betrayed the sect, and that she had no idea what happened here. Ryun debated about what he wanted to do for a few seconds… But in the end, he knew he didn’t need any more messengers. 
 
    An [Inevitable Step] and he was among them. He crushed the closest one's head in his palm, and kicked the second with enough power to collapse his ribcage. The last he grabbed by the throat, and slowly squeezed until he was close to death, then he raised his other hand and used [Reave]. 
 
    He pulled the Essence from the man and then dropped his corpse to the ground. 
 
    Enka had stumbled back and fell to the ground, then looked up at him, her eyes wide and filled with fear. Ryun realized that he was still covered with blood, Eira’s and his own, though such things didn’t bother him. 
 
    “Ah, I gave you so much, shared secrets. And this is how you repay me,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Enka tried to get her mouth to work, but she didn’t seem to be able to. 
 
    Ryun shook his head. “You broke your word to me, and so I am no longer bound by mine.” He summoned a sword from his storage, one of the ordinary ones he kept in there. 
 
    Enka finally found her voice. “Please, master. I beg of you, mercy! Jishh made me do it, he threatened me!” 
 
    Ryun grimaced at her words, but he kept his cool. He didn’t know if that was the truth, but it wasn’t like it mattered. “What happened back in the town?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The sect sent people to take the town, I was forced to help them! Please, you must understand—” 
 
    “What happened?” Ryun asked again. 
 
    She swallowed hard looking, at him from the ground. “Lady Kesh refused to surrender. She…she fought against the sect’s people.” 
 
    “You are here, so I’m guessing that she was stronger than them?” Ryun added. 
 
    Enka nodded her head. “She was… She wasn’t that strong before.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. “You made the wrong choice.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, probably to beg for mercy again, but Ryun didn’t care. His sword moved before she could react and her head fell from her shoulders. 
 
    Ryun turned around and started walking back to the town. 
 
    It took him a while to get there, since he didn’t want to use his Qi and go through the air in case there were still threats in the town. But when he finally arrived, he was met with warriors on the walls, though less than there usually were. Only two were standing at the gate, but they seemed to be happy to see him, so he didn’t think that they were the traitors. He knew exactly who had conspired; Jishh and Enka hadn’t asked all the warriors to help in their scheme. 
 
    He walked through the town and reached the square, finding Ereclaw and Anrosh standing over around a dozen bound warriors on one side, those who had been part of the town. Another half a dozen were on the other side of the square, bound as well, but all were strangers to him; probably warriors from the sect. People—builders, workers, hunters—were out of their homes. Half of them were on their knees and the others were standing some distance away, casting worried glances at Anrosh and the ones who were on their knees. 
 
    Someone noticed him and told Anrosh, who turned to look at him. He felt her take his appearance in and then she relaxed. He walked over and looked at her, seeing that her state reflected his own. 
 
    “I told you that you were stronger than you thought you were,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh’s eyes narrowed and she glanced at the people kneeling. “You knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “I did,” he answered simply. There was no point in denying it and he didn’t lie. 
 
    He saw her tighten her fists, but then she seemed to come to a decision. “Come with me. We should talk, privately.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to agree, she stomped off toward the mansion. Ryun saw that everyone around them was looking at him, and decided that it was best if he followed after her. He wasn’t comfortable being the center of attention—and he kind of liked seeing Anrosh with a little more backbone.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 95 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Word 
 
      
 
    Anrosh stomped toward the mansion, trying hard not to look back. She was angry at Ryun because he’d known that half of the town was planning on betraying them, yes, but that wasn’t the reason for her unease. It was fear. She had just about convinced herself that Ryun was dead when he’d walked into town covered in blood and gore. She had interrogated the captives, and she had learned who they had sent to ambush Ryun. She didn’t know if she should be happy or terrified that he had come back. 
 
    They entered the mansion and immediately had their path barred by Kri. Anrosh had rushed to the den to retrieve her daughter. She didn’t want to think of her staying among the wolves. The fact that she had disobeyed and gone out to train against Anrosh’s wishes made her angry, but she didn’t have the time to have a discussion with her about it. 
 
    “Mother, I—” 
 
    Anrosh’s look silenced her. She knew that tone, the one that she had learned from Ryun, what seemed so long ago, and that she had used when she wanted to appear respectful. Anrosh wasn’t fooled by it. 
 
    “I told you to wait for me in your room,” Anrosh told her. 
 
    She saw that Kri wanted to speak, but she thought better of it and bowed her head. Anrosh watched her turn and walk away. Once Kri was out of sight, Anrosh turned and glanced at Ryun, making sure that he was following. She could never be too sure with him. 
 
    She turned back and walked without saying anything, leading him to a meeting room. She entered and waited for him to get inside before she closed the doors. Ryun made his way to the table and jumped up on it, making it creak. Then he sat with his legs crossed and looked at her, all without speaking. 
 
    Anrosh took a moment to study him. Aside from being covered in blood and gore, she noticed that his robe was filled with holes and small cuts that seemed to be in the process of repairing themselves. His face was splattered with blood, and his chin and mouth were completely covered with it, and she shuddered just thinking about how that had happened. He was a mess, and she could tell that he was moving slower than usual, with more care. He had been injured—but his face still had the same calm expression that he kept on most of the time. 
 
    She didn’t know how much time she spent just looking at him, but he remained still and didn’t speak. She still found that eerie about him, the fact that he could just sit there without moving or reacting in any way. That he was so comfortable with silence. 
 
    Finally, she decided that it was time to speak. “Why did you allow them to execute their plans if you knew what they were planning?” She couldn’t think of a reason why he would endanger them in that way. How he could be so arrogant as to think that he could get out of it. He had been in the Monarch Realm for not even a month, and she had told him that the Black Viper Sect had more Monarchs that were powerful. And yet…he was here, so the ambush had to have failed. 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer immediately, and for a moment she thought that perhaps she had crossed a line by demanding an answer from him. She was aware that she had never been his equal, and that he had a very different understanding of the world around him than most people. 
 
    But he didn’t seem angry. Instead he looked almost thoughtful, as if he was thinking about how to answer.  
 
    And just as she was about to speak again, he answered. 
 
    “Because until the moment when they did it, they hadn’t broken their word,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked at him. “What are you talking about? They broke their word the moment they conspired against the town!” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head, his face making the expression he often made when he didn’t understand something. “People have fears, doubts. I didn’t ask them not to have those. Until the moment when they stepped into the light and betrayed me in truth, they had the option of turning back, of letting us know.” 
 
    “That is a generous way of looking at things, but it also put more than just yourself in danger! It put half of the town, the people who they hadn’t brought in on their plans, in mortal danger! The sect would’ve looked for someone to punish, to make an example of—and the people that weren’t in on their plans would’ve been it. You put me and Kri in danger as well. You left me alone while you knew that they would attack the town, while you knew that they had sent people and two Lords to deal with me!” Anrosh yelled at him, surprising even herself at the intensity of her anger. And then she remembered who she had just yelled at, and as she opened her mouth to ask forgiveness, Ryun spoke. 
 
    “Yes, I put you in danger, but I believed that you would triumph. And…I have given you power, I have shown you things, helped you advance. But I couldn’t give you confidence in your own power.” He paused and grimaced. “I’m not good with words, but, what I want to say is that you needed that danger. To be like me, you cannot fear the future, the things that you cannot control. The only thing you can do is believe in yourself and your own power, and dare the world to throw something at you that can smash you to pieces. And if it succeeds… Well, then you just weren’t strong enough.” 
 
    She had always known that he looked at everything differently, but what he was saying… She couldn’t afford to think that way, not when she had Kri to protect. And yet, she had triumphed, and she could still feel her fingertips tingling as she remembered the feeling of elation, of power. She had fought against two Lord Realm warriors, against dozens of others, and she was the one who had been left standing. She knew her strength now, she knew that she could improve more, that she could reach even greater heights, and that such power would let her grant her daughter a better future. 
 
    Anrosh sighed. She couldn’t really stay angry at him. She’d known what he was like from the beginning. “You still could’ve let me know that there was a possibility of betrayal. I could’ve planned better, or… I don’t know.” 
 
    “They conspired, yes. But I know how other people operate, how you believe words and act on shadows. I had to be sure that they wouldn’t change their minds, because that was the way I live my life, and I do not compromise on my beliefs. In their betrayal, they revealed to me the breadth of their own and the others’ loyalties. They are unworthy of having my protection.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anrosh said quickly. “Not all of them betrayed you—us. Some of them didn’t even know that it was happening!” 
 
    Ryun just shrugged. “I made a deal with the town as a whole. The people are now fractured, and my word to them void.” 
 
    “Some warriors fought for us at the end!” 
 
    “And when did they join the fight? At the start? Or at the end, when the battle had already been won?” 
 
    Anrosh winced. She remembered them coming in at the end, after Ereclaw had arrived and she had already killed so many.  
 
    “This is why I don’t like interacting with people. They all just wait for a moment to backstab one another.” 
 
    “What do you want to do then? Keep them all as prisoners?” 
 
    “I don’t keep prisoners. They made their choices,” he said. 
 
    “You mean to kill them all?” Anrosh asked, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “They aren’t worth anything to me. Not really,” Ryun answered. 
 
    “And what about the Black Viper Sect? You would let them come and take your territory?” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes narrowed. “No. This is mine, even if I were to live here alone. I gave them a choice, and so far they have yet to make the right one. But I don’t need a town for that.” 
 
    “You can’t just abandon everything that we’ve been building here!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It…” she started, flabbergasted. “We could do something good here. Something great.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “You would forgive them? Those who betrayed us?” 
 
    “They made a mistake, they were afraid. You said so yourself.” 
 
    Ryun looked at her for a long moment, without answering. She started to worry that he would just go outside and start a massacre. And a part of her knew that he was very much capable of doing it. 
 
    Finally, he sighed. “I put you in charge of the town, so you do as you want with it. My word to them is no longer binding, but my word to you and Kri still holds. So if you want them pardoned, if you want to lead this town, then it is your word that matters, not mine.” 
 
    She closed her eyes in relief, but she knew that there were more things to discuss. 
 
    “Ryun, the prisoners said that the sect sent a Monarch against you… Eira Ji Van. Did you fight her?” 
 
    “I did. She was accompanied by Lord and Foundation Realm warriors.” 
 
    Anrosh hesitated, but she knew that she needed to know. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “I killed her. I left only one of the sect’s Foundation Realm warriors alive to carry a message from me to their leaders.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at him blankly, not knowing how to react. Eira Ji Van was the sister of the Black Viper Sect’s ruler. Killing his nephew had been bad enough, but she knew that the sect could look over that. But Eira? She didn’t know if they could have peace, not anymore. It would be too much of a blow against the Black Viper Sect’s ruler’s face, and his honor would demand retribution. Even if the Sect Head was willing to look the other way himself, he would lose the respect and support of the sect if he allowed something like that to pass. 
 
    “What kind of a message did you send?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    Ryun looked at her with his clear eyes, covered in blood and grime. “I sent him along with Eira’s head.” 
 
    Anrosh closed her eyes. If only the sect had sent someone else, anyone else. But they hadn’t—they’d believed themselves stronger than Ryun. What Jishh and Enka had told them was the truth: that Ryun became a Monarch only recently, the techniques that they had seen him use, his fighting style… But they hadn’t known the truth, hadn’t understood just how big of a monster Ryun truly was. He wasn’t like normal people. He was a Ranker: a person forged in a dying world overrun by monsters. His understanding of power was far different than that of those born in the Infinite Realm. Those born in a world that had been tamed by the Rankers that came before them couldn’t understand someone like him. 
 
    She saw Ryun looking at her with a confused expression on his face. Of course he didn’t understand—he didn’t know who Eira was. He knew little of the politics of the sect. But somehow she doubted that he would’ve done anything different if he did know. 
 
    Anrosh only hoped that he was strong enough for the answer.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 96 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    Attack 
 
      
 
    Ryun’s face hit the ground hard, and he groaned. He heard his opponent walk over and heard her snicker. 
 
    “Yeah, just you laugh,” Ryun told her. “If we used our powers, it would’ve gone my way.” 
 
    “In your dreams,” Melody told him. 
 
    Ryun pushed himself off the floor and stood up, then looked at her. She smiled at him, and he couldn’t help but smile in return. Their daily sparring matches had been going on for the last year now, and he did look forward to them every day; although the ones where they didn’t use any powers, like the match today, were the ones where he regularly got thrown around. It was only to be expected, after all, Melody had higher stats than him. Her Class gave her more raw stats, but Ryun could increase his with his technique. In sparring sessions where they used their powers, their power levels were far closer to equal. 
 
    Still, it was good for him to train without them. He knew that he might not have access to his powers all the time. His Qi could and did run out, and he needed to be ready to fight without his techniques. But the last year had been a lot easier, ever since Mel and he had received their unique perks. The Eternal Hunter: Reaper had made their hunts much safer, as well as allowing them to hunt for longer and take on more powerful monsters. They had cleared almost all the powerful monsters from the surrounding area, and they had even defeated a newly spawned boss monster two months ago. 
 
    It had been an event: a powerful monster appeared and everyone in range got the notification and a quest. The monster had been tough, but they had managed to defeat it and had received great rewards. Ryun got a sword, an awakened weapon, one that seemed to turn into a shadow the more it was used. And if the experience from his previous life was right, it should be able to level with him—he just needed to figure out how to access it. Mel got one as well: a white spear that almost turned into a cloud the more it was used. 
 
    The encounter with the two monsters that had somehow given them the unique perks had been most fortunate for them. Both of their powers had increased to an incredible degree, and Ryun had managed to gather a lot of Essence. His path required almost a million Essence to advance to the next stage, which was really insane when compared to what Melody needed for her levels. The amount of Essence that they got from monsters had seemed to decrease, too, at least for those around their power level. That made it incredibly difficult for him to accumulate enough Essence just to advance, let alone cycle. But he still believed that it was the best way forward. He had managed to acquire almost five hundred thousand Essence since his last advancement, both by gathering Essence by drawing it in and from his and Melody’s hunts. And that was with her giving him any Essence Crystals that dropped as rewards, which happened only rarely. His drawing in had become much better, however—he could draw in far more than anyone else in the town could, almost more than all of them put together. 
 
    He had been saving it, since he wanted to cycle it in one try. He had been doing different things for different advancements. At the start, he had been putting in Essence as he acquired it, only pulling it out in smaller chunks. But sometimes he would accumulate the entire amount and pull it out in one go. He had realized that different methods did different things. Putting in more Essence before pulling it out seemed to be improving his core. The other method seemed to improve his conduits. He wasn’t yet sure of what exactly all the benefits were, so he needed to test things out. 
 
    All of his time was spent either training, hunting, or drawing in Essence, and he loved every single moment of it. He knew that for some, the Framework had heralded the end of their lives, but for Ryun, life had started only after it had arrived. He doubted that he would’ve ever had the courage to tell Mel how he felt before, and now he couldn’t imagine his life without her. He was happy, living a simple life while pursuing advancement. The best part was that Mel felt the same way—she understood him the same way that he did her. 
 
    Their settlement was small, filled with likeminded people for the most part. Ryun loved the people around him. No one ever made him feel like he was lacking, like he shouldn’t just live the way he wanted to. It was freedom in a way that he hadn’t ever experienced before.  
 
    They hadn’t upgraded their settlement, so they didn’t have the connection with other settlements around the world. Sometimes Ryun wondered what was happening, how Zach was doing, but in the end they had both decided to follow their own paths and had respected each other’s decision. Perhaps someday they would meet again. 
 
    Mel and Ryun finished their practice and then cleaned up and changed. They had a hunting trip planned for the next day, so they needed to get some rest. 
 
    As they were leaving the training hall, they were intercepted by one of the town’s people. 
 
    “They are coming,” Jonas, their martial arts teacher and the person in charge of the settlement's security, told them. 
 
    “Damn,” Ryun grumbled. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Mel asked. 
 
    “An hour or so,” Jonas responded. 
 
    Ryun and Mel exchanged a look, and then he sighed. “It’s not like we can pack up and leave.” 
 
    “No,” Mel confirmed. “We cannot. I doubt that they will make any problems for us.” 
 
    Ryun gave her a look that she was very much so familiar with. “You really think that they will just leave us alone?” 
 
    Mel sighed and shook her head. “Not really, I guess.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Jonas asked. 
 
    Mel turned to look at him and answered. “Let the others know. Ryun and I will meet with them when they arrive.” 
 
    Ryun wasn’t looking forward to the end of the next hour, but he did know that they had little choice. Mel noticed his expression and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It is unlikely that they have anyone strong enough to make any problems, or force us to do anything that we don’t want to.” 
 
    Ryun knew that she was right, but he still didn’t like it. The last year had seen a lot of changes to the area around them. More settlements had appeared as the more powerful monsters were hunted down by Ryun and Mel. Their settlement had little interaction with these newcomers. They did some barter trading, but the people weren’t all that strong, and the area where Mel and Ryun had created their settlement wasn’t the safest for less powerful people even now when they had killed off the most powerful monsters.  
 
    But a couple of months ago, a new force had moved in: the so-called United Government. They had started absorbing the other settlements, and from what the scouts that Mel and Ryun sent to investigate, not all had agreed to join freely. These people had…bullied them into it, and Ryun knew that they would try the same thing here. 
 
    Ryun knew that the Government offered protection, but they also took advantage, or at least that was what Ryun had always thought. It was why he didn’t want to join them when they first encountered them. But, he knew why they were coming now, and he knew that these “envoys” were seeking to gain resources and power. They had been asking around the other settlements about who had cleared the boss monster quest, and had even been inquiring about the rewards. Most other settlements knew that it was Ryun and Mel who had done so, but they didn’t know what they’d gained as rewards. 
 
    The Government envoys would arrive no matter how much he wanted them not to, and Ryun resigned himself to dealing with them. He followed Mel and walked over to the gates to wait for their arrival. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The envoys were a party of six, none of whom were familiar to him. That was to be expected—the Government had been large even when they had last crossed paths years ago—but a part of him had hoped to see a familiar face. 
 
    The man that led them looked at Ryun and Mel and smiled as they came to a stop in front of them. 
 
    “Greetings,” he said, still keeping the smile on his face. “We are envoys of the United Government. I’m Richard, the leader of this team. We are so glad to see you here! We’ve been looking for survivors ever since the Framework arrived!” 
 
    “I’m Melody, the leader of this town,” Mel said. “We know who you are. We have run into the United Government before.” 
 
    The man looked surprised, his smile slipping for just a moment. “Oh. We weren’t aware that any of our parties came this far into the wilderness.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Mel told him. “We came here several years ago. Our previous group decided to join the Government, and we decided to go into the wild and explore on our own.” 
 
    “You went into the wild willingly?” a woman from the group asked, her tone incredulous. 
 
    Richard gave her a look and she looked away. Turning back to Mel, he said, “That is incredible. We would love to hear what you have to say about your adventures.” 
 
    Melody glanced at Ryun and then back to the man. “Of course, as long as you understand that we will not be joining your Government. We’ve been made the offer before, and we have made our choice. What we’ve built here is our own.” 
 
    The man’s smile froze, and Ryun saw him blink. “Well, I’m sure that we can talk about it. Perhaps some of your people would be willing—” 
 
    “No,” Mel interrupted him. “All of us here have the same goals, and I want it clear that if we allow you inside our settlement, you will not be trying to convince us of joining up.” 
 
    Richard looked a bit taken aback, but a man from behind him spoke up. “Listen here, I don’t think that you realize who you are talking to—” 
 
    The man was probably going to continue until his words became more of a threat, but Ryun had lost his patience. He turned on the Presence of the Eternal Hunter aura and the man immediately shut up. He saw them realize that something was wrong immediately. They reeled back as their stats were lowered, acting as if they were struck, and then they blinked with their eyes and Ryun knew that they were seeing the small indicator in their corner that showed them the debuff. He shut the aura off, and just glared at them. He didn’t like bullies, and he had seen people like these far too often since the Framework arrived. 
 
    The strong thrived in this world, but being strong did not mean one was also decent. 
 
    “We have survived in the wild for a long time, and we have done it without the…help of anyone else. I hope that you can respect that. We are of course willing to deal with anyone who comes to us in peace, but we will not be joining up with anyone.” 
 
    Richard studied Mel and Ryun more cautiously now, his eyes bouncing from one to the other. “I…understand your position. But…this area has been granted to Governor Emerson by the Government. We are tasked with bringing the people living on his land into the fold.” 
 
    Mel tilted her head. “We’ve been living in this area for years. We’ve cleared the more dangerous monsters and made it safer. It is ours, and a grant by the Government we are not a part of does not magically give you the ownership of it.” 
 
    “I see,” Richard said. He glanced at his people behind him, and Ryun saw that all of them were keeping their hands close to their weapons. They were waiting for a signal, but Ryun wasn’t overly worried—he didn’t think that they were much stronger than what Zach had been before they parted. Both Ryun and Mel were stronger, and the people in the settlement behind them were ready and waiting in case that any hostilities erupted. 
 
    Finally, Richard seemed to have made up his mind. “I will pass that on to the Governor. It’s been…a pleasure.” 
 
    After that, they quickly retreated and made their way back into the forest, not even trying to stay and gather more information. 
 
    “I guess I spooked them more than I thought,” Ryun said after they were out of earshot. 
 
    Mel sighed. “Why must everyone in power be so…” She trailed off. 
 
    Ryun nodded, understanding her meaning. “Without the civilization of the pre-Framework world, it’s much easier to just take what you want if you have the power to do so.” 
 
    Melody shook her head and they turned back, heading into the town. 
 
    They waited for the Government response for a few weeks, but their people didn’t come to the settlement again—and both Ryun and Mel started to believe that they would leave them alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun woke suddenly, not knowing what it was that actually woke him up. He didn’t move, however; instead, he listened. He couldn’t hear anything strange, but something inside of him was telling him that there was something wrong, a danger nearby. 
 
    And then something inside screamed, and he moved before he even realized what he was doing. He rolled to the side, hitting Melody and pulling her with him just as something landed on the part of the bed where he had been sleeping. Mel woke immediately, and as they landed her hand shot beneath the bed grabbing her spear. She got to her feet and Ryun heard a clang of impact, even as he entered his breathing form. {Empower} surged through him and he jumped over the bed as Melody battled someone in the dark. He landed on the other side of the bed and reached down, grabbing his sword. The black blade felt warm to the touch, almost eager as he turned and saw Melody fighting two shadowy shapes. The darkness made it hard for them to see, but both Mel and he had been practicing fighting in the dark. 
 
    He jumped forward and joined the fight. He stabbed toward the legs of one of the shapes, and his sword punched through, eliciting a yelp of pain from the attacker. Ryun pushed his advantage and got in close, swinging with his elbow in the general area of the attacker's head. His elbow connected and the attacker fell to the ground. On the other side of the room, Mel swiped her attacker's legs and then hit them over the head with the butt of her weapon. Ryun didn’t relax, instead he was looking around for any signs of more attackers. 
 
    “I couldn’t hear them. None of their movements made any sound,” Melody whispered. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head, but then realized that she probably couldn’t see it in the dark. “A skill? Or maybe a perk?” 
 
    “It has to be,” Mel answered. 
 
    And then a loud explosion rocked their home, followed by a bright light. For a moment Ryun thought that someone had bombed it, but then he realized that it was something outside. He looked out of the window and saw their gate burning. 
 
    Both of them ran out immediately, and they saw people rushing into their home, attacking those who rushed out of their houses. 
 
    Ryun felt a rush of anger surge through him as he saw one of his people, his friends, get struck with a hammer in the head—he didn’t even know if they could survive that.  
 
    Melody used her [Double Dash] and headed straight for them, and Ryun followed behind, using his {Qi Burst} to push off the ground and leap forward. They landed among the attackers and struck. Ryun’s sword cut through the sword of the closest attacker and bit into his shoulder, opening up his front down to his stomach. 
 
    He was getting surrounded, but he activated the Presence of the Eternal Hunter aura and his stats increased, more than they ever had. There were dozens of opponents around him, and each gave him a portion of their stats. He felt Mel do the same, and her Presence of the Eternal Huntress struck them as well. 
 
    They fought against them, trying not to kill, but to injure and maim. But no matter how many Ryun disabled, more arrived. 
 
    “There are too many of them!” Mel told him through their mind link. 
 
    “Stun them,” Ryun said as he dodged an attack. 
 
    He felt Mel’s agreement, and he changed his breathing form. They didn’t have the time to fight a prolonged battle. Their auras were powerful, but they drained them quickly, and already Ryun could feel his mind become sluggish. 
 
    And then Mel stomped her feet, and the ground shook, making the people around them stumble. Ryun leapt forward, and then triggered his fruit technique. {Shatter} billowed out of him, a wave of distorted air tinged with silvery Qi that struck everyone, throwing them back, the reverberations cracking their bones. 
 
    He felt his {Empower} dissipate as he didn’t switch back to it. He was breathing hard, his Qi supplies dangerously low and his mind pulsating at the strain of his perk. He looked around and saw the other attackers pause, looking at him and Mel. Among them, he saw familiar faces, and a man behind the line closest to him glared at him. Ryun had already suspected, but seeing Richard made it clear that this was a move from the Government. Ryun opened his mouth to speak, but the man spoke before he could. 
 
    “Now—Brega, Ethan!” he yelled, the people still close to Mel and Ryun fell back, and a man and a woman stepped forward. 
 
    Ryun frowned, but the woman brought her hands together and a field snapped into place around Ryun and Mel. Ryun tried to jump back, but he found himself unable to, his feet being glued to the ground. Then the man pointed his hand and a wave of something flew out of it hitting both him and Melody. 
 
    Immediately Ryun felt nauseous, his stomach churning. He tried to enter a breathing form and activate a technique, but he couldn’t. His throat twitched as he gagged, and fell to his knees from the pain. His head got dizzy, the ground twisting around him, and his aura winked out. He saw Mel falling to her knees as well, and saw her trying to get up. 
 
    His stomach groaned—he felt lightheaded and weak—and then the sensation was gone. He blinked, his body was still recovering from the effect, but he no longer felt any discomfort.  
 
    He raised his head just in time to see a hammer flying toward him, and a moment later, there was just pain—and then darkness.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 97 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Invitation 
 
      
 
    The sun was slowly turning into the moon as Anrosh made her way back to the mansion. It had been almost a month since the attack on the town and the betrayal of almost half of their warriors, and Anrosh was still dealing with the fallout. The people who had turned against them had done so because they hadn’t believed that the town could stand against the sect. Anrosh understood that, but they had given their word that they would follow Ryun, and they had broken it. They didn’t yet understand that they had lost his protection because of that. 
 
    Ryun was still in the town, but he had made it very clear that he no longer felt responsible for the people. The only reason he was still going to protect them was because Anrosh wanted him to, and she was very aware that a single word from her could revoke his protection—perhaps even sign their death warrants. 
 
    The traitors had been removed from important positions, put on punishment details, which mostly involved physical or demeaning work. She couldn’t keep them all imprisoned—they didn’t have the resources—and there was also the matter of their families. There was a schism in the town between those who had remained loyal and the traitors. But Anrosh knew that many of those who were loyal would’ve done the same had they been asked and brought into the plot. She didn’t know how to bring them all together, how to create a loyal community. 
 
    Her fight against the traitors had done much to convince the others that she was strong, and for many that was enough for now. She didn’t know what would happen once the sect came back with a response, however, and she knew that they would. Ryun’s actions would cost them, she was certain of it. 
 
    Eira Ji Van had been respected and loved in the sect, more so than even her brother who led it. She was the master that the sect’s public was most acquainted with. While everyone knew and respected the strength of her brother, they looked to Eira the most, simply because she was the one who dealt with the daily issues as her brother focused on growing his power. 
 
    Her loss could not go unanswered. Anrosh feared that the Sect Head would be forced to act no matter the price to the sect. She knew that she couldn’t really blame Ryun for that, as he was defending himself and the town, and yet he had probably doomed them all. Him defeating Eira had done a lot to convince the others in the town about his power, but Anrosh feared what would happen if the sect sent more than one Monarch to fight him. 
 
    There were four more Monarchs in the Black Viper Sect, counting the Sect Head. If they were lucky, the Sect Head’s son had yet to return from his visit with his grandparents, but that still left three. Anrosh doubted that the sect would make the same mistake again—they would send everything that they had next time. And no matter how powerful, Ryun was still just one person. 
 
    She shook her head as she entered the mansion, dismissing her worries. She had spent far too much time since the battle on worrying. The response would come, and there was nothing that she could do about it but be ready to respond in turn. As she moved through the mansion, she heard noise coming from the backyard, and she changed her direction. Walking out the back door, she saw the small patch of green grass surrounded by short walls. They had yet to turn the backyard into a garden, but it had been on her list of things to do. 
 
    Out there on the grass was her daughter, Kri, holding a training sword in two hands and standing across from Ryun. He kept his training sword to the side, with the tip pointing to the ground, looking completely at ease, while Kri was sweating profusely and breathing quickly. Then, her daughter jumped forward and attacked. Her form was…passable for someone her age, but many of the styles that she had been taught had been designed for people with much greater physical attributes than what she possessed at the moment.  
 
    Still, she made a good swing, which Ryun blocked without moving his feet. 
 
    Anrosh watched them fight, or rather Kri attacking with no hope of ever reaching her attacker. After the battle, Anrosh had realized that she had been doing a disservice to her daughter. She had been avoiding training with her, and because of that the girl had taken the matters into her own hands. She had been sneaking out, seeking out warriors to train with, and she had almost put herself in mortal danger. Anrosh had been mad at first, but mostly because she was trying to hide her fear. She could’ve lost Kri if Ryun hadn’t asked his contracted monster to take her. Even then she had been angry at him for doing so without talking with her, but she knew by now that Ryun was not normal, and at the very least he had had good intentions. 
 
    She knew that she needed to continue Kri’s training—only, she couldn’t bring herself to do so. She had been avoiding it for a reason. Kri’s training had been something that she and her husband had done together, and without him… She just couldn’t, so she avoided it.  
 
    But then Ryun offered to do it. Her first instinct had been to refuse, but she knew what something like that meant. No one in their right mind would ever refuse guidance from someone like Ryun. People would pay incredible amounts just so their children could have a few lessons with great masters before they gained access to Essence. It had been discovered that it impacted their growth. For a path, they just needed to learn it from someone else. Kri had been supposed to learn the path from her father, but now… She figured that perhaps Kri would learn from her, the Path of the Sword. It wasn’t the greatest of paths, but it was simple and straightforward. 
 
    Ordinarily, Anrosh would need to teach her how her techniques worked, but they had a few empty Class Stones in storage, so she used one to record her knowledge of her path with it. It would grant her the Path of the Sword at the rarity that Anrosh currently possessed. Her techniques wouldn’t be the same, not unless she took on the same aspect, and Anrosh had already gone back and filled another globe with the Absolute Cold aspect. Her daughter would have a start far above most others. But that was the way of the sects: the parents passed down greater benefits to their offspring, giving them an advantage so that they could advance further than them—if the parents had the means, of course. And Anrosh could’ve never even dreamed that she would be able to give so much to her daughter. 
 
    All of it because of a single fortuitous meeting. Ryun had changed her life, and like with all things there were was good and there was bad—but Anrosh was used to dealing with the darker side of life. 
 
    Then, her attention was brought back to the two in front of her as she saw Kri stumble back and fall on her behind. She stared forward blankly, and Anrosh’s hearts started beating loudly in her chest. Ryun frowned and looked at her strangely, but then understanding came to his eyes as Kri’s eyes looked around wildly and then went blank. 
 
    Anrosh crossed the distance and stood next to Ryun to watch her. 
 
    “I hoped that it wouldn’t happen just yet,” Anrosh admitted while her daughter was disoriented. 
 
    “Life rarely cares about what we hope for,” Ryun said. 
 
    A moment later Kri’s eyes focused and she looked at her and Ryun, awe and fear clear in her eyes. Anrosh remembered the first time she had met with the Dealmaker, a being who ruled over so much of their lives. It was…unforgettable. 
 
    And then Kri’s eyes closed and she slumped to the floor. Anrosh sighed, and walked over to pick her up. She knew that Kri would be exhausted for a better part of the next day. She’d just had her entire existence changed—it was draining. Ryun followed behind her and they walked back inside, taking Kri to her room. 
 
    Once Anrosh had her daughter settled in the bed, she walked out and glanced at Ryun, who waited outside. She had come to know him enough to notice that he wanted to speak with her, so she just nodded her head and lead him to her room. They passed a servant who bowed as they walked into her bedroom. She knew that by the morning everyone would hear about it, but she didn’t really care about what they thought, and the rumors did make it easier for her to rule. It might be a bit unfair that she needed Ryun’s shadow looming over in order to get things done, but it was the truth. He was far more powerful than her. 
 
    Once inside, she turned around and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    In classic Ryun fashion, he simply pulled out a chest out of his storage and dropped it on her table. Anrosh blinked and moved over to inspect it. It was ornamental, and finely made out of carved wood. It was beautiful on its own. But she knew that Ryun didn’t care about such things; for him the contents would be more important. 
 
    She opened the chest and gawked at the contents. The chest was half empty, but half of it was filled with vials and bottles. She took one up in shaking hands and looked at it, then glanced at Ryun. 
 
    “These are for you,” he said, and she could see that he had no idea what he was giving her. “I already used what I could. These are no longer effective for me.” 
 
    She glanced back at the chest. In it, there were vials filled with stat-increase elixirs and potions, but there were also ones that granted temporary boosts. It was a treasure beyond measure. This was why the Sect Heads and Leaders were so much more powerful than the rest of their people: because they had the wealth to buy or craft such things, because they could improve themselves through means other than what was available to everyone. 
 
    “This… Ryun, with this I could… It is incredible,” Anrosh whispered, but then she counted how many vials there were left. She realized that she had enough to take for herself until they lost effectiveness, and even enough to give some to Kri. She glanced at Ryun and wondered if he understood what he had granted her. He had shared with her the secrets of Cultivation, taught her to always cycle, had given her a powerful aspect, knowledge. And all of it she could pass on to her daughter. Already Kri’s future was going to be much brighter because of it. She would grow at a far faster rate than Anrosh had. 
 
    Looking at him and his calm appearance, she just couldn’t find the words to express her gratitude. But she knew that she needed to try. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a knock on the door. She frowned at the sound. She knew that the staff would be hesitant to interrupt what they thought was happening inside the room, so it meant that it had to be something serious. 
 
    She closed the chest and put it beneath the table, then crossed over to the other side of the room and opened the doors. 
 
    Her aide stood there, looking apologetic and holding a scroll in his hands. 
 
    “Lady, Monarch, my apologies for interrupting you, but…” He glanced down at the scroll. “A runner from the Black Viper Sect arrived and delivered this message for you.” 
 
    Anrosh looked at the offered scroll for a long minute. Of all the answers that the sect could have sent, she hadn’t expected this. She reached out and took the scroll, thanking the man before closing the door. She turned back and met Ryun’s eyes. 
 
    “Well? Open it.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and then unfurled it. She took her time to read through it, but the more she read, the more confused she became. This was not at all what she had imagined the sect’s response to be. 
 
    “So, what does it say?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Anrosh raised her eyes from the words on the paper and looked at Ryun. 
 
    “It’s from the Sect Head. He is…inviting us to the Ven’oran, for a ‘peaceful discussion about the future of our two sects.’ He… I didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I… This is not how… No. This has to be a trap of some kind. They would’ve never forgiven the death of Eira Ji Van,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “I am very much aware of people’s duplicity, and their capacity for deception. But the only thing that matters is that there is a chance for a peaceful resolution.” 
 
    “What if they just want us to come to their city so that they can be sure to kill us?” Anrosh asked him. 
 
    “Then we fight. Until they make that decision, there is a chance that they won’t make it at all. And it is not like we have much of a choice. To refuse them now would mean that we intend to continue the conflict. I do not—I will only pursue it as long as they do. If we decline, they will just start sending people after us again.”  
 
    Anrosh didn’t know if she could agree with his way of looking at things. His philosophy was so strange to her that she was almost tempted to call it foolish. And yet, he had gotten them all this far. He had earned her trust, even when she didn’t agree with him. She glanced back at the scroll, trying to see if there was any hint as to the sect’s real intentions in there, but she could find nothing but pleasant words. She knew that no sane person would accept an invitation like this. Going to the heart of their enemy’s territory to meet with them? It was suicide; and yet, the Sect Head had sent the invitation regardless, which meant that they had something to gain just from the act of sending it. 
 
    She just needed to figure out what that was.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 98 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Visitor 
 
      
 
    The Black Viper Sect was in turmoil, and had been for more than a month since one of the Sect Leaders was killed and her head sent back along with a message. Reyla didn’t know what that message was, but she could guess. The sect had encountered an enemy, and the already failing sect had found itself suffering loss after a loss. 
 
    Reyla didn’t know much, only what Ento had managed to learn. The sect did not keep them informed, but there were things that they couldn’t hide. The public knew of the death of their leader, and Ento had managed to learn more—which was why her team had gathered. Ento Eist had served as the emissary for the sect for a while, and he had managed to create channels and cultivate sources of information within the sect’s upper management. 
 
    She sat across from Ento, with Nayra next to her and Dergobor looming to the side. Ento had learned some new information that was not available to the public. 
 
    “What did you learn?” Reyla asked. She was extremely interested to know more about the conflict, both because her mission needed the sect to remain where it was, but also because if it did fall, she might get an opportunity to snatch a substantial asset for her people. She needed to redeem herself in the eyes of her superiors, and prove to them that she was capable of more than serving as a simple ambassador to a backwater sect.  
 
    She had decided against reporting her suspicions about the slave that the sect held. She didn’t have any proof other than her own memory of a name, but there were still things that were strange about the slave that made her think that her conclusion was correct. She had had Ento find out more, but he was unable to find much. She was a personal slave to the Ji Van family, and she had a small training hall attached to the main house. She lived there, and was only allowed to visit the gardens once every few days. 
 
    Reyla had a loose plan forming, but she wouldn’t compromise her main mission unless it looked like it would no longer be possible for it to continue. She needed to know what exactly was happening if she was to make a choice. 
 
    Ento cleared his throat and started speaking. “The things I managed to learn are not the expansive report that you expected, my lady. But that is not because my sources didn’t have access—it is because the sect itself doesn’t know much,” Ento said. 
 
    Nayra frowned. “They don’t know who they are in conflict with?” Reyla’s sister asked. 
 
    Ento inclined his head to her. “Just so. They know that their expedition encountered a single operator who killed their Lord and took over the control of the town and the people. With them all being undesirables, none chose to come back and report that, at least initially. This person then claimed the territory for his own. The crest of the territory was unknown to the sect, and I was unable to find a match in our own records.” 
 
    Reyla’s eyes narrowed. A single person taking over a sect’s expedition and claiming the territory did not seem likely. She knew that they had sent strong warriors along with Lord Realm Cultivators. They were not as common as people might have thought, not in the frontier. Such an individual would need to be very powerful in order to do everything all alone. 
 
    But the thing that was more interesting to her was that not even their records had a match for the faction that took over the territory. The Orders had scouted the frontier thoroughly; they knew all the players and factions that operated here. The report did not indicate that any of those factions would be interested in pushing in this direction. 
 
    “They lost a Monarch to them. That means that whoever it is, has powerful backing,” Nayra said. 
 
    Ento shook his head. “On the contrary, my lady. The information I received paints a different image. The group sent to take the territory back was consisted of two parties: one sent to take back the town, and the other led by Sect Leader Eira Ji Van to ambush the leader of the territory. The first group was led by two Lord Realm warriors and dozens of Foundation Realm warriors, and was supposed to be reinforced by the people from the town itself who had reached out in hopes of having their betrayal forgiven and gaining influence by delivering the town and leading the leader into the ambush. The team led by Eira Ji Van had consisted out of a dozen Foundation Realm warriors, three Lords, and the Monarch herself.” 
 
    “The town had more support than they thought, or the traitors turned on them?” Nayra asked. All of them knew how the operation had ended, but Reyla knew that what the sect had sent was a strong force that couldn’t be defeated easily. 
 
    “No, the information the traitors provided was right, and their attack developed according to plan. I do not know what happened in the town, as none of the forces sent to retake it returned. But one of the warriors who had been part of the Monarch’s team did return, as you well know.” 
 
    Reyla nodded as she remembered. The warrior had been terrified and exhausted when he’d come back. He rushed into town and immediately told everyone that the Monarch was dead, in public. The news spread like wildfire, and the fact that he had been carrying a severed head of the Monarch in his hands had only added to the rumors and distress among the public. She didn’t know who would do such a thing—sending a severed head as a threat seemed more than barbaric to her. 
 
    “I’ve managed to get a hand on a full report from the survivor.” Ento paused, looking around the room. “The Monarch’s team set up an ambush for the territory’s leader. The collaborators in the town managed to lead him away from the town and those who weren’t brought in on the plans. The ambush was successful—partly. The man seemed aware of the trap. He killed the collaborators and called out for the ambushers to reveal themselves.”  
 
    Ento shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying. “Their information indicated that the man who claimed the territory was a sole operator, a single Monarch, and a recently advanced one at that. He should’ve been an easy foe to overcome, especially by a Monarch like Eira Ji Van who had been in the Monarch Realm for years.” 
 
    Reyla knew that there were different scales of power even within the same Cultivation Realm. A Cultivator’s power depended on many factors, many of which were unknown to her, but it was her understanding that Eira Ji Van had been more powerful than an average Cultivator in the same Realm. 
 
    “The man fought against the Monarch’s team, and defeated them all, alone. He was powerful enough to fight off many different attackers at the same time and come out ahead.” 
 
    Reyla had been certain that she would hear something entirely different: that perhaps the leader’s faction sent an army to help him, or that he was actually someone in a far greater Realm, but not that a single Monarch had defeated them on his own. 
 
    “Are they sure that he was a Monarch?” Nayra asked before Reyla could. 
 
    “Yes. The survivor had a power-sensing skill, and he confirmed that the leader was in the Monarch Realm.” 
 
    Reyla blinked at that. One person fighting against an entire sect—and that meant that they were incredibly powerful. Reyla had grown up surrounded by her family, her older siblings and occasionally her parents. She had been surrounded by power her whole life. She knew it and what it looked like. For a single person to be able to do what this one did, they would have to be not only powerful, but also talented, a genius…and she knew of only a few people who would be considered as much. Those who were made completely differently than everyone else, who stood separate: people who would eventually advance far enough to become High Rankers, or become almost as powerful as them, such that a title didn’t really matter. 
 
    Was that what they were witnessing here, now? She didn’t know, but the situation in the sect was quickly developing and she needed to stay a step ahead of it. 
 
    “Did you learn anything else?” Reyla asked. 
 
    Ento nodded his head. “Yes, my lady. The Sect Head had sent a message to the territory’s leader a few weeks ago, an invitation to Ven’oran. It is not known by many; only his closest are aware of it. Apparently, it is an invitation to a negotiating table.” 
 
    Reyla frowned. She knew enough about sects to know that such an invitation was not genuine. The sects operated on different sets of politics and customs. The message was just a way of opening a dialog, of the two sides measuring each other. The way that the message was responded to would tell the Sect Head many things about his opponent, and even a lack of response would be a response in itself. She didn’t even pretend to understand the meanings behind their customs and gestures—the elaborate dances that the sects indulged in could barely be understood by even those who studied them back in the Empire. But she knew that even if such an invitation was sent to someone who was not a part of the sect, no one would accept it. 
 
    Coming into your enemy’s home, just after you killed their sister and sent back her head? It would be paramount to suicide. 
 
    “Keep trying to learn more. We need to be aware of everything just in case we need to evacuate quickly,” Reyla told him. Perhaps this development could serve to grant her an opportunity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reyla and Dergobor moved over the rooftops of Ven’oran. They had been doing so for a while, almost since they had arrived. She wanted to be familiar with the town and its layout, but more recently they had been discussing and trying to find the best route from the edge of the town and the walls to the main compound in the mountain. Her plan about stealing the slave who might be an ancient High Ranker was not yet fully formed, but in case of the sect collapsing as a result of their conflict, she wanted to be ready. Taking her without the slave brand would pose some difficulties, as she could be tracked by the person who held it, and she wouldn’t be able to act contrary to the orders she had been given, but there were people in the Empire who could break the connection—and she wasn’t going to be doing anything unless she was sure that they could get out with a large enough head start. 
 
    The moon above her was slowly glowing brighter as it turned into a sun, and she knew that they should head back. More guards would start walking the streets soon, and they didn’t want to get captured.  
 
    But then they saw a commotion: a squad of warriors, led by powerful Cultivators, ran down the street, heading for the gates. 
 
    Reyla and Dergobor exchanged a look, and then she used hand signals to tell him that they should investigate. They made their way across the rooftops and came to a stop on a building close to the walls, hiding behind chimneys. The squad stood in front of the gate, looking as a man walked through. He wore an elaborate robe that she had come to expect from Cultivators; they tended to value speed and mobility over protection, so she rarely saw them wearing armor, although she knew that some did do so. His battle robe was regal, black with red and gold embroidery. His head was held high and his eyes scanned his surroundings, completely at ease even as he was surrounded by the squad of warriors with their weapons drawn. She could feel the nervousness of those around him, the fear. But he simply spoke something, too softly for her to hear, and the warriors recoiled, some even taking a step back. 
 
    Reyla didn’t know what she was witnessing, but the man was powerful, and confident in his power. He tilted his head and spoke again, and then one of the warriors stepped forward, exchanging a few words with the man. A moment later, they sheathed their weapons and fell in formation around him before they started walking down the street. 
 
    Confused by the interaction, and indeed by everything she was seeing, Reyla ducked lower as the squad came close to the building where she was hiding, trying to get a better look at the person in the middle. 
 
    Just as her eyes landed on him, he turned his head and his eyes met hers. She froze at the look in his eyes, the force of his gaze. His eyes were filled with a deep well of power, something far beyond ordinary people. She remembered when she’d seen the eyes of the Eerv Ji Van, his Ruler’s Eyes were impressive, their color and intensity an indicator of the stage of power he had attained. This man did not have the Ruler’s Eyes—he had not yet reached that level of power—and yet, there was something far greater in them. The way that those eyes saw through her, it made her think of her mother, the Butcher of Dawn, of the look that she had in her eyes when she looked at those whom she regarded as lesser than her. Reyla shivered at the reminder. 
 
    And then the man turned his head back ahead, without any sign that he had encountered someone spying on him. Reyla kept still, waiting for him to tell someone what he had seen, but he didn’t speak, and the procession passed their hiding spot and continued on deeper into the town. 
 
    As soon as they were sufficiently away, Reyla and Dergobor made their way back to their compound and inside, away from sight. 
 
    “Well,” Dergobor spoke first. “I guess that we just met the Monarch who can oppose an entire sect.” 
 
    Reyla closed her eyes, wondering what was going to happen next—and what was she going to do about it.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – PRESENT – Viper II 
 
      
 
    Eerv Ji Van, Head of the Black Viper Sect, was old compared to the people whom he ruled over. He was just over one hundred and fifty years old, and compared to the majority of people he was a genius. He had achieved much power in his time as a Cultivator, and while he did have a secret weapon, a helping hand in the form of the former High Ranker that was his family’s slave, Cultivation still required a measure of talent no matter how much knowledge and secrets one knew. To reach the Lord Realm of Cultivation was but a dream for most in the sects, and reaching that Realm by the time one was fifty was considered the achievement of a lifetime. And even then, few reached that Realm properly—the differences in power between those who advanced with the appropriate knowledge and resources and those who did not were not as pronounced in the early Realms, but the difference became more pronounced the higher one climbed. 
 
    Still, achieving even just the Lord Realm was hard, especially when there were other, easier ways of gaining power. Most succumbed to the temptation and split their focus, and for the average person Essence was a precious commodity. It was required for survival itself. Everything in the Infinite Realm cost Essence, and a climber—a person that never stopped advancing—had to ration their gains smartly between what they needed for survival and what they needed to advance. It was why advancement was slow. In order to gain more Essence one needed to fight increasingly more powerful monsters, since the amount gained from monsters decreased or increased based on the power disparity. 
 
    And hunting required Essence, gear, supplies, knowledge: there was a cost even before one decided to go out and hunt. Even then, most died. It was why the majority of the people in the core didn’t advance past a certain point. They climbed until they gained the skills, abilities, or techniques that they needed in order to make a living, and then they started amassing as much wealth as they could to pass on to their heirs, to give them a better chance of climbing higher. The untalented did not have the time to achieve more than that. Every stage of advancement added a few years to a Cultivator’s life, but in the end, most people lived to be just over a hundred years old if they were lucky. Even Eerv, with all of his talent and the resources of his family, had barely managed to reach the required stage of the Mid Monarch Realm in order to increase his life span enough to continue advancing. He knew that he needed to reach even greater stages if he was to ensure himself more time to reach the Immortal Realm. 
 
    He knew what it took to become powerful, and it was not just about talent. Resources, luck, drive, intellect—all played a part in the future of a Cultivator. It was why those who wanted to reach truly great heights tended to live their lives with more reservation, with greater care for their actions. Like Eerv, they secluded themselves for years at a time to chase inspiration, to draw in Essence and slowly grow stronger, risking their lives only when they were certain that it was necessary. 
 
    And because he knew all of these things, he had found himself completely taken off guard. He stood on the balcony of his home, above his city, and looked over the walls of his family compound at a procession walking through his city. It was early morning, and he had been asleep just a short while ago, but now he was wide awake.  
 
    The man who had killed his sister was walking through his city, coming to meet him on his own invitation. Eerv’s eyes were good enough that he could see the group, but not in any detail from the distance. He could see nothing about the man now being escorted to him, but he needed to know. 
 
    Next to him stood his two friends, his remaining two Sect Leaders. Both were Monarchs, powerful, but like Eira they were disappointing in some aspects. Eerv would’ve given his left hand to have his son standing next to him instead of them, but Eari was visiting with his grandparents in the core. He did not know what to think; he had not expected the man to accept, as no one sane would.  
 
    Nor could he have imagined that the man would dare enter Ven’oran alone. 
 
    “This has to be a trick,” Irian said. 
 
    Eerv didn’t answer, although he did share his friend’s opinion. He wondered what the meaning of this course of action was. His message had been meant to elicit a response; an insult sent back would’ve told him one thing, and the way it was phrased would’ve told him how big of a threat the man was. A polite refusal would’ve told him another thing altogether. But this? It was not something that Eerv could interpret. 
 
    Finally, he realized that he needed to act. Things were happening and he had no control over any of them. He needed to get ahead of this.  
 
    Eerv turned to look at Irian and spoke. 
 
    “Gather the warriors, everyone who is not needed to protect the walls. Go out and scour our surroundings,” Eerv ordered. 
 
    “The scouts have not reported anything unexpected,” Irian said. 
 
    “We can’t afford not to check,” Eerv said.  
 
    He saw that Irian understood, and the man bowed his head. “As you will, master.” 
 
    With that, Irian headed out in haste. Eerv could imagine only a few reasons for why the man would think himself safe in Ven’oran, especially since Eerv had not promised guest rights in his message. That part was intentional, as any child of the sect would’ve noticed and understood that, and he refused to believe that the man had taken Eerv up on his invitation in good faith. An army bearing down on Ven’oran was more likely. Eerv had already suspected that the man had to have some significant backing, especially if he was, as Eerv had suspected, a Ranker. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Eerv’s other Sect Leader spoke. Nimar was like Irian—a strong Monarch by virtue of having spent a long time in the Realm—but he, like Eira, did not advance in the best manner possible. While he was powerful, Eira’s death told him that neither Nimar nor Irian would be a match for this man. Eerv didn’t know if there was even going to be a battle, but he needed to be ready. 
 
    “I’ll receive him in the Green Room,” Eerv said finally. 
 
    Nimar gave him a long look, but nodded. “I’ll get things ready,” he said, and then bowed. “Master.” 
 
    Usually, Eerv didn’t require them to be so respectful in private, but this was a strange situation, and his friends understood that. Eerv didn’t watch him go; instead, he looked at the group making its way through the city. He did not like feeling surprised and being caught unprepared, but he would deal with the situation one way or another. 
 
    He moved away from the balcony and headed inside, walking to the other side of the house and to the inner garden. He stayed on the second floor, watching from the window as his warriors escorted the man through the compound. The large group had stayed outside, and only two were walking next to the man. Not that even a hundred lesser warriors would’ve been able to do more than slow him down—if he had been capable of killing Eira and her team all alone, he was hardly weak. 
 
    As they entered the inner garden, Eerv got his first look at the man. 
 
    He was a human. That Eerv had already known, but his appearance did give Eerv information. This particular form of human had arrived in the Fifth Iteration. The third, too, if Eerv remembered his human history, but they were all dead. If his assumption that the man was a Ranker was true, it would mean that the man was more than five hundred years old. Too old to have just now reached the Monarch Realm—he couldn’t have lived that long. But then again, Rankers did gain unique and powerful titles on the old worlds, as well as unique treasures. It was possible, if unlikely. The man could be a Classer pretending to be a Cultivator, too, although if he was a Monarch Realm Cultivator, his power split was a bit more equal than that of most people. 
 
    It was a passing curiosity. He would soon know for sure. Eerv palmed his left hand in his right, twisting the ring on his finger. The man was not yet in range so he saw nothing, but soon… Eerv was about to turn and head to the Green Room to get there before the man, but then he saw movement. 
 
    Anatalien walked into the garden, without her guards. Eerv’s anger rose—the guards had been chastised for their mistake of allowing the slave to meet with the Mercenary Guild ambassador. He nearly went down there, but then she walked straight for the man and spoke. He paused, looking at her and at the collar on her neck, his head tilting and his eyes narrowing. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he saw Anatalien chuckle derisively and then turn around and walk away. 
 
    The man’s eyes followed her until she disappeared back inside the house and then allowed himself to be led away. Eerv was seething. Another event that was not in his control. He wondered just how it could’ve happened in the first place. Anatalien could not have known about the man’s arrival; in truth, she didn’t even know what was happening outside of her little training hall. Her movements were supposed to be watched, and yet there were no guards with her. Perhaps he had underestimated her. She was crippled, without power, and bound by the slave collar to oaths and instructions given by him, and yet she obviously had more freedom than Eerv had thought. 
 
    And somehow she knew exactly when to be in the garden to meet with the man, as well as the ambassador before him. He would need to investigate further, but for now he had a more pressing issue. Eerv made his way through the hallways that would take him to the Green Room before his guest. 
 
    He entered the large hall usually used for combat demonstration. It was wide and long, with a two-story ceiling. There were twenty warriors inside, all standing ready on the walls of the room. Nimar stood next to a pillow on the other end of the room, one placed on a raised platform that had been brought there hastily. The room already had banners hanging from the second floor’s railing, but Nimar had brought in other decorations. Eerv didn’t care much for them, but he understood the need for appearances.  
 
    He climbed on top of the platform and took a seat. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait for long, as soon one of his warriors walked in, followed by the dark-haired human. His robe was elaborate, but fitted for combat. He did not have any weapons on hand, but he did have two rings on his hands that Eerv recognized. One had belonged to Eira, and the other to Fier. 
 
    The man was led closer and he came to a stop before the platform. His eyes looked at Eerv with a cold disinterest that made Eerv nearly frown outwardly. He sensed no signs of nervousness from the man, not even a tiny sliver of fear. He was either confident or a complete fool: one or the other. The silence stretched as the man stayed quiet, and Eerv could feel his people growing anxious as well as angry.  
 
    The man had come to their home. He was the one who was supposed to bow in respect, to announce himself and his purpose, despite Eerv’s invitation. For Eerv to speak first would mean that he would degrade himself in the eyes of his people, and they were already angry because of his sister’s death. They had loved her more than they loved him; they feared and respected him, but she had been the public face of his sect. He knew that all the warriors around him, Nimar included, were only waiting for Eerv’s signal to jump and rip the man to pieces.  
 
    But Eerv didn’t know all the facts. He didn’t know if the man was acting alone or if he had backing. If this was a move by another sect from the core… It could mean that an army was about to invade and kill them all. Eerv knew that he needed to be very careful about his actions. 
 
    And yet, the man seemed comfortable in the silence, enough so that Eerv realized that he would not speak first. That itself was worrying—either he was so confident that he could risk angering a Sect Head, which would mean that Eerv had a larger problem than he thought, or the man had no idea about the customs of the sects. That was far more worrying, as it could mean that he was stronger than he appeared to be, especially if he was mainly a Classer. A Classer who had achieved the Monarch Realm as his secondary focus could be a terrifying force. It would also mean that a faction that was not a sect was trying to expand in the area that had been claimed by the sects. That could mean war, and there hadn’t been a real war between the sects and the Guilds in two hundred years. Eerv did not want his sect to be ground zero for such a conflict; he had no desire of being wiped off the face of the world. 
 
    He knew that the silence could not continue for much longer, not if he didn’t want an outburst from his underlings, and so he slowly palmed his hand, discreetly twisting his ring. The Eye of Annong’Ra was his most prized possession after Anatalien. It was a gift he had gotten from his uncle when Eerv set out to make his own sect. The irony of the gift was not lost on Eerv: his goal was to grow more powerful in order to depose, and yet his uncle had given him a great tool to use in the pursuit of that goal. The mythic-rated item was the tool that he had kept hidden from all. Eerv had learned his parents’ lessons well: information was worth everything. The ring’s ability activated and a moment later his vision was filled with screens. Eerv had learned how to keep his cool while he inspected the screens of those he used the ring’s ability on, and he knew how to keep his eyes from wandering as he read and how not to show anything suspicious to the target. 
 
    And all of that training was put to the test as he read the screen of the man standing in front of him, and struggled not to react. For a moment he was confused, as nothing that he read made any sense. The man was from the Seventh Iteration? The Seventh Iteration hasn’t even arrived yet! Or…perhaps it has, Eerv thought to himself as his mind tried to make sense of all the information he was reading. He hadn’t been paying attention to such events, they didn’t impact him at all. But, he did remember that the new Iteration was supposed to arrive around this time. His son had left to visit his grandparents, but also to prepare for the Centennial Tournament, which was always held after a new Iteration arrived. 
 
    Eerv was shocked by what he was seeing. The man’s titles, his perks, his abilities, skills, and techniques, all were visible to him. He couldn’t see anything but the names—he couldn’t look deeper and see what everything did—but he was familiar with some, and others he could deduce the meaning of. It was incredible, and confusing. If the man had only just arrived, how could he be so strong? He couldn’t have gotten this strong on his own world, could he have? But Eerv saw the First titles. He couldn’t have gotten those in the Infinite Realm. He had been the first Lord on his world, the first to achieve a True Body. That alone was a feat none of the other Rankers had achieved on the old worlds, and only one had in this one.  
 
    Eerv could feel the tension in the room rise as his warriors neared a tipping point. But he saw the man’s power; his stats were incredibly high and yet Eerv doubted that the man had used the same method to increase his stats as he did. He had the Alchemical Tester title, but had only gained it recently. Probably after killing Eira—and that meant that he used her potions. He didn’t know about other ways of using them. It all begged the question: why were his stats so high? He had some titles that Eerv didn’t know anything about, and perhaps some of them could be the cause.  
 
    But there were too many unknowns, and Eerv needed time to think. 
 
    The man’s build was also clear to him, or at least the role it played was. He knew now how he had defeated Eira and her people. The numbers she’d brought against the Ranker were the mistake. 
 
    Eerv raised his hand and everyone in the room stiffened, except for the Ranker in front of him. And then Eerv gave a hand signal. Everyone frowned, looking unsure. Even Nimar looked openly at Eerv, almost questioning him. Eerv made the same signal again, and they moved.  
 
    Slowly everyone left the hall, leaving Eerv and the Ranker alone. He could not risk giving him fodder to grow stronger if this meeting came to a violent conclusion. The more the Ranker killed, the stronger he became. But there were also things that Eerv wanted to speak with the Ranker about in private, without the eyes and ears of the sect present. 
 
    He knew now why the man had come alone, why he didn’t bow or speak. He didn’t know; he understood nothing about the sects. Eerv didn’t know how the Ranker had come to be here. Crossing the core from the arrival zone was challenging even for those who lived here, let alone someone who knew nothing about the rules of the Infinite Realm. And yet, the man was here, and Eerv needed to deal with the problem. 
 
    He turned the ring back and, when the screens in his sight vanished, Eerv turned his full attention to the Ranker: Ryun Nacht. 
 
    And then, Eerv Ji Van—ruler of the Black Viper Sect—spoke.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – PRESENT – Viper III 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    The silence was broken as Eerv spoke, his voice echoing in the empty hall. The man standing across from him tilted his head, his expression remaining unchanged. 
 
    “I assume that you are the ruler of the Black Viper Sect, Eerv Ji Van,” the human said. 
 
    Eerv nodded his head, confirming the man’s belief. He didn’t speak immediately after that, as he was still trying to decide what he was going to do. The man before him was a Ranker, someone who had survived the death of a world. Eerv couldn’t even imagine what that was like. His parents were Rankers, but they were nothing like this person. They had no “First” titles—they had managed to be among those most powerful in their world, but they were not the most powerful. What this Ranker had was nothing short of amazing, so many titles, each probably giving him an incredible boost. He was much more powerful than a newly arrived Ranker usually was, and Eerv didn’t know just how he was able to advance even further in such a short time. 
 
    And that was what made him hesitate. Eerv’s purpose in life was to advance, to become strong enough to serve his family, and before him was a man who could hold knowledge that could help him. Eerv was certain that the man didn’t know as much as he himself did. The knowledge of Cultivation in the Infinite Realm was great, among those in the know at least, and he had Anatalien to fill in the gaps and give him an advantage. But that did not mean that he or even she knew everything. Cultivation was about inspiration, and the man before him had to have done something in order to get so strong. Something that could help Eerv on his path. 
 
    The most impressive thing about the man, aside from the number of his titles and their rarity, were his stats. They were far greater than they should be, slightly above Eerv’s own. He was certain that the human had not used nearly as many alchemical elixirs as Eerv, nor had he used them in the same manner. The title he possessed made that clear. That meant that his stats were so high without using the many ways to increase them that Eerv had access to since he was young. 
 
    And yet, what could Eerv learn from this man if he could only resolve the issue peacefully? He cursed himself inwardly for letting Eira go after her son’s killer—but he hadn’t understood what he faced, none of them did. If only he had sent Irian or Nimar. Their deaths could’ve been forgiven with greater ease. He would’ve had to convince Eira to forgive her son’s death, he could’ve done it. But his sister… The sect would never forgive it, and he could not do so even if he wanted to. It would erode too much of his power, make him look too weak. 
 
    “And who might you be?” Eerv asked, starting a dance. He knew already, but he needed time to think. An opportunity was standing in front of him, and he had to find a way to learn something. 
 
    “I am Ryun Nacht. I rule the territory your people attacked.” 
 
    Eerv took note of his tone. It didn’t change, and it made it hard for him to read the man. He couldn’t tell if he was making an accusation or just stating a fact. 
 
    “That territory had prior claim. It was not yours to take,” Eerv told him. 
 
    “It was not yours, either. It belongs to the one who completes the scenario. You failed, I succeeded.” 
 
    Eerv was very much interested in knowing what the scenario even was. Many had failed in completing it, so it had to have been something incredibly difficult. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” Eerv asked him. 
 
    “You invited me,” Ryun told him simply, as if it was the most obvious thing. 
 
    “You did not think that the message could be a trap? Nowhere in my message did I guarantee your safety, and yet you decided to come alone.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged, as if it wasn’t important. “I take a person on their word. Perhaps this is a trap; but until the moment you betray the spirit of your invitation there is a chance that it is genuine.” 
 
    Eerv was taken aback for a moment—stunned, really. His words were incredibly…naive. Foolish, even. 
 
    “That is a very…optimistic way of thinking,” Eerv said. 
 
    “I follow my convictions, my code. It may seem strange to others, but it is mine.” 
 
    Eerv could see the depth of that conviction in the man’s eyes. He could respect that—but his respect changed little. 
 
    “What did you hope to accomplish by coming here?” 
 
    Ryun’s eyes never wavered from Eerv’s own, which was not a thing that happened often. Few could look at his Ruler’s Eyes for long. 
 
    “I do not seek conflict, but I do not shy away from it. I came to see if we could have peace.” 
 
    Peace. Eerv wished for the same thing. His sect had been on the frontier for too long without making enough gains to survive. It was falling apart, perhaps slowly, but it was still inevitable, unless they gained more resources and more treasures to sell. The territory the Ranker had taken could’ve been a lifeline. Even now, they could gain from it, through trade or an alliance. And yet… His sister and nephew were dead, and the sect, which had already felt the decline, would not remain whole without retribution. 
 
    “You killed my sister, and her son. Why do you think peace can be achieved despite such actions?” Eerv asked. 
 
    “I gave your sister a choice. I did not wish to kill her, but she refused my offer of life. Fier was no different. I gave my word to protect someone he was after. All he had to do was stand aside and leave them in peace, and he would’ve lived,” the human answered. 
 
    Eerv could imagine what Fier had wanted—his vices were known in the sect. Somehow, Eerv found himself believing the man’s words. He had no doubt that everything he had said was the truth. 
 
    “And who do you serve, then? To take over a territory and my people, it could not have been done without resources,” Eerv said, prolonging the illusion that he had no knowledge of who the human was. 
 
    “I serve no one but myself. I have never, nor will I ever kneel before another.” 
 
    “And yet you struck a blow against my sect? Are you saying that this was not a direct attack on me and mine?” 
 
    Ryun shrugged again. “The truth is the same no matter what you believe. I had no knowledge of your sect before I came here.” 
 
    “So, you want me to believe that you just happened upon the same territory we were attempting to claim? That this conflict was just chance?” Eerv pressed, wondering how much the man would reveal to a stranger, an enemy. There were still more things to learn about him, even just in simple conversation. 
 
    “I arrived here only recently. I assure you, I had no intention of getting involved in what this conflict has become. But, I value my word above all else, and I gave my protection. As long as your sect threatens that, we will be at odds. It need not be this way.” 
 
    Eerv could see the man’s honesty clear on his face. If only, if only… He had failed, by not investigating further, by not taking a further interest in the incident. And because of his failure, his sister was dead. He mourned her, he had loved her—but Cultivators understood that death was a very certain possibility, especially if you wanted to climb higher.  
 
    “What do you want? If you are not connected to any other factions, what is your ultimate goal here?” Eerv asked, truly curious. 
 
    Ryun sighed, looking away for a moment, and his expression changed for the first time, becoming wearier, tired. “The only thing I have ever wanted was to advance,” the man said, his voice turning wistful. “And yet, I’ve been constantly denied the freedom to live my life in the manner that I wanted. To advance freely is my goal, always. If you threaten that freedom or stand in my way, then I will remove you.” 
 
    Eerv saw something lit up in the man’s eyes, a fire that reminded him of himself from long ago. 
 
    Ah, such candor. It is so refreshing, Eerv thought to himself. He couldn’t remember the last time he had spoken with someone who did not hide behind their words. He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering a time when he had lived for the same reason this man did. The only thing he had ever wanted was to advance for advancement’s sake. To get stronger, to go and see strange sights. And then his parents had brought him into the fold. Their plans, the tyranny of his uncle, Anatalien. He had been slowly pushed along the path of obligation, of scheming and false smiles, of appearances. How long had it been since he had done anything without it serving his family? 
 
    He couldn’t remember. But he saw the man in front of him, saw in his eyes the fire that would take him far. He felt himself shiver as he realized who now stood before him. This was a man who had advanced like those from times of old, the First and the Second Iterations. People who came to this world when it was wild and filled with dangers. This Ranker was like them, would be like them given enough time and luck. A High Ranker in the making. He couldn’t be more than a few decades old, and yet he had already achieved what had taken Eerv more than one lifetime. And how much had he advanced just since he had arrived in this world? Eerv couldn’t be sure, but he knew that his growth was not natural. What secrets did he hold? A man who had survived a dying world and risen further than anyone else before him had in the same amount of time. 
 
    “If that is all that you want…” Eerv started. “Would you consider abandoning your territory? Giving it to me?” 
 
    Eerv searched for a way to make things right, to avoid what he knew was likely unavoidable. 
 
    “I never wanted to lead, nor did I want to rule a territory. Still, I have an obligation to them. You would punish those who were left, and someone I…care about does not wish to see that happen.” 
 
    It was not the answer Eerv had expected, and yet he could see a path. Perhaps, a territory as reparations, an oath of fealty… Convincing the sect would be hard, but perhaps… 
 
    “And what if you simply joined my sect?” Eerv asked bluntly. “I could guarantee that none of the people you are responsible for would be punished. I would need an oath, a public apology, a punishment for the death of my sister would be required. But…we could have peace, and you could be free to advance in whichever manner you desired.” And I would get another weapon, another well of secrets. 
 
    The man, to his credit, did think about it. “I will never serve anyone. The people and the territory… I could give them to you if you promised they would be safe. But…” The man paused, his expression settling back into his calm mask. “On my way here I met a woman, scarred and wearing a collar.” 
 
    Eerv froze. He had almost forgotten that Anatalien had met with the man. He didn’t speak, waiting for Ryun to ask a question. 
 
    “Who is she?” Ryun asked finally. 
 
    “No one of any importance, just a slave,” Eerv said. The Ranker could not know who she was, even if Anatalien told him, he would not know her importance. “What did you speak about?” 
 
    “Just a slave…” the man said, his fist tightening. “I asked her why she wore a collar, and she told me that she was a prisoner, a slave as you put it… And then, she said something that I did not understand. She told me that true Cultivators followed inspiration above all else. Do you know what that means, and why she would tell me that?” 
 
    Eerv was as surprised as the man was—not by what she said, but for her reasons in saying as much to him. She couldn’t know who the man was, or why he was coming. But she had given him a secret most true Cultivators already knew. Everything about Cultivation was about inspiration: a moment of insight where everything changed and you made a breakthrough, unlocking or evolving your power. Many did it without realizing, but those who knew could search for any sign of inspiration and lock on to it, increasing the chance that they would push through. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Eerv replied, feigning ignorance. 
 
    The man didn’t seem at all convinced by Eerv’s words, but he didn’t comment on them. “You hold slaves.” 
 
    The statement made Eerv’s eyebrows rise. It was true that there were few slaves in the sects, or even the core itself. Only a few factions used them, and they were small and dared not push their trade beyond their borders. But Eerv could see that the man was angry at that. “Only the one. She has been serving my family for a long time.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “You were not as I had imagined you to be. And yet… All my life I strove to be free, and to let those around me be free to make choices freely as well, whether that choice ended up being to stand in my path or to step aside. I could not give you what you want for as long as you kept someone as a slave.” 
 
    Eerv was about to speak, intending to dismiss his words, when he caught his look. Ah… There was a conviction and determination there. Something in his past, perhaps, something he would not move on. And Eerv sighed, letting his head fall down. He realized that he had been fooling himself—there was no way for this to end peacefully. His sect would not accept even if he managed to get everything he asked for. They needed to see this man punished, executed. And Eerv needed the sect in order to achieve his goals. 
 
    It was all such a…tragedy. A waste. Chance had made any peaceful resolution impossible, and fate had conspired to put them at odds. He realized that he liked the man, understood him. Eerv had once been like him, but reality was a cruel mistress. He had his convictions and would not betray them, and Eerv had his own. 
 
    “Well, then…” Eerv said slowly. “We cannot have peace, can we?” 
 
    Ryun met his eyes as he answered. “I cannot betray myself.” 
 
    Eerv stood and jumped down from the platform, standing in front of the man, who was just a bit shorter than him. “If there won’t be peace, then I cannot let you go. You are too powerful for me to prolong this,” Eerv said sadly. 
 
    The man shrugged. “We can only do what we think is best.” 
 
    Such an interesting man. What kinds of things has he seen? Eerv wondered. It was a waste, a tragedy that they had to have met like this. He felt like they could’ve been friends. 
 
    Eerv didn’t waste any more time. 
 
    [Burst Step] brought him close, his spear summoned from the depths of his soul. The awakened weapon surged forward as it feasted on his Qi, the golden spear flashing with emerald energy as it made its way forward. With a [Triple Thrust], three attacks headed at the Ranker. 
 
    The Ranker was taken off guard. His great stats were an asset, but he hadn’t expected an attack so quickly. Ryun summoned a weapon, a short and straight black sword: an awakened weapon like his own. He moved quickly, blocking two of Eerv’s attacks, but the third cut into his shoulder. Ryun jumped back, using an ability, [Inevitable Step], to cross the room in a single step. A foolish decision—wasting an ability and using it improperly. Eerv could see what it did. It made any distance the user wanted to cross, as far as he could see, take only a single step. It was more effective when closing greater distances, but when it was used for shorter range it was wasteful, as his ordinary speed would’ve sufficed. The hall was not large enough to warrant the use of such ability. 
 
    Eerv’s opponent took hold of himself, readying his counterattack. Eerv felt the Ranker’s Qi move, and he prepared to do the same. His base technique flowed out of him, and {Greater Venomous Infusion} coated his spear. The Qi that Er’ishi had drank filled the weapon, and it was enough. Its ability triggered and he could feel the weapon wait beneath his fingers, ready. 
 
    He didn’t let his opponent get ready himself. His Qi flowed through him, and Eerv triggered his secondary base technique, {Defiant Advance}. He surged forward, catching the Ranker off guard again. A wall of Qi appeared in front of the man, having formed incredibly fast. It was black, and filled with Qi of the Void; a rare aspect, but not unheard of. It was used primarily in support and non-combat Paths, and only rarely for the combat ones—not because it was weak, but because it required a powerful body to be useful. Most people could not survive the effect of the constant use of such Qi, but the Ranker obviously had no issues. Eerv knew that Ryun’s fighting style had to be suited for destruction, so he did not want to let him have the chance to use it properly. 
 
    He turned, jumping to the side incredibly quickly, the boost of the boots he wore giving him a burst of power when jumping, pushing him faster, and aided by his |True Balance| his footing was sure. He came around the wall and his spear stabbed forward. The Ranker moved to block, but Er’ishi moved as its ability was now triggered. Like a viper, it bent and avoided the Ranker’s sword, stabbing the man in the arm and injecting his Black Viper Venom Qi. 
 
    The man grimaced and then a thin sheen of Qi started rising from his skin, wisps of Qi curling upward. Ryun surged forward, his sword heading for Eerv’s head. He leaned back, using his tails to keep himself from falling as he brought his spear back to block. His spear met the sword, which began looking unfocused, as if it was made out of a shadow. Eerv grunted as he was pushed back and into the ground. A follow-up attack came, and Eerv flickered, |Spatial Evade| letting him escape as he rolled to the side. The man’s stats had increased: a boosting technique. He had cycled, Eerv realized. His techniques had to have powerful effects, and he was moving his Qi quickly. Not as fast as he knew was possible, however, and Eerv realized that the man had split his focus. He hadn’t cycled only one way—probably a split between filling his core to the brim and draining it to fortify his core, and spending smaller amounts of Essence to fortify his conduits. 
 
    Eerv wondered if the man even knew what he had been doing. But then, he already suspected that Ryun was a natural. He used inspiration without even knowing what he was doing. 
 
    The Ranker followed, his left hand hanging lower as Eerv’s Qi worked on it and made it feel numb. A wave of emotion rippled out of the Ranker and hit Eerv, but he had been mastering his own mind for a long time, and it didn’t even slow him down. Ryun realized that it hadn’t worked, and then something else billowed out: an aura that was oppressive and terrifying.  
 
    But Eerv had grown up among people far more powerful than Ryun. His ability came back from cooldown and he [Burst Step] forward even as he prepared another technique. He moved his spear, his |Perfect Spear Mastery| showing the clear difference between them. 
 
    Ryun fought with one hand, his sword suited for such a grip. But his left hand was free, swinging around aimlessly. The difference between them was like night and day. He hadn’t been trained by masters—all that he had, he had achieved himself. It was worthy of respect, but it wouldn’t help the Ranker now. If only he had another weapon in his other hand, or a shield perhaps… But he didn’t know. 
 
    Ryun defended poorly, even as he finally made use of his other hand. A bracer made out of Qi formed over his forearm and he tried to block with it, but his movements were wide and his stance filled with openings. Nicks and cuts started appearing on his body, each injecting just a bit more of Eerv’s Qi. He could tell that the man had some training in martial arts, but he was slow, unaccustomed to fighting people who were better than him. It was as if he was remembering how to fight as combat went on, and even then his style was clearly flawed. He let the attacks get through his guard, as if he didn’t understand the danger. He was unfamiliar with Eerv’s style as well, as his tails regularly bashed at the Rankers legs. 
 
    But Eerv had seen the man’s screens, and he knew that in a fight against many he would not have needed to defend so much. His style was developed for those kind of fights. Every kill he made would’ve healed him right back up, and made him even stronger. He was…wild, and powerful. His stats were greater than Eerv’s own, but he didn’t know how to use them. His bonus stats made him more than twice as strong and twice as fast, but his body wasn’t used to actually using those greater stats. There was a reason as to why people who had powers that could increase their stats trained more with them: the body was only used to the stats that it had most of the time. But his stats, while impressive, didn’t matter. Why would they, when he wasn’t skillful? When he had no understanding of how to chain his powers? He used his techniques, his abilities, and skills without synergizing them properly with announcing every attack as if it didn’t matter if his opponent could see it coming. Against most, perhaps that would’ve been enough, but not against Eerv. 
 
    Ryun was faster and stronger, but he couldn’t catch Eerv—and as his body was getting filled with Black Viper Venom Qi, he was slowing down. 
 
    A plume of Void Qi left his mouth, but Eerv had already used |Spatial Evade| to move out of the way. Eerv waited, keeping his [Swift Parry] ready, but Ryun never even attempted to use his most powerful weapon. As the fight moved on, he realized that the man couldn’t. His |Perfect Cut| wasn’t going to make an appearance, Eerv decided. He didn’t know why, but that let him move with greater freedom. The Qi coating his weapon moved as he triggered his branch technique, and {Spectral Viper} appeared on it, coiled around the shaft. As Eerv attacked, the viper uncoiled, leaping forward and biting the man on the shoulder. His spear wormed its way around the Ranker’s block and stabbed him in the stomach.  
 
    And then an aura billowed out of Ryun. Eerv’s viper, made out of Qi, dissolved and Eerv jumped back. He had been waiting for this. The Ranker had made a mistake by not leading with it, and Eerv had a handle on the man by now. 
 
    He was…incredible. So much power put into such a finely made build, but he was young—young in body and young in his understanding. He was not comfortable with his power, not like someone who had stayed at the same power level for decades. He didn’t use everything that he had at his disposal, and when he did, he didn’t do so at the right times. 
 
    Oh, the tragedy, Eerv lamented. There were so many things that he could’ve taught him, so many things that he could’ve learned from him. Even wild and untrained, the Ranker was incredible. A monster on the battlefield, as his sister had learned. But in a duel? One on one? Oh, the things that could’ve been. The things that the Ranker probably knew, but didn’t even realize himself. 
 
    Eerv triggered one of his perks. Venomous Stingers formed on his tails, and unlike those of his sister, his could not shoot at range, but the stingers were long and wicked. With [Burst Step], Eerv closed the distance, his [Triple Thrust] snapping out and scoring new wounds on the man even as he fought through the effect of his aura. He half turned, allowing his tails to stab at him. 
 
    The Ranker’s eyes widened, and Eerv could see through the Ranker’s bloodied face that he was afraid. Qi surged through him, a massive amount of it, and then it billowed out. Only Eerv’s experience and foreknowledge saved him as a wave of Void Qi exploded out of the Ranker, destroying everything in its path: the floor of the arena, the second floor above them… It was a sphere of destruction dissolving anything it touched. 
 
    Eerv was fast, and he had reacted in time. But his tails had taken the brunt of the attack. One was mangled and almost cut in half, and the other looked like it had been chewed by some monster. Violet and black Qi was still eating away at his flesh, and Eerv grabbed a potion from his storage, downing it quickly. 
 
    He saw that his opponent was breathing heavily, his aura no longer active, his eyes glaring at Eerv. He saw him pull out a potion and try to drink it himself, but Eerv didn’t let him. He threw his spear, impaling the Ranker’s shoulder and sending him flying back, pinning him to the wall. The potion fell from his hand and broke on the wooden floor. 
 
    Eerv used Reset, resetting the cooldowns for his abilities, and then used his [Burst Step] again. He reached the Ranker and punched him in the stomach, then grabbed his spear and pulled it out. The Ranker hissed, and then his body changed. Eerv had seen the effect before, in people who were powerful, who knew what they were doing. There were three ways to improve a True Body, and each had its strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    Ryun’s body appeared to be pulled apart, as if it was turning into nothingness itself. A black void shaped like a man, with wisps of violet surrounding his edges. Eerv knew the power of a cloud state. Cultivators with it were notoriously hard to kill with physical attacks, as any damage to their body could be repaired quickly. 
 
    And while there were drawbacks, Eerv knew that the Ranker had a way to sense his surroundings even though he couldn’t see. A moment later, his Void Aura returned, ten times more powerful and more focused. The Ranker had narrowed the range to only their immediate surroundings and had increased its intensity. Eerv felt his body dissolving and quickly changed himself. His body hardened into a Crystal, his skin turned to emerald and the attack of his Qi slowed. His upgrade allowed him a greater resistance to special attacks. It was unfortunate, as the Ranker’s attack would’ve killed anyone else, but Eerv’s state was a direct counter to his entire power set. 
 
    Eerv gathered his Qi as the Ranker floated forward, the aura intensifying as he spent more Qi. Eerv’s breathing form settled, and his spear flew forward, his Qi twisting around it as he triggered his perk: Technique Charge—Overwhelm. He had the time, as his body kept him safe from the aura, the damage being done to his crystallized body only minimal. He felt the Ranker try to form another of his techniques, but he didn’t let him. He struck first. His spear stabbed forward, punching into the center of the Void. 
 
    {Paralyzing Strike} activated and his technique flowed into the Void Qi, lines of emerald spread through the cloud of the Void and he saw the Void Qi try to dissolve it. But the Ranker had exhausted himself too much, and Eerv was stronger. 
 
    The Void trembled, and then the Ranker’s body reappeared, emerald lines snaking beneath his skin. He gasped and fell to the ground, shaking as he tried to get up. He raised his head, looked at Eerv for a long second, and then he collapsed into unconsciousness. 
 
    Eerv released his Venom Crystal, his body turning back to normal. He saw the cracks in his skin, his ruined clothes, and blood flowing down the tiny wounds. He hadn’t gone through the battle unscathed, but he had won. He heard a rush of feet and turned to see his people coming into the hall, spreading out around him. They were wise enough to know not to interrupt a battle between Monarchs, as a single moment of distraction could lead to death.  
 
    But now the threat was dealt with. 
 
    Eerv raised his spear above the young Ranker’s neck, preparing to stab down. And then he paused, his spear touching the skin of his neck and making a tiny line of blood start to flow. It was all such a waste. How many things did this man know that could help Eerv on his path? What treasures had he brought from his dead world? He couldn’t bring himself to do it, and yet…his people were all around him, waiting. 
 
    Eerv turned, seeing Nimar standing close by. 
 
    “Nimar,” Eerv started slowly, the tiredness from the fight catching up to him. “Send word to the dungeons. Tell them to prepare the strongest chains that we have.” 
 
    “Master?” Nimar asked confusedly. 
 
    “I do not want to repeat myself, Nimar,” Eerv said. They were in public now—his subordinate could not be seen to question Eerv like that. 
 
    Nimar nodded immediately and beckoned one of the warriors, sending him off with instructions. Eerv could see the questioning glances of his people, knew that they wondered what he planned. An execution was the only way forward in their eyes. But Eerv could not let the opportunity go by. 
 
    Eerv dismissed his spear, and looked at the man lying on the floor. He was too strong to be kept imprisoned for long. His sect did not have the resources to do so. If he wanted to get anything out of him, he would need to make him a slave—and getting the resources to create a slave binding on someone like him, with so much power, would deplete the sect’s reserves. Ryun was not like Anatalien, who had been crippled and left powerless, whose binding was simple. Just his skill alone would make nearly any mundane binding useless, and would require a high-powered collar along with a strong slave binding. And yet, Eerv didn’t see any other way. 
 
    He wanted to speak with the man again, wanted to know what he knew. This was not an act of mercy. 
 
    Regardless, it would take a while to set up a binding ritual. Keeping him contained with mundane bindings until then would be difficult. He would need to have Nimar or Irian watch him constantly, and even then… 
 
    “And Nimar,” Eerv said finally. “Burn his eyes out.” 
 
    His subordinate bowed, and Eerv saw understanding dawn in his and the eyes of the others. Eerv nearly chuckled; they understood nothing. Nimar had the warriors gather the fallen Monarch and take him away. 
 
    Eerv was not capable of inflicting wounds that could not be regenerated, like what had been done to Anatalien. But…it would give him time, hinder the Ranker enough to make an escape unlikely. And he could always give him a high-grade potion and heal him up when he had him firmly under his control. 
 
    As the Ranker was taken out of the hall, Eerv turned his mind to something else. Anatalien had much to answer for, and it was time for him to get some of those answers.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 99 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Memories 
 
      
 
    Ryun awoke in a world filled with pain. His face felt as if it were being submerged into boiling water. He couldn’t see, couldn’t feel his eyes. For a moment he panicked, but then he realized that he could still see. His skill still worked, and it showed him his surroundings. His range with the skill was incredible, and he could feel everything around him. He was in a small room, chained to a block of stone. In the room with him were two people: both Demasi, if he was sensing right. He made an effort not to alert them that he was awake. 
 
    But with his skill he looked everywhere. He was beneath the ground, which lowered his range a bit, but he could still feel the entire building he was being kept in. It was filled with people, at least two dozen. The chains tying him to the stone slab in the shape of a chair were thick, and probably strong enough to hold him. He didn’t know if he could break them with his strength, and he didn’t want to try yet. All of this happened in the first few seconds of him waking up, his mind working incredibly fast as he gathered information. But as he understood the situation he was in, his mind turned to other things. 
 
    Emotion came—first anger, then disbelief, fear, and finally resignation. 
 
    He was angry at himself, angry that he kept making the same mistakes. Every time he told himself that he wanted to change, but every time he did the same thing. It was as if he was incapable of change, as if there was something missing inside of him. But he truly didn’t think that things could’ve gone so badly. No matter what he’d told Anrosh, he had a plan. He had been ready, or at least he’d thought so before meeting with the Black Viper Sect Monarch. 
 
    When Anrosh told him about Eerv, and that he was stronger than his sister, Ryun believed her, but he didn’t think that he could be that much stronger. He assumed that he would be stronger than his sister, yes, and a better fighter than her, certainly, but Ryun thought that he could handle him. He had seen the power that Eira had, and she hadn’t been stronger than Ryun, she just knew how to better use her powers. Ryun had overpowered her in the end. He thought that he could do the same with her brother, if it came down to it. He had trained with Ereclaw since the moment he received the message, planned how he was going to fight. And he had come prepared, his rings filled with the potions he’d taken from Eira’s chest, elixirs that could boost him even more, give him stats to overcome any force sent against him. 
 
    But against Eerv he hadn’t even had the chance to use them. The man had pressed him from the start, his fighting style incredible and without any holes that Ryun could exploit. His spear was like a living thing, moving like a snake to attack and slither through Ryun’s guard. Every time he tried to attack, to prepare a technique, the man was there. Every time he tried to block, he was just a tiny bit off. With {Null Mantle}, Ryun had been much stronger and faster, and yet the man could somehow read through his every move. Every one of his attacks or powers was countered as soon as Ryun tried them. 
 
    He couldn’t even get a moment of respite to pull potions from his storage, and when he finally managed to get one out, the Monarch had stopped him from using it. Eerv was far more powerful than his sister, more than Ryun had believed possible. Ryun was used to the power difference between stages being smaller. Eerv was just…more skillful than him. It made him feel uncomfortable, to know that he was stronger but still not being able to achieve victory. 
 
    Yet, Ryun still felt like he could’ve won, if only he had the chance to use everything that he had brought. If he could’ve overpowered his opponent, bridged the gap in mastery with brute power. If only…  
 
    But he hadn’t, and he’d lost. 
 
    And now he was in chains, trapped. He could feel his heart starting to beat faster as he realized that his actions had landed him in a cage once more. He tried to push his mind away from the memories, as he felt the wall in his head shake. He couldn’t afford to deal with that now. 
 
    It shouldn’t be this way. He was standing by his convictions, doing what he believed was right. He didn’t break his word, wasn’t duplicitous, and yet again he had lost. He had seen so many people lie while hiding behind masks, saw them twist and scheme, and he had vowed to never be like them. He came here alone in defiance of what everyone else thought was right and smart because he didn’t want to be like anybody else. He wanted to be someone who was known to always be true, someone who never stood behind false masks, who didn’t lie or look for a way to twist things in their favor. That didn’t make him a good person—Ryun knew that he wasn’t—but it made him honest, and he valued that more than anything else. 
 
    He realized now that to be able to do that. To be all that he could be, to do all that he wanted and to end anyone who stood in his way, he needed to be powerful enough so that no one could force him in chains again. He respected Eerv for his power, but Ryun could feel it in his heart, he knew that he could beat the man. That he should’ve beaten him, that he was powerful enough, if not as skilled. But he lacked something; a part of him was missing, and he was left fumbling in the dark. 
 
    “Well, look where you’ve landed us now,” Kagehime said in his head. 
 
    He had forgotten about her in the moment. She had to have returned inside of him when he’d lost consciousness. 
 
    “He was better than me,” Ryun admitted. A part of him was screaming at him for being a fool, but another was elated even now. Ryun had fought against someone who was a true master. He had seen the way he moved, the way he fought. It was inspiring. If Ryun could attain such mastery, match it with his stats, he felt like he would reach true power. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Kagehime asked, and Ryun was brought back to reality. 
 
    There was only one thing that he could do. He needed to escape. 
 
    Slowly, he reached for his powers, and thankfully found them intact. His Qi was recovering slowly, and he could feel his conduits still burning from the enemy Qi that had invaded it. He felt like he could still use his techniques, though perhaps not as quickly. His rings were gone, but he still had his Void Storage. It was a much smaller space, but he had a few items in there: a Qi recovery potion that would boost his Qi regeneration and clear his conduits. A health potion to heal the rest of him up, but he didn’t know if it would help with his eyes, as it wasn’t that powerful. He couldn’t feel them at all, which probably meant that they were no longer there. Regrowing them would take longer, he knew. His body had high vitality, which let him regenerate quickly. He could heal from his wounds, but regrowing what was no longer there was another thing entirely. He knew that it could be done, but it would take time. Alternatively, he could use a powerful elixir. He had used such elixir before, but he had none like that one now. He had a few other boosting elixirs in his storage, as well as his Vial of Light, Vial of Shadow, and Core Reinforcement Elixir. 
 
    If his strength was enough to break the chains, he could get out, blast his way out of the building and take to the sky, escaping and finding Anrosh and Ereclaw in the forest. He didn’t think that he had been unconscious for long—a couple of hours at most, a suspicion Kagehime confirmed. So, that meant that the two would still be waiting, hidden in the forest. 
 
    Anrosh had insisted on a plan in case things went bad, but he didn’t know if the two of them could rescue him. He had underestimated the Black Viper Sect, and Anrosh, for all the things she knew, had spent most of her life being weak. She had no concept of how powerful some people were. 
 
    He was thankful that his power hadn’t been sealed, he knew from Anrosh that such powers or items were rare. But he was still limited; he had a plate attached to his chest that made it harder to breathe, and he couldn’t take a full breath, probably to restrict him from entering a breathing form and using a technique. He didn’t need to use a breathing form, of course, but using a technique without it would be slower and harder. The two guards in the room would most certainly notice. That left him with his strength, without the boost from his technique or his skill. He had used |Perfect Cut| once before to get out of chains, but he didn’t know if he even could use it now. The skill had been getting worse and worse. He could risk using it and dropping unconscious again. And yet the possibility was still there. 
 
    Ryun could feel the panic rise up in him again. He did not want to be chained, did not want to be imprisoned. He didn’t think that he could take it again. What he went through last time was… He didn’t want to remember it. He had tried very hard to forget. 
 
    Slowly, he tried to move his hands, to push against the bindings, testing their strength. He felt the chains bite into his skin, but they groaned under his power. He wasn’t strong enough, not without his boost. But he felt like he could break them if he managed to trigger his technique and put everything in his strength. 
 
    But the sound the chains made alerted the guards, and he felt them move. 
 
    “What do we have here?” one of them said. 
 
    “Looks like he is awake,” the other said. 
 
    “Go and call Master Nimar,” the first one said. 
 
    The second opened the doors and left, heading up the stairs just outside his cell. The one who was left came closer, and Ryun thought that this was his chance. He flexed with all of his strength, even as he pushed Qi through his body. The Qi moved slowly without his breathing form, but it was moving. The man next to him jumped forward, pulled something from his hip and then stabbed it in his shoulder. 
 
    Ryun screamed and his Qi scattered back to his core, his muscles spasmed from the pain as the man twisted the knife. The weapon was burning him, it felt as if it was on fire. He could hear sizzling sounds and smell his burnt flesh. And then the man pulled the knife out and Ryun sagged against his bindings. 
 
    “Don’t try that again,” the man told him. 
 
    Ryun couldn’t even respond with the gag in his mouth, and without eyes, he couldn’t glare at his tormentor. The heat of the blade made him remember being scorched before. He was going to kill that man before he was done. 
 
    He was not going to be held prisoner, not for any amount of time. He had to get out—nothing else was acceptable. He had failed, he hadn’t been smart enough, he hadn’t considered that Eerv could be that much more powerful than his sister. Arrogance… It was what he had been trying to curtail in himself, and yet he didn’t want to be someone who didn’t believe in his own power. He didn’t know what the balance was. Had coming here been a mistake? Perhaps, but he might’ve won. If he had known just how stronger Eerv was he would’ve prepared better.  
 
    Or perhaps he was fooling himself? Perhaps he wouldn’t have been able to change the outcome no matter what. Perhaps he wouldn’t have been able to change years of habit in a couple of months. Without his skill and without a part of himself, he was incomplete. 
 
    The doors to his cell opened again, and he realized that his skill had slipped from the pain, as he hadn’t noticed the two people that entered the room. 
 
    The guard that had left before and a new person entered, but one Ryun knew. He had sensed him before. Although he couldn’t be certain without his eyes, he believed him to be the Monarch who had stood with Eerv when they had met. 
 
    “Master Nimar, he tried to use his Qi.” The man bowed as he spoke. 
 
    “Foolish,” the newcomer, Nimar, said. “You would do well not to try and escape, prisoner. The Honored Master wants you alive, but there is much that we can do without killing you.” 
 
    Ryun tried to speak, but the gag in his mouth prevented him. The man walked over and pulled it out.  
 
    “Perhaps you could take these chains off too, and tell me that again,” Ryun said before he could stop himself. He was angry and off balance.  
 
    The strike came just as he expected it to: a fist smashed into the side of his head, making his ears ring. 
 
    “You know,” Nimar continued, “I cared for Eira. I want nothing more than to cut your head off the same as you did to her. If it wasn’t for my master’s orders, you would’ve been dead already.” 
 
    “Eira,” Ryun started. “She was a good foe, powerful. I gave her a choice. She did not have to die. All she had to do was stand aside.” 
 
    “A good foe?” Nimar asked. Ryun felt the man’s body tense, and then his fist hit him again. “She was a great leader—and you are nothing but some trash that doesn’t know its place!” 
 
    Ryun felt the man walk over to one of the guards and take the knife from his hands. Then Nimar turned around and walked back. “I think that you need a lesson in where you actually belong.” 
 
    The man cut into his skin, and drew another scream from Ryun. He pulled the knife back and then cut again on another part of his body, and continued doing so for a long while, until Ryun’s body was shaking from the pain. And then, when he finally thought that the man was done, when his body started to slowly repair the damage, he did it again.  
 
    The hot knife entered Ryun’s body, pushing beneath his ribs, and the searing pain filled him. Ryun hissed in pain. All the other wounds on his body, half healed because of his high vitality, screamed in agony. He felt the wall in his mind cracking, and memories moving by too fast for him to understand them. The pain reached a crescendo and his mind went white. His entire existence flashed as it opposed the pain, and then it all collapsed into a tiny point of black.  
 
    He felt himself falling, going through the tiny opening leading somewhere deep within himself. It was agonizing, even more so than the pain.  
 
    After an eternity, the pain ended, and Ryun found himself before a familiar wall. It was a wall that had always been there, always keeping a part of himself at bay. But now it felt weak, it was filled with cracks, and holes, falling apart. Beyond it, he could hear a roar, a pounding—the other part of him wanted out and the wall was crumbling. Ryun was afraid of what was behind it, but it could no longer hold the memories at bay. 
 
    He reached out and struck it, shattering the wall. Another part of himself roared in pain and suffering. He saw a monster standing before him, a black wolf with a mask on its head. Ryun felt memories surge from the monster and into him. 
 
    And then he remembered.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 100 – PAST – Ryun 
 
    All of His Pain 
 
      
 
    Ryun woke up screaming, the boiling water being poured down onto his back making him recoil and jump to the side. He tripped on the body in the corner and hit the wall of his cell. Laughter came from above him, and he glared at his jailers. They emptied their buckets and then walked away, getting out of his line of sight. 
 
    They were keeping him in a hole, something that looked like an old well. It was deep, but he could climb it—he had climbed it up, only to get clobbered on the head by a hammer. He hadn’t expected anyone up there the first time. After, they had brought Miss Reva to the pit and cut her throat, telling him that for every time he tried to escape they would kill one of his people. He hadn’t tried escaping again. 
 
    He spoke with Melody, using their unique perks to speak mind to mind. She was being held somewhere else, along with other women and Cultivators. She was too strong for them to keep imprisoned forever, but like with Ryun, they kept her a prisoner with their threats. Any attempt to leave would see their people, and Ryun, dead.  
 
    He had been in the hole for…he didn’t know for how long. Several days at least. And they’d been torturing him daily: never letting him sleep for long, throwing stones down on him, pouring boiling water on him. He was healing faster than an ordinary human would, but his skin was still covered in blisters. 
 
    He woke up the night after their attack to find himself in the hole, and his jailers standing high above asking him questions. They wanted to know where he and Mel kept their treasures, the loot that they’d gained from finishing the event. Ryun hadn’t been as cooperative as he could’ve been. That’s when they had brought Jonas to the pit, and cut his teacher's throat before throwing him in. They told him that for every time he refused to tell them the truth, they would kill another of his people.  
 
    So he couldn’t escape, and he couldn’t lie. 
 
    He told them everything then, it was not like Ryun and Mel had much. Once they found everything, they still didn’t believe him. That’s when the torture started. He hadn’t been able to talk with Mel in days. His mind was in a state of half sleep all the time. And when he managed to reach out to her he would quickly find himself exhausted. 
 
    Now, he looked around his cell, seeing the bodies of Jonas and Reva still down here with him, pushed against a corner, rotting. There was a bucket in one corner filled with waste that they dropped a rope down for once every few days. At least they were feeding him daily.  
 
    He knew why they were keeping him separated from the others: he was their insurance that Mel wouldn’t try anything and that they couldn’t cooperate and organize an escape. If she tried to escape, they would kill him first, and then start with the others of their people.  
 
    But they didn’t know about their perks. 
 
    Ryun glared at the edge of his hole, wishing for someone to come close to the edge and topple inside so that he could smash their head in. But quickly his body’s tiredness caught up with him again, and he slipped into sleep without getting a chance to try and talk with Melody. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cycle continued. His rest was interrupted every time that he fell asleep, so long that he had lost track of time. His entire world was boiling water and pain, the two bodies in the corner mocking him for his failure, whispering horrible things to him. He was going mad, and at the same time he couldn’t think, couldn’t concentrate on anything. He had never realized how much a body relied on sleep. Even with his greater stats and his ability to stay awake for longer, he still needed it, and it was being denied to him. 
 
    Finally, he found himself waking up one day without the boiling water being poured down on him—instead, it was as cold as ice. The intense cold made him shiver, but quickly he realized that he felt rested. He could hear a murmur in the background, but he tried to focus and tune it out. Finally, he had had a good night’s sleep. He looked around warily, trying very hard not to look at the bodies.  
 
    And then someone spoke. 
 
    “Rise and shine!” a voice said from up above him. Ryun raised his head and saw a bald man standing there looking down on him. “I hope that you had a good rest—you are going to need it!” 
 
    Ryun immediately felt his heartbeat quicken as his mind tried to imagine what new horror they were going to throw at him. 
 
    “You see, the boss man has decided that letting you use our pit for free isn’t going to fly no more. So! Since you are a Cultivator, from now on you will contribute like the rest of your people. We will expect you to draw in Essence and create crystals daily. And don’t even think about keeping some for yourself! We know how much Cultivators can produce per day, and you will be giving us the full amount. If we even suspect that you’ve been skimming and trying to gather enough to buy some weapon or something from the shop, we will kill another of your people! Understood?” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond, but he was thinking furiously. The man didn’t mention the Essence that Ryun already had gathered; but then, only Melody knew about that, and he doubted that she would betray him, if they even knew to ask. Most people used their Essence as soon as they got it. And they mentioned that they knew how much Cultivators could produce per day. That hadn’t been true for him for a long time. His cycling had improved the rate at which he could draw in, and he had pushed himself further. He could take in much more than any other Cultivator, but they didn’t know that either. 
 
    “Well, I guess you are not in a talking mood, but I will be expecting the first delivery of crystals from you by tonight,” the baldy said and then moved out of sight. 
 
    Ryun immediately started thinking about what he could do to get an edge, to find a way to escape. He had Essence that he could use; perhaps there was something useful to be found from the Dealmaker that they wouldn’t be able to see from up high. 
 
    A voice interrupted his thoughts. “Ryun? Are you awake?” For the first time in a long while, he heard Melody’s voice clearly.  
 
    “Mel!” he said as he felt her reaching for him.  
 
    A wave of emotion followed his words. “Oh, thank god! I’ve been trying to get through you for days!” 
 
    Ryun didn’t remember that, but he hadn’t been fully aware for a while as far as he could tell. “Yes, they let me rest. They want me to make Essence Crystals for them.” 
 
    “That’s what they have been having the other Cultivators do for weeks now. I feared about what they had been doing to you when I couldn’t reach you. They assured me that you were safe, but I couldn’t reveal that we can talk with our minds. And at times when you managed to talk to me…you didn’t sound so good.” 
 
    He blinked. He didn’t remember talking with her. He hadn’t known how much time had passed, but…then the previous days flashed through his mind and he started to shake, his stomach churned and he heaved without being able to throw anything up. He remembered his skin boiling, then peeling away as it healed itself. The rocks breaking his bones, the confused state that he had been in. It had been weeks, but his mind was trying to protect him. 
 
    He glanced at the two bodies in the corner, still sitting there and rotting. He was covered in filth and dried blood. He started hyperventilating, his mind going blank. But then he heard a voice yelling in his head, and he snapped back. 
 
    “…okay?” 
 
    “I…I’m fine,” Ryun managed to send to her as he tried to get himself under control. He couldn’t think about the past again, not now. 
 
    “Ryun… How are you? Really?” 
 
    Ryun looked down at himself, seeing the blistered skin, the bones mended poorly. He looked thinner, and he realized that even though they let him rest, he was far weaker now compared to how he used to be before. “I’m not good.” 
 
    “I feared that was the case. We are planning an escape, I hoped that you could join in, but… I’ll have to come and rescue you.” 
 
    Ryun smiled—he didn’t have a problem with that. But he did want to contribute. “I’ll try to speak with the Dealmaker. Perhaps I can find something to help me escape.” 
 
    “Don’t take any unnecessary risk. These people are all too willing to kill. As long as we are useful to them, they will keep us alive.” 
 
    “Mel, did they torture you, too?” Ryun asked as he tightened his fists. 
 
    “I… They keep me with the women… They put me in charge so that I could keep the others in control.” 
 
    That was not an answer. Ryun felt her emotions for a split second, coming and going in a blink of an eye. He felt fear, shame, and anger. He wanted to ask her more, but he felt himself tired from the effort of speaking with his mind, and he knew that this was not the time. 
 
    “I’ll let you know if I come up with something,” Ryun finally told her, and she let him know that they had planned their escape for the next week, when the guards cleaned their quarters again, which they did once per week. 
 
    Ryun felt himself falling asleep, and waking up what seemed to be immediately after. He felt sore all over, and he saw a bucket laying next to him filled with food. He had slept for longer than he’d thought. He tried very hard not to look at the bodies of his friends as he ate, and then he put his hands together, placing Essence in his path and then pushing it out. He used only a small amount, what he thought an ordinary Cultivator could’ve possibly gathered in a short time. And with that, he glanced up. He could hear chatter up there from his jailers, but he couldn’t make up much. They did seem to be having fun.  
 
    He needed to act, to find a way out. 
 
    Ryun turned inward and entered the world of the Dealmaker. One moment he was in the hole, and the next he was sitting in front of the Dealmaker. The being looked the same as always, shrouded in a large robe with a hood drawn up that was filled with darkness. Ryun opened his mouth to speak, but he was interrupted. 
 
    “Before you even ask, I do not directly interfere in mortal matters,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun’s fists tightened and he felt his nails bite into his palms. He had planned on asking the Dealmaker to help, but he knew better. This being wasn’t a benevolent god—it was an overseer and nothing more. The Framework had brought so much pain and suffering, so much death, and the Dealmaker didn’t seem to care. 
 
    But Ryun knew better than to antagonize the Dealmaker, so he kept his thoughts to himself. 
 
    “I’d like to make a deal,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Of course,” the Dealmaker said. “What do you seek and what do you offer?” 
 
    Ryun knew that he needed one thing if he was going to help Mel in their escape. He needed power and health. “I need something that can heal my body, make me as fit as I was before I was imprisoned,” Ryun said. “I have Essence saved up.” 
 
    He had been saving in order to cycle. His next advancement required 900,000 Essence, and he had managed to gather almost 150,000. He was hesitant on spending it all, but he knew that it would be better for him to spend it and be free than to save it and die. 
 
    The Dealmaker shook his head. “You do not have enough Essence for what you are asking. I could sell you a health potion, but even one of those costs at least one hundred thousand Essence. And a health potion would not help you now—your body needs to be restored, not just healed.” 
 
    Ryun blinked. He opened his mouth, and then closed it. He had hoped that he would be able to find something, but he should’ve known better. His body was ruined, and it seemed like wounds already healed couldn’t be healed again, even though they had healed wrong. 
 
    “But there is something that can restore me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “A Restoration Potion, yes, but it costs more than you can pay.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. This was his only chance of helping with the escape. “And what about a deal?” 
 
    “Perhaps… I could give you the potion, in return for your unique perk,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun blinked. He hadn’t expected that. He knew that the perk was powerful, but… “Is it really worth that much?” 
 
    The Dealmaker didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he let the silence stretch until it was uncomfortable. Finally, he answered. “The creature that gave it to you was never intended to be here. It tricked the Framework, tricked me and came here to escape its end. But this was not a place meant for it, and it and its partner could not survive. And yet…they had found a way to keep a part of themselves alive. Their power was not meant for this Framework. The system managed to constrain that power, but it is not stable. You are better off without it.” 
 
    Ryun was taken aback by that; he had already suspected that something was different about it. “Why didn’t you remove it once we got them?”  
 
    “It was already a part of you then, and I do not interfere with mortal affairs. It didn’t belong, but by becoming a part of you it managed to fit into the Framework. Removing it with your consent is another matter entirely.”  
 
     Ryun was tempted, but still, the perk was a powerful addition to his power set. He didn’t want to part with it, not even for this. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but no thank you. I don’t want to have it removed,” Ryun said. “Isn’t there anything else? Something that I can do for you, in the future maybe?” 
 
    “You speak as if you are going to survive for long enough to pay me back,” the Dealmaker said. 
 
    Ryun frowned. He was thinking that they were going to get out, yes, but he could see from where the Dealmaker was coming from. “You gambled with me once before,” Ryun pointed out. 
 
    “Yes…and you have managed to do much in your time within the Framework… Perhaps another gamble isn’t out of the question.” 
 
    “I don’t have the Essence now, but I might be able to pay it back in the future?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I don’t usually make such deals with mortals, mostly because few even attempt to ask such things of me. They would rather buy things through my shops than come here in person. You have returned to see me, and that alone is more than what most ever do.” The Dealmaker nodded. “Very well. Another gamble. I shall give you the restoration potion, and in return twenty percent of all the Essence you gain in the next two years will be going to me. And…you will make sure that all Monster Spawning Portals on this planet are closed by the time it comes to an end. If you do not, then even if you become strong enough to be among this world’s Rankers, you will die along with it.” 
 
    Ryun kept his eyes fixed on the darkness of the Dealmaker’s cowl. What he was asking was impossible—he would never be able to achieve something like that. He would need an army just to search for them, and to be able to close them all down. He didn’t know exactly how many there were, but when he and Zach spoke with the government, they had estimated hundreds of thousands if not more. 
 
    But that was still better than losing his perk, at least in his eyes. Perhaps he would be able to do it. Ryun nodded his head and spoke. “I agree.” 
 
    A moment later a vial filled with pink liquid appeared in front of him on the table. Ryun reached out and took it in his hand, reading the screen that popped up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Elixir of Greater Restoration 
  
       	  Drinking this elixir will restore the user's body to its optimal condition: refilling a Cultivator’s core, regenerating stamina, regrow missing body parts, curing any illness, and purging any poisons. The restorative effects are instant. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun closed his eyes in relief. With the potion, he wouldn’t be useless.  
 
    He turned his eyes back to the Dealmaker. Mel and he had lost against these opponents once before—he needed to be stronger. He knew that he couldn’t advance his path; he didn’t have enough Essence, but there was another way. A way that would give him power quickly. 
 
    “I’d like something else as well,” Ryun said. 
 
    “If you can pay or make a separate deal for it,” the Dealmaker told him. 
 
    Ryun nodded. He didn’t want to make another deal, considering the one he’d already made was going to be hard enough to accomplish. “I want to purchase a Class,” Ryun said. 
 
    The Dealmaker waved his hand and orbs came out of the darkness behind him. A countless number of them just floating in the nothingness. “What kind of a Class do you want?” 
 
    Ryun remembered his first conversation with the Dealmaker. He had been offered three paths that had been incredibly costly, and he had won one of them. He knew that he would get only a short description of the Class, and not what it could do. He would need to have the Dealmaker narrow down the choices for him. 
 
    “A rare Class,” Ryun said, and orbs started disappearing and rearranging themselves. There were still too many there for him to look through them all. He thought about what he wanted; firstly, he didn’t want a Class that cost too much. He planned on leveling up with what he had left, and he wanted to benefit from the stats as soon as possible. He knew that this wasn’t what he wanted to do, that he didn’t want to follow the path of classes, but his Cultivation was too expensive to help him now. Ryun needed something that would let him get stronger quickly, something that would be immediately useful, and perhaps something that could benefit his Cultivation in the long run. 
 
    He looked at the Dealmaker for a long second, and then spoke again. “Show me classes that could help my Cultivation in the future,” Ryun said. 
 
    The orbs shifted again, many disappearing, but there were still hundreds of them. He did some quick math in his head based on what Mel had told him and came up with a number. “Show me classes that do not cost more than one hundred and thirty thousand Essence.” 
 
    Many of the orbs disappeared, leaving only ten. Ryun looked them over slowly; their descriptions were incredibly lacking, and he realized just how lucky he had been when he had chosen his path. He could’ve gotten something that was completely worthless to him, but now he knew much more. He couldn’t just consider the Class itself, but the perks as well. Which Class he picked would guide some of his choices of perks later on, or at least that was what Mel thought. 
 
    He didn’t need the Class to help him escape. He was confident that he could do it with his path alone, and he didn’t want to rely on newly received powers. He needed it for stats, but there was no point in him picking something that wouldn’t be useful. He tried to think of anything else he could ask to narrow the choice down further. He tried to think of what his fighting style was, what kind of perks would be best to synergize with his path. His Path of the Final End excelled in making him stronger, in giving him bursts of speed and destroying his enemies with powerful attacks. He needed something to make him even stronger, something that would let him survive at close range. “Which of these classes are geared toward melee range?” 
 
    Six orbs disappeared, leaving only four. Ryun read their names again: Herbalist, Siphon, Enforcer, Harvester. Ryun wasn’t sure why Herbalist was still there, but then again, he hadn’t specified a combat Class. There were short descriptions of the Class, a single sentence that told him next to nothing, and he needed to choose based only on that. He could take a support Class—the Herbalist or, if he was understanding right, the Harvester. In the end, however, he didn’t. Only one made him interested: Siphon. The description said that it allowed the Classer to use his opponents’ power against them, by taking their power, similar to his unique perk. He hoped that it would be a good addition. 
 
    He picked the Class and purchased it, spending 128,000 Essence—leaving him with just enough to level up to level 15 and get his first perk. 
 
    He said his goodbye to the Dealmaker and left the being’s strange world. He found himself back in his hole, the potion grasped in his hands.  
 
    Immediately, he started shaking. His body ached and he started remembering the torture. He had forgotten about the effects of being in the Dealmaker’s world. He hadn’t felt any pain, nor had he even thought about what had happened to him. He wondered why it never occurred to him to enter the Dealmaker’s world while he was being tortured; it could’ve given him respite. But he realized that it was almost as if he hadn’t known about that before he went back and remembered. And as he was thinking about it, that knowledge again began to slip from his mind until he couldn’t remember what it was he was thinking about. 
 
    He glanced around, looking for a good spot to hide his potion, but there was only one place. He shivered as he crawled to the two corpses. He put the potion between them and arranged it so that it was beneath. He hoped that they would forgive him eventually, but he knew that they were dead because of him. 
 
    He could feel himself tire again and he made an effort to reach out to Mel and let her know that he would be ready. After a quick conversation, the darkness came and nightmares plagued him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Days passed, and the day of their escape arrived. Ryun had prepared as much as he could. He had leveled to level 15 and gotten a Class perk. He picked a perk called Feast, which allowed him to heal when he killed enemies. It felt like it would synergize well with his unique perk and overall fighting style. He had also received all three of his abilities. He glanced at his screens, looking at the Class and his stats. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Siphon (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  15 (0/4000 Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Inflict Pain 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Power Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Siphon Strike 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  55 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  56 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  78 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  91 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  45 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  62 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The combat ability seemed useful, but he wouldn’t know until he was able to use it. It was supposed to inflict mental pain to anyone in a short range around him, probably something like what hit Mel and him when these people had attacked them. The movement ability let him push off the ground with three times his strength, making him basically leap a short distance. And [Siphon Strike] was the most interesting—it was an execute ability, one that would only work on people who were close to death. It would supposedly let him siphon fifteen percent of the Essence from the target, from all the Essence that they had ever used. It was incredible—the Dealmaker had come through. That ability in of itself would let him advance his path at a much faster rate, even though its cooldown was half a day. 
 
    But right now, the most important thing were his stats. His Class’s main stats were vitality and wisdom, and he put the rest of his points mostly in endurance, to let him handle more pain, and the rest in strength and dexterity, while he put nothing into his intelligence. Thankfully, he didn’t have a problem with stat sickness; his path gave him stats equally, and with the Class it looked like the max difference increased as one leveled. 
 
    Ryun was ready, waiting to drink the potion, restore himself, to escape from this hell hole. He knew that a part of him had been put aside, that his mind was protecting him from what had happened, and he tried as much as he could not to think about it. 
 
    “We are ready. We are starting tonight,” Mel sent to him. 
 
    Ryun closed his eyes and debated using his potion immediately, but he didn’t know if the effect would have some kind of a visual component. He didn’t want to alert the guards until they were all ready. He didn’t know much about Mel’s side of the plan, but he did know that she and the women with her would try to break out of their cell. Ryun was supposed to do the same a few minutes later—after they had drawn most of the guards to them, he was to hit their captors from behind. 
 
    Neither of them knew where the other was being kept, but Ryun and Mel could feel each other no matter the distance. Ryun sat on the ground and waited, trying to calm his mind, which wasn’t nearly as easy as it used to be. But he swore to himself that he was going to make them pay for what they had done. 
 
    The time came, and Mel told him that they were starting. Immediately, Ryun retrieved the potion and started counting. He didn’t speak to Mel; he didn’t want to distract her. Instead, he waited, listening.  
 
    He heard it when the alarm started up above him. He saw when one guard’s head peeked over the edge to look at him before retreating quickly. He heard them speak and then running feet hitting the ground. It was time.  
 
    He opened the bottle in his hands and drank. 
 
    Immediately he felt a heat spread through him and he screamed as his bones cracked and set themselves correctly. He was engulfed in a white glow that was healing him. The restoration lasted for a few seconds, and when it was done he felt whole. He realized that he had been living with the pain, that he had gotten used to it. Now he was fully healed and strong again. The guard who had been left above him came to investigate, his head looking over. Ryun moved his Qi, settling into his breathing technique and {Empower} filled him. He crouched and then used [Power Step], pushing himself off the ground soaring up almost to the top of the hole. He hit a wall and pushed off it, jumping higher. The guard was surprised, but he still readied his weapon as Ryun left the hole and landed across from him. 
 
    The man used a movement ability, covering the distance, and Ryun used his [Inflict Pain]. The man’s muscles twitched, his hammer strike going wide. Ryun leapt at him, one of his hands grabbing the man’s hammer and the other filled with Qi as he prepared his second technique. He punched him in the face, releasing a {Qi Burst} point blank. The man’s head was blown away and Ryun turned, running for the doors. He left the room and saw more along the corridor—he didn’t have the time to check if there were more prisoners, so he hurried in the direction he felt Mel being, all the while listening for signs of combat. Quickly he heard sounds of fighting in the distance, and he headed that way. 
 
    “I’m out, heading your way!” Ryun sent. 
 
    A moment later, Mel responded. “Be careful! There are many of them. We are making our way toward the gates!” 
 
    Ryun tried to be as careful as he possibly could, to be stealthy and avoid people until he met up with Mel and others. The closer he got, the more he could feel Mel’s emotions. There was a lot of anger, but also fear. He increased his speed and hurried. 
 
    And then Mel spoke again. 
 
    “They have some kind of magical defenses! Barriers! They are slowing us down and surrounding us!”  
 
    “Can you punch through?” 
 
    “We are, but they are still slowing us down! We’ve already lost three people!” 
 
    Ryun grimaced as he made his way down a corridor. He kicked open the doors and found himself in the streets. The sounds of battle intensified and he could see lights flashing in the night above the buildings.  
 
    Two guards saw him and immediately headed his way. Ryun’s face twisted and he launched himself forward, killing them quickly. He had no mercy for them now. 
 
    He ran down the streets, heading toward the sounds of fighting. Then he rounded a corner and came to a large square in front of a gate. He saw his people—eight women, along with Mel, no men. All were dressed in skimpy outfits. Mel was using two swords to fight, and he saw dead bodies all around her. There were barriers around them, and two dozen enemy warriors around at least. One of the women was hitting a barrier in front of the gate. 
 
    Ryun realized that he would need to cut through the people surrounding them to reach her, and he prepared to do so. But then one of the warriors started yelling something, and those around him all startled and started to pull back. 
 
    It surprised Mel, but Ryun as well—they had almost gotten them entirely surrounded, and then they retreated. The warriors were still yelling at each other, and Mel looked around. Ryun jumped up into the air and on a statue nearby. Mel noticed and her eyes met his. He saw her smile and that her eyes were filled with so much pain. She had suffered while imprisoned just as much as he had.  
 
    Ryun jumped down, intending to cut his way through, when the world went white. 
 
    A wave of force and heat sent him flying back, smashing him into the statue. He blinked his eyes and then looked at the source. A pillar of white fire stretched to the sky, engulfing the entire square. The barriers around it absorbed most of the damage, but they had all failed—some of the buildings were on fire. And there, in the center where Mel and the rest of his people were standing just a moment before, was nothing but scorched bodies. 
 
    He felt something snap deep down inside. His world twisted, and agony spread through him. A howl filled his head and then there was emptiness inside of him. A void, a nothingness where once another part of him had used to be. He scrambled through his perk, trying to reach her, the presence that had always told him that she was there. In its place, there was nothing. He knew that she was gone, but he couldn’t believe it. 
 
    He got to his feet and started walking forward, ignoring the stunned people around him. They were talking amongst themselves, one of them was yelling at another. 
 
    “I told you to shut it down! We had them!” 
 
    “There was no shutting it down! I told you! It was intended to activate once the gate barrier failed and hostiles were inside the square! The moment they broke through the gate barrier, they killed themselves!” 
 
    Ryun walked past a man and into the scorched center. The heat hit him, but he didn’t care. He tuned the people out, and walked to where he had last seen Mel. 
 
    Once he reached that spot, he looked down. On the ground was a scorched form, only vaguely resembling a human. All around it were scorched bodies, even the metal that had once been weapons was melted and flowing around them. 
 
    Ryun reached down, the emptiness inside of him aching, a pain unlike anything that he had ever felt. A thousand times worse than having his skin burned, his bones broken. A thousand times worse than sitting in waste and near decaying bodies. He knelt and his hand reached down to touch the body. His finger touched her shoulder, and the body collapsed into ash that spread around him. 
 
    “Hey, who is that?” Ryun heard someone say. 
 
    His breathing started to quicken. He could hear something howling in his head, a howl of sorrow unlike anything that he had ever heard before. His ears started ringing, his sight sharpened. He could feel people walking toward him, hear their footsteps. And then he felt his perk rip out of him. A red haze exploded forth, the Presence of the Eternal Hunter filling the entire square with what appeared to be translucent red fog. 
 
    He heard the people around him yell out in surprise, in warning, but he didn’t care about them anymore. Notifications appeared in his eyes, but he dismissed them without even looking. His mouth opened and both he and the thing inside of him howled at the night sky, filling the air with a primal sound that was too great for his voice to handle. His roar broke halfway through, ending up sounding like a high pitched screech. 
 
    He turned and saw them. They killed her. They took her away from him. They killed her. He didn’t get to touch her again. They killed her. They ripped her away from him. THEY KILLED HER. 
 
    Ryun exploded forward, a snarling beast. He reached the first and crushed his windpipe, taking his weapon and laying into everyone and everything around him. He killed and killed. They tried to defend, they cut him and stabbed him, but with every kill his skin sizzled and the wounds closed over. He didn’t stop—his ears were still ringing, his sight was filled with a red haze that intensified more and more until he could no longer see anything. His heart felt like it was being stabbed by needles, like it was being frozen and thawed over and over again. He wasn’t in control anymore; his body moved on instinct alone. His entire existence was pain and rage. 
 
    He lost himself in his mind, standing in an open field looking ahead at a form in the distance. He tried to reach her, to run and catch her, but she was out of his reach. He called until his throat was raw, but she never even turned around. Yet he never stopped—the world around him aged and died, collapsing until he found himself standing in a room. 
 
    His mind was clearing up, the ringing in his ears disappearing. He blinked his eyes slowly, even as he breathed quickly. His entire body covered in blood and aching. In front of him, on his knees was a man, looking at him with hate in his eyes. 
 
    “You will not get away with this! I have powerful friends—you will pay for what you have done!” 
 
    Ryun looked around the room, seeing only dead bodies. There were women, dressed in night dresses and warriors, guards, on the ground. He blinked and saw a familiar face looking back at him. A woman, Reva’s sister, lying on her back with her throat cut and her eyes staring wide at him, accusingly. 
 
    His head was numb, his perk was no longer active, and he felt spent. He looked at the body on the ground, uncertain. I…I couldn’t have done that. No... It was them. He forced himself to look away. He turned back to the man, who was glaring at Ryun, and he realized that the man was injured, his hand having been chopped off. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ryun spoke. His voice was hoarse and he winced at the pain. 
 
    “I am the Governor of this region of the United World Government!” 
 
    The man seemed to think that this somehow made what he had done all right. 
 
    “Is this what the United World Government stands for? Taking other people as prisoners, as slaves, torturing them? And why? Because we didn’t want to join you?” Ryun bit out. 
 
    The man sneered at Ryun, still not understanding his position. “This territory has been granted to me! You had no right to it!” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at the Governor. “The government doesn’t know, does it? You bullied the other settlements and attacked us on your own.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t agree with the government, not with the way they ran things or how they were ruled. But he didn’t think that they would do something like this. Bully perhaps, but… The people he met with seemed more interested in preserving humanity, in survival. 
 
    Ryun felt the man move, intending to use an ability or some other power. He didn’t let him finish. Ryun smashed the sword in his hand straight into the man’s forehead and he stiffened, dropping to the ground. 
 
    Ryun looked around at all the death, trying to recall what happened. But he couldn’t remember; he had blacked out. Something inside of him ached, and then he was reminded. Melody was dead. And he turned back, walking to the square, following a trail of dead bodies in the streets of the town. He saw doors smashed to pieces and dead bodies inside—warriors, yes, but also others. Men, women, old and young. He didn’t look at them; he couldn’t. He didn’t regret the killing. He only wished that he could remember doing it, that he would’ve made them suffer more. 
 
     He reached the square and found the mound of ash. He knelt, and looked at what was left of her. He loved her. She had been the one good thing in his life since the Framework had arrived. He had been happy with her. She was his light, a partner who understood him and didn’t judge him for who he was, who had shared his beliefs. He hadn’t realized how much he had come to rely on the perk that they shared. The fact that he could always feel her, that he could sense her emotions, that he could talk to her whenever he wanted to. She had been his everything. And now there was only cold in his heart. There was no more color in his sight, only shades. His body felt as if it were covered in hoarfrost and dust, but the thing that hurt him the most was the silence that was playing in his being. She wasn’t there anymore. And he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    He looked at the ash, and his eyes fell on something. His hand stretched and he touched something firm. He grasped it and pulled it out, only to see a white orb covered in her ash. His heart fluttered but then he read the window that hovered above it and darkness swallowed him again. She was truly dead, and nothing he could do would bring her back. 
 
    Her smile would never again lighten his face. No longer would he smell the scent of cherries on her breath. Never again would he hear her laughter, her intimate whispers. She was gone, and only silence remained. Only oblivion in his mind and heart. She was all of his pain. 
 
    Ryun was alone. With only the night and the stars as his witnesses, he shared his pain. He wept, and a long time later, the sky covered him as he fell asleep.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 101 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Awake at Last 
 
      
 
    There are moments in a life when everything crystallizes. When a person can look upon all of their past, when they can see every decision they ever made, can see how their life has taken shape. For some, it comes as a moment of revelation, a moment when they realize that the person standing next to them is the love of their life; when they look upon a parent, and realize that the parent had been right when they had tried to shield them from life, when they realize that they had misspent their youth doing things that didn’t matter. Or perhaps they realize that they hate their job, their life, or even a partner, when they decide that enough is enough, and that they didn’t want to be unhappy, that they want a change. No matter its form, it is a moment of true insight, when a person can accept who they were and decide on a path to take toward a better future. 
 
    Some of those who are granted such an insight choose not to accept who they are, clinging instead to the lies that they had wrapped themselves in. They would rather believe in the mask that they had stitched together than look upon the truth. Lies were easier to handle. 
 
      
 
    I am a good person. 
 
    I have no choice. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    I hate you. 
 
    I know you. 
 
    I am right. 
 
    I am happy. 
 
      
 
    Lies which let them keep fooling themselves into being something that they are not, that prevent them from ever growing beyond what they had crafted themselves to be at that moment. But to look upon oneself and see all the bad alongside the good—to see everything and accept it? There is power in knowing who you are, in accepting the truth. 
 
    For Ryun, that true moment came when his memories returned, smashing into him like a star falling from the heavens, an impact that sent ripples outward, shaking up everything inside of him. The memories didn’t change much about how he saw himself; he knew very well who he was. There was no grand realization about his life. Ryun had already been granted a moment just like this one, or perhaps just a glimpse of it, once before. When he had been chained by Fier, when he had watched Anrosh and Kri on their knees. In that moment he had accepted who he was, a monster. It had given him power. And yet… That moment had ended up being forgotten as well. He hadn’t remembered his revelation, not consciously at least. It was clear to him now that the wall in his head had harmed more than just his memory; it had done more than just take what was most important to him. He had been crippled in other areas as well. A man operating on autopilot, following the intent of his true self without really knowing why. What his memories gave him was context. 
 
    But what his mind focused on as his memories came back was only one thing. Her. He had forgotten her. He had lost his love and all that he had come to associate with her over their time together. Memories of his life when he had been happy, even before the Framework arrived, because by the time she had died Mel had been his happiness and he couldn’t remember one without the other. The time he had spent with her was shorter than the time he had spent alone, but she had been the cornerstone of all that was good inside of him. And without her, he had no reason to live. He could only survive. The wall had kept his emotions behind it: love, pain, compassion. What he felt since the wall went up had been only a pale shadow of true emotion. His world had been a painting brushed in shades of gray, and only now could he see the true color. 
 
    He felt his unique perk, Eternal Hunter: Reaper, settle into him again. And he felt the hole where the perk’s twin should be, where her presence was supposed to be. Melody was gone, dead a long time ago on a world that was no more, and even he had forgotten her. He yearned for all of this to be just a dream, but he knew, deep down, that it was nothing of the sort. His mind was restructuring itself slowly, but that thought made everything else fade into the background. It was a crime worse than anything he could’ve committed, and it was he who had asked for it. Because the pain had been too much; because the power of an Aspect of True Death could not function properly without its twin; because he was losing control; because he was not powerful enough to control a remnant of the Aspect of True Death that was going insane, and that insanity was making him grow weaker. 
 
    But now the wall was down, and Ryun was the one in control. He was finally powerful enough to handle the unbalanced power. The remnant of the Reaper, one half of the Eternal Hunters, was fading. The only reason it had survived so long was because it was the anchor for his memories, sealed behind the wall in his head. But now it was spent, and the memories were back where they belonged. 
 
    Sorrow filled Ryun’s heart. Sadness at what he had lost, pain at the way their lives had turned out. Hatred for the ones who had taken her from him. He had punished those who had murdered her and his people. He remembered everything now, even the times when he had blacked out, when the part that was the unbalanced half of the Aspect of True Death took control and rampaged. The death of Mel felt like a wound that had been reopened, and it made him wish that he didn’t need to forget. If he had remembered her, he would’ve made the bastards suffer a fate far worse than the quick deaths that he had given them. 
 
    He remembered what he had done when he’d blacked out, out of control. He had killed everyone in his path, the guilty and the innocents, and yet he didn’t know if he regretted that. They were not nearly as innocent as he had been accused of by Zacharia. They might not have had an active role in what happened to Ryun; some might not have even known what had happened in their own town. But they had to have suspected, had to have known what kind of a person their Governor was. 
 
    Yes, they might not have had enough power to do anything, but they still stood by and watched. Turning their heads from evil was just as big of a crime in Ryun’s mind. 
 
    He remembered his conversations with Zach, and he felt sadness for a moment. Things hadn’t needed to turn out the way they had. Some of the things Zach had said were true and right, but Ryun hadn’t been in the right state to listen then. Half of him had been missing, and the Reaper had been just underneath his skin, filled with madness. But he understood better now why they had come after him, why they never left him alone. In retaliation, he had fought them, had wiped entire cities off the face of the Earth. His actions had brought about the deaths of many others indirectly, as well, by him leaving gaps that were filled by the monsters. Humanity had died because of his actions, and they had named him the World Ender rightly. Even though he hadn’t personally killed every single person out of the millions who had survived in the Framework-run world, he had been responsible nonetheless. He regretted some of those deaths, those that came when the barely functional world order collapsed because of what he did. But he accepted that—there was no changing the past. Ryun knew that, and he didn’t dwell on it. He had done evil things, monstrous things. But he had never acted without cause, even though his former best friend might have thought otherwise. Ryun did not subscribe to the old-world beliefs of morality and laws; he did not think that those things could exist in the Framework. Not when someone who had more power could do whatever they wanted to those who were weaker. 
 
    Those who had power invited challenge to that power. That bred discord, war. There was no way to eliminate that: power was everything. 
 
    As the old memories settled, as his heart filled with sadness, he realized that his body had frozen, and he remembered where he was. Captured and chained, imprisoned again. The heat radiating from the knife below his ribs hurt, but that pain was nothing compared to knowing what he had lost. 
 
    His mind was in turmoil, but his anger was focusing him. These people were keeping him prisoner. They dared to presume to call him trash, to think that they were better than him. Quickly, he could feel the new memories falling back into the background as his mind went into survival mode. There was no time to dwell on his pain, on the events of the past that he had remembered.  
 
    What he needed was to escape. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that just this was enough to break your mind.” The man—Nimar, Ryun remembered—pulled the knife out of Ryun’s body as he spoke. Ryun was aware of how it looked to his captors. One moment he had been screaming, and then gone deathly quiet. 
 
    “What? No smart comeback?” Nimar asked. 
 
    Ryun felt a calm settle around him as he ignored his captors. They were insignificant; already dead. With his memories, he understood much more than he previously had. So many things he had forgotten. The things he and Mel had talked about, their theorizing about the nature of their powers, their training, sparring, their discussions on tactics and the best ways to utilize their power. So many things lost. He had lost his basics, because all of them were tied to her. She was the one who he’d trained with, who he’d learned with. The thing that was left afterward was wild and powerful, but only half a person: a being incapable of change because he didn’t know himself. 
 
    Nimar’s hand shot forward, punching him in the jaw. Ryun’s head snapped to the side, but he didn’t react. The man and the two guards were talking, but Ryun ignored them. Instead, he turned inward, remembering a moment when he had unlocked something greater. 
 
    He had been so stupid, so ignorant. It was only now that he’d had a moment of insight, when he had experienced all of his life stretched before him with every memory both old and new bared naked for him to see, that he understood. A part of him had been subdued ever since he had evolved his skill. His |Perfect Cut| had stopped working, and he looked for the answer as to why for so long. But in the end it was so simple: his skill had evolved in the moment when he accepted who he was, when he understood what |Cut| meant to him. He had achieved understanding of the skill. He had seen a vision of greatness, had felt what the woman in the small cabin felt. He remembered the casual flick of her wrist as she parted the sky, the understanding in her being that she could cut whatever she wanted to. 
 
    Now, he understood that he had taken a part of himself, the part that was the monster, the World Ender, and infused it into his skill. He had taken his truth, the understanding of who he was, carved it out of himself and put it into the skill, shaping the understanding of his skill to fit himself. For him, |Perfect Cut| meant to be the monster that would cut down everything in its path—to know that if an obstacle tried to bar his way, he could flick his wrist and part it in two. 
 
    What a fool he had been. The skill had hurt him because he didn’t understand that it had never been about simply pressing a mental trigger, it had never been about power. Skills were not about those things. They were about understanding, about relating the skill to a part of himself. Ryun let himself calm. His mind cleared and he felt for his skill, a blade piercing high above his other skills in his inner sight. It quivered as if it feared being forced again, but Ryun didn’t try. Instead of pulling it out, he reached for it gently, cradling it and retaking the part of himself that was the World Ender, bringing it to the forefront. 
 
    The skill in turn flowed into him, filling his body, and he knew that it was there beneath his skin, ready to be used. He realized just what exactly skills were: understanding about oneself, a way for a person to use their inner reality to affect their surroundings, to force their own reality onto the world and bend it to their will. It was so simple, and yet so hard. He would not have understood if he didn’t have the context of his entire life, if he couldn’t see everything and accept himself as he was. 
 
    The Framework allowed for the slow advancement of skills through the tiers, of grinding them out, but Ryun suspected that that was always supposed to only teach someone about the core of what the skill was. He doubted that anyone could achieve what he had if they didn’t understand themselves. He had taken a piece of himself and infused it into the skill, and that was what had made it evolve. 
 
    As that understanding hit him, Ryun felt something strange, something that he had never felt before. It was almost as if he had heard pinging inside of his head. And then something coalesced in his mind, in his imagination. An image floated in front of him, words in a box, a notification. If he still had eyes, Ryun would’ve blinked, but he didn’t and he wasn’t seeing the notification. It was just there in his mind. It made sense to him that the Framework could display information in other ways; with so many different races, some might see things differently, and it had to be able to show information to everyone, even those without the eyes. 
 
    He tried to adjust to the strange sensation and “read” the notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  New skill evolution available: 
    
  Beyond Understanding |Perfect Cut| — Specialize and focus your understanding of |Perfect Cut| to unlock a skill quest. 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He didn’t understand what that meant, but it told him that he was on a right path. 
 
    His head snapped to the side as a fist hit him in the temple. The pain was great enough to snap him out of his mind and back into reality. His |Vibration Sense| was a passive skill, always active, and now he could tell how it was infusing a part of him. He couldn’t discern what part of him it was connected to, nor did he understand how it worked just yet. He’d had a revelation, but he still knew little. He didn’t even understand if what he had done with |Perfect Cut| had any downsides. 
 
    His senses painted his surroundings in his mind, a mental map, the positions of his captors, their weapons, their clothes. Everything in the world vibrated, but Ryun wasn’t as capable of telling apart things that were stationary, only when something was moving through the air did he get a clear image of it. Of course, he could tell where those stationary objects were, but he realized that he needed more. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Nimar yelled at Ryun, his hand squeezing his jaw painfully. 
 
    Ryun looked with his sense, mapping out his surroundings further. The building he was in wasn’t large, but it was occupied by maybe two dozen people, some chained just like he was. In order to escape, he would need to get free and fight his way out. He wondered where his gear was, his rings and robe. Would Eerv have taken them immediately, or left them for his people to remove? As long as Ryun was alive, the storage rings were useless to him, as breaking the connection was a painful and lengthy task. Not enough time had passed for that. 
 
    So, better to have his people store them somewhere. The question was, would they have stored his gear somewhere else, or was it nearby? There were many rooms in the building, and some did look like they were storage rooms. But Ryun’s sense didn’t seem to be great enough for him to discern his own gear, not if it was stationary. All things had their own vibration, and he knew those of his possessions. Perhaps if he could focus with greater depth, or maybe… He had triggered a skill advancement once, by need and understanding. Could he do it again? 
 
    Ryun tuned out the pain as the man punched him again, his words ignored. The man’s stats were too low to deal him any real damage—most of the pain Ryun was in came from his fight with Eerv. 
 
    Ryun reached out to his |Enhanced Vibration Sense|, focusing on it and trying to understand what it was at its core. It allowed him to sense vibrations in the air around him. He didn’t hear the sound that was carried; it was as if he had another separate sense that detected a vibration at its source immediately. He knew that, because he sensed something before he heard the sound that was the source of it. But could it only sense acoustic vibrations, or perhaps it dealt with something more? He knew more now, remembered things from long ago, things that he had learned in another life on a world that was far different than this one. All things had a frequency, and if he could sense that, perhaps he could have a greater picture of things that weren’t making a sound. 
 
    He could feel the skill straining against something, his understanding clashing with parts inside of him. And then it was as if the world shifted around him—the image inside of his head painted by his skill sharpened, and he saw more. 
 
    Again, he saw a notification appear and he looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  |Enhanced Vibration Sense| (10/10) — sense 1000 different types of beings. 237/1000 (Reward—skill evolution, 3 000 Greater Essence) 
  |Enhanced Vibration Sense|>>Tier evolution>>|Resonance Sense| 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    His skill had gone up one tier. Not the massive evolution like the one he had gained before, but it was what he needed at the moment. He wondered if the need had something to do with the skills as well; he had needed to be free the last time his skill had evolved. 
 
    His sharpened senses searched around him, and in a storage room nearby he found what he was looking for. His two storage rings were sitting on a table, a Demasi man looking down on them. Ryun couldn’t tell what he was doing, but he had something in his hand. Perhaps he was trying to break the bond; perhaps there were items that could do it quickly. 
 
    Either way, Ryun didn’t want to let him have the chance to try. 
 
    Ryun turned his blind head toward the man standing above him. A Monarch Realm Cultivator, someone who was supposed to be on the same level of power as Ryun was. But the man in front of him was nothing; he was a speck of dust compared to him. A man who had lived a life of leisure, who had cultivated for decades or more to reach his level of power. What did he know of true struggle? Of strength? Eerv was the only one he had ever met who had been able to match him, and even he fell behind in terms of raw power. Eerv had far greater mastery of his power than Ryun, perhaps even now when he remembered. But in terms of raw power, he had never met a Cultivator that was his match—not even Eerv. 
 
    Nimar noticed the change, and he leaned down. “It seems that the fight with our master addled your head. Or perhaps you have always been like this. A simpleton, trash that has nothing in common with civilized people.” 
 
    Ryun let himself relax as he brought his skill to the forefront. “You live in a world where infinity is something that can be achieved, where you can devote yourself to a task and grow without obstacles, and yet this is all that you can be, all that you have achieved. To be a petty bully, more powerful than others, but still nothing but a worm squirming in the ground.” 
 
    “I am not the one in chains,” the man retorted. “You should’ve known your place instead of interfering with our sect’s business.” 
 
    Ryun shook his head, almost sadly. “My place is on top of a mountain of bones and ashes, on the tallest peak of a world that no longer exists. What could you know, you sad little thing? When first I came here, I thought myself ignorant; I thought that I needed others to teach me. But you are all so disappointing, all so…lacking. Alone, with no guidance, I have risen beyond what you could even imagine. What need do I have of what you know, when I alone am greater than you can ever be? You understand nothing, you feel nothing. My pain caused the death of a world—but you, for all of the gifts that have been granted to you, the safety that you enjoy, and knowledge that is offered freely, you still cannot dedicate yourself to what truly matters.” 
 
    The man didn’t respond immediately, but Ryun felt his body stiffen. He wondered what kind of an expression he had on his face. The two guards were silent, their weight shifting from one side to the other, nervously. They had detected the change in him, without even knowing what it was.  
 
    “And what is it that truly matters?” Nimar asked. 
 
    Ryun smiled and gave him the answer. 
 
    “Power,” Ryun said as his nails bit into the chains and the slab of stone beneath him, and then he used his skill. 
 
    |Perfect Cut| 
 
    The power flowed out of him, the understanding that no binding could ever hold him with his being unable to destroy it. No obstacle could bar the path of a man that had killed a world. All things parted in his wake. 
 
    The chains split with almost no sound, toppling down as the stone beneath him shifted. His nails cracked from the strain of his skill being channeled through them. The three inside the cell moved immediately, drawing their weapons. Nimar leapt forward, the knife in his hand heading toward Ryun’s head.  
 
    But he was so slow. 
 
    Ryun moved his head, the knife stabbing into the stone behind him. He twisted, his hands snapping the cut chains. He freed himself, then bent and used every muscle in his body to punch as he had been taught long ago. His other hand leaned on the stone behind him to leverage his power. His fist hit the man in the ribs and picked him up, sending him flying across the room and into a wall, cracking it. 
 
    The two guards froze as Ryun stood. The noise would alert the others, and so he moved. Kagehime appeared in his hands as he cut their heads off without them even registering. He pushed off the ground with his |Pounce|, straight at the recovering Monarch. Nimar’s Qi was moving through his body in preparation of a technique, but Ryun reached him in an instant. Kagehime stabbed into the man’s stomach and pinned him to the wall. Nimar gasped as he grasped the sword and tried to pull it out, while his tail snapped from behind him in an attack. Ryun grabbed it with one of his hands, then let his sword go, leaving it in his stomach, as the man was too weak to pull it out.  
 
    And then Ryun pulled his hand back and snapped it forward with all of his strength, aiming at the man’s throat. His hips twisted as he used his entire body to punch. His fist connected and Nimar's throat collapsed under his strength, the man starting to choke. Nimar’s hand went to the side, and a potion appeared in it, but Ryun grabbed it and crushed his fingers and the potion in his palm. 
 
    He watched the man’s wide eyes as he suffocated. Ryun pulled his hand back one more time, and then struck forward with [Reave]. He pulled the Essence out of the Monarch as he died. 
 
    Ryun looked at the man’s eyes, lifelessly staring ahead. Dead because he believed that he was safe, because he hadn’t expected an attack—because his stats were far lower, because his body wasn’t a defensive type that could survive for long enough against Ryun. Arrogance…the same thing that he had tried to change in himself. But people didn’t change overnight. To change years of habit and belief in barely a few months was far harder than his previous self had assumed, especially when he had been crippled by the wall in his head. People did stupid things, and did them over and over again, he had been the same as they. 
 
    But his belief in himself came from the knowledge that he was strong, that he had lived through something that no one in this world could’ve imagined. He had not been arrogant when he had come to speak with Eerv. Unprepared, perhaps, but not foolish.  
 
    Ryun knew himself now, knew that he was stronger. 
 
    People ran toward the doors of his cell, and Ryun recovered Kagehime by dismissing her remotely and then summoning her again to his hand. The body fell to the floor as Ryun took position behind the doors of his cell.  
 
    The doors swung open and people rushed in. As soon as they saw the dead on the floor, they started to turn, but never finished the movement. Kagehime ended their lives quickly. 
 
    Ryun felt around himself; the noise hadn’t been as loud as he had feared, and the others haven’t yet moved to check. He focused and pulled out a potion out of his Void Storage. He drank the health potion first, feeling his body recovering from the wounds that hadn’t yet healed. His eyes tickled, but they did not regrow—the potion wasn’t strong enough. Next, he drank a Qi recovery potion and he felt his body’s conduits clearing up slowly as his Qi started regenerating and filling up his core. On a whim he pulled out another bottle, the Core Reinforcement Elixir, and then downed that one as well. 
 
    The effect was much more intense. He felt a cold spread through him, his core shaking as the strange elixir filled it and then forced it to expand. He felt his Qi regenerating faster and then some unseen pressure compressed it, increasing its density. In a couple of heartbeats, the effect was done, Ryun felt much better and his Qi stronger. He walked out of his cell, and headed to the storage room. 
 
    When he reached the doors, he pulled his Qi out of his core and entered a breathing form. {Null Mantle} filled him and he put all of his bonus into strength. He kicked the door down, sending it flying across the room, ricocheting off the floor and hitting the ceiling before it smashed into a shelf and splintered into pieces. The man inside ducked, but before he could even realize what was happening, Ryun was there. He grabbed the man’s head and squeezed, crushing it in his palm. 
 
    Without looking at the falling body, Ryun turned to the table; he could feel objects on it that were familiar. He reached out and took them in his hands. The rings were his, and he sighed in relief. Quickly, he checked inside his original storage ring, and after a while found what he was looking for: two items, lying forgotten in a corner. A weapon and something else. He shook his head, but was thankful that he hadn’t discarded the two items when he hadn’t remembered what they were. 
 
    He put the storage rings on his fingers and then tried to sense for his robes. He couldn’t find them, either because they were too damaged for him to recognize or because they weren’t in the room. It didn’t matter in the end. He pulled another set of clothes from his storage and put them on. He equipped only things that increased his stats, pushing them higher. 
 
    He headed out of the room, and paused for a moment. He could escape, he knew that. He could leave and escape the city with his void cubes. And yet…he had come here for a reason. Because the sect would not let him be, just like the people back on Earth wouldn’t. In their eyes, he had committed a crime—he killed Fier and Eira, their leaders. Eerv would never forget that, not as long as his people could not. Perhaps what had come to pass was his fault. He had killed a man who was a bully, who abused his power and was after someone who he had promised to protect. Anrosh… Ryun could see clearly now, could see why he was drawn to her. The similarities… But he put those thoughts aside for the moment. 
 
    Perhaps the sect wasn’t guilty. They merely acted in the way they thought was right. There were innocents here like there had been back on Earth. And still, did that even matter? Ryun did not believe in absolute good and evil. The sect was probably good for the people living in it, and yet for Ryun it was an obstacle. Eerv had a slave, a woman who he had leashed, whose freedom was being denied. The sect used its people to further the advancement of a few. And perhaps they did get something in return: protection, a sense of safety. 
 
    He could run, abandon his territory and go off alone. But he didn’t want to; he had spent his entire life trying to become strong enough so that he wouldn’t need to bow down to anyone. And he knew that he had the power to remain where he was. In the end, what right did they have to keep coming after what he had taken? What made their desire and will more important than his? Nothing but the ability to project their power over those who were weaker.  
 
    But this world was built on that power. Those who could be all that they wanted to be, did so, and did not allow anyone to stand in their way. If they could not, then they bowed and respected the rule of those stronger than them until they could change that. 
 
    Ryun’s philosophy was simple. He wanted to live freely, as he saw fit, and if anyone was to stand in the way of that, he would cut them down. There were always going to be people who wanted to kill those who were weaker, to take what was not theirs. Hate and pain—they were inescapable in the world where power meant all, and Ryun was never again going to let another cause him the same pain he’d felt when Mel had died. 
 
    He focused on his ring and started pulling out potions. Temporary stat increases, skin strengthening, potions that improved his senses, everything that he had planned to use against Eerv but had no chance to during their fight. When he was finished, a dozen empty vials stood on the table next to him. 
 
    Ryun took a deep breath, and stepped out of the room. He wasn’t going to run. It was time that the Infinite Realm met the real him—and for everyone to know why he had been named the World Ender.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 102 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    World Ender 
 
      
 
    Ryun made his way through the building, which he assumed to be a prison or a dungeon of some kind. There were other prisoners here, but he didn’t set them free; he didn’t know who they were or why they were imprisoned. Some probably deserved their fate.  
 
    Guards had noticed his presence, and he made no effort to hide it. He wanted them to know, he wanted them to raise the alarm as he swiftly made his way through the corridors. 
 
    His {Null Mantle} was increasing his stats, and he had arranged his bonuses to his strength and dexterity equally. With what he had from the potions, and from what he got for every guard he killed, already his stats were higher than they had been when he’d fought against Eerv. He wasn’t going to leave anything to chance this time. He cut down the guards running at him: people who probably didn’t even know who he was, how much stronger than them he was. A bell started ringing outside—an alarm was being raised—and Ryun jumped forward. He killed those who tried to bar his way and ignored those who were running away. He smashed through the reinforced doors of the building and out into the street. 
 
    The bell was being rung from the top of the building, an easy place for him to reach and stop, but he didn’t want to do that. Stats from those whom he killed filled him, and he jumped high into the air, forming a Void cube and standing above the city stretching below him. He couldn’t tell if it was day or night, but there weren’t that many people on the streets. As he took in the situation below him, he started moving the Qi inside his body, preparing a technique. He could feel people running, gathering up, carrying weapons—warriors answering the alarm. He noted the buildings from which they came running out across the city, as those were most probably the barracks. He knew that he didn’t have much time before Eerv arrived, so he jumped down, his True Body slowing his fall and letting him touch the ground softly and silently. A group of a dozen or so warriors were running down the street, unaware of his position. 
 
    Ryun leapt at them from behind, Kagehime cutting down two before they even realized that they were being attacked. The Qi in his body churned and exploded outward as he released the {Darkest End}. The wave of Void Qi annihilated the rest of warriors around him, the wave spreading far enough to smash into the buildings. The stone of the street beneath his feet was devoured by his Qi, leaving him floating on a cube he shaped quickly after. The outer walls of the buildings were damaged enough that roofs collapsed, and the buildings surrounding him followed. 
 
    Jumping into the sky, he headed toward one of the places he had noted even as stats from those who had died filled him even more. He reached the barracks, and sensed the people preparing to head out. Ryun shaped his Qi, one of his new techniques. He remembered experimenting with his techniques, one of the few things that he hadn’t forgotten, but he had forgotten some of his ideas, things that he had theorized were possible. Changing the technique, allowing his instinct to guide him, Qi left his body and hardened around his body, covering him in armor made out of Void Qi. A notification appeared in his mind, but he dismissed it. Ryun pushed himself of his cube and fell from the sky, right through the roof and into the main room. He landed in a crouch, a sizzling sound coming from the floor as his armored feet pressed into it. The people around him yelled as they reached for their weapons, but there was no time. Ryun let the part of him that was the World Ender sing through his sword, fueling his body with the pain he didn’t want to think about. 
 
    All his pain thrummed inside his body, and Ryun moved. |Pounce| twisted him around toward the Demasi who was about to fire an arrow at his back. Kagehime sang through the air and the man was cut in half. Ryun continued on, killing more and more, his stats climbing higher and higher.  
 
    He felt one of the warriors raise something that Ryun was unfamiliar with in his hands, then, and then Ryun felt power, something that he had seen before. Ryun turned, pushed off the ground to reach the man before he could activate the item, but he was too late. His hand smashed into a wall. His sense narrowed to only a small circle around him, the prison barrier trapping him inside. It was a formation array, like the one which had killed Mel. People on Earth had used these, but they didn’t know what they were. Not even Ryun had. 
 
    But since coming to this world he had become enlightened. The Essence Formation Arrays were Cultivation-based tools and weapons, and they could be created by Cultivators. He was interested in learning how to do so—but he didn’t let himself get distracted. He moved the bonus from his mantle around, and pushed it all into wisdom before entering a breathing form and moving his Qi. A moment later, {Darkest End} billowed out and smashed into the barrier surrounding him, overwhelming it. The barrier cracked and his Qi exploded outward. The warriors and everything else around them were consumed by the void. Ceilings lost their support and fell; the roof caved in, and smashed down on top of Ryun’s head. His Qi armor protected him, and he jumped out of the collapsing building. Something exploded after he was out, and debris was thrown in every direction, the fire spreading from the rubble of the barracks to fall on the surrounding buildings. 
 
    Ryun dropped to the ground, looking for his next target. His senses found another group of warriors running down a street, almost a hundred of them. He took to the sky, using his cubes to reach them quickly. He felt his Qi supply dip to almost half, and he pulled out a Qi regeneration potion, downing it quickly. His Qi started to regenerate again, but somehow he felt like it was slower than last time. He hadn’t checked if he had used a different type of potion—or perhaps they were simply less effective the more they were used. 
 
    He reached the group, and stopped in the air above them. They noticed him and started firing long-range attacks: arrows made out of Qi, as well as balls of fire. Not all of them appeared to have the same path. They were weak, their attacks barely even reaching his position, but one of them felt different. A man was standing among them, his spear held ready and his heartbeat slow and steady. If Ryun was to guess, this man was a Monarch as well. Ryun wondered if he was going to be a challenge, but knew that it was unlikely. 
 
    His stats had soared with every kill, and even though he had been losing some of the early stats he had gained with his Vampire perk, he was killing so fast that they were still increasing. Ryun moved his stats around, putting more back in strength and dexterity. He pulled up the screen in his mind to see how high his stats were and if perhaps he would need to adjust something before engaging. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  662(+15+50+189+1217)=2133 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  601(+25+50+276+1217)=2169 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  741(+20+50+51)=862 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  715(+20+50+69)=854 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  581(+15+50+73)=719 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  762(+15+50+81)=908 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He was tempted to increase his wisdom, but even without the bonus it was enough to overpower those below him. And yet he didn’t want to take a chance—not again. He switched some of the bonuses his {Null Mantle} provided to his strength and dexterity and put it into wisdom, increasing it to almost 2000 points. He let himself drop from his cube, and through the hail of attacks that hit his Void armor. Nothing passed through to hit his skin. He landed on the ground gently, and his opponents attacked immediately. Abilities tried to entangle him in spectral ropes and chains, mental attacks struck at his mind, and ranged attacks flew at him. Ryun’s wisdom was high enough that the Qi sheathing his body was stronger than his opponents’ attacks. He walked through the onslaught, his stats letting him overpower their attempts to hinder him. 
 
    How easy it was to fight against so many. He had blundered the fight with Eerv; he hadn’t had the chance to activate his powers, to use his potions. The man had an answer to everything that Ryun tried. But he was not going to let him get that chance this time. When he met with Eerv in battle again, he would be filled with more power than the man could counter. He would smash through his greater mastery with brute strength. Because that was Ryun’s greatest advantage: raw power, the capability to increase his stats beyond what anyone else of his level of power should have. Temporarily, perhaps, but it didn’t matter in the end. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] allowed him to cross the distance, and he swung his sword. |Perfect Cut| filled Kagehime, and a large spectral blade superimposed itself over her. His skill contained all the forms of |Cut| and now he used something resembling a |Greater Cut|. He cut a dozen of the warriors around him down, his blade extended and more powerful than they could handle. Bodies split in half before him, and a portion of their stats filled him, pushing him higher. He laid into them, swinging and killing quickly, using their numbers against them. A few managed to get past his armor, lucky strikes that cut into his body between the Qi armor, but with so much death, Feast was healing him almost instantly. 
 
    He couldn’t see anything, but his skill thrummed. He sensed everything around him, in far more detail than he had ever before. Without sight, his skill was so focused that he managed to evade or block attacks that he was certain he wouldn’t have been able to catch before. This was who he was—a one-man army, a man who could enter a city and take all of it on, growing stronger the more opponents he had. 
 
    A man was sneaking through the dying warriors, his spear filled with Qi and ready to skewer him. And then he saw an opportunity when Ryun turned his back. The Monarch leapt, an ability making him cross the distance almost instantly. But Ryun had been following him from the start, had given him an opening. Ryun twisted to the side with |Pounce|, and the spear flashed through empty air. The Monarch was surprised, his body freezing for just a moment, then he recovered and began a follow up attack. 
 
    But a moment of hesitation was enough. Ryun had been preparing his attack. He unleashed his Void Aura, a manifestation of his aspect made real. He increased the range to encompass all of the enemy warriors, and fueled as much Qi as he could in it to increase its power. The aura erupted around him, and the warriors screamed as their bodies disintegrated, the void consuming them from outside. The Monarch survived for longer, his spear swinging toward Ryun to kill him, but he had already lost. Ryun blocked with his sword and then stabbed him in the shoulder, throwing him to the ground and pinning him there as he disabled the aura. His core was nearly spent, he drank another potion as the last of the warriors died and his stats soared by more than a thousand, spread over every stat, but mostly in strength and dexterity, because that was what their main stats were. 
 
    The Monarch on the ground was trying to slip from Ryun’s grasp, but his body was collapsing, the Void Qi still disintegrating him as it slowly dissipated. Ryun leaned down and raised a hand. 
 
    [Reave] 
 
    He killed the man and pulled out his Essence. He stood and sensed around; he could feel almost the entire town, more groups of warriors were gathering up, heading his way. But the one he was waiting for had only now reached the burning barracks. He had the time for one more group, to steal more stats before he led Eerv to where he wanted him to be. 
 
    He was just about to jump into the air when he noticed something. There were people nearby, watching him. It wasn’t anything special; he had felt many others in the city, and he didn’t go after those who didn’t stand in his way or who weren’t warriors, but some had died because of his actions. He had collapsed buildings, started a fire, and more would die before the night was done. 
 
    These people had weapons, but hadn’t attacked him yet. He realized, then, that two of them were familiar to him. He leapt forward and landed in front of them, tilting his head as if he were trying to look at them closely, but his eyes were still burned out. He couldn’t be sure without his sight, but two of them had been there when he’d arrived in the city, hiding on a rooftop. 
 
    They had appeared to be hiding from the sect’s people, so he didn’t know if they were affiliated with them. There were five people standing in front of a gate. Two were women, both holding different kinds of spears. One had a long two-handed spear, while the other held a shield and a short spear. One of the men had two daggers in his hands, and the last two simple swords and shields. 
 
    Ryun didn’t get the same feeling from them that he usually got from Cultivators, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t. He was only going off on his instincts and not any power that could tell him exactly what they were. Still, they hadn’t attacked him yet, and had stood by and watched as he massacred the warriors. 
 
    Finally, Ryun pointed his blind eyes toward the woman that stood in front, and from their positions he figured that she was the leader or the strongest, which was the same difference. “I know you,” Ryun said, and felt them all stiffen. “You were there when I arrived. Sneaking around the rooftops.” 
 
    He sensed them look at one another, and the two women shifted. Ryun frowned as he took in their positions, the way that their bodies reacted in the silence as if there was some source. It was…familiar to him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
    “We don’t have any disagreements with you. We don’t want to fight,” the woman said. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Perhaps, but I have an issue with this sect. And here you are, in it.” 
 
    “We are not part of the Black Viper Sect. We are here only as emissaries for our Guild,” the woman said. 
 
    “Emissaries who crawl around rooftops, hiding from their hosts? That is…interesting,” Ryun said. The woman didn’t respond, neither to confirm nor deny his accusation. “Well then, do not stand in my way and you and I will not have any issues. But perhaps I will call on you later. I am interested to hear what you are actually doing here. For now I have some…matters to deal with.” 
 
    It wasn’t important, but it was interesting. Perhaps they were from another sect? 
 
    He turned to go, and then stopped. “Ah, I apologize, I was rude. My name is Ryun Nacht. With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” 
 
    He waited for a long beat, and then the woman responded. “My name is Reyla Ornn.” 
 
    Ryun wondered if she had lied to him; he wondered if she was going to run the moment he left. But those were thoughts for later. Already he had spent too much time here—some of the stats he had taken had expired, and in the distance he felt Eerv moving in his direction. 
 
    Ryun jumped into the sky and leapt away, leaving the interesting woman behind. He headed in the direction opposite of where Eerv was. A large group of warriors were gathered in a square, and they seemed like a perfect opportunity, the perfect spot for his fight with Eerv. But, first, he was going to take more power from them. He would take their stats, and show what it meant to stand in the way of the World Ender.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – PRESENT – Viper IV 
 
      
 
    Eerv waited until his people took the Ranker away. Nimar was fully capable of taking care of things from now on. The man would be unconscious for a few hours, enough time for Nimar to secure him. After, Eerv sent a runner to find Irian and tell him to return. He was fairly confident that there was no army waiting to descend on Ven’oran. 
 
    He knew that he needed to speak with Anatalien, but he had time now. He walked to the main house and had servants bathe and clean him. He relaxed, letting the effects of the battle drain out of him. The fight hadn’t been easy. The Ranker was freakishly strong, far too much for anyone of his level of power. Just his titles alone had to grant him an incredible amount of stats. Eerv had won because he had been better trained, yes, but also because he denied him his strength, because he had known what to expect. His ring was one of the most important tools in his arsenal, but also an incredibly dangerous one. He couldn’t let knowledge of it to get out—not only because it would invite trouble, but also because it would also rob him of an advantage. 
 
    As he relaxed in the bath, he turned his thoughts back to the Ranker: Ryun Nacht, a human from the Seventh Iteration. That knowledge alone would be worth a lot. Eerv wasn’t certain when the new Iteration had been scheduled to arrive, as that information wasn’t as important to him here on the frontier. He would need to make inquiries. The Ranker’s presence here was a curiosity, as was his level of power. 
 
    For someone to reach that kind of power on the old world… It was unheard of. Still, Eerv would need to show his people something, to prove that sparing the man’s life was worth not getting revenge for his family’s deaths. But Eerv knew that there were things that he could learn from the man, if he only had a chance. 
 
    All that he did was in the service of his family, trying to make his sect strong enough that it could threaten his uncle’s. For that goal, he was willing to sacrifice everything. His parents wouldn’t care for Eira’s death; she was a disappointment in their eyes. He knew that, to them, the sliver of knowledge that the Ranker could provide would be more than equal trade for the death of their blood. 
 
    At times, Eerv resented them for that, but he did understand them. They wanted to be strong, just like he did. But it was more than that for Eerv—those with power had responsibilities, something that his uncle and parents cared little about. But Eerv did, and he knew that if he was going to be able to do some good he needed time, knowledge, and power. Paying a price for his goal was inevitable. The death of his people, of his blood, was just the latest in the long list of prices that he had paid. And he would pay much more in the future. 
 
    But appearances were important in the sect. The strong ruled and the weak followed. Eerv had regained some of his face by defeating the man who had killed his family, but without an execution, he would need to show to the sect that it hadn’t been done because of a weakness. He wished that he could’ve resolved their conflict peacefully, but there was no way for him to do that and remain in the control. His people wouldn’t have stood by while he made peace with the enemy. The law of the sects had always been to conquer or be conquered. 
 
    A few hours later, relaxed and rested, Eerv dressed and headed out of his home. He crossed his compound and made his way to a lone building next to the mountain’s side. The training hall wasn’t large; it didn’t need to be, since it housed only one person. The guards bowed to him nervously as he passed without speaking. They had failed, again, but he wasn’t going to punish them until he learned more. 
 
    Inside, he found Anatalien, kneeling on the training mat in the center of the floor. From behind, she looked like an average Demasi woman. Her hair was long and the color of midnight, while her horns were white and curving backward, framing her hair. Her tail curled around her, and was longer than average. She did not have the double tails that most people in Eerv’s sect had, but that was because her True Body wasn’t the same. 
 
    She heard him come in, and slowly stood up before turning around to face him. The burns on her face struck him first, as they always did when he interacted with her. He could tell that she had used to be attractive, but the mangled mess that was her face had robbed her of her beauty. Eerv knew that the scars and burns stretched all over her body. He had never seen them himself; he had tried to ensure that she could keep at least a modicum of dignity, as much as a slave could have. It was why he had given her this training hall and the rooms behind it, why he didn’t keep her in a cell. 
 
    She had served his family well, and even though she had crippled his parents' chances of advancing properly, she had allowed them to rise further than they could’ve hoped to reach on their own—and Eerv was very careful about not blindly listening to her advice. 
 
    “How may I help you, little bird?” Anatalien asked, and Eerv detected the hint of mockery in her tone. As ever, he was unsurprised. She worked very hard on retaining as much control as she could over her life, and speaking in such a tone was a way for her to feel better. Eerv understood that, and he had allowed it—but now he was angry. Twice now she had slipped her guards, and twice now she had interacted with someone that she shouldn’t have. He had no idea why she would do so, and that worried him. She shouldn’t have even been able to slip her guards once, let alone twice. She wasn’t supposed to have any of her power. 
 
    “Anatalien, have you regained any of your power?” Eerv asked, focusing on the slave mark on his hand and forcing her to answer. 
 
    Anatalien stiffened, but then she answered. “No.” 
 
    Eerv took a step forward. “Do you have access to any type of power at all?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Again, he didn’t think that she would be able to lie to him. But still he needed to be sure. “How did you slip past your guards?” 
 
    Anatalien shifted her weight, Eerv was certain that if she still had eyes, she would’ve glared at him. “I knew when they would be distracted.” 
 
    Eerv frowned, it didn’t seem possible that she could’ve slipped past the guards so simply. He tilted his head, thinking about his next question. “Tell me, why did you slip your guards and meet with two outsiders?” 
 
    She froze, and he could see her struggle as she tried not to answer, but the slave collar around her neck glowed and she was forced to speak. “I needed to speak with them.” 
 
    “Why?” Eerv asked. 
 
    “In order to—” She tried to close her mouth, to refuse to speak. But she couldn’t hold off against the collar, not without her power. “In order to regain my power.” 
 
    Eerv blinked as she sagged, breathing quickly. He took two steps and reached her, then grabbed her shoulder and twisted, eliciting a yelp. There was no cure for what had happened to her. Her core and conduits had been obliterated; her skills had been tied too much to her identity as a Cultivator and could not function without her path. There was nothing for her to do. She couldn’t take a Class, either, as the slave collar prevented that. 
 
    “How can you regain your power?” Eerv asked, both frightened and eager to hear the answer. Knowledge like that could change his entire life. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” Anatalien bit out. 
 
    Eerv was taken aback by her answer. He didn’t understand. Why would she risk so much by showing him that she could walk freely if she didn’t know? 
 
    “You had to speak with them in order to regain your power, but you don’t know how you could regain your power? How did you know that you had to speak with them? You’ve never met them before!” Eerv yelled. 
 
    “I…” She struggled, trying to keep the knowledge from coming out, but she was powerless against the slave mark. “An item!” The words slipped past her lips. 
 
    “An item? What item?” Eerv asked. 
 
    Anatalien sagged as the fight left her, and she spoke slowly and barely above a whisper. “A relic-grade item. The Book of Fates.” 
 
    Eerv’s eyes widened. A relic-grade item was something that only the greatest of High Rankers possessed, and even then, only a few of them had such things. They were the most powerful items in existence. 
 
    “What does it do? Tell me everything!” Eerv shook her. He couldn’t believe that she had something like that, that she had managed to hide it so long. He didn’t see how it was possible, but he needed to know. 
 
    “It gives you glimpses into a future. Letting you walk a desired path,” Anatalien said. 
 
    Eerv blinked, waiting for her to speak more, but she kept her mouth shut, his question technically answered. He focused on the mark on his hand and spoke again. “Explain how it works, in detail,” he demanded. 
 
    Anatalien grimaced, but she started speaking. “It allows you to ask a question, and then it will show you three moments in the future, if what you want to accomplish is possible. If you act in the manner shown in these visions of the future, you will end up on the path that you asked for.” 
 
    Eerv felt his heart start beating faster. With that item he would be able to achieve his goal. All he had to do was ask how to become stronger than his uncle. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Gone,” Anatalien said. “It was a consumable item. It only had three charges.” 
 
    His heart dropped into his stomach, an opportunity lost. “You used it three times? Tell me what you asked, what you used it for and when!” 
 
    He could see her face twist as she was unwilling to speak, but she answered nonetheless. “The first time I used it was on the old world,” Anatalien answered slowly. “I gained the book as a reward, and the first thing I asked it was how I could become the strongest Ranker on my world. It showed me three moments, and decisions—I followed them to the letter and I ended up achieving my goal. The second time was when we arrived in the Infinite Realm. I asked how I could become the most powerful Cultivator in the Infinite Realm, and again, I gained three visions, and I achieved my goal.” 
 
    She paused, her face grimacing as if she was remembering something uncomfortable. “The last time was after I was betrayed, when I lost everything. I asked the book how I could regain my power.” 
 
    Eerv looked at her, thinking furiously. Did this mean that no matter what, she would regain her power? Was this conversation a part of that as well? Could he kill her and make the future she asked for not come to pass? “The third question—what did you see in your visions?” Eerv asked at last. 
 
    “The first showed me walking along the river, and being found by a Cultivator. It showed me what I answered to his questions. I did as the vision showed, and he figured out who I was. He made me a slave,” Anatalien said, her voice dripping with hatred. “The second didn’t happen for a long time—until only just recently. It showed me a vision of myself standing in your garden, and speaking with a human woman. The last had been today, when the human man arrived.” 
 
    Eerv wondered how she knew what they were, but if she had seen the vision in her head…then perhaps. But this only provided him more questions. All three of her visions were now done, and that would mean that she was on the path of getting her power back. “But how did you get past the guards? Why did you tell those strangers the things you did?” 
 
    “I can feel a tugging sensation when a vision approaches. If I follow that sensation, I always reach the place of the where the vision takes place. I didn’t evade your guards; I walked past them in the moment when they were distracted. I don’t know why I said what I said to them. I just followed what the vision told me to say.” 
 
    Eerv was breathing quickly, and he realized that his fingers had been pressing into her shoulder. He let Anatalien go, and took a step back. How could they have never known about this? How did they never ask a question that would bring it to light? And yet, Eerv knew that they needed to be very specific when asking her questions. 
 
    “How many more secrets do you have, Anatalien?” Eerv wondered. 
 
    “Too many to count,” Anatalien said, her voice low. 
 
    Eerv hadn’t meant it to be a question, as he already knew the answer. He let go of the mark, and he felt her sag in relief. He wondered what to do now. If she was going to regain her power, then he and anyone close to him were in danger. But… She had used the item a long time ago, and only now did she finish with her visions. Who knew how long it would take for her to fully regain her power, what even would trigger such a recovery? And he…he knew that, without Anatalien, he would never achieve his goal. He was a capable Cultivator, more talented than the great majority, but he didn’t have the raw talent that allowed him to push through on his own. He needed to follow in another’s footsteps. 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask another question, but then he heard footsteps behind him. He turned just as the doors opened and one of his warriors entered. Eerv was about to reprimand her for interrupting, but he saw the expression on her face. 
 
    “What happened?” Eerv asked. 
 
    “Honored Master,” she said with a half bow. “We are under attack!” 
 
    “What?” Eerv asked as all of his attention shifted to the matters of his sect. “Who, from where?” 
 
    “Inside the city, Master. The prison raised an alarm, and then… The reports aren’t clear as to what is happening, but people are dying.” 
 
    Eerv jumped forward, Anatalien and her revelations left behind as he headed out, the warrior trailing behind him. He reached the wall of his compound and climbed on top of it to look over at his city. It was night, but he saw torches being lit, warriors running all over the city. Irian’s warriors had just returned from their scouting of the surroundings, so they were ready. He saw something in the air above the city, standing there, and he recognized the Ranker from the reports of him using his techniques. He had gotten free, and Eerv didn’t know how that was possible. He ran down the wall and out of the gates, leaving orders for his warriors to follow. 
 
    There had been no way for him to escape, Eerv had been certain. The man hadn’t used his perfect skill; it would have been foolish of him not to use it in their fight if he was able. He could’ve been killed before he’d woken up. Eerv hadn’t miscalculated, the chains that they had were capable of holding someone with his stats, and Nimar wouldn’t let him use his techniques to try and escape. And yet… 
 
    He ran through his city, heading toward the barracks where he had seen the man drop from above. Eerv summoned his spear and channeled his Qi, getting ready for another fight. He knew that he needed to reach the man as quickly as possible. He knew his perks, knew that with every kill the Ranker would just get stronger, and he had already been too strong during their last fight, even with Eerv not letting him get a chance to use any of his powers effectively. 
 
    A large explosion came from the direction of the barracks, and Eerv hurried. He arrived at the scene only to see the barracks blown apart, walls collapsed and others obliterated. A fire was spreading over the surrounding buildings. A Formation Array had to have malfunctioned and exploded. He saw warriors lying on the ground, a few others pulling their comrades from the rubble. 
 
    He ran over, and grabbed the closest warrior to him. “Where is he?” Eerv asked. 
 
    “Honored Master!” The man tried to bow, but Eerv waved it off. The fact that he was rarely seen by those who served him was a hindrance now. If he were closer to them…but this was not the time to think about that. 
 
    “Tell me where he went, the direction, anything!” 
 
    “I—we didn’t see, Master. He attacked out of nowhere! We were gearing up to head out. Orders came from Monarch Irian for us to gather in the main square, to coordinate a defense. We…” the man continued, but Eerv was already moving. 
 
    Irian didn’t know what the Ranker could do, and he was gathering warriors in one place. Eerv had to get there before him, to scatter his warriors and deal with the Ranker himself. He shouldn’t have let him live, but the allure of knowledge had been too great. He knew that his sect was failing, that his Cultivation was slowing, even with Anatalien’s guidance. She had found ways of telling him only a tiny bit of truth, forcing him to go slowly lest he made the same mistakes as his parents. At this rate, he was not going to reach the Immortal Realm in time. And now this—already he had lost face. His enemy had escaped and dealt a blow to his sect. There would be no keeping him alive this time, not if he wanted to remain in charge of his sect. Another opportunity had been wasted, because he had believed his measures to be enough. He didn’t know how the Ranker had managed to escape, but it didn’t matter now. He needed to salvage his position, and the first step in doing so was to stop the Ranker, and quickly. 
 
    He felt a massive expenditure of Qi nearby, and he changed his direction, heading straight for it. He found a hundred warriors, dead in the street. He found Irian among them, dead on the ground. He didn’t let himself linger. He leapt forward again, heading to the square, knowing that the Ranker would be there. He cursed the fact that he didn’t have any power that would let him cross great distances quickly; he used his [Burst Step] as often as possible, but it was not meant for this. As he ran, he pulled out potions out of his storage, drinking them while running. He needed to be ready for a fight. 
 
    He reached the square and found the warriors gathering, their weapons ready, the squad commanders waiting for someone higher in rank to come and tell them what to do. Someone noticed him, and a cheer went up. The warriors didn’t salute, but they came to attention. 
 
    Up above them, a shape dropped to the ground on the other side of the square. The Ranker fell, his speed slowing off the closer he got to the ground until he touched the stone gently. He stood on a raised platform, next to two statues made out of white marble. Even from this distance, Eerv could see that he had no eyes, but only a burn scar across his upper face that had already healed somewhat. He had been killing Eerv’s warriors without his sight—it didn’t seem possible. 
 
    The Ranker, Ryun Nacht, smiled at him, and then the man’s body tensed as he prepared to jump at the warriors in front of him. The warriors were all looking at Eerv, unaware of the threat behind them. How many would the Ranker kill before Eerv reached him? How many would get away? Would he be able to deal with the Ranker again? 
 
    Eerv’s hand went to the ring on his finger, hiding it behind his back. He needed to know how much power his opponent had accumulated, and he needed to get his people out of the square. Before he had the chance to turn his ring, however, a red haze exploded out of the man, making everyone in the square startle, Eerv included. A new indicator appeared in the corner of his eyes, and he quickly pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  You are in the Presence of the Eternal Hunter. 
  -25% to all regenerative effects 
  -25% to all stats 
  Death Mark 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Eerv’s eyes widened as he felt the loss of his stats. Like a physical blow, it made him stumble, and he knew that he had grown weaker. Quickly he twisted his ring, and saw the man’s screens. His stats were insane, approaching the flat stats of High Rankers. That wasn’t supposed to be possible, even with empowering powers! He had a new perk, as well, something that Eerv hadn’t seen before, which was impossible. Unless the Ranker had hidden it from him somehow? But… Eerv didn’t know, and that scared him. Even if the man couldn’t utilize those stats efficiently, all it would take for Eerv to die was one mistake. 
 
    The Ranker had done the exact thing that Eerv had done before their last fight. He had arranged things so that he was the one with all the advantages. Eerv couldn’t fight that. He had no idea what his new perk did, and nothing in the reports he read even suggested an aura like this one. He had never used it before. 
 
    Eerv could feel the fear rise up in him: the knowledge that he was against something beyond him, someone who was a monster like the ones who sat silently on their thrones in the core. This was not a person that he could defeat. He looked into the empty eye sockets, looked at the burnt flesh and saw his future cut short. His promise and obligation to his family gone, and all because the two of them were thrown one against the other. Not even by their own actions, but the actions of others. Eerv hated knowing that, knowing that he was in this position because of something someone else had done. 
 
    He had never cared about ruling a sect, the only thing he wanted to do was advance and get strong enough to help his parents' plans. Enough that he could do some good. And now he saw that future being cut short, devoured by the monster in front of him. 
 
    The man was about to leap forward, his sword ready. Eerv looked at his warriors, about to be slaughtered, and he took a step forward with a shout.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 103 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Surrender 
 
      
 
    Ryun stopped above the square, standing on his Qi cube. His bond perk Shadow’s Favorite obscured him from sight, making him difficult to see in the shadows. The perk was what told him for certain that it was night. It could only be activated when he was in deep shadows, which meant that the moon above him had to be obscured by clouds, shrouding him.  
 
    As he watched the gathering of warriors in the square, and waited for Eerv to catch up, he put his stat bonus back into his strength and dexterity. There were almost two hundred warriors down on the ground: a perfect place for his rematch with Eerv. He could already feel himself becoming excited. It had been a long time since he had been himself during a good fight, and he needed to pay Eerv back for his eyes. With the Presence of the Eternal Hunter and the amount of warriors down below, he knew that he would be able to overwhelm him quickly, and show them all what he was capable of. He had glanced at his perk, and saw that it still provided him half of the stats that he drained from his foes, even with its other half dead—but he didn’t want to think on that. It would still be more than enough. His stats were ticking down slowly, but he still had far more than he’d had the last time. 
 
    Eerv arrived, and Ryun dropped from his cube. He landed gently on the other side of the square, putting the warriors between them. All he had to do was cut through them, activate his aura, and he would be unstoppable. 
 
    He sensed Eerv put his hands behind his back, grabbing hold of his ring. He had done that the last time they fought as well. But Ryun didn’t think that whatever that was would matter. He smiled at the man and then he released his aura. Immediately something riped out of him, and then power filled him. His stats rose, climbing to incredible heights. He pulled up his stat screen inside of his head and looked. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  662(+15+50+179+1217+1311)=3434 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  601(+25+50+256+1217+1969)=4118 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  741(+20+50+49+965)=1825 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  715(+20+50+65+960)=1810 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  581(+15+50+72+984)=1702 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  762(+15+50+72+978)=1877 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    So much power was filling him—his stats had risen to an insane height. But he had been this strong before, when he had fought an entire city, when thousands had come and tried to take him down. They had failed, and the Black Viper Sect was going to fail as well. Eerv was strong, but the moment Ryun was able to get free in the city, the moment that he had been faced with an army, was the moment that Eerv had lost. Alone, the man would’ve had a chance, but with so many people, so many targets for his perks, there was nothing that he could do. 
 
    He gripped Kagehime tighter, only now realizing that he had given her a name in the wrong language, but it was a small thing. He pulled out an item out of his Void Storage, a small vial filled with shadows. He made sure to keep it hidden inside his palm. Without eyes, he realized just how much he had relied on sight before losing them. The others were all the same. The Vial of Shadow was going to be a perfect tool for him now. The moment he got close to Eerv, he was going to open it, cover everything around him in shadow. That would ensure that he wouldn’t get a chance to pull something and counter him.  
 
    He felt Eerv move across the square, and Ryun followed. 
 
    And then Eerv shouted. His voice rose over the noise of the startled warriors, like a sonic boom that made everything come to a stop. Even Ryun hesitated. His sense focused on the Sect Head, and he sensed Eerv drop his spear on the ground as he spoke in a thunderous voice. 
 
    “Throw down your weapons and kneel!” Eerv said, his voice loud, but also desperate. 
 
    Ryun was frozen, startled, as the warriors noticed him, and then Eerv’s voice boomed again. 
 
    “I order you all to drop your weapons and kneel!” Eerv shouted, and snapped Ryun back to reality. 
 
    Ryun sensed them do as their leader ordered, and he felt rage fill him as he sensed Eerv do the same as his warriors. 
 
    [Inevitable Step] brought him in front of Eerv, Kagehime on the man’s throat, biting into the skin and drawing blood. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you are doing? What kind of trick is this?” Ryun managed to say through his anger. 
 
    “I am surrendering to you,” Eerv told him calmly. 
 
    If Ryun still had eyes he would’ve glared at the man, but now he couldn’t even blink at the stupidity he was hearing. “You are surrendering. To me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eerv said. “There is no point fighting with you now.” 
 
    “And what? You just have this fantasy where I accept your surrender and go away? I should slit your throat this very moment!” Ryun felt the warriors behind him tense, but no one moved. He could tell that they were all in as much shock as Ryun himself was. What the hell is he thinking? I am nowhere near stupid enough to fall for this! 
 
    “I have a goal that I must accomplish,” Eerv said simply. “I can’t do it if I am dead. If we fight, I would most certainly die, along with likely everyone else in my sect. I don’t want that.” 
 
    Ryun pulled Kagehime back and stomped the ground. His foot smashed the stone, sending a quake across the courtyard. Everyone in the square yelped; some lost their balance and fell to the ground. He smashed the ground again, and a building nearby groaned and a wall cracked, a roof toppled. He turned his face in the direction of the warriors, and he stomped again. He only needed one of them to move—one of them to attack him, one of them to get to their feet. And he could kill them all. 
 
    Eerv was still kneeling; the shaking didn’t make him lose his balance. As Ryun waited, the man spoke again. “Everyone remain kneeling!” 
 
    Ryun rounded on him, raising Kagehime as if he was to strike. “Are you really going to do this? Rob me of this fight!” Ryun needed it, the battle, to end him for everything that Eerv had done. He did not suffer anyone to stand in his way. But Eerv just remained kneeling, not saying anything. 
 
    Ryun’s fist tightened around his sword, his jaw clenched, his nostrils flared, and then he lashed out. “Aaaargh!” Ryun thundered in Eerv’s face. “How dare you?” 
 
    Ryun raised Kagehime and then swung. His sword came down and Eerv didn’t move, his face turned up, probably looking at Ryun’s. Kagehime stopped next to the man’s neck, again. 
 
    Ryun was breathing angrily, trying to see through the trick. But he didn’t sense anything that would suggest it was. “You had a chance to end this peacefully!” he yelled in the man’s face. “I came to you, and you said that there would never be peace between us! That you could not remain in charge of your people and make peace with me!” 
 
    “That still holds true,” Eerv said slowly, and Ryun wished that he could see his face, that he could search for any clue as to the man’s real thoughts. “I am surrendering myself and my sect to you.” 
 
    “You imprisoned me, burned my eyes out!” Ryun roared. “I should rip you to pieces and then end everyone else here! Level this city to the ground!” 
 
    He stomped the ground again, his massive strength making the ground shake again. In the distance the sound of something collapsing was heard, but Ryun kept his focus on the man in front of him. 
 
    Eerv answered calmly. “Any other Sect Head would do exactly that. If they had the power, they would take what they wanted for themselves. But the man who came to speak with me, who walked into my city alone on an invitation from a message that was clearly not sent in good faith? That man would not.” 
 
    “You have no idea who I am, what I’ve done!” 
 
    “I don’t need to know your past. Only know who you are now,” Eerv said. 
 
    But the man was wrong. Ryun had not been himself when he spoke with Eerv, and now he wanted nothing but to kill everyone around him, to show them who he was and what he could do. He needed to end them! To bring about their last breaths! To rip their souls and send them to eternity! 
 
    “And what does your surrender mean? It is just a ploy for buying time. I do not trust you, nor anything that you promise me. What would you have me do? Go back to my territory and hope that you don’t decide to stab me in the back?” 
 
    Eerv shook his head. “I surrender to you the Black Viper Sect in its entirety. All of our territories, all of my people. I will give you an oath of service if you require it of me.” 
 
    “And what would that oath matter to me? The people in my territory already betrayed an oath that they gave me when they worked with your people to betray me. Why would I ever trust something like that?” 
 
    “I kept you alive—imprisoned, yes, but still alive. I could’ve killed you. If that is not enough to let you know that I am not a bloodthirsty maniac… I will bind myself to you in a formal contract,” Eerv said, eliciting a gasp of surprise from people around them.  
 
    Ryun had no idea what that meant, but he didn’t like it. 
 
    “I don’t keep slaves,” Ryun sneered at the kneeling man. 
 
    “A contract isn’t the same thing as a slave collar,” Eerv told him. 
 
    Ryun, could feel his aura thrum through him. He knew that he had enough power to kill them all now. He could flick his hand and obliterate Eerv’s entire upper half. It would be easy too. Ryun’s aura drained Eerv, made him weaker, while it made Ryun stronger. 
 
    “I’ve already slaughtered hundreds of your warriors,” Ryun said. “Am I to think that your people would forgive that? That they will forgive what you yourself couldn’t forgive the last time we spoke? The death of your sister and nephew, the deaths of their friends and family? Am I to accept your surrender and then wait for the knife in my back?” 
 
    Eerv shook his head. “There could be no peace between us as long as we both wanted to remain as equals. I couldn’t have done so and retained what I have. Now, I know that fighting you will end in my death and the end of my ambition. I would rather relinquish my power and still have a chance of achieving my goals, rather than try to fight you and fail. I am not your equal now, and the people of the sects understand power. You have shown them your power, and I do not lose face by bowing before someone who is stronger. I lose only my rule.” 
 
    “But you have not fought me again! You are a coward—you kneel on the ground and say that I am stronger without letting me show you as much!” 
 
    “I have been a Cultivator for a long time. I know when I am outmatched,” Eerv told him calmly.  
 
    “Or you just want to get me away from so many people, as you had last time, catch me off-guard and then kill me,” Ryun said. Eerv seemed too familiar with what Ryun could do, more than what reports he could’ve gotten would tell him. He had surrendered as soon as Ryun used his perk… Eerv seemed to know how strong it made Ryun. 
 
    “I can only give you my word that it is not so, as I’ve said already. I will bind myself to you in a contract if you so wish,” Eerv said and moved his hand. Ryun’s grip tightened on Kagehime, but he didn’t seem to be doing anything hostile. Eerv placed his hand over his chest and then Ryun heard a ping in his head. A notification appeared in his mind and he looked at it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Eerv Ji Van has initiated a contract of servitude with you, for a duration of fifty years. 
  While the contract is active, any action against the contract holder and their interests will lead to harsh punishment from the Dealmaker. 
    
  Do you accept: 
  Y/N 
  
      
 
       
       	  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun hadn’t even known that something like this was possible. 
 
    “Fifty years?” Ryun asked. That seemed like a long time to him. 
 
    “As I said, I do have my own ambition, and I think that serving you may help me achieve my goal.” 
 
    Ryun grimaced. From the way Eerv had said that, it almost seemed like he didn’t think that that was a long period of time. Ryun wished that he still had his eyes, so that he could see Eerv’s expression, try to see what he really felt. 
 
    Ryun remembered their fight, the sense of helplessness as Eerv expertly countered every move that Ryun made. Even then Ryun had been more powerful, and still he had lost—because Eerv had an answer for everything that Ryun could do. 
 
    And now Eerv was doing it again. In an instant he had found an answer for Ryun’s power, again he had defeated him. Ryun had no problem cutting down anyone in his path; he had done it before, he will do it again. But with a single act, Eerv had taken himself and his sect to the side. With their surrender, they had stepped out of his path, no longer directly opposing him. 
 
    Again, Eerv had won. Again, he had bested Ryun. Rage was building up in him, almost enough for him to lash out and kill everyone anyway—but Ryun had his code, and it hadn’t changed from before he arrived to the Infinite Realm. Eerv remembered what Ryun had told him. He remembered that Ryun did not suffer anyone to stand in his way. 
 
    Ryun was certain that he would’ve been able to kill the man, to kill his warriors. And it seemed like Eerv agreed. Was his offer genuine? That was the question. Abandoning his position in return for his life would be a smart decision, and Ryun did not think that Eerv was stupid. But how far would he be willing to go? 
 
    “The slave woman,” Ryun said abruptly. “Send someone for her.” 
 
    Eerv didn’t say anything immediately, but then he spoke. “What for?” 
 
    Ryun leaned down, just above the man’s head, pointing his empty sockets at his eyes. “I. Do. Not. Hold. Slaves.” 
 
    He sensed Eerv startle at that, his mouth opening to speak, but Ryun spoke before he could. 
 
    “You wish to serve me? Fine. I will accept your surrender—but I will not have someone in my service owning slaves.” 
 
    Eerv seemed conflicted, his body tense. But finally he spoke, calling to a nearby warrior and sending him running. Ryun stood there and waited, his senses watching over everything in the square. His head thrummed with the power of his perk, and he could feel the remnant of the Aspect of True Death, the Reaper, still holding on. The activation of the perk kept the Reaper from fading. Then Ryun remembered what the slave woman had told him, and something struck him. Inspired, he reached to the remnant of the Aspect, and tried to pull it in closer; he felt it resist, as if it wanted to fade away, but Ryun had a better use for it, and so he grabbed hold of it. He found the remnants of the wall that the Dealmaker had put in his mind, and he took the pieces and built an anchor. Then he placed the Reaper inside, preventing it from disappearing completely. 
 
    Movement startled him, and he turned his attention back to the square, finding that the warrior was back and leading a woman to him. Ryun hadn’t realized that what he was doing had taken that long. His carelessness could’ve cost him. Eerv could’ve attacked while Ryun had been lost in his mind. He focused on Eerv, who was looking at him with his head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Incredible. You just had a moment of inspiration, didn’t you?” Eerv shook his head. “Cultivators spend their whole lives searching for just one such moment, and often find nothing for as long as they live. And you… How many such moments have you had in your life, I wonder. Perhaps…perhaps this was the best outcome, for all of us.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t say anything, and the warrior led the slave woman to them. 
 
    “What is this, little bird?” the slave asked. Ryun could see that she was breathing with some difficulty, and he realized that his aura was almost suffocating her. Something was wrong with her—he had realized that the moment he met her—but he didn’t want to let his aura go just yet. 
 
    Ryun turned his empty sockets to Eerv and spoke. “Release her,” he said simply. 
 
    Eerv glanced at her, and Ryun could sense him hesitating. But then he stood up, and walked over. Ryun tried to focus on them, to see if he could feel something from them, but he felt nothing as Eerv placed his hands on the collar around her neck. A few moments later the woman shuddered, and then the collar clicked open. Ryun was actually surprised that it had been so simple, although there had probably been a lot that he wasn’t aware of. 
 
    “Good,” Ryun said then turned his focus to the contract that Eerv had offered. He accepted it and got another notification telling him that he had another active contract. He saw that he had a tab with two contracts listed: one with Ereclaw, and now one with Eerv. He hadn’t seen it before, which meant that either it had just appeared or the wall in his head had kept more from him even more than he thought. 
 
    “I thank you for accepting. I know that there is much between us that needs to be settled, but you have my word that I will work hard for the duration of my contract,” Eerv said. 
 
    “I hope so. Otherwise we will have a bloodbath,” Ryun said. 
 
    He turned and faced the woman who had her hands on her neck, feeling the skin that was no longer covered by the collar. 
 
    “You are now free,” Ryun said, and she startled. “If you have someone or someplace where you wish to go, I will see to it that you have enough resources to do so. Just let me know.” 
 
    She tilted her head, her long hair spilling down over her shoulders. “I don’t have anyone,” she said. 
 
    “What is your name?” Ryun asked, and he felt Eerv stiffen, but the man didn’t comment. 
 
    “I… You may call me Tali,” the woman answered. 
 
    “Well, Tali, if you wish it I will make sure that you reach whatever place you want to go. You need only speak.” 
 
    “I think… I think that I would like to stay here for now,” Tali told him. 
 
    “Then it will be so,” Ryun said, before turning back to Eerv. “This woman is to be treated as my guest.” 
 
    Eerv nodded his head quickly, but Ryun could tell that he was nervous. Ryun wasn’t sure if leaving her here would be the best choice, but he had too much to deal with to concern himself with her. His head was a mess, he needed a day or more to gather himself. 
 
    “It will be as you say, Honored Master,” Eerv said. 
 
    Ryun grimaced his whole body stiffening. “Do not call me master, ever.” 
 
    Eerv seemed confused by that, but he nodded his head. “As you wish, then. Honored Elder?” 
 
    He disliked it, but he understood that these people had their own culture and ways of doing things. He nodded his head. “Fine,” Ryun said at last. “I need to take care of some things; I will be back in the morning. If you try and betray me, I will wipe this town off the face of this world.” 
 
    Just as Ryun was to jump to the air, Eerv spoke again. “I have an elixir that can regrow your eyes in a couple of hours. I offer it to you as proof of my good will.” 
 
    Ryun was tempted to agree, but then he decided against it. He realized that without his sight his other senses, as well as his skill, were getting better. He wanted to explore that for a while, at least. “Not now, but I appreciate the thought. Be ready, Eerv—there will be changes as soon as sunrise. And I hope that you can convince your people that it is in their best interests to honor your surrender.” 
 
    He felt Tali startle as he spoke. She opened her mouth to speak, but then she closed them as if she thought better of it. He could feel that her attention was on him, as if she was studying him without her sight. 
 
    Before anyone else could say anything, Ryun took to the sky and headed out of the city, toward the forest to find Ereclaw and Anrosh. He disabled his perk and his {Null Mantle} as he got away from the city. He sighed in relief; the effort it took to keep the skill and his technique going had been great. The amount of stats had also felt strange, as if it was almost too much for him to handle. He would need to train and test things out as soon as he had a chance.  
 
    But for now, he needed to find his two closest allies. He had many things to tell them, and he needed a lot of advice. Hopefully, Anrosh would have some insight into sect politics, because he had no idea what to do about what Eerv had just done.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 104 – PRESENT – Anrosh 
 
    Twilight Melody 
 
      
 
    Anrosh was in a state of confusion. She had spent the last day hiding in the forest around Ven’oran with Ereclaw. They had come along with Ryun, mostly because she had insisted. Ryun’s decision to go and speak with the Black Viper Sect Head was nothing short of insanity, and while she had grown used to that from him, this was step too far. 
 
    Going into the home of your enemies was not only insane, but stupid, at least in her mind. But then again, she wasn’t as strong Ryun was, nor was she a Ranker. All of her experiences with him had taught her that he was not like ordinary people, and there was no point in her trying to understand him. 
 
    They had made a rough plan: Ryun would go and talk with the Sect Leader while Ereclaw and Anrosh stayed hidden in the forest, waiting in case things went wrong. In truth, she knew that there would be little that they could do if things went sideways, but they had made a plan, if a poor one, that she knew he’d agreed to only to get her off his back. They had spent the entire day in the forest, hiding from the many patrols that had left the city to scour the surrounding area. 
 
    They’d been successful in evading them mostly because of Ereclaw. The monster turned contracted beast was far more capable in a forest than the scouts, but as the day continued, and sun turned into the moon, Ryun didn’t return. 
 
    Ereclaw wasn’t really a good conversationalist, which only made Anrosh feel even more anxious. Her and Kri’s entire future depended on Ryun. And while she had gained much in terms of strength, she had discovered a new drive in her life. She wanted to reach higher, and Ryun was the only person who could help her. 
 
    The day turned into night, and they still remained hidden, watching the town—until when the night was half over, something happened. An alarm was raised, and then sounds of fighting erupted out of the city. Anrosh just knew that Ryun had done something, and then when an explosion filled the air, she knew for certain that it was him. It just seemed like something he would do. She turned to Ereclaw, wondering if they should go. Ryun couldn’t hope to fight an entire city on his own. They decided against it, though, choosing instead to monitor the situation. 
 
    Eventually the sounds of battle quieted, and then, a while later, Ryun found them. 
 
    Anrosh was shocked when she saw him, seeing him wearing mismatched gear that she hadn’t seen before. His face was burned, his eyes had been removed, but he took it in stride, and told them what happened. An abridged version of the events, she was sure. He told him that he and the Sect Head had a disagreement, that he then ended up in a dungeon, and that he then convinced the Sect Head to surrender. She hadn’t believed him at first; it seemed impossible. He didn’t elaborate or answer her questions, but instead asked them to watch over him and proceeded to kneel on the ground next to them and start meditating. 
 
    She was so confused that she did exactly as he asked. 
 
    He remained in that position for several hours, until the moon turned back into the sun. Then, he stood and told them to follow as he led them to the town. Anrosh had still been in the shock when they entered the city. The warriors at the gate were glaring at Anrosh and Ereclaw, but avoiding looking at Ryun. She recognized the looks in their eyes—they feared him. 
 
    Ryun made his way down the streets, seemingly knowing exactly where he was going. She had known that his sensory skill was incredibly powerful, but being able to use it to navigate his surroundings… She didn’t think that she could do as well without her eyes, even if she had the same skill. And yet here he was, acting as if nothing was wrong, as if he was not diminished at all. Perhaps for someone like him, she thought, it wasn’t a handicap. 
 
    The people had heard about their arrival, and many were out on the streets. Ordinary people, crafters, children, merchants, all of them were looking at Ryun with thinly veiled fear. No one said anything as they passed. She wondered just what exactly happened to make them all feel that way, but she knew that Ryun could be terrifying. 
 
    Finally, Anrosh realized that he was leading them up to the main compound, the place where the Sect Head and other leaders lived. Anrosh had never been even close to it. She had visited Ven’oran in the past, but she hadn’t lived here—she had lived in the main city of another territory, one much smaller than Ven’oran. Now, she couldn’t help but feel like she was entering a place she didn’t belong. 
 
    There were guards stationed at the gate, almost a dozen of them. They were standing in front of the gate, and she recognized two of the people standing in front. Both were in the Lord Realm, part of the sect’s warriors. They didn’t move as Ryun walked up to them. They were standing defiant and she feared what Ryun would do. 
 
    Then he released his aura, focused on them so that she only felt a portion of it. Terror filled the warriors and blood drained from their faces. It lasted for only a split second, and then it was gone. As soon as it was, every warrior dropped to the ground, knelt and bowed their head. 
 
    “Honored Ma… Elder… Welcome,” one of the Lord Realm Cultivators said. 
 
    Ryun didn’t comment. Instead, he took a step forward and the warriors rushed to get out of the way and open the gates for him. Anrosh and Ereclaw followed behind, receiving strange looks from the warriors. 
 
    Ryun led them into the buildings, through a small garden and inside what looked to be the main house. Servants greeted them, bowing and offering to guide them, but Ryun didn’t seem to need directions. He led them through the house, the confused servants looking at Anrosh and Ereclaw as if they were debating asking for instructions. 
 
    They made their way through the residence and down beneath the ground into the mountain. Finally, they reached an elaborate set of double doors that had already been opened. Ryun entered, Anrosh and Ereclaw following close behind. Inside the room was only one person: the Head of the Black Viper Sect, Eerv Ji Van. Anrosh nearly bowed to him. He had always been such a distant figure in her life. A Sect Head, her ruler, a man who had achieved the Monarch Realm, who was at the edge of the Heavenly Realm. A prodigy, a master. A part of her saw him, and felt all her feelings about him justified. He looked like a master, his robes elaborate and fine, perfectly arranged; his hair pulled back between his horns and tied in a tail at the back of his head. He was impressive. 
 
    But then, as Ryun entered, he bowed. Something seemed wrong to her about that image, about a man who was so powerful bowing to Ryun. And then it hit her—Ryun was the same as the Sect Head. She had just never looked at him like that, because he was growing so fast, because he never demanded any deference from anyone around him. He didn’t care about those things. But now she saw him standing next to a Sect Head as a superior. 
 
    “So, did you change your mind?” Ryun said. “Am I to expect a trap?” 
 
    “I can no longer act against your interests. To do so would be to incur the wrath of the Dealmaker,” Eerv told him. 
 
    Anrosh blinked, confused, but then she realized what the Sect Head was saying. He had made a contract with Ryun. She nearly let her surprise slip past her lips, but she managed to contain herself. Again, she wondered just what exactly happened. What could’ve led the Sect Head to forget the death of his blood, of his people, and surrender? She could understand running if Ryun was stronger. But this… It didn’t make sense to her, and yet the man didn’t seem resentful of his decision. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Ryun said. “Why did we meet here?” 
 
    “I have already sent messages to the other two territories, informing them of the change in leadership. They will want to come and see you for themselves, but that is for later. For now, there is one thing that we need to do: transfer the ownership of the territories and the sect to you,” Eerv said and gestured at the object behind him. A tall pillar of black and green stood at the center of the back wall.  
 
    A Framework Interface. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head at the man. “I do not wish to rule. I simply want to be left alone, to be free to advance.” 
 
    “As do I… And yet life always seems to interfere. You have no choice now. Either you kill me and throw this sect into chaos, or you accept and try to keep order. Even with this, many will leave, unwilling to follow an unknown power like you. Others will remain, for they respect those who are powerful, hoping that you will pass down some of your knowledge and power to them. Advancing requires an incredible amount of resources, as I am sure you well know. To do it well, you need a sect, need people to help you gather wealth. It is the only reason why I made a sect in the first place.” 
 
    He could see that Ryun was uncomfortable with what Eerv was saying, but he didn’t comment. Taking that as an agreement, Eerv walked to the interface and placed his hand on it. Several moments passed, and then he pulled his hand away. 
 
    “There, it is done. I hope that you will do well by my people, Honored Elder,” Eerv bowed deeply. 
 
    Ryun’s face twitched, a strange expression to be seen on his burned face. And then Anrosh received a notification, letting her know that she was now listed as a second in command of three more territories. 
 
    “Uh… Ryun?” she asked, as she blinked through everything written on her screen. 
 
    “I trust no one here more than you, Anrosh,” Ryun said simply. Eerv then finally turned and looked at her, as if she only now had become important. 
 
    “Ah… Anrosh Kesh, a warrior in one of Fier’s squadrons. I’ve been told that you have gotten stronger. I see now that the reports did not do the reality justice,” Eerv said, his eyes boring into hers. But then he turned to look at Ryun. “I know the value of trust, but… Lady Kesh is fairly young and inexperienced in the matters of sect politics and rule.” 
 
    Ryun smiled. “And I supposed that you are a much better choice to lead? Nothing must change with your surrender?” 
 
    Anrosh blinked at the way Ryun spoke. He was…different. She had noticed a few things when he found them in the forest, but now she could see it clearly. Before, he seemed more dispassionate, uncaring. Now, there was emotion in his tone, color. It was disconcerting to see. 
 
    “I admit that not even I am a perfect choice,” Eerv said. “But if you do not want to lead, I can understand it. I had done the same: stayed secluded and focused on my advancement as others ruled in my stead. My power alone kept the sect safe, and while I was consulted on decisions, I did not take care of the day-to-day. I might not be the best choice, but, well…you killed all the better ones.” 
 
    “That was your fault. You didn’t need to send them against me,” Ryun snapped back. 
 
    “The past is the past. I did as I thought best at the time. I need this sect, need resources in order to advance. I couldn’t allow you to take the one territory that might have helped my goals.” 
 
    “And yet here we are, and you no longer have a sect. Do you think I should just leave you in charge and let you advance? Allow you to get stronger than me?” 
 
    “As I said,” Eerv started, “before I believed that I could defeat you. I did defeat you. Fighting you the second time would’ve only led to my death, and I cannot achieve what I want if I am dead. This was the only option where I could retain both my life and still have a chance of achieving my goals. The contract will prevent me from harming you, and you have my oath of service. If you allow me to pursue my goals independently, I will serve you well.” 
 
    “And what exactly are your goals?” Ryun asked. 
 
    Eerv looked a bit hesitant, but then he sighed. “I guess there is no point in hiding anything. I have thrown in my lot with you because you hold incredible power and because I didn’t want to risk death, but also because I believe that you can help me.” 
 
    “Help you with what?” 
 
    “My goal has always been the same: to become strong enough to overthrow my uncle and take control of his sect,” Eerv answered. 
 
    Ryun didn’t react, but then, he didn’t understand. Anrosh knew who his uncle was, what sect he ruled over. The Onyx Fang Sect was incredibly powerful, influential. It was one of the servant sects of the big three: Zenshuen. His uncle was the Onyx Fang, an Immortal Realm Cultivator of great power, trained by the High Ranker—the Spear of Sorrow—himself. To even utter something like that was ridiculous. To actually try and do it… 
 
    “So,” Ryun started. “A family squabble?” 
 
    Eerv shook his head. “No. My uncle enjoys much privilege and power, and he has earned much of it. But he…he is arrogant, and cruel. My parents are bound to him with contracts, as anyone who has any chance of overcoming him is. My other siblings are, as well. The only reason I was spared it was because I was deemed untalented. My parents managed to convince my uncle that I was not worth the contract. I came here in order to try and reach the level of power where I could take over his sect. I believe that I can do better than he if I ruled.” 
 
    Anrosh didn’t know if she believed what he was saying, but then she couldn’t imagine ambition like that. Ryun likewise, didn’t seem impressed. 
 
    “As long as you don’t stand in my way, Eerv, and do not break my rules, I do not care what you do,” Ryun told him. “But I will not let you remain in charge. Anrosh is my voice. She will be making the decisions. You may advise her, but all the power will be in her hands.” 
 
    Eerv glanced at her, then back at Ryun. “I do not think that my people will take well to that. The ones from the other territories especially. She is in the Lord Realm, like most of those who remain in leadership positions within the sect.” 
 
    “If they have a problem, they may bring it to her personally. When she smashes their heads into the ground they will understand that even though they occupy the same Realm, they are nothing alike,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh blinked at the praise, feeling…proud. She knew that he really believed that, and wasn’t merely talking her up. 
 
    “As you wish.” Eerv sighed. “There are issues that we must discuss.” 
 
    “What is most pressing?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “The state of the sect. With everything that has happened… I fear that we are close to collapsing.” 
 
    Anrosh was taken aback—she hadn’t known that things were that bad. 
 
    “Why?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I settled these territories so far in the frontier in the hope of gaining wealth quickly, of growing and building a powerful sect. The reality has not been kind. We have few resources to exploit here, other than monsters. But hunting is dangerous, and we lose many to it often. What we do harvest from monsters is enough to secure us food when sold in the core, since what we can produce here is not sufficient. But our costs are increasing while our earnings are decreasing. We will not be able to sustain this for much longer. I have managed to secure a few ways of getting income, but it isn’t enough. The reason I needed your territory was because it has a high-tiered dungeon. I was hoping on clearing it and finding enough treasure to get us back on our feet.” 
 
    Anrosh hadn’t know about that, but it made sense why the Black Viper Sect was looking to add another territory when they were already crumbling. Ryun turned his empty sockets on Eerv. “A dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes, one which couldn’t be accessed without the territory being claimed. That means that it is a replenishable dungeon, which are an incredible source of income. Once we conquer it, we could sell admittance to adventuring teams, perhaps even the Adventuring Guild itself. They are always on the lookout for powerful dungeons to clear,” Eerv answered. 
 
    Ryun didn’t answer immediately, but Anrosh could see that he was very much interested in that. “That sounds…very interesting.” 
 
    “First, we will need to make sure that people accept your rule. They will then need assurances,” Eerv said. 
 
    Ryun grimaced. “I really shouldn’t have accepted your surrender.” 
 
    “You did, and I know that you will not break the implied word you gave. You rule now, and as such you are responsible for all of the people in the Black Viper Sect.” 
 
    “Right. First, we are changing the name,” Ryun said. 
 
    Eerv looked taken aback for a bit. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Ryun said bluntly. “And we are no longer that sect. If these people are going to become ours, then we need a new name, a new start.” 
 
    “I…understand. It will be as you say, Honored Elder. Do you have a name in mind?” Eerv asked. 
 
    Ryun’s head rose, his scarred face turning strange. Anrosh could see the sorrow in his expression. 
 
    And then, he opened his mouth and spoke.  
 
    “From now on, we will be known as the Twilight Melody Sect.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 105 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Tali 
 
      
 
    Ryun walked through the city of Ven’oran. His city, now—it hadn’t really set in just yet. He hadn’t had a chance to really reflect on everything that had happened. Eerv’s surrender had been a shock, but also an opportunity. Now, he didn’t have the threat of the sect over his head. Still, not everything was perfect. It had been two weeks since Ryun had taken control of the former Black Viper Sect territories, and there had been incidents. His appointing Anrosh as essentially the head of the sect had not gone well. Many of the Lord Realm Cultivators objected to that—at least until she showed them just how much better than them she was. It was not ideal, but so far there had been peace. Eerv had kept his word, and was helping Anrosh with running everything. He had also spoken to Ryun privately, offering to share what he knew about Cultivation in return for what Ryun knew. Ryun wasn’t yet sure if he wanted to go that far, but it was a possibility.  
 
    So far, he had taken to walking around the city, letting the people see him. He still hadn’t healed his eyes, instead using the situation to train his other senses and help train his skill. Even though he could, Eerv had the potion, and Ryun was fairly confident that he could go out and kill monsters, letting his Feast perk boost his regeneration. For now, it wasn’t necessary; he was relying on his skill. 
 
    He could hear, or rather sense what the people had to say about him. Many were afraid—the stories about his rampage through the city, killing warriors and Monarchs with ease, had spread. Many had left the sect, deciding to return back to the core instead of staying here with a monster who had killed those close to them. Few cursed Eerv, surprisingly; most praised him and his dedication to the sect. They saw his surrender as saving them from Ryun. He had killed almost two hundred warriors before he had encountered Eerv, and he would’ve killed more. Most people respected the man more because of his decision. It had been the only move that he had to counter Ryun, and it had saved his life. In Ryun’s book their encounters were two to zero, with both points going to Eerv.  
 
    Ryun took the time during his daily walks to clear his head. His mind was settling, but he was still feeling the effects of his revelation. He found himself prone to anger, and often had to pull himself from lashing out at the smallest things. That he could handle, but the pain that came with remembering Melody… That was another thing entirely. He was mourning someone who had died a long time ago. It didn’t help that his memories seemed so vivid to him now. 
 
    But he knew that he needed to keep going, that she would want that for him, and so he did. 
 
    Ever since his memories returned he had experienced many different changes. He remembered his training sessions, the things that he had learned but forgotten. His skills had increased a bit, and one more had evolved since his breaking out of his cell: his |Sword Mastery| had evolved into a |Sword Art|, without a need for a skill quest. He had gained a great deal of Essence from the two Monarchs he had killed with his ability—almost enough for him to cycle through his main path once, but he was a bit hesitant to do so. He needed to think about what he wanted to do. 
 
    Now, he was trying to figure out what to do. He had killed the people of the sect, and was now walking among them. He knew that at the time they had been enemies, that they had been in his way. 
 
    And yet… It hadn’t been their fault that they were at odds. It hadn’t been Eerv’s fault either. It had all started with Fier, his hunt for Anrosh. Such a little act, Ryun’s decision to help her because she reminded him of Melody. He knew now that that was what had drawn him to her: she had the same…fire inside of her, the same spirit. Because of that decision, he had killed Fier, taken over a town and claimed a territory; and because of that, he had come into conflict with Eerv and the sect.  
 
    If only people were simpler. If only they could’ve had peace from the start. 
 
    But people were people, and Eerv was unwilling to part with his power as long as he saw a way to keep it—in that, at least, he had been predictable. He had cared about his appearance of power, couldn’t allow Ryun to defy him, not until he had been faced with his own death. It seemed too easy of a decision, but Ryun understood Eerv better now. His goal was the most important thing to him, and he always made decisions that he believed would give him the best path to achieving that goal. 
 
    Their clash was a consequence of other people’s actions, not anything that they themselves had done, but Ryun remained wary of the man. He had killed Eerv’s family, and Ryun couldn’t really understand how he could forget that so easily. He had tried talking with Anrosh about it, but to her it didn’t seem so strange. To those living in the sects, death was a common occurrence. What they cared about was appearances and power. Eerv had no choice but to attack Ryun if he was to keep his power, regardless of how he felt about the deaths of his sister and nephew. He had done so because he felt like he could win, and he had. 
 
    But when Ryun escaped, his power had soared, and Eerv recognized that he couldn’t win. In that case, it was acceptable for him to surrender. He hadn’t lost face for his submission, but he had lost his rule. Ryun still didn’t understand the way that the sects worked and the way that people in them thought. But for now, he trusted Anrosh to explain to him how everything worked. 
 
    He took an effort to focus on the city around him, sensing their conversations, listening in. He had been trying to figure out what the life of an ordinary person in the sect looked like. It was…incredibly average, simple. Most of the people around the city were Cultivators; some didn’t even have a Class or a skill. They focused only on their Cultivation, if he could call what they were doing focusing. Their desires were the most basic desires there were: they worried about getting food, about their family, about their simple lives. They earned Essence based on their contribution to the sect, or rather its territory, with the Territory Interface giving out Essence based on what they did, giving them a monthly contribution.  
 
    It was similar to quests, actually. They worked, and based on that work, the Interface allocated Essence for them. It was a way for non-combat classes to earn Essence, but Ryun had found out that even the warriors gained Essence through these “quests.” Most people here called them simply contributions. Even Ryun himself would be allocated some for his role as a Sect Head—he already had a notification that informed him that he would earn Essence monthly depending on the performance of the sect. 
 
    People didn’t need to hunt monsters, but of course the amount they got from the Interface was much lower, making their advancement slow and hard. They needed Essence for things other than advancement: they paid a tax that went to the joint sect pool to be used for improvements, and they needed it in order to survive. To buy food, and clothes, to invest in their work—all these things made it hard for them to advance. The stronger they were, the more expensive the food they needed. Apparently one needed to eat food that was close in the tiers of power to one’s own advancement in order to provide nourishment. Ryun hadn’t known about that, or ever had a problem with it, but then again he had always been eating meat from monsters that he hunted. But that also meant that they had to pay more for food. 
 
    Advancement was therefore slow, both because they had to save Essence to do so and because they didn’t know how to Cultivate properly. Their paths were weak, their understanding of techniques and Qi nonexistent. It was…sad. 
 
    Ryun didn’t know yet what he was going to do about it, but he knew that if he was going to rule the sect in truth, then he would need to change things. He was still not sure about being a Sect Head, as his past experiences with others hadn’t been the best. But there was some truth in what Eerv had said: a Cultivator needed support, and even Ryun with all of his advantages knew that he could do more if he had better resources. 
 
    The sad truth was that he saw no ambition in these people for more. Surviving was enough for them—and now, many were wondering what was going to happen to them. They feared him, and they wondered what kind of a leader he would be. It was disconcerting how easily they accepted someone they had never met as their new Sect Head. But in their conversations, he often heard the same words repeated: He is strong. That seemed to be all that mattered. 
 
    Ryun shook his head as he found himself back at the main compound. Ven’oran was nestled at the base of a mountain, a half circle of walls keeping it safe from the monsters. The main compound was located above the city, on a small plateau that extended out of the mountainside. It contained several buildings: the servants’ dorms, the main house, the guest house, the gardens in the center, and several underground areas.  
 
    Ryun had been headed to one of those underground areas when he sensed something and stopped. He observed for a long moment, before changing his direction and heading toward the back side of the compound. 
 
    There he found a training hall, a bit on the small side, with a house attached at the back and a small garden as well. Inside of it was only one person, and Ryun made his way inside. He made sure not to make any noise, which his Silent Hunter perk made easy. Inside was a Demasi woman, moving on top of the padded mat in an elaborate dance, going through stances and fighting an invisible opponent. 
 
    Ryun had been certain that he had been completely silent, and the woman didn’t outwardly show any signs that she noticed him. Anyone else would’ve assumed that they were still hidden, but Ryun’s skill allowed him to sense the smallest changes in her body, especially since he was focusing solely on her. 
 
    He walked in, abandoning his hiding spot behind one of the walls in the entryway. 
 
    “How did you notice me?” Ryun asked. 
 
    The woman, Tali, didn’t stop her movements, and she didn’t answer immediately. When she seemingly reached an end of her exercise, she turned her head toward him. “You were completely silent, but when you are as old as I am, you learn to trust your other instincts. My gut told me that I was being watched—that, and I’ve been expecting you for a while now.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. Both of them stood face to face, and both of them were blind. It was a strange situation. “And how old are you, exactly?” Ryun asked. 
 
    She tilted her head in turn, almost mirroring his movement. “Don’t you know? Didn’t little bird tell you who I am?” 
 
    Ryun frowned. He had asked Eerv who the slave was, but he had been…less than forthcoming. The only thing he had said was that she had been in the service to his family since before he was born, and that she was something like a teacher. Eerv seemed like a completely different person when speaking about the blind woman. At times, Ryun could tell that Eerv was afraid, but he could also sense the man’s guilt. From the few conversations he had with him about her, he gathered that Eerv hadn’t really wanted to keep her as a slave, and yet he had done so. If Ryun was reading Eerv well enough, that could only be because having her as a slave helped him with his goal. 
 
    “He did not. He doesn’t say much about you, and I didn’t press. We had other things to talk about,” Ryun said. 
 
    “I understand. Eerv had always been far too kind, even as a child. He never learned how to be ruthless properly from his parents. I doubt he would’ve surrendered to you if he was like they are,” Tali told him. 
 
    “Eerv saw that he couldn’t win. He chose to survive instead of throw his life away. It was smart,” Ryun said. 
 
    Tali shook her head almost in amusement. “He is a rare breed. People like him rarely survive in the sects. The others are all…arrogant, defiant. They would’ve fought even when the odds were impossible rather than suffer the loss of power.” 
 
    “Then I am grateful that he isn’t like them,” Ryun said simply. 
 
    “So, he truly told you nothing about who I am?” Tali asked. 
 
    “Only a few things, but I am more interested in learning from the source,” Ryun answered. He had learned that her injuries couldn’t be healed by any known means, and that she had been with Eerv’s family for a long time. He remembered meeting her before he’d lost his eyes; she hadn’t seemed old, but the scar that was very similar to his own made it hard to really tell her age. But if she was older than Eerv, then she had to have been very powerful before she had lost her powers, enough so that she survived for so long without advancing. 
 
    “Perhaps we can make a trade?” Tali said. 
 
    “A trade?” 
 
    “Just like you are interested in knowing who I am, I am interested in knowing who you are. Not many Cultivators would choose to come to the frontier, and even less could fight an entire sect on their own. Eerv isn’t a weak Cultivator, and from what I am told you are in the same Realm as he is. That is…interesting.” 
 
    Ryun shrugged. “Ask what you want to know and I will tell you. I do not keep secrets.” 
 
    “You should reconsider that—knowledge is power. But for now, I will take advantage of your…openness.” Tali paused, the fingers of her left hand gently tapping her thigh. “Why did you come here? To the frontier? Not many Rankers like you would take such a risk.” 
 
    “How did you know that I am a Ranker?” Ryun asked. He didn’t think that she would’ve had the opportunity to learn as much. 
 
    “When you had Eerv free me, you used the phrase: as soon as sunrise. Only Rankers use such phrasing.” 
 
    Ryun chuckled. He hadn’t even thought about that, but of course people who were born here wouldn’t be using the world sunrise, as the sun didn’t rise here—it merely turned from the moon to the sun. “So you are familiar with Rankers?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Tali said. “You are human, if what I overheard from the others is correct, then your variation on human form means that you can only be from the Fifth Iteration. Which doesn’t make sense—if you were only a Cultivator then you would have been too weak to have survived this long. You would’ve died long ago. Which means that you are most likely at least third-tier Classer pretending to be a Monarch. Why are you here really? Who are you working for?” 
 
    Ryun would’ve blinked at her conclusion if he still had eyes. She had come to the wrong conclusion, but he could see how she had come to it. “I’m afraid that you are wrong about that,” Ryun told her. 
 
    “Really? Which part? You can’t be a skill user, unless something has drastically changed since I was last in the core.” 
 
    “You are wrong about most of it actually. I am not from the Fifth Iteration,” Ryun told her. 
 
    The woman immediately took a step back, her entire expression changing. “You can’t be from the Third. They are all dead.” 
 
    Ryun was surprised by her reaction. “No. I come from the Seventh Iteration.” 
 
    “What?” she hissed. “That’s not possible, you can’t…” 
 
    “I assure you that it is the truth. I would’ve showed you if you could see. If you show me yours.” 
 
    She crossed the distance between them and offered her hand. “Take my hand.” 
 
    Ryun did so and then a scrambled mess appeared inside his head. He couldn’t make out anything. It appeared that whatever happened to her did a lot of damage.  
 
    “Now, you give your word. Make your screen visible,” she said in a tone that implied she would be obeyed. That made Ryun even more interested in who she really was. But she was right, he had given his word. 
 
    He did as she asked, and then did what he usually did when he made his name and Iteration visible, except this time in his head. As an afterthought, he showed her his level and main path, without showing her what techniques and abilities he had. He was interested to see her reaction. A moment after he did so, the woman pulled her hand back in shock. 
 
    “You are telling the truth. But…” She seemed at a loss for words. 
 
    “I arrived in the Infinite Realm only a short while ago, in the territory nearby. I have never been to the core, nor do I know much about the way things work here.” 
 
    “How much did you advance since you came here?” she asked, her tone hurried. 
 
    “I haven’t advanced my Class since I arrived, only my Cultivation and skills. I was in the Mid Lord Realm when I arrived here.” 
 
    “That…that is impossible,” she whispered. “No one has ever been able to achieve so much power on the old worlds, not even me.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Not even you? You are a Ranker, then?” 
 
    She caught herself. “I… Yes, I am a Ranker as well. Much older than you, but… You have advanced so far in such a short time, and if you’ve managed to scare Eerv, then…you know enough that you haven’t crippled yourself. But there must be so much that you don’t know!” 
 
    “I’ve done well for myself, I think,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes, yes you have.” Her voice turned thoughtful. “You asked who I am. Who and what I was doesn’t matter, other than the fact that I am old, and that I was powerful, knowledgeable. Ever since I became a slave, I have been an unwilling teacher, forced to teach those who kept me enslaved. But now, I am free—you have freed me, and I owe you a debt. As payment, I will teach you the secrets of Cultivation, in return for one thing from you.” 
 
    “And why do you think that I need to be taught? I have discovered secrets all on my own, and I know my path.” 
 
    “You know what worked on the old world, but the rules are not the same here. There are things in the Infinite Realm that did not exist on your old world, ways of increasing your power and fortifying your base that you couldn’t know about.” 
 
    Ryun could concede that what she said was the truth, but he was wary of her offer. He did not know if he could trust her. “You said that you wanted something in return?” 
 
    “Yes. A promise that you will look for a way to restore me, to heal my Cultivation and give me back my power.” 
 
    “You yourself said that I know little. Would it not be better to find someone who would have an idea as to where to start?” 
 
    “No one in the Infinite Realm knows how to fix me. If a way exists, it is something that has not yet been discovered.” 
 
    “And you think that I am your best chance at finding it?” 
 
    “Better than any other option I have,” Tali said, but Ryun could detect something else in her tone. She did think that he could help her. He only wasn’t sure why she would think that. As for her offer, he wasn’t really sure about it; none of the people he had found on here had known much, and only Eerv had seemed like someone who knew more than they. But then, if Tali was the one who had taught him, then perhaps she could offer him something.  
 
    He sighed. 
 
    He did not like giving his word lightly. He would need to make sure that what she had to offer was worth his word. Now, he only needed to find a way of learning what she could offer before agreeing to anything.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 106 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Instructions 
 
      
 
    Ryun sat with his legs crossed on the padded mat in Tali’s training hall, with her sitting across from him. He wanted to see what she could offer him, to see if it was worth his word.  
 
    Tali didn’t seem quite happy about what he was asking. He could tell that she had assumed that he would jump at the opportunity to learn from her; but he didn’t know who she was, so her knowledge meant little to him. He could, however, make a few assumptions—the fact that Eerv’s family had kept her for so long meant that she did possess knowledge. 
 
    “So, tell me what can you teach me about,” Ryun said. 
 
    Tali seemed a bit uncomfortable, but she answered quickly. “I am a Cultivator, and I can teach you much.” 
 
    “I already know much,” Ryun countered. 
 
    She grimaced. “I know that you think you do, but if you have arrived in the Infinite Realm just recently, then you do not know everything. To start, why don’t you listen to what I have to say?” 
 
    Ryun gestured with his hand, but then remembered that she was blind. He waited for a bit to see if she would react, but she didn’t. So she couldn’t perceive her surroundings… He shook his head and spoke out loud. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Ryun answered. 
 
    She nodded her head. “Good. As you know, there are three ways to achieve power: Class, Cultivation, and Skill. The Class is the simplest and, in my opinion, the weakest. You will find many people in the core disagreeing with that opinion, as is their right. I’m not saying that a Classer can’t become strong, but their power is too…rigid. If there is a single word that can be used to describe each way of gaining power, then for the Class it would be consistent. Their advancement is steady, and their growth even. They gain power early and keep attaining it at the same rate. Their class changes based on their achievements and their feats. For Cultivation, the word would be inspiration. A Cultivator gains power slowly, by accumulating Essence and enhancing their body and Qi. But a Cultivation path is more complicated. It is not straightforward. It is filled with opportunities, but also dangers. A bad choice can cripple you for life, or halt your advancement, prevent you from reaching higher. Skill is the hardest way of attaining power, and the word that describes it is understanding. It requires something that few people have.” 
 
    Ryun found himself drawn in to her words, and found that everything she said made sense. It put into words what he felt inside himself. 
 
    “The biggest mistake many people make is that they spread their Essence too widely, trying to advance in all three areas. I can see that even you have done this, but for you it is a bit more understandable. Surviving the old world is hard, and you knew little. But you need to decide what your focus is, and then put most of your effort in it. I would suggest picking one of the two remaining areas as your supplement, but you need to abandon one area completely.” 
 
    “Why?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Because, the higher you climb in each area, the more you are shaped in the image of your power,” Tali said. 
 
    Ryun frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You’ve reached the Monarch Realm. You must have noticed,” Tali said slowly. 
 
    “Noticed what?” 
 
    “Your path is more than just a set of techniques. It is a way of life, a precept for your entire being.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head in confusion, and when he didn’t answer Tali spoke quickly. 
 
    “Take Eerv as an example. He follows the Path of the Venomous Strike and the Path of the Spearman. Both of these paths complement each other. His main path makes him always seek the opportunity to strike where his opponent does not expect, to poison their perception of the fight and force them to make mistakes, and his second path allows him the patience to always look for an advantage, to keep his opponent from utilizing their greatest strengths. The higher he reaches, the more those tendencies will slip into his being, shaping his personality to take on those characteristics. I do not know what your path is, but you must have noticed the nature of your path seeping into your fighting, feelings that drive you to do something. Learning how to manage your two paths is one of the key parts of being a high-Realm Cultivator.” 
 
    Ryun was stunned; he hadn’t known about that. But as she spoke, he found that he had felt such things, but never put them into words, even back on Earth. The drive to end all in his way, to finish them completely… Once he started a battle, he rarely stopped, even when his opponent couldn’t fight anymore. He remembered the cities on Earth that he’d ended, and realized that it had been like something was pushing him. He was on the Path of the Final End, a path that was meant for destruction, for the end of all things. Even his aspect seemed perfectly made for his path, and he wondered if it was just a coincidence, or if his actions on Earth had somehow made it happen naturally. The Aspect of True Death, his perk, fit his path completely. The Path of the Unbreakable Wall seemed to be meant for someone who was unwavering, who didn’t break in the face of an onslaught. Would he start to act in a more rigid manner as he traveled that path? 
 
    It seemed that he had underestimated just how much he didn’t know. Even when he had known that there were things to learn, he was blind to something like this. 
 
    “Can I remove those effects?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Do you want me to teach you?” Tali countered. 
 
    Ryun grimaced, but he realized that he had been relying on himself for far too long. Even with Anrosh, he would just let her do everything and stay on the outskirts. He hadn’t trusted anyone since Melody. In order to learn from someone, he needed to be able to trust them. 
 
    “I do not know you, Tali. How can I learn from you if I don’t know what your goals are?” 
 
    “I want to restore my power,” she answered. 
 
    “That isn’t enough,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Who I am would mean nothing to you, and such knowledge might even put you in danger. But, if you want to trust me, I can do as Eerv had done and we can make a contract. Not one of servitude—I will not serve anyone ever again—but perhaps one of confidentiality. I would make an oath not to reveal anything about you or your power for as long as I live. In return, you agree to give me your trust and let me teach you how to grow stronger,” Tali said. 
 
    Ryun thought about it. It seemed like a generous offer. He had learned that there were many different types of contracts, for different needs… 
 
    When Ryun didn’t respond, she spoke again. “We can make a full teacher and student contract, one which will protect both of us. Neither of us would be able to divulge the secrets of our respective powers.” 
 
    Ryun sighed. It seemed like he did need guidance. He had been lucky with Eerv, lucky that the man hadn’t been strong enough, and lucky too that he was reasonable, at least to a point. Ryun nodded his head and then agreed verbally. A moment later, a notification appeared in his head and he read through the contract. Everything that she said seemed to be covered, so he accepted. 
 
    “Well, now that that is settled, maybe we should start with you telling me everything that you know and everything that you did?” Tali asked. 
 
    And so Ryun told her. He was never good with keeping secrets. A part of it was arrogance, since there wasn’t anyone who could threaten him even if they knew, and the other part was simple: he didn’t want to hide who he was. It had never been him. He wanted to live his life openly and freely. 
 
    Tali listened to what he had to say patiently, asking questions every now and then. She paused when she read his titles, and Ryun wondered what she thought about them, but she didn’t comment. She continued to his path, and wanted to know how he advanced, how he cycled, how much Essence he could draw in and where he usually did it. When she found out about Kagehime she asked how long he had been drawing in Essence through her. She asked when he had gained an aspect, and asked how he obtained it. She asked to see his screens once more, and he showed her only after hesitating for a moment. He had seen just how ignorant most everyone here was, and he knew that it was because they didn’t share secrets. He did not want to be like them. 
 
    She looked at his screens in silence, without commenting. After a while she asked what his Class abilities did, and Ryun wondered if he should answer. But she couldn’t share that secret, and she wasn’t really a threat to him, crippled as she was. He told her, and she seemed surprised at some of the effects. Finally, he finished with telling her everything, and she turned thoughtful. 
 
    “You’ve been very lucky,” Tali said. “But also smart, and insightful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ryun said. 
 
    “Lucky in that you cycled so much before you had an aspect,” Tali said. “Cycling pure Essence is fine, but if you want to see real gains you need aspects that are related to your own. The closer the better. It is why people don’t generally go for aspects like yours, those that are hard to find; but I personally agree with your decision to use the aspects that you found on yourself. It is one of the benefits we Rankers enjoy: our acts on the old worlds fill us with single-use aspects. Drawing them out and combining them was a good decision—but, if you had gained an aspect as soon as you had reached the Infinite Realm, and then proceeded to draw in Essence from your surroundings, you would’ve harmed your Cultivation, your aspect. It would’ve made it incapable of growth.  
 
    She shook her head. “Thankfully you are not too far gone now, and you were fortunate to have never used cycled Essence. That Essence is tainted with the aspect of those who created it, and would’ve watered down your own aspect. You only need to stop drawing in Essence from your surroundings. Your ability gives you pure Essence, which isn’t bad, but you need to cycle with related Essence. Shadow is good; it is the absence of light, which is related to Void. But you will need to find another closely related source if you want to keep drawing in Essence.” 
 
    Ryun remembered giving Anrosh Essence, and he feared that he had harmed her, he told Talia what he had done but after hearing everything she waved her hand. 
 
    “Again, you were lucky. Your Essence was pure before you gained an aspect, and in any case if you had her remove her old aspect then her new one wouldn’t be affected. The amount of cycling you were doing was good, but you will need to gather at least one full cycle with just related-aspect Essence, which will help you in the future immensely. You’ve split your focus a bit, with cycling full amounts and smaller chunks, but that isn’t bad, not exactly. Your Qi channels and your core are equally enhanced from it, but I would suggest a better focus.” 
 
    She paused, her finger tapping against her knee. “You are fortunate to have such good titles. You have far too high stats for anyone of your Realm, and that is without using the resources that most of them have available. The potions that you drank are a good example, although there are better ways of using them. Pooling them all in a bath and staying in it for several days would’ve given you more stats, if not a title; but those were lower level potions, so you have not wasted much. I can see that stats are your focus, that even your techniques are geared toward taking advantage of greater stats… I will need to come up with some exercises for you to make better use of them.” 
 
    At that, Tali sighed. “You’ve also made mistakes. I can see how your Class is useful, and I will not ask why you needed it. But you need to make a decision, right now: what do you want your focus to be, and what you will use as supplement?” 
 
    Ryun didn’t even need to think about it. “My focus is my path.” 
 
    She nodded her horned head. “Then you need to stop advancing in one of the remaining two areas.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ve already spent a lot of Essence in both your Class and Cultivation, and you have achieved a perfect skill. This… It isn’t good. Just like a Cultivation path has a drawback, like how it shapes you in the form of giving you a precept, so do the other two areas. A Class is more dramatic; it narrows you down, makes you obsessed with the core of your Class. And skills… They are the opposite. They don’t change you, but they make you incapable of change. To acquire a perfect skill, you need to take a piece of who you are and attribute it to the skill. That action makes it powerful, makes it able to warp reality, but it seals that part of yourself in time. You will never be able to change that part of you again. The more perfect skills you acquire, the more unchanging you become, until you reach a point where you are incapable of inner growth. 
 
    “A Classer grows through their evolutions. The meaning of their Class changes and they change with it. For Cultivators, the change comes from battling the precept of our paths. But those who’ve achieved true power through skills? They are so true to themselves that reality can bend around them; their power comes from complete understanding. You can choose either Class or Skill as your supplement. Their effects won’t be so pronounced if they are not your focus, but you need to do it now.” 
 
    Ryun thought about what he wanted to do, mulling over her warnings. His Class had been instrumental in his growth, had allowed him to reach where he was right now. But he also felt like he didn’t need to have it evolve any further. The amount of Essence he could take with his ability was already insane. If he could take more it might let him climb faster, but from everything Tali told him, Cultivation was not about speed of advancement. 
 
    His skills had proven more useful in some ways. They allowed him to compensate for the weaknesses of his paths…and if he was being honest, he preferred them. He felt like he knew himself fairly well, like he could advance them quickly. 
 
    “I’ll continue with skills,” Ryun said. 
 
    She sighed, but nodded her head. “Skills are the hardest thing to master, but you have already managed to understand one. I know of only one person who was able to do that at your age…” 
 
    “Really?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes, but he… He isn’t like normal people, even those who are incredibly powerful. It doesn’t matter.” She shook her head. “For now, I would suggest you focus on cycling and reaching the Peak Monarch Realm. It will take you a long time, even with your ability, but you will advance faster than most. We will also need to see about getting elixirs and potions to improve your body. Finding an aspect that will be useful to help you reinforce your channels and core further… There is a lot to be done. But that is the path of Cultivation—we do not get to rest. Every moment in our life is spent Cultivating and working in order to increase our future gains.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. That, at least, he understood.  
 
    Then, he had a thought. “I know that you said that I shouldn’t level my Class, but… I have enough Essence to reach the next perk level. Would that be…?” 
 
    Tali sighed again. “Your age shows itself. You are so eager for new powers… It will not harm you much, as long as you stop leveling after. If I had met you long in the past, I would’ve counseled you to focus solely on Cultivation, but…it is what it is. My debt to you requires me to help you to my utmost capabilities, so my advice is that you do not try to reach level 90 in your Class. That is the point where most Classers gain a Class-defining perk, and it is a point where you will start to feel the effects of your Class exert themselves on you. Better to keep your focus away from that.” 
 
    Ryun nodded his head and thanked her for her advice. “I need some time to think on everything you’ve said. I’ll come by tomorrow for another lesson.” 
 
    Tali waved her head and got to her feet. Only then did Ryun notice the tiredness in her body. She was exhausted as she walked away and into her room behind the training hall. He felt her collapse on her bed, and realized that her injuries ran far deeper than he knew. He wondered what had happened to her, but he wouldn’t pry, not yet at least. But he did like the woman. There was a…regal tone to her voice. She spoke as if she expected to be obeyed, not at all like someone who had been a slave. He realized that he hadn’t had a chance to ask her about their conversation in the garden, as he had forgotten about it, but there would be other conversations. 
 
    He glanced at his screens, and then put levels into his Class. He hit level 75, spending 2,640 Greater Essence, and he got the choice of a new Class perk. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Rapid Regrowth 
  
       	  Once per week, regrow a lost body part. Speed of regrowth depends on your vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Harbinger’s Due 
  
       	  In combat, every strike you make sends a weakened version of your [Bringer of Sorrow] ability at your opponent's mind. Strength of effect depends on your wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Blood Lord 
  
       	  In combat, blood that touches your body becomes a part of you, coating you in an armor made out of hardened blood. Effect starts off small and increases depending on amount of blood. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It had been a while since he’d had to choose a Class perk. Blood Lord, aside from being gross, was useful, but not to him. He had his Qi armor now. Harbinger’s Due was interesting, and he wondered what he would be able to do with it.  
 
    But the first one was the most interesting. He wondered if he had gotten it as a choice just because he had lost his eyes. He didn’t need it to regrow his eyes; he felt like he could do that without any potions at all even if it would take a long time, and there were potions that could restore them. But having something like that perk could be a good thing, depending on the speed. It could help him in combat in cases where he lost a limb unexpectedly. 
 
    In the end, Rapid Regrowth seemed to be the best choice: a defensive perk that could help him in a pinch. He made his choice, assigned his stats, then looked at his screens. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Ryun Nacht 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Human (Earth—Iteration 7) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	  First Kill, Adventurer, Hero of Promise, Transcended, First Body of Iron, Beaten but not Broken, First Quickened Mind, Cannibal, One Against, First Lake of Qi, First Lord, First Qi Manipulator, Class Evolution I, One Against Horde, First True Body, Hated Foe, One Man Army, Butcher of Humanity, True Understanding I, Limitbreak, Monarch, Ruler, Alchemical Tester 
  
      
 
       
       	  Essence (Greater) 
  
       	  54,128 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Touched Body (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body is touched by the void. Damaging effects of the Void have less effect on you. Immobilizing effects are 50% less effective on you, and all physical or Qi attacks deal 80% of their total damage to you. +40% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tinker’s Mind (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your mind is quickened, able to think faster than ordinary humans. Able to alter perception of time for the user. +15% to intelligence. Strength of effect equal to 2x your intelligence. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Forged Core (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your core is forged by the Essence of the Void. Increased core capacity by 20%, increased Qi density by 40%, +20% to wisdom stat. Able to create a personal void space inside of your core. Size of void space dependent on wisdom stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Feast (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies heals you. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vampire (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Killing enemies adds one-tenth of their highest stat to your own temporarily. Strength of effect depends on level. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regenerator (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Heal rapidly when in combat. Strength of effect depends on vitality stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Silent Hunter (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Your movements don’t disrupt the air around you, making you nearly silent. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Qi Controller—Thousand Threads of Destruction 
  
       	  Your Qi control is nearly perfect. You are able to finely manipulate your Qi and use up to three techniques at the same time. Control depends on wisdom stat. Gain +20% to wisdom. You weave a thousand threads of Qi, each thread filled with power. As you weave, you ensnare all those who would stand in your way. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Body—Untethered Cloud (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Your body retains all the abilities granted by Untethered. Untethered Cloud is your truest self. Your body is soaked in Void Qi, and you may assume the state of Void Cloud. While active your body becomes a cloud of the Void, giving off the Essence of Void, increasing the effects of your Void Qi techniques by 20% in your immediate surroundings. While in the Void Cloud state, you gain a +80% increased resistance to physical attacks, but you also lose 40% resistance to special attacks. While full Void Cloud is active, you have none of your physical senses. Running out of Qi while in Void Cloud will result in death. Entering the Void Cloud when your physical body is damaged allows you to regenerate it through the expenditure of Qi. Gain +10% to wisdom and +20% to endurance. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents that are on a lower tier of power than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reaper’s Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You can no longer be scanned by any abilities, techniques, or skills from people who are on the same or lower tier of power than you. You may manifest the Reaper’s Aura, filling all within your presence with dread. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Great Hunter (Contract Perk) 
  
       	  Any person whose blood you have drawn is marked by your power. The mark allows you to track them no matter the distance between you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shadow’s Favorite (Bond Perk) 
  
       	  When standing in shadows, your form blends into the surroundings. Strength of effect depends on the depth of the bond with the awakened object and the darkness of shadow. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Void Qi (Aspect Perk) 
  
       	  Your Qi passively enhances your body with the Essence of the Void. Making any foreign essence in your body disintegrate, the speed of the effect depends on the power of the foreign essence. Gain +20% to strength and wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect Manifestation: Void Aura (Path Perk) 
  
       	  Manifest your Qi in the form of an aura around you, dealing Void damage equal to 0.5x (0.1x) your wisdom per second. Anything marked by the Void Qi takes an additional one-quarter of the total damage dealt over the next four seconds. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Eternal Hunter: Reaper (Unique Perk)  
  
       	  You hold the essence of Twin Aspects of True Death. You are one part of two, and are inescapably linked with your other half. Your mind is linked with that of your other half, allowing you to speak to each other regardless of the distance. You may sense your other half regardless of distance. You gain the Presence of the Eternal Hunter Aura: when active, you gain Death Mark: Anything with a soul killed by you has its soul completely destroyed and returned to oblivion. You gain the ability to sense death. Nearby enemies suffer -25% to all regenerative effects and -25% to total stats. Half of the drained stats are granted to you, and the other half to the Scythe. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rapid Regrowth (Class Perk) 
  
       	  Once per week, regrow a lost body part. Speed of regrowth depends on your vitality stat. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Class  
  
       	  Harbinger (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  75 (0/330 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Ability 
  
       	  Bringer of Sorrow 
  
      
 
       
       	  Movement Ability 
  
       	  Inevitable Step 
  
      
 
       
       	  Support Ability 
  
       	  Reave 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Final End (E) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Early Monarch (0/60,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Null Mantle 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Breath of Destruction 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Darkest End 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Cultivation  
  
       	  The Path of the Unbreakable Wall (R) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stage 
  
       	  Mid Lord (0/12,000 Greater Essence) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Aspect 
  
       	  Void 
  
      
 
       
       	  Base technique 
  
       	  Qi Shaping 
  
      
 
       
       	  Branch technique 
  
       	  Qi Armor 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fruit technique 
  
       	  Avatar 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Combat Mastery >> Sword Mastery  >> Sword Art (1/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Cut 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vibration Sense >> Enhanced Vibration Sense >> Resonance Sense (5/10) 
  
       	  Pounce (8/10) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Balance (9/10) 
  
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  674 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  612 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  777 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  729 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  593 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  796 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It was an incredible feeling, seeing his own growth, but he knew that he had far more things to do. He was supposed to meet Anrosh and Eerv for another session. They were trying to figure out a way to save the sect, to find a source of income that would let them stay afloat. Eerv had some options, but the one that seemed the most likely to succeed was the dungeon—and Ryun couldn’t help but feel eager to go and test himself. The fact that he hadn’t gotten to fight Eerv again made him feel anxious. 
 
    But first, the meeting. He stood up, and walked out of the small training hall, heading toward where he could already feel Anrosh and Eerv waiting.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 107 – PRESENT – Reyla 
 
    Call from Home 
 
      
 
    Reyla couldn’t help her nervousness. The events of the last week had been confusing, to say the least. The Monarch that had been in conflict with the Black Viper Sect had come to the city, accepting an invitation to a negotiation that was clearly not meant to be taken up on. She remembered seeing the man’s eyes…and knowing that he was powerful. The events after were still unclear to her, but in a span of less than a day, the man had been defeated, captured, and escaped, slaughtering hundreds, before then taking over the sect. 
 
    She still couldn’t wrap her head around that. She had met with Eerv Ji Van, and he had not struck her as a man who would surrender so easily. But then she remembered the strange Monarch, his burned face, and the death that he left behind himself. 
 
    And now she had been invited to speak with the Sect Head of the newly named Twilight Melody Sect. None of Ento’s records indicated a sect with that name existed before they’d learned of it, which meant that the man had created a new sect. If he had been backed by someone from the core, he wouldn’t have done that—which only served to make this entire situation even more confusing. 
 
    She didn’t know what to think, or even what to do. Her task was in jeopardy, and she needed to gather information about the situation if she was to make a decision. The problem was that the few people who Ento had as his informants actually knew anything of worth. She had to piece together things from what they could find out from the general population, and that did not paint the whole picture. Now, she had been invited to meet with the new Sect Head, alone. A part of her worried about going, and Nayra’s suggestion that they run away did not help her in the least. Reyla didn’t want to fail again.  
 
    And then there was the matter of Anatalien Far Solla, the Ruler of the Empty Sky. Everyone in the city was talking about her, about the slave who most hadn’t even known existed having been freed by their new Sect Head. Reyla didn’t know what to make of it. Was he somehow related to the Ruler of the Empty Sky? A former apprentice? She didn’t know, but the fact that the High Ranker was now free complicated things even further. Her idea of rescuing her was no longer viable—she couldn’t offer the High Ranker freedom when she already had it. 
 
    For now, she needed to focus on the meeting in front of her. She needed to evaluate the state of the sect and see if their remaining here was still viable. She didn’t know how many things would change with new leadership, but she needed to gather as much information as possible. 
 
    She arrived at the gates of the main house, and was escorted inside by two Demasi warriors. She followed silently, doing her best to keep her nerves in check. She was led into the same room where she had met with Eerv Ji Van—only this time, the occupants were different. 
 
    Eerv Ji Van was there, but instead of sitting in the center of the platform, he was standing in front of it and to the side, next to a red-skinned human woman. Reyla let her eyes linger on the unknown woman for a second, taking her appearance in. She wore simple but well-made clothes, and Reyla couldn’t see any high-quality equipment, but the woman’s body told her that she was at least in the Mid Lord Realm. A powerful warrior, on par with Reyla herself, potentially stronger. Class levels and Cultivation Realms didn’t equate to each other equally, but she could make an educated guess nonetheless. The third person in the room was a surprise to her, as it was a contracted monster: a silver-furred wolf-hybrid with black streaks through his coat, crouching on the edge of the platform. She saw his brown eyes take her in, and nearly shivered. Quickly, she looked to the last person in the room. 
 
    It was the man who she had watched slaughter almost a hundred warriors in an instant. The top half of his face remained scarred, but she could see signs of healing. His sockets were beginning to fill up. It would take weeks, but he would eventually heal, although he would remain scarred, she knew. Unless he used a powerful potion or healing power. He was the most intense of the four, for all that he was sitting at the edge of the platform with his legs dangling down. He wore simple clothes, with only two rings on his fingers and no other weapon visible. 
 
    Even without eyes, she could tell that he was focused on her, that he could somehow see her. She had surmised that he had to have a power that allowed him to monitor his surroundings after watching him fight. But a power that could provide as much as he seemed to get from it was hard to come by, and harder to master. 
 
    She bowed the same way she had when she met with Eerv, holding the position for the full three seconds before straightening up. The man in front of her tilted his head, and then spoke. 
 
    “Reyla Ornn, we meet again,” the new Sect Head said. His voice was playful, as if he was completely at ease. Reyla glanced at Eerv Ji Van in to the side, seeing him seemingly at ease as well. She wondered how they could even be in the same room. If someone was to kill Nayra, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to be in the presence of their murderer. But, she understood that sects had different values, and that they were raised differently, especially those who came from powerful parents. 
 
    “You summoned me, Honored Master Nacht.” Reyla inclined her head. 
 
    The man’s smile froze at her words, and she shivered, wondering what she had said.  
 
    “Please,” the Sect Head said. “Do not call me ‘master.’ And since you are not a part of this sect, Ryun will suffice.” 
 
    Reyla blinked. She had yet to encounter someone in a position of power who would allow someone weaker to call them by their name. But she couldn’t refuse—she was a guest. 
 
    “As you say…Ryun.” Reyla felt uncomfortable saying it, but the man’s smile widened. 
 
    “Now, I hear that you are here as an emissary of a Guild?” Ryun said. 
 
    “Yes, I was sent by the Mercenary Guild—Last Return. We are attempting to claim a few territories beyond the frontier. Master Ji Van had been gracious enough to agree to our proposition,” Reyla said, bringing up the deal with the former Sect Head immediately. She didn’t know the details of the transfer of power, but if they could stand in the same room, perhaps she could get the deal to remain standing as it is. 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “Ah, is that so?” 
 
    Reyla fought the urge to swallow. There was something about the man that reminded her of her older siblings, of the way they got when they knew that she had done something wrong but didn’t want to let her know that they knew. 
 
    “Yes. We are of course hoping that we will be able to continue this working relationship with you and your faction,” Reyla said, trying to see if he would slip anything about his backing. 
 
    “My faction is myself only, I am afraid. But I do think we can work something out,” Ryun said. “The deal you had with the Black Viper Sect will hold. But I am very much interested in hearing more about your faction, your Guild. I’ve been told that you are mainly a Classer, and I would love to hear your perspective on it. If you would do me the courtesy of indulging me in conversation, I would appreciate it immensely.” 
 
    Reyla was startled, thinking furiously of a way to politely decline. The more she spoke, the more risk there would be of her saying something that she shouldn’t. But on the other hand, it would be a good opportunity for her to gather information on him, and in the end she decided that the risk was worth it. “I would be honored…Ryun.” 
 
    “Good. I will call on you when I have the time. I look forward to getting to know you better.” He smiled at her again, which looked entirely too sinister without the upper half of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A while later, Reyla sat in the meeting room on their compound. As soon as she returned from the meeting with the new Sect Head, she had been dragged there by her sister. Dergobor and Ento were already inside and waiting. She took in the looks on their faces and frowned. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Ento walked up to her and offered her a small golden orb. Reyla blinked at the item, recognizing it immediately. She met Ento’s eyes questioningly, she hadn’t known that they had that here. 
 
    Ento saw the question and shook his head. “A runner came from the Guild. A priority delivery.” 
 
    The orbs were not only extremely rare and expensive, they were a risk. There were people who could track their links, and she knew that the Order wouldn’t risk sending one if it wasn’t of utmost importance. She took hold of the Far-link Orb and activated it. She felt the connection get established, and then a few moments later an unfamiliar voice spoke through it and directly into her head. 
 
    “Knight Ornn, this is a priority-one message for you and your team. A monster swarm is headed in your direction. You are to evaluate the danger to our operation and make a field decision on your action.” 
 
    “A monster swarm? Is the return starting already?” Reyla asked hurriedly. It wasn’t supposed to come for a while yet. 
 
    “No, the monster swarm in question is a naturally formed one. The great swarm is still being built on. This monster swarm is rated as a category three. Evaluate the state of the frontier sects and their chances of survival. If there is risk to your lives, abandon your mission and return to the Tower of Five Orders.” 
 
    The link snapped, and Reyla blinked. She looked around the room, seeing the expectant looks on the others faces. She sighed and let them know what was happening. 
 
    “A category three isn’t that bad,” Nayra said. “I mean, you remember the one that attacked back home, when we were what? Thirteen? It got taken care of in a couple of hours.” 
 
    Reyla shook her head. “That was a monster swarm that attacked the home of High Rankers. Enra and Viren were there, remember?” Reyla said, reminding Nayra of their older brother and sister. “You can’t compare their power to that of the sects here on the frontier. They do not have people as powerful as they are.” 
 
    Dergobor leaned in. “So, what are we going to do? A category three isn’t a death sentence, but if the monsters breach the city, they could threaten us as well.” 
 
    Reyla closed her eyes to think. She felt like there were more things to gain here, like she was at the edge of something great that could help her people. Something that would redeem her in the eyes of the Order. 
 
    “I’ve just been invited to…speak with the new Sect Head. There are so many things surrounding him that we don’t know, and I think that I have a good chance of learning something that could help us.” 
 
    Nayra tilted her head. “You think he is from some important faction? That you can turn him to our side?” 
 
    There were many lower power individuals that had been bought by the Empire. Very few knew who exactly they were working for, but for all intents and purposes they were on the Great Empire’s side. Reyla didn’t know if she could turn Ryun Nacht; the man didn’t seem like he was someone to follow others. 
 
    “I still know too little about him, but perhaps there is something to be gained. I have a strange feeling about him,” Reyla added. 
 
    “Strange how?” Nayra asked. 
 
    Reyla opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything. She couldn’t exactly put it into words, but something about the man intrigued her—and frightened her. A category-three monster swarm might be dangerous, but… She would need to try and gauge the power that the new Sect Head wielded, to evaluate their chances of survival. A monster swarm was a slow-moving threat. There was time for her to think about it. 
 
    For now, she would focus on Ryun Nacht.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – Kri I 
 
      
 
    Kri Kesh sat on the roof of the ruler’s mansion in the Wolf’s Grove town. Her mother and Ryun had been away for a while now, more than a month, but she hadn’t paid that much attention to the passage of time. She had finally gained access to Essence, she could finally advance. It was supposed to be a great moment for her, a time when everything would change. And yet, it didn’t feel that way. Her mother had given her gifts: a Path Stone, a consumable item that would teach her the basics of her mother’s path. She had told Kri that she had recorded her latest understanding of her Path of the Sword, with all of her upgraded techniques. Along with that path, she had also given Kri an Aspect Sphere, one with a tier-6 aspect—Absolute Cold. 
 
    Kri hadn’t know that her mother had such a thing. She knew about her previous aspect, and when she asked how she obtained this new one, she learned that Ryun had helped her mother gain something far more powerful than she possessed before. That didn’t surprise Kri. She had always liked Ryun. He was like someone out of the stories she used to love when she was young: a master who took a hero at the start of their journey in and taught them what he knew, who gave them secrets of Cultivation, showed them how to defeat the villain. She didn’t know why her mother was so reserved around him. 
 
    Then, just after Kri received the gifts, her mother left along with Ryun, leaving her alone in the town filled with people she didn’t care for. She was supposed to help Kri advance for the first time, teach her how to do so properly, but she wasn’t there. Kri understood that there were issues that her mother had to deal with, but she still felt bad. She didn’t want to use her mother’s path without her, but also…she had been dreaming about asking Ryun to teach her his path. It seemed so great and powerful, like a path out of the stories. She had dreams of being powerful and wiping out her enemies. It seemed far more interesting than just fighting with a sword. 
 
    On the other hand, she didn’t want to disappoint her mother, not after everything that she had been through. Everything that she lost. Kri felt that rejecting her mother’s path might hurt her, and she didn’t want to do that. But…she also couldn’t help but think that her mother would want for Kri to be as strong as she possibly could, and she was certain that Ryun’s path was stronger.  
 
    But as time passed, she felt more and more anxious to begin her journey. 
 
    So she sat on the roof and looked down at the Path Stone, like she did most days. The sun was slowly turning into a moon, and she again debated using it. Her mother’s path wasn’t bad; it was more than most people got. But Kri, while still young, understood differences in power. She didn’t want to be like everybody else. She wanted to be more than the others, to be powerful like Ryun. 
 
    She had heard the news that he had taken over the Black Viper Sect, and that only made her want to wait and try to convince him to share his path with her. She knew that she didn’t really have any right to ask, that she wasn’t related to him. A powerful path was usually something that was reserved for a bloodline, and she knew that he was likely to refuse her. Yet she couldn’t help but dream about it, what she could be. 
 
    But then reality seeped back in, and she realized that it was unlikely to happen. She looked at the Path Stone in her hands and prepared to use it. 
 
    “You seem troubled.” 
 
    Kri was so startled that she nearly fell from the roof. She managed to catch herself at the last moment and turn around to glare at the intruder. Her curses died on her lips as she saw a man without his eyes standing there. She was about to scream when she recognized him. 
 
    “Ryun?” Kri asked. 
 
    The man smiled and nodded his head. “I apologize. I did not mean to startle you.” 
 
    Kri blinked as she looked at Ryun, realizing that he had managed to sneak up on her without her noticing anything at all. He is just so cool, she thought to herself as she smiled back at him. “You’re back! Where is mother?” 
 
    “She’ll be here soon. I came ahead. The caravan was too…slow for my taste,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Kri couldn’t help but stare at his eyes, or where they should be. “What happened to your eyes?” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head and answered, “They were burned out.” 
 
    Kri liked that about him the most—that he would answer almost any of her questions, that he didn’t seem offended by something that others would be. She had no idea how other people lived their lives when they couldn’t speak about certain things, but Ryun would always give her an answer. He might say something that she couldn’t understand, sure, but he rarely just refused to answer. 
 
    Before she could ask a follow-up question, his lips quirked upward and he continued. “I was captured and had my eyes burned. But as you can see, I escaped! And now I rule a sect, even more territory than I had before. It is…annoying, to say the least.” 
 
    Kri blinked. She didn’t remember hearing him speak more than a few words in a single sentence beyond perhaps a few occasions. He seemed…much more cheerful than his usual cold self. He was even smiling. 
 
    “Isn’t that great, though? You are a true Sect Head now! I mean, a lot of people would give everything to be in your position.” 
 
    “Those people are fools who do not understand what it means to lead. To lead, one needs to be responsible for others.” 
 
    “And are you? Responsible for everyone, I mean?” Kri asked. 
 
    “Hmm… I don’t know yet. Some have accepted me quickly, others are unsure. The remainder are downright rebellious. Leading people has never been my strength. I always let others do it for me.” 
 
    Kri knew that already. Her mother had been the leader of the town in all but name. “So, why are you here, then, and not in Ven’oran?” 
 
    “The sect is in dire needs of resources. It is failing, and according to Eerv Ji Van there is a dungeon here that can help us deal with that problem.” 
 
    This was exactly why Kri liked Ryun so much. Kri smiled at his response. He didn’t speak with her like she was a child, like she wasn’t capable of understanding things. He talked to her like she was an equal, and he trusted her enough to tell her the truth. 
 
    “A dungeon?” she asked excitedly. “Oh, can I come?” 
 
    Ryun chuckled, and she blinked. She didn’t think that she had ever hear him make that sound. There really was something strange about him now; he seemed somehow more relaxed. 
 
    “You’ve only just started on your path. I doubt that you could survive a single monster in there,” Ryun told her. 
 
    Kri felt her face heat up. Of course she couldn’t go with them—she’d just gotten so excited about a dungeon. They were supposed to hold incredible treasures, especially for people who cleared it first. For a moment, she was glad that he couldn’t see her face and her embarrassment.  
 
    “About that…” Kri started, feeling a bit self-conscious. “I didn’t actually use the Path Stone yet. I was going to wait for Mother.” 
 
    She raised the stone in her hand to show him, and then quickly put it back down, feeling foolish for showing it to him when he had no eyes. Although, when she really thought about it, she didn’t know how he even arrived here if he didn’t have his eyes. Before she could ask, however, Ryun spoke. 
 
    “Ah,” Ryun said. “I have been keeping her busy, haven’t I? I am sorry about that. But she will be here soon, and I am certain that she will have some time for you.” 
 
    Kri just nodded her head, more for herself than for Ryun. She did want her mom there when she finally took on a path. But on the other hand… Kri glanced at Ryun, thinking about whether she should ask him. 
 
    Somehow, he noticed that she was having trouble deciding, and he spoke. 
 
    “You can ask me anything, Kri,” he said kindly. She hadn’t ever heard him use that tone. It almost made her think that he was an impostor. But he still had the same kind of presence, the impression of greatness that she could never hope to reach. Still, he was different somehow. Something had to have happened to him while in the sect. 
 
    She took a deep breath and decided on asking her question. “I was hoping that perhaps you could teach me your path?” 
 
    She steeled herself for an immediate rejection, but instead, Ryun sighed. “My path is not suitable for you, Kri… It is a path of destruction. You mother’s path would suit you better.” 
 
    “Her path is one of destruction, too. She just uses a sword to do it,” Kri protested. “And in any case, mother told me that powerful Cultivators can have two paths. I could learn both.” 
 
    Ryun didn’t respond immediately. “It would be a long road for you to reach that point.” 
 
    “But I do plan on reaching it,” Kri said. 
 
    Ryun turned his head to the side. “We would need to speak with your mother first. But…perhaps. If you had asked me before, I would’ve refused you. Learning my path would not be easy, and depending on your aspect, it would change to be something else.” 
 
    “Really?” Kri asked, immediately getting excited. “You aren’t joking?” 
 
    “No, Kri. If your mother agrees, then perhaps. We will see.” 
 
    She jumped forward and hugged him. She felt him stiffen for a moment, and she realized that she might have made a mistake. But then he reached out and embraced her back. She heard him sigh and relax, and she wondered when he’d last gotten a hug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One day later, her mother arrived in town, and with her an entire caravan filled with warriors as well as supplies for the town. She wasn’t included in any of the talks, of course; she was just a kid, at least according to everyone else. So she did the only thing that she could do: she found a hiding place on top of the roof and listened in. 
 
    The garden behind the mansion was occupied by Ryun, Kri’s mother, and a Demasi who she had learned was the former Sect Head of the Black Viper Sect. They spoke about some pretty boring stuff, like how many resources their sect needed in order to survive, how they were planning on working the land south of town where had Ryun placed something that was supposed to make growing crops easier and faster… She didn’t understand half of it, but she persisted in listening in hoping that they turned to more interesting things. 
 
    She was also pretty sure that Ryun knew she was there, as at one point he turned his head in her direction and smiled. But he didn’t reveal her location, which only served to strengthen her opinion of him. He was the coolest person she knew. Not that her mom wasn’t cool, of course, but Ryun was so much…more. 
 
    They spoke at length about some kind of a gathering where Ryun was supposed to earn the loyalty of the sect and take their oaths, but apparently they agreed that that had to happen once they conquered the dungeon and brought back treasure. According to the Demasi, that would bring Ryun much good will. 
 
    He didn’t at all seem bothered that he wasn’t the Sect Head anymore. But if what her mother had to do all the time for just one small territory was any indicator of the kind of work that it required, Kri didn’t blame him at all for that. She didn’t think that she could spend a day at a desk reading boring papers. 
 
    Finally, they turned toward the dungeon. Apparently no one knew what kind of a dungeon it was, and the Demasi urged caution. Ryun seemed more relaxed about it, but then Kri figured that he wasn’t afraid of anything. They talked for a while, trying to decide who would go, and in the end they decided that only the three of them would go. Apparently Ryun didn’t trust the former Sect Head enough to leave him alone and out of his sight for long. 
 
    Their meeting came to a close and they headed back inside. Kri immediately shuffled back over the roof and inside, hurrying to her room. A few minutes later, she heard a knock and then her mother entered. She smiled at Kri, and she walked up to her and hugged her firmly. 
 
    Kri relaxed in her mother’s embrace, but didn’t let her hold her for long. It was embarrassing, and she still wanted to bury her head in the ground for hugging Ryun the previous day. 
 
    “I’m sorry for not being there, especially at such an important time for you,” Kri’s mother started. 
 
    Kri shrugged and shook her head. “It’s okay. I know you were busy.” 
 
    “Yes, but I should have made time for you, and I didn’t. Forgive me.” 
 
    Kri looked up at her mother and her earnest expression. “Of course I forgive you, Mom. You don’t even need to ask.” 
 
    Her mother smiled, and gave Kri one more hug. This one, Kri let last for longer. 
 
    After a while, the two separated and her mother pulled something out of her storage ring, a small box. She opened it and showed Kri the contents. It was filled with potions, and Kri looked at her mother in confusion. 
 
    “I had planned on giving you this as a gift, but with everything that’s happened…” She trailed off. “No matter. We’re here now. These are potions that will give you extra stats. They are incredibly expensive and rare, and Ryun gifted them to me. I kept some for you.” 
 
    Kri’s eyes widened. She couldn’t wait to try them, and it didn’t surprise her at all that Ryun had given them to her mother. Although she did wonder why he was showering her with so many gifts. She didn’t know how she could deal if he was looking to do something like court her mom. He was cool and all that, but… 
 
     She pushed those thoughts away as her mother spoke again. 
 
    “I’ve spoken with Ryun. He tells me that you haven’t used your Path Stone yet, and that you asked him about teaching you his path?” 
 
    Kri looked down at the floor. She was ashamed of doing that. Her mom had given her so much and she felt like she wasn’t being grateful. “I’m sorry about that, I—” 
 
    “It’s all right, Kri. I understand. I should’ve thought more about this. If you learned his path, you would be getting much more than what I can offer you,” she said. “But I want you to be sure about this. There are other options. We have access to the sect’s Path Stones now, and there are some good paths there—none of the same rarity as Ryun’s, but good still.” 
 
    “I…I’m not sure. I just know that I want to become strong, like you and Ryun.” 
 
    Her mother sighed, and then nodded her head. “I want that for you too. Once we are back from the dungeon, I will take the time and we will think about what we can do for you. There are things that I need to teach you, lessons that I’ve learned from Ryun. You will advance, and do it properly.” 
 
    Kri couldn’t help but grin. Things were finally starting to move in the direction she wanted.

  

 
   
    INTERLUDE – The Wandering Drake I 
 
      
 
    Zenker Brokentail sat on the corpse of a monster, gathering his breath. It had been a good fight, if a bit long. The final boss of the dungeon had been powerful, its scales nearly impenetrable, even by his standards. It had taken a long time for his skills to deal enough internal damage to take the monster down, and he had spent many of his concoctions in the process. To be fair, he had used most of them while clearing the rest of the dungeon. The Desert Kingdom Dungeon was, as its name implied, a kingdom: a massive pyramid structure in the desert, reaching high up to the sky and stretching deep beneath the sands. It was so massive that it was larger than some territories Zenker had encountered. Packed with an entire slew of monsters, taking the dungeon down hadn’t been easy, but gaining another title had been worth it, even if he had spent the greater majority of his arsenal in order to do it. That realization made him curse—he would need to call up his laboratory and make more. One never should explore unprepared, after all.  
 
    He knew that was going to be a pain, since he wasn’t an alchemist, even though he had the titles. He cheated; he didn’t know alchemy, he had just been lucky enough to find something that could do such things for him. Thankfully, this dungeon had provided him with a treasure trove of ingredients, including a couple that he had never encountered before. 
 
    He jumped down from the corpse of the Elder Crocodile King and looked at it. It was at least three times as tall as he was, and many more times that in length. One of the largest monsters he had ever encountered, harvesting it would be time consuming, and unless he wanted to spend the next few days trying to pry the monster’s scales off, he would probably need to go through its mouth in order to get its blood. Powerful monsters always had powerful blood that could be processed for unique effects.  
 
    The last time he had restocked his arsenal, his alchemical supplies had already been running low. He remembered thinking that he should go and replenish them, but he had been too far from anywhere where he could purchase them. What was available in the Framework shop wouldn’t be of use to him, as he had no powers related to alchemy, and so he couldn’t refine what was available in the shop into the materials that he needed. The alchemical elixirs and concoctions available in the shop weren’t really what he needed in the first place. Thinking about it made him realize that he didn’t even remember the last time he had returned to civilization. It had been hundreds of years at the very least.  
 
    He looked through his storage, a massive room almost the size of the cavern he was now standing in. 
 
    Grimacing at the mess inside he looked at one corner designated for alchemy-related materials and saw that his supplies were almost nonexistent. He cursed. Summoning his laboratory now would only serve to annoy it and have it insult him for being irresponsible, something he didn’t look forward to. He was lucky enough that his awakened item did not like talking in his head—Zenker didn’t think that he could take that. His Alchemical Laboratory was far too useful for him to break the bond, regardless. It was a treasure that any alchemist would kill for, a fact that it constantly reminded Zenker of. 
 
    Still, he could gather the materials and store them, and use them once he managed to resupply. That would mean going back to civilization, and he didn’t care for that. Zenker sighed as he tried to think if summoning his laboratory was worth hearing its criticisms. It could do the work without the alchemical supplies, but if he asked it to work without them it would probably spend the entire time it was out trying to annoy Zenker to death. 
 
    A shuffling sound made Zenker turn, and instantly his entire body became alert. He was fairly certain that there was nothing living in the dungeon, so when he saw a shape walking toward him, he frowned. Quickly he realized that it was not a monster—or not a living one, at least. It was an undead skeleton, a minotaur variant. 
 
    It was tall, as all minotaurs were, its horns growing to the side before turning upward. The bones were thick and all white. Zenker hadn’t noticed any other undead in the dungeon, but then he realized that it was not part of the dungeon. As it got closer, he noticed that its pale bones were not ordinary bones at all. They were bones of a minotaur that had undergone a True Body change, one that had probably made the bones extremely durable. On them, Zenker noticed tiny scripts: formation arrays inlaid in the bone with great elegance and skill. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Zenker cursed softly as the skeleton made his way to him, its legs more shuffling than walking and its posture bent, it was dragging a large two-headed axe behind it in one hand. As it neared him, he had the chance to study it in greater detail. Everything about the skeleton seemed simple at first glance, but taking a closer look would reveal the art made out of the bones, hidden as to appear ordinary. The skeleton stopped in front of Zenker, and its skull tilted, the empty sockets seemingly studying him—and then the scripts on its bones ignited with eerie orange flames, just as two bright orbs of the same color filled its sockets. The skeleton’s entire stance shifted. It straightened to tower above Zenker, dropped its axe and then crossed its hands in front of its chest. 
 
    “Zenker,” a voice echoed out of the unmoving skull. Regal in tone, Zenker’s name had been spoken as a greeting all by itself. 
 
    “Eratemus,” Zenker greeted back. “You haven’t turned to dust yet, I see.” 
 
    The orange orbs flared as if to indicate an emotion, but Zenker didn’t spend much of his time near skeletons, and so had no idea what it meant.  
 
    “You are a very hard person to track down, lizard.” 
 
    “Huh. It’s almost as if there’s some reason for that,” Zenker shot back. 
 
    The orbs dimmed as they bore into the drake’s eyes. “Do you have any idea how much effort it took to find you? I had to send skeletons in every direction we suspected you went! And I had to make them strong enough to survive the unclaimed lands! I spent a mountain of treasure, and still it took me almost fifty years to find you. All you had to do was take a Far-link Orb with you and this could’ve been avoided.” 
 
    Zenker snorted. “Yeah, and then I would have to contend with you assholes calling me every few years to deal with your nuisances. At least this way I knew that you wouldn’t try to find me unless it was really important.” The orbs changed again and Zenker waved his hand before the possessed skeleton could speak again. “What do you want, Eratemus? I left the core for a reason.” 
 
    The skeleton bowed its massive head and the voice speaking through it sounded once more. “You made a promise to the cabal when you joined us. I have come to remind you of that promise.” 
 
    Zenker closed his eyes and sighed as he remembered. “Ah. Is it time again already?” 
 
    “The Seventh Iteration arrived months ago, and the next Centennial Tournament will be held in two years’ time. The Inner Council expects you to be there to preside over the activities and ensure everyone’s safety.” 
 
    Zenker cursed himself mentally for ever agreeing to that. In his defense, he had been bored when he joined the secret cabal; truthfully, he had thought that it was going to be fun, and it allowed him to ignore most of the politics of the core. On the other hand, he didn’t really think that the organization would survive so long. But here they were, and the Inner Council still survived—and most of what the Inner Council did turned out not to be all that fun. They mostly dealt in backroom deals and bribes, with only the occasional head smashing. Boring. 
 
    “You don’t need me, Eratemus. I mean, Yirrel alone can keep everyone safe,” Zenker told him. 
 
    “Aside from you making a promise,” Eratemus’s voice echoed through his mouthpiece, “there are…additional issues.” 
 
    “Like what?” Zenker asked. 
 
    “The other High Rankers have decided that they want to participate. Separately, of course, and in their own category.” 
 
    “What?” Zenker exclaimed, surprised. “Are they insane? What the hell have you been doing, you decrepit bag of bones? I thought the Inner Council was made to prevent the others from doing stupid shit like that!” 
 
    The flaming orbs flared up again. “And we have been doing exactly that for a thousand years—successfully, if I might add. We’ve seen no major wars since we started working in the shadows.” 
 
    “Yeah. Instead, we just have a thousand small wars all the time. And you forgot the big one—you know, the one where an entire Iteration was nearly wiped out?” 
 
    “That was…a miscalculation,” Eratemus said. 
 
    Zenker rolled his eyes. “You do realize that that miscalculation is about to jump out of hiding and bite the others in their tails, right?” 
 
    “It is being handled. We will not make the same mistake again,” the voice speaking from the skeleton said. The other High Rankers didn’t know that the Third Iteration had survived, and the Inner Council had made sure to keep that knowledge from them. They didn’t want to allow that particular slaughter to continue. 
 
    Zenker snorted. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “It is inconsequential. Your presence at the tournament, however, is not. We need you to make sure that their matches don’t turn into a bloodbath. Both among them and the audience.” 
 
    Zenker shook his head. “They’re not stupid enough to start anything at the tournament, are they?” 
 
    The skeleton looked at the drake dispassionately, which made Zenker sigh. “Fuck,” he said. “They are that stupid.” 
 
    The skeleton remained completely still, and yet the burning orbs in its sockets still managed to convey emotion. “The Grey Horde has shown interest in leaving her hive. Thankfully she doesn’t plan on participating, but…we can’t risk an incident with her there. Which is why we need you,” Eratemus said. “The rest of us will be present as well.” 
 
    “Fine,” Zenker said finally. He had exerted a great amount of effort not to get drawn into petty politics, but that didn’t mean that he could allow chaos to reign in the core. He really did not want to miss the tournament and have some upstart newly minted High Ranker piss off the Queen of the Triumphant Hive. Zenker vividly remembered the last time she’d been pissed off: she had buried an entire territory in her Hive’s forces and wiped a mountain off the face of the world. That had then pissed him off, since that mountain had been one of his favorite spots to relax on. He hoped that she wasn’t still mad about what he’d done in retaliation. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    The skeleton’s head bowed in gratitude. “It might not be as dull as you think it will be. There have been some other developments.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “The Seventh Iteration. No human Rankers arrived in the starting zone.” 
 
    “What? That’s impossible,” Zenker said slowly. 
 
    “But true nonetheless.” 
 
    “None? There had to have been at least a few Rankers from Earth.” 
 
    “There were only two,” Eratemus said. 
 
    Zenker blinked, even more confused. “I thought that you said that there were no human Rankers?” 
 
    “None in the starting zone—the two arrived outside of it. It is our belief that they hadn’t arrived there because they were too strong for the arrival zone.” 
 
    “Too strong?” Zenker asked, intrigued. 
 
    “One of the humans made his way to Yirrel. She reported that the human was one of only two surviving Rankers. The one who spoke with Yirrel was powerful, and had evolved Class and Cultivation Realm before reaching the Infinite Realm.” 
 
    “That…” Zenker had never heard of anything like that. No one had ever managed to get that strong on the old worlds—Well, not counting himself. Pure skill users were rare on the old worlds, and none had ever gained the same understanding that he had there. 
 
    “Apparently, the second human Ranker is even stronger. Their Earth was at war with this second individual, and they…killed most of the others.” 
 
    “Ah, another of the crazy ones?” Zenker asked. Dealing with people like that was…annoying at best. 
 
    “We do not know as yet. We haven’t been able to find the second one. But we are keeping our eyes and ears out,” Eratemus said. 
 
    “Planning on taking them out?” 
 
    “No. We’ll get eyes and ears on them first and then see if it is necessary at all,” Eratemus answered. 
 
    Zenker shrugged. “So how are the High Rankers reacting to this?” 
 
    “They don’t know. They are confused and trying to find out why no one from Earth arrived,” Eratemus answered. 
 
    “Ha!” Zenker chuckled. “Whose idea was it not to tell them?” 
 
    “Yirrel’s, of course. She likes watching the others scrambling around like children.” 
 
    Zenker shook his head. Yirrel really was one of his favorite people, when he cared enough to tolerate the rest of them. It was too bad that she didn’t like exploring as much as he did. 
 
    “So, anything else I should know?” Zenker asked. 
 
    “Nothing urgent, but the Spear of Sorrow is approaching our levels of power,” Eratemus told him. 
 
    Zenker grimaced at that. All High Rankers were powerful, people who had achieved something deeply personal and great, but there was a large difference in power between the different High Rankers. Among their numbers, there were a few like the Grey Horde, who were a whole tier above the rest. The last time the Inner Council had met, there were twelve individuals who they privately called Titan Rankers, a category all in itself. The Inner Council had seven members, and all of them were Titan Rankers. The Grey Horde, on the other hand, was one of the other two in the core who were unaffiliated with the council. Three more were in the Empire of the Exiles. 
 
    If another was approaching such a level of strength, then the Inner Council needed to act. Not all people were meant to have such power, and once someone became powerful enough that they could topple entire armies by themselves, they became a threat to civilization itself. 
 
    “How long?” Zenker asked at last. 
 
    “I estimate a couple of decades, if she continues advancing at her current rate,” Eratemus told him. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t really his concern, not yet. He didn’t spend a lot of time in the core anyway. The Inner Council would deal with her as it did with everyone else—make her understand that going on a rampage and uncontrollably slaughtering people would not be allowed. If that was what she intended in the first place.  
 
    They did not enjoy cutting any life short, nor did they impede anyone’s rise to power. They tried to curtail the rest of the High Rankers attempts to suppress the others, at least as much as they could without revealing the fact that they were meddling—because they knew what was out there, beyond the territories they had explored. The Inner Council understood that they needed powerful people, but they also knew that they needed people who could be reasoned with.  
 
    Meddling was not, however, Zenker’s task in their group. He was the one who explored beyond their borders. 
 
    Zenker shook his head. “I’ll head back as soon as I’m done here. It shouldn’t take me more than a year to get back to the core.” 
 
    “Do try not to get distracted. We will be expecting you at the Citadel,” Eratemus said, and then the flames went out. The skeleton became an ordinary minion again. It turned around, picked up its weapon and started shuffling back, probably returning to its master. 
 
    Zenker shivered at the sight. He never understood how someone could trade their body for a vial and bones. But it was not his life, and hell, he had made strange choices himself as well. 
 
    He turned back to the corpse of the monster he had killed and tried to think of the best way to harvest it. He did not enjoy the thought of going back among people, but he also saw the necessity. What separated Zenker from the other High Rankers, what made him a Titan, were his skills and treasures. If he didn’t have his awakened item he would’ve been at a great disadvantage. His stats were unremarkable compared to some of the others; Eratemus himself probably had higher stats than him, and he wasn’t one to focus on stats. Compared to Yirrel, who was a Classer and had probably the most perks of anyone in the world, Zenker had only a few. But Zenker’s skills, coupled with his arsenal of unique treasures he had discovered over his long life, made him nearly unstoppable. Stats were a powerful tool in a person’s build, but they didn’t matter to a skill user. Skills didn’t become stronger because of stats, but based on the skill user’s understanding of them. Zenker had survived the old world with barely any increase in stats. Physically, he had been the weakest Ranker from his world, but he had still been the most powerful, all because he had understanding—because he could wrap his mind around deeper concepts that were the basis of all skills. 
 
    He glanced back at his screens. The fight through the dungeon had improved one of his passive skills, and it had evolved once more. He glanced at the rest of his tier-6 skills; he had yet to decide on the way to focus them. It was not a decision to be made quickly. He didn’t take many skills, as he generally liked to focus on one or two at a time, which allowed him to put all of his mind to the task of evolving it. But skill focus was different; what he decided to do now would shape how his skill would manifest in the outside world. A perfect tier-6 skill was in many ways more general than a tier 7. It could utilize all the forms of its previous evolutions. It was…broad. Narrowing it down and focusing on one effect would make it more powerful, but it would lose some of its utility, and so Zenker always made great care in how he narrowed his understanding of a skill. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Name 
  
       	  Zenker Brokentail 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race 
  
       	  Drake (Darres—Iteration 2) 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Titles 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  First Kill 
  
       	  Kill the first monster in the Framework-run world 
  
       	   5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Adventurer 
  
       	  Hunt more than 100 monsters 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hero of Promise 
  
       	  Save more than 10 people with a single action 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Many 
  
       	  Fight against more than 10 opponents and win 
  
       	  +5 to all stats, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Tester 
  
       	  Use more than 10 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +2 to intelligence, 500 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enlightened 
  
       	  First in the world to evolve a skill to tier 6 
  
       	  +10% to base stats, 
  5% of all bonus stats counted as base stats, 
  100,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Understanding XI 
  
       	  Evolve a skill to tier 6 
  (Evolved 11 skills to tier 6) 
  
       	  +20 all stats (per tier-6 skill), 100,000 Essence (per tier-6 skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Experiment 
  
       	  Use more than 100 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +10 to intelligence, 5000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skill Lord 
  
       	  Three skills evolved to tier 6 
  (11 skills evolved to tier 6) 
    
  
       	  For every 3 skills evolved to tier 6, gain 2% of all bonus stats as base stats 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Against Horde 
  
       	  Fight against more than 100 opponents and win 
  
       	  +10 to all stats, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  One Man Army 
  
       	  Fight against more than 1000 opponents and win 
  
       	  +40 to all stats, Indomitable, 500,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  World Explorer 
  
       	  Explore the entirety of the post-Framework world 
  
       	  +150 to all stats, Explorer’s Soul, 10,000 Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy Innovator 
  
       	  Craft a unique alchemical elixir 
  
       	  +50 to intelligence, 10,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Hunter 
  
       	  Kill 5000 different monster types 
  
       	  +50 to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Hollowed Mountain 
  
       	  First to clear the Hollowed Mountain Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy Master 
  
       	  Craft 1000 different types of alchemical concoctions. 
  
       	  +20 to intelligence, 2000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Skill Master 
  
       	  First to specialize skill understanding 
  
       	  +10% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Beyond Understanding VII 
  
       	  Focus and specialize your understanding of a tier-6 skill (7 skills) 
  
       	  +250 to all stats, 100,000 Greater Essence 
  (per focused skill) 
  
      
 
       
       	  First Immortal Skill Master 
  
       	  First to achieve 3 tier-7 skills 
  
       	  +100 to all stats, aging process halted, 200,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  The Wandering Drake (Unique) 
  
       	  Reach at least a combined power of nine tiers. And embody an ideal. 
  
       	  +400 to all stats, 
  5% of all bonus stats count as base stats, 
  Wandering Instinct, 
  100,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Sky Reach 
  
       	  First to clear the Sky Reach Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Improvement 
  
       	  Use more than 5000 alchemical concoctions to improve yourself 
  
       	  +50 to intelligence, 5000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Bane 
  
       	  Kill more than 5,000,000 monsters 
  
       	  +200 to all stats, Monstrous Aura, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ember Throne 
  
       	  First to clear the Ember Throne Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
       
       	  Desert Kingdom 
  
       	  First to clear the Desert Kingdom Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Perks 
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Indomitable (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You are immune to all mind-altering effects from opponents of a lower power level than you. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Rending Claws (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  All attacks with your claws hold a fraction of your My Claws, As Blades skill. Attacks will send vibrating edges slightly further than your attack range. +20% to strength. Range and power of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Chain Movements (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Art, Wandering Style has no pattern; it explores as you yourself do. A fraction of that power bleeds into your ordinary movements. Anyone observing you will have difficulty reading your movements. +20% to dexterity. Strength of effect depends on dexterity stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Piercing Gaze (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your My Eyes, See All allow great insight. Once per day, you may read the full stat screens of any being. +10% to wisdom. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wandering Instinct (Title Perk) 
  
       	  Traveling aimlessly has a chance of leading you to the secrets of the Infinite Realm. 
  
      
 
       
       	  True Step (Skill perk) 
  
       	  Your My Way, Barred By None allows for sure steps. Once per day, you may move to any point no matter the distance instantaneously, as long as you can see that destination. +10% to dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Reverberating Strikes (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  All strikes with your fists hold a fraction of your My Fists, As Sky Itself and send out a reverberating shockwaves. +10% to strength. Strength of effect depends on strength stat. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Instinct of the Wind (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your body holds a fraction of your As Leaf, On the Wind. Once per day, any attack that you don’t sense coming that would strike you, your body evades on its own. +10% dexterity. 
  
      
 
       
       	  Thorn Scale (Skill Perk) 
  
       	  Your scales are infused with the fraction of power from your My Scales, As Thorns. Any attack against you sends back a tiny portion of damage back to the attacker. +20% to endurance. Strength of effect depends on endurance stat.  
  
      
 
       
       	  Monstrous Aura (Title Perk) 
  
       	  You may manifest the Monstrous Aura, filling all within your presence with the weight of all the dead monsters you have slain. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Passive Skills 
  
       	  Active Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Unarmed Mastery: My Art, Wandering Style 
  
       	  Perfect Slash: My Claws, As Blades  
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Sight: My Eyes, See All 
  
       	  Perfect Sprint: My Way, Barred By None 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Trained Body: My Scales, As Thorns 
  
       	  Perfect Evade: As Leaf, On The Wind 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Weakness Sense 
  
       	  Perfect Strike: My Fists, As Sky Itself 
  
      
 
       
       	  Perfect Memory 
  
       	  Perfect Swipe 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhanced Hearing >> Echolocation >> Greater Echolocation (4/10) 
  
       	  Perfect Aim 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  4762 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dexterity 
  
       	  4654 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality 
  
       	  4497 
  
      
 
       
       	  Endurance 
  
       	  4668 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence 
  
       	  4359 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  4158 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He would probably go with |Perfect Weakness Sense|, as it was one of his most useful skills. He turned around, looking at the dead bodies in the cavern—the entire pyramid was filled with corpses and he would need to harvest as much of them as possible. He didn’t get to his level of power by abandoning resources.  
 
    He did not enjoy the thought of returning to civilization. He would need to restock his supplies before heading to the core, and he did not want to go there unprepared.  
 
    Reaching into his storage, he pulled out a small item, just big enough to fit inside his palm. The Compass of Desire was one of his most valuable possessions, one that had led him to a great many of his treasures. Now, as he opened it, he found the needle spinning in a circle aimlessly. He closed his eyes and focused, thinking on the thing that he desired the most at the moment. It spun around for a bit more and then stopped, pointing in a direction. 
 
    Zenker sighed, glancing at the corpse of the big monster in front of him. He could already tell that it was going to be a long day.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 108 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Dungeon 
 
      
 
    The dungeon, hidden in the mountains, took the better part of three days to find. Unfortunately, the people who had known its exact location had died with Fier at Ryun’s hands, so they had to search for it.  
 
    Eerv, Anrosh and Ryun had gone into the mountains alone. Anrosh had confirmed that Eerv had no way of breaking his contract, since it was being enforced by the Dealmaker—who didn’t appreciate when someone tried to circumvent him by ignoring the spirit of the contract. 
 
    Once someone made a contract, they could not break it without consequences: the least of which, apparently, was the loss of all powers, and it went up from there all the way to death. Ryun had no choice but to look at Eerv’s surrender as genuine, and his talks with Eerv had shined some light on his thinking. Apparently, Eerv’s advancement had slowed, and he hoped that something that Ryun knew could help him advance again. Ryun wasn’t sure about helping the man just yet, even with the contract. For now, he settled for keeping a close eye on him. 
 
    According to Eerv, this dungeon was supposed to be populated by powerful monsters, near Monarch Level, too much for an ordinary Lord Realm Cultivator. Anrosh was stronger than average, and he hoped strong enough to be able to survive. Even if she was slightly weaker, that would be good for her, as it would force her to improve and give her more Essence for her kills. 
 
    Ryun lamented the fact that Ereclaw wasn’t with them, but he understood why that was. He had had talks with his contracted partner, or rather exchanged a couple of words. Ryun understood how Ereclaw felt; his pack had basically exiled him because he was different, even though he had evolved in order to help them. The pack didn’t seem to be all that appreciative from what Ryun managed to gather. Ereclaw hadn’t ever been the most talkative of people, but now he spoke even less. Ryun knew that the wolf was feeling lost, depressed. He could see it, recognize it, because he himself had felt that way. Ryun had made the decision to try and help him work through his issues, but right now he just had no time. 
 
    So he’d done the next best thing and left him with Kri, asking the wolf to teach the girl how to sneak around the forest better. Anrosh hadn’t been all that happy with that, but Ereclaw had saved Kri’s life once before, and the girl liked the wolf. Hopefully some of Kri’s cheerfulness would help Ereclaw. 
 
    After much searching, they finally found the dungeon entrance nestled in a crevice high up the mountain. It was a stone door with strange glyphs carved in its surface, and next to the door was a round orb, nestled into the stone of the mountain itself, glowing softly. 
 
    “That is the access point,” Eerv said. “You will need to grant us access through there. You only need to do it from here the first time. Whenever you want to add permissions for other people to enter, you’ll be able to do so through an Interface.”  
 
    Ryun nodded. The dungeon before him was what was referred to as a respawning dungeon, meaning that once it was cleared it would be repopulated after a certain amount of time. Factions fought over such dungeons often because, depending on what kind they were, they could provide a source of resources that replenishes itself. They could sell access to adventuring teams or wealthy individuals that wanted to use them as training grounds for their warriors. They could only be accessed once a territory was claimed, which was why the Black Viper Sect was trying to claim the territory. The other type of dungeons were termed wild, meaning that once it was conquered, it didn’t replenish. Generally, those had better treasures and their locations could then be used as settlements or cities if they were large enough. Plus, they couldn’t be claimed. 
 
     Being a first to conquer either dungeon would also give you a title, which was another reason why they were fought over. 
 
    “We could sell the first clear of this dungeon for enough to set up the sect for a century,” Eerv commented, and not for the first time. 
 
    “I understand where you are coming from, but you said yourself that the treasure inside along with any resources we find will be enough to keep the sect afloat. A title is far more important, trust me on that,” Ryun said. 
 
    Eerv turned his head to look at Ryun and sighed. “I think you are right about that.” 
 
    Ryun walked over and put his hand on the orb, and immediately an interface popped up in his head asking him who he wanted to allow into the Heartstone Dungeon. It gave him a short list, with only Anrosh and Eerv populating it. This came as no surprise, as he already knew that it would show him only people who were near an interface point he was using, or the entrance itself in this case. He gave them access and then pulled his hand back. The stone doors immediately opened up. 
 
    “Its name is the Heartstone Core Dungeon,” Ryun commented as the doors came to a stop. 
 
    “Heartstone?” Eerv asked, clearly surprised. “That can be very useful indeed.” 
 
    “Why?” Ryun asked. There was no point in keeping his ignorance a secret; the leaders of Wolf’s Grove knew that he was from the Seventh Iteration, and even though Anrosh had assured him that she’d spoken with them and asked them to keep it a secret, he knew that such things always came out. So he’d told Eerv himself, and somehow Eerv hadn’t seemed surprised, although he tried to act like it. Ryun had seen through it. The man had known about that before—Ryun just didn’t know how unless someone had told him, the traitors who tried to sell him out seemed most likely. 
 
    “Heartstone is a type of ore. It has stone-like properties, and it has a significant water content, which makes it highly malleable—but it is also incredibly durable. It is most commonly used in the construction of golems. There are few factions that work with golems, but there are some. If we find the right buyer, we can sell them access to the dungeon and anything that they can harvest inside. Based on the name I believe that we are most likely to encounter primitive golems inside as monsters.” 
 
    Ryun tilted his head. “How strong are golems generally?” 
 
    “They are very powerful, tough, and strong, but very slow. I will be mostly useless for this, as my venom will not work on them,” Eerv admitted. 
 
    Ryun nodded, he had already thought about that. His and Anrosh’s aspect should be more effective. “You can use your attacks without your Qi techniques,” Ryun said. 
 
    Eerv shrugged, but Ryun could tell that he was a bit uncomfortable. Ryun took a deep breath. This would be his first real fight since he had all of his memories back. He didn’t count his slaughter of the warriors. He had been…unstable then, as all of his memories slamming into his head at the same time had left him a bit off balance. But now, time had passed. He’d had an opportunity to reflect, to remember everything that he had done. 
 
    The memories of Melody still filled his mind, and he knew that they would for a while. He regretted much, but not everything. His war with the government had been bloody, and many innocents had died, but he wouldn’t change his actions. He knew that what he had done had been revenge, but he still felt justified after everything. As for the others… He had caused the death of the world. So many had died because of his actions outside of that war, and for them he was sorry. Other organizations outside of the government that might’ve had survived had fallen under monster swarms, all because of him. People that had no connection to him, who had never known about him—them he felt regretful about. 
 
    But he couldn’t change the past; he could only move forward. He took a step and entered the dungeon, feeling Eerv and Anrosh following close behind as the doors closed. 
 
    He couldn’t see anything of course, since he was blind, but the other two didn’t seem to have any issues walking. “Is there light?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Anrosh said, her hands tightening on her sword. “Pale blue light running across the ceiling, like glowing cracks.” 
 
    Ryun nodded. He could feel the opening up ahead and many moving shapes. Based on the vibrations they made, they were very heavy. They left the long corridor and stepped on a platform—more like a balcony with two sets of stairs to either side leading down to the lower floor. Down there, Ryun could feel three shapes, almost twice as wide as he was, but only about as tall. They were thick, but he couldn’t tell more about them, so he whispered to Anrosh. 
 
    “What do they look like?” Ryun asked. 
 
    “Like gray stone golems. Their heads are small and they have no necks. They look heavy, and are very thick. I think they could probably pulverize the heads of weaker opponents quite easily,” Anrosh said uneasily. 
 
    Eerv nodded and then added, “They have a gemstone in the center of their mass, which is what powers them. Destroying that will destroy them, but the gemstones are quite valuable—if we can damage their bodies enough, they will still go down. Then we could recover the gemstones.” 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do,” Ryun said. “But don’t hold back on these ones. We need to see how strong they are.” 
 
    “Are we going down there?” Anrosh asked. 
 
    “Not yet. I want to try something.” Ryun sat down on the floor at the edge of the platform. The golems seemed locked in their patrol, moving from one side of the room to the other without paying attention to them. Ryun figured that they would become alert once they came close enough. 
 
    He pulled his attention from his skill and back into his mind. He remembered his talk with Tali, remembered her words the first time they met, about inspiration. He remembered what he’d done when he’d accepted Eerv’s surrender. In his head, he found the remnant of the Aspect of True Death, the Reaper. It couldn’t speak with him, it was just…intent and emotion. And even that was faint. 
 
    Ryun started a breathing form, and then changed it. Pulling his Qi in different directions, he followed his techniques only in its base form, but he wanted to achieve something else now. He allowed his instinct to guide him, his inspiration. He shaped his {Avatar}, and the Qi-formed copy of him stood next to him, mirroring his stance. Immediately he pulled the Reaper out of the box he put it in, and then pushed it out, guiding it to the construct of Qi that he had just created. He felt like it wanted to go, to disappear, to fade, but Ryun didn’t let it. It had given him its power, had safeguarded his memories, and it deserved more. He could feel that the Reaper wasn’t really the full being, just a remnant, but that was enough. It flowed into his Qi construct and settled in. 
 
    And a technique that had been nearly useless to him in combat suddenly was far from it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations! 
  Your Path of the Unbreakable Wall technique has evolved! 
    
  Avatar > Avatar of the Reaper  
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun smiled and felt something like a faint connection that he had known once before. It made him feel sadness again, for he had lost the full version of that connection. This was nothing but a pale imitation created by him based on what he remembered, but it allowed him control over the independent avatar. Ryun stood as did the avatar. It still looked like a copy of Ryun, as he didn’t know enough about how to alter the avatar to appear more like the remnant’s original body. Perhaps in the future, he could. 
 
    Ryun spoke. “Come.” 
 
    He stepped off the platform and his avatar followed. He could feel its drain on his Qi, but it was less than it used to be. The things that Tali told him about had helped, and he had made a more efficient version of the technique. 
 
    The golems stopped and came alert immediately. Ryun activated {Null Mantle} and then summoned Kagehime. He felt a tiny drain on his Qi as the avatar did the same. Ryun wondered if he could use it to fire off techniques and decided that he would need to test that out as well. But not now, when there were other people around. He didn’t want it to go wrong and have his technique injure someone.  
 
    Anrosh and Eerv dropped down behind him and he felt them both activate their techniques. The golems charged them, and Ryun jumped forward, heading for the one on the far right, leaving the other two for Anrosh and Eerv. 
 
    He reached the golem and jumped to the side as it tried to swipe at him, his avatar slashing at its leg and cracking the stone. Ryun wasn’t sure if it was the avatar acting on its own or if he had given a command, but as he danced around the golem, striking at it with his sword, the more he realized that it wasn’t the Reaper’s remnant, but Ryun’s own commands. What was left of the Reaper wasn’t the real thing; just like the Dealmaker had said, it was a fragment of a remnant. It was a thing that had taken on Ryun’s memories and had a “personality” of a sort, but only an echo. 
 
    It was through the connection with the avatar that he was sending commands, and the avatar obeyed immediately. It was like he was fighting with two bodies. With it, he cracked one of the golem’s legs and stone ruptured, forcing the monster to the floor. Ryun kept up his attacks on the downed monster and killed it a few moments later. 
 
    He felt it die, as the gemstone in its core stopped vibrating. He took a deep breath, satisfied with his experiment. The {Avatar of the Reaper} was an incredible weapon, and if he could manage to do what he believed he could through it, it would be even more so. The drain on his Qi was substantial, especially with his {Null Mantle} active, but not enough that it was unusable. 
 
    He dismissed the avatar and felt something pass through the connection he had made, and flow into his core. He frowned—he had expected it to go back into his head. He tried to feel his core and Qi for anything unusual, but everything seemed fine, and now was not a good time to be distracted.  
 
    He turned his attention to the other two golems and their opponents. 
 
    Eerv was dancing around his golem, his spear flashing out to hit its joint every time the golem went in for an attack. He used his abilities to enhance his strikes, and had already taken out one of the golem’s arms. 
 
    Anrosh held her sword in two hands, her aspect and Qi filling her. She had an empowering technique that increased her strength quite a bit, so she didn’t quite dance around the golem. Instead, she would wait for it to attack and then move just enough out of the way. He sensed her do just that as the golem attacked again, and she raised her sword, using the [Crescent] ability, which Ryun was familiar with, cutting downward. Her sword, empowered by frost, smashed into the golem’s shoulder and a wave of ice spread over the golem. 
 
    It tried to backhand her, but she was already out of the reach as she had jumped back the moment she finished her attack. He could sense that her Absolute Cold was somehow having an effect on the golem, making it move with less speed than before. When Eerv had mentioned that the material the golems were made out of had a higher water content, he had hoped that Anrosh’s aspect would be effective. 
 
    Eerv finished his golem by destroying all of its limbs and then finally doing enough damage to the main body while it was on the ground, leaving the gemstone intact. 
 
    Anrosh kept fighting for a bit longer. Her attacks were slowing it down, and it had cracks all over its body. But she wasn’t strong enough to break through, even with her empowerment technique. In the end she was forced to stab the golem in its gemstone, using one of her perks to enhance the attack. She cracked the gemstone and destroyed the golem that way before her empowerment technique made her too slow to be able to dodge the golem’s attacks. 
 
    As soon as the last golem was down, a chest appeared at the end of the room near a door that led deeper into the dungeon. 
 
    Ryun headed that way immediately, but Eerv stopped him with a hand on Ryun’s shoulder. 
 
    “Wait—we need to check if it is really treasure,” Eerv said. 
 
    Ryun blinked. “What?” 
 
    “It could be a monster. Some dungeons spawn them instead of real treasure,” Eerv said. 
 
    “A mimic? Are you telling me that those things are real?” Ryun shivered. He had read enough stories about murderous boxes to know that they were not fun to deal with if one was unprepared. 
 
    “They are,” Eerv said, and then picked up rock on the ground and threw it at the chest. It hit the top and bounced off. “We should be good.” 
 
    Ryun narrowed his eyes at the chest, wondering if the treasure inside was worth taking the chance. He could obliterate it at a distance. 
 
    In the end, he shook off the childhood fear and found it to be a normal chest filled with low-level healing potions, as well as a few stamina ones. Gathering them, the trio continued on deeper into the dungeon.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 109 – PRESENT – Ryun 
 
    Practice 
 
      
 
    The dungeon was huge, a massive labyrinth of corridors and caverns. Ryun couldn’t see anything, but he could feel some of their surroundings, at least roughly. Anrosh told him that it looked like parts of the caverns had structures carved out of them—pillars and such bearing engravings. There were stone halls and corridors, making the area out to be some big underground city. Ryun had a nagging suspicion about that, given the things he remembered and what he had seen here, including the conversations he’d had with the Infinite Realm’s monsters. 
 
    But as his memories came back and he remembered the things like his and Mel’s encounter with the Aspects of True Death, he became more certain about his suspicions than ever. The Infinite Realm was filled with the pieces of other civilizations, those from other versions of the Framework, like the one that the Aspect of True Death had come from. It was littered with other races from across the universe who hadn’t been chosen by the Framework, who had been destroyed and their pieces taken to be reused. 
 
    That told him a lot about the cruelty of the Framework, and he wondered if perhaps the Infinite Realm would be scrapped and something new brought into being. But he didn’t have much time to dwell on those thoughts—not while inside the dungeon, at least. 
 
    They had encountered several different types of golems. There were the guardians, which were slow but strong, as well as other types which were faster and had elemental powers. Apparently, one more reason why Heartstone was so sought by golem makers was because the ore could be imbued by aspects, giving it elemental powers. It was an ore, even though it kind of looked like stone, and they had been collecting all the golems they defeated into their storage rings—or their pieces, actually. While not as valuable as the raw ore, their bodies could be refined and used for new creation. What treasure they were getting was varied, but mostly of good quality, principally rare pieces of equipment and alchemical ingredients and potions. Little of it would be useful for Ryun, but they had already killed a few hundred golems and gotten substantial rewards for doing so. They would either sell the equipment in the core or distribute it to the sect’s inner market. 
 
    Their progress through the dungeon was slow, and they didn’t take on more than five enemies if they could help it. Ryun could blast through them easily, but Eerv and Anrosh had some problems dealing with them—Eerv, because he relied on his venom aspect to take down his opponents, which didn’t work against golems, and Anrosh because she wasn’t yet strong enough. On the other hand, the golems were giving them a lot of Essence. Ryun himself had already gathered a few thousand Greater Essence, and Anrosh even more. The dungeon had proven lucrative already, even if they were moving slowly. 
 
    But that was fine with Ryun, as it allowed him to test his powers, to try different things and practice. He realized just how rusty he was. He wasted Qi when he didn’t need to, and he relied far too much on his stats. That had to change. 
 
    They continued moving through the dungeon, going deeper into the mountain and coming up on another group of golems. Their shape wasn’t like the ones they had encountered before; Ryun could sense that they had four arms, each ending in a long blade, and they were more humanoid looking, being taller and thinner. 
 
    The golems were in another cavern, standing in the center and blocking the three ways out of the room. The entire dungeon seemed to be a series of interconnected corridors that were almost labyrinthine, but every room was like a small arena, with monsters inside just standing and waiting. Eerv had informed him that respawning dungeons were generally that way, whereas wild dungeons resembled living and breathing towns or cities. 
 
    “Tell me,” Ryun said. He hadn’t figured out yet how to pull up the names and tiers of monsters inside his head like he could with his screens. Perhaps it wasn’t even possible. 
 
    Anrosh answered him. “They are dark in color, almost metallic. Perhaps they have some kind of related aspect. Their blades look sharp. Tier three.” 
 
    He nodded. He knew that monsters didn’t have Cultivation Realms, but something nagged at him. He could tell that Cultivation had had a hand in their creation; it wasn’t something that he could explain, but he felt it. The ability of the material to absorb the aspect and take on its properties would imply something like that as well. Eerv didn’t know much, as golems weren’t his focus. 
 
    Ryun thought about what they should do. Eerv was probably even more at a disadvantage here, as the metallic nature of the golems would likely be an additional hindrance. Anrosh could probably handle one, as her Absolute Cold could affect them.  
 
    So he made a quick plan. 
 
    Walking toward the four golems and getting their attention, Anrosh followed behind while Eerv stood back. 
 
    Ryun’s {Null Mantle} was already active, and he pushed his bonuses into his wisdom. His Qi moved as he prepared another technique just as the golems noticed him and moved—they were faster than the other types they had encountered before. 
 
    Ryun waited for one to get close, and then unleashed his {Breath of Destruction}. 
 
    A plume of Void Qi shaped into a destructive breath left his mouth and hit the golem in the shoulder, disintegrating it and half of its right side along with two of its four arms. The golem stumbled and Ryun got in close, grabbing it by its remaining arms before then throwing it back toward Anrosh, letting her deal with a handicapped opponent. 
 
    The three other golems came at him, their four arms swinging at him. Ryun’s skill told him exactly from where every attack came, and he moved, evading and leading the three golems away from Anrosh and her fight with the damaged golem. 
 
    Once on the other side of the room, Ryun focused on his Void Aura perk. He left it at its original range, as the golems were already in it. He kept his sense on them, making sure that all of their attacks were mundane, only physical, while he evaded. Once he was certain, he activated his Untethered Cloud. 
 
    His body switched states, from solid to something resembling gas—a void in space. The golems attacked and their blades cut through the cloud, passing through without injuring him. He still felt their passage, and he sensed that his Void Qi had damaged the blades as they passed. His physical damage resistance was incredibly high, even without the cloud being active, but he could feel that if they attacked long enough he would start taking damage. So while the golems tried to damage him, he activated his Void Aura. 
 
    The aura blasted out of him, three meters around him in all directions were suddenly filled with Void Qi. He furiously spent his Qi, half of it in a single burst to increase the damage output. The effect was immediate, and strange to observe through his sense. The golems started disintegrating from the outside in, the Void eating at the surfaces of their bodies and quickly carving uneven holes as they moved, trying to cut him. He held his aura for two seconds, and with all of his bonus in his wisdom, the damage was insane. One golem’s legs broke as they lost enough mass that they could no longer support the rest, and as the golem fell its body cracked and fell apart. The other two simply suffered too much damage and fell over. 
 
    Ryun shut his aura off and followed the remaining effect of his Void Qi as its remnant ate away at the mass of the golems’ bodies, then turned his senses to the fight on the other side of the room. Anrosh was using her sword to block and attack the golem with sure and powerful strikes, each carrying with it the aspect of cold. The golem seemed covered in something which he figured was a sheen of frost, and it was definitely slowed down. He could hear creaking as it moved. There then came a crack, and the golem fell to the ground, unmoving. Anrosh stood above it, catching her breath. She wasn’t really tired, he could tell, but the golem wasn’t the easiest opponent for her. 
 
    Ryun checked his Essence and saw that he had gained around a thousand Essence from this room, some probably for the one he crippled, but most of that one should’ve gone to Anrosh. Eerv walked up to them, looking at the dead golems. 
 
    “If we had high-tier crafters in the sect, they could use their bodies to craft powerful weapons and armor… Regardless, they will fetch a good price in the core,” Eerv said, then shook his head. “This dungeon is too hard for us.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We haven’t had any issues, not really,” Ryun asked. 
 
    “I mean, it isn’t too hard for us three. Even I could fight these golems, with a good team and the right items at least. But we are relying on this dungeon to be a source of income for us. If we can’t farm it every time it is respawned, then we will not be using it efficiently. There are very few people in the Black—ah, the Twilight Melody Sect—who could beat the golems. And I doubt that you will be willing to spend all your time here farming it,” Eerv answered. 
 
    Ryun nodded his head. He had no desire to do that. He had learned that the more times one did the same dungeon, the less Essence one got from it. Even if he could use his [Reave] on every monster, it wouldn’t be an efficient use of his time. It was really annoying that [Reave] didn’t work on them, but he figured that it did make sense—the golems weren’t ever really close to death, exactly, and his ability specified that as a requirement. Golems were either on or off. They could sustain incredible amounts of damage and still operate as if they were at full capacity. 
 
    Still, he was getting a lot of Essence from killing them, so he didn’t complain. Others had no cheat abilities like he did. 
 
    “You said that we could rent it out,” Ryun reminded him. 
 
    “I think we will have to do that, but… That will complicate things. It might bring attention to us that we might not be able to handle,” Eerv said slowly. “But we can discuss that after we finish the dungeon.” 
 
    Ryun wanted to know more, but he agreed that they should continue. He walked over to the treasure chest that had spawned near the end of the room, and chucked a piece of stone at it. When it didn’t wake up and try to eat his face, he got closer and opened it. He sensed a single object inside, and reached down for it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Blade of Weight (E) 
  
       	  +15 to strength 
  Once per fight you can activate Weight. 
  Weight: double the weapon’s mass by increasing its density. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun read the screen that popped up inside his mind. It was a good weapon, with a powerful effect if put into the right hands. The sword itself was double edged, large and heavy: a two-hander for sure. He turned around and looked at Anrosh. The weapon would suit her perfectly. He smiled as he walked over to her and offered it. 
 
    “I think you should take this,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh looked down, Ryun presumed at the sword. “Didn’t we agree that everything goes to the sect?” 
 
    Ryun sensed Eerv shift his weight, but he didn’t chime in. “You are a part of the sect.” 
 
    He could see that she was reluctant, but finally she accepted and murmured a thanks, too low to be heard, but he sensed it. 
 
    They chose a path and continued forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryun wasn’t sure how long they’d been fighting golems, but it was good practice for him. The monsters weren’t so weak that he could destroy them effortlessly, but they weren’t so dangerous to him that he needed to use his full strength all the time. He had the time to test out things and practice using his powers, too. 
 
    After what seemed like hours of fighting all types of golems, they reached the final room. In it was the final golem: the boss of the dungeon. The cavern they were in was large, a half globe that stretched so far above that it was almost to the edge of his senses. The room had eight massive pillars and a large round square. The boss stood in the center, and was the largest golem they had encountered yet—at least three times as tall as Ryun, and shaped more like a human being. 
 
    “Describe it to me,” Ryun said. 
 
    Anrosh stepped up next to him. “It looks like a massive beast, a cross between a human and something else. It…it is almost lifelike, but its skin is completely pale white. But the detail… it, or rather whatever it was based on has short fur, and it looks like it’s been carved in Heartstone. I can’t tell what type of Heartstone it is made out of.” 
 
    “Mithril, I believe,” Eerv chimed in. 
 
    “Right,” Anrosh said with a quick nod. “It has two swords at its sides, too, each as tall as I am.” 
 
    Most of this Ryun himself could tell with his senses, but perhaps not in as much detail. 
 
    “It is tier 4. Enduring Golem,” Anrosh said. 
 
    Eerv grimaced. “A tough opponent.” 
 
    That was the strongest monster in the dungeon. Ryun knew that tiers of power weren’t exact measures of power, but something about the golem made him think that it was strong. He had spent all of their fights so far paying close attention to the golems, seeing their limits, their strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    “Let me take it alone,” he said. 
 
    “Ryun…” Anrosh started, but he just turned in her direction and smiled. 
 
    “I know, I do tend to be somewhat arrogant. I promise you that this isn’t an example of that. I need to test myself when I can use everything that I can, to go all out and see how powerful I really am when I am whole.” 
 
    He knew that neither Anrosh nor Eerv understood; they hadn’t known about the wall in his head. Anrosh suspected something, though, had seen the change in him, and he had noticed her looks when she thought he wasn’t paying attention to her. He would need to have a conversation with her, but now was not the time. 
 
    He took a step forward and the two didn’t try to stop him. He took a deep breath and started pulling potions out from his storage. He drank a few potions that would temporarily boost his stats, then pulled out Kagehime into his right hand. He entered a breathing form and {Qi Armor} sprang into existence around him. 
 
    He activated {Null Mantle} and arranged his stats equally into strength, dexterity, and wisdom. 
 
    Finally he pulled out a vial from his Void Storage. The Vial of Shadow was now attached to a piece of string, and he put it around his neck. The golems so far had all been using vision and sound as their primary senses. He didn’t know how that was accomplished or why, but it was a weakness. Ryun opened the cork of the vial and felt Anrosh and Eerv startle. He could feel something that reminded him of Shadow Essence when he drew it in, and he knew that he was now shrouded in a half sphere that spread ten meters around him, but the darkness didn’t impede his sense at all. 
 
    He jumped into the air, the dark sphere around him following, using the vial as its center. He shaped a cube and started jumping around the cavern, picking up speed. The golem in the center noticed, and moved. It raised its weapon and started tracking the ball of darkness. Ryun finally picked up enough speed and pushed off a cube, flying straight at the golem. 
 
    It swiped its two swords toward the darkness, aiming at its center. Ryun shaped a cube with his hand and swung around it, changing direction. The two swords hit the cube and shattered it, but Ryun had already flown to the side. He shaped another cube on his foot and pushed off, shooting straight at the golem’s side. He |Cut| using a weaker version of his skill, and Kagehime hit the golem’s shoulder, cutting shallowly into the metallic surface. 
 
    The golem swung around immediately and Ryun shaped a wall, putting more Qi in it and making it stronger. The wall of Qi stopped its swords, rebounding them and making the golem stumble backward. Ryun fell to the ground, and then used |Pounce| to launch himself at the golem. 
 
    He could tell that it couldn’t see him, as it swung widely and missed. It was now completely engulfed in his darkness. Ryun used |Greater Cut| and a blade superimposed itself over Kagehime just as he swiped at the golem’s knee. His sword cut into the limb, going halfway through before it moved incredibly quickly and saved the rest of its leg.  
 
    Then a shockwave left its body in a sphere, a kinetic strike that threw Ryun off the floor and sent him flying. Quickly, he twisted midair and shaped a wall beneath his legs, catching himself and bleeding off the momentum thanks to his True Body. Kinetic attacks were too ineffective to hurt him. 
 
    He launched himself forward again and activated his Presence of the Eternal Hunter. Immediately he felt a boost to his stats, and the golem slowed. Ryun moved around it, attacking, cutting and slashing, cutting pieces of it off. 
 
    The golem was powerful, but it couldn’t see him, and it was too slow with his aura to react in time to catch him. He felt its swords giving off some kind of heat and figured that it was using another ability, but it didn’t matter if it couldn’t catch him. 
 
    Ryun figured that he had tested his mobility enough and moved to the final part of his attack plan. He jumped back out of the golem’s range, leaving it out of the darkness. He switched his breathing form and summoned his {Avatar of the Reaper}. Feeling the connection blossom again, he felt like a being with two bodies.  
 
    Dropping his {Qi Armor}, he began moving his Qi in preparation for his most powerful technique. As he did so, he felt that the draw was doubled as half of his Qi flowed into the avatar, just as he’d intended. 
 
    He jumped forward, heading straight at the golem that was filled with cuts all over its body. The avatar jumped forward and out of the darkness, and the golem focused on it, moving forward to attack. Ryun jumped into the air just as the avatar dodged beneath the golem’s swords and got in close. Ryun landed on its shoulder and triggered his technique. 
 
    {Darkest End} billowed out, both out of him and the avatar at the same moment. The avatar crumbled from the force, and the expanding sphere of destruction had already left the construct. The two spheres hit the golem from both sides, each sphere pushing the golem into the other, The golem’s body disintegrated under the two destructive forces of the void; the floor beneath where the avatar had stood just simply disappeared, too, as it was eaten by the void. The golem’s head snapped off and ricocheted out of the impact zone, and was sent off flying across the cavern from the forces that annihilated its body. 
 
    And then the waves dissipated, leaving a hole in the ground and nothing else left of the golem’s body. Ryun shaped a Qi cube below his feet and then put the cork back into the vial, the darkness rushing back as he closed it. 
 
    He stood in the air and saw the notifications appearing in his head. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Congratulations on clearing the Heartstone Core Dungeon! 
    
  New title available! 
  Reward—Heartstone Core title now available 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Heartstone Core 
  
       	  First to clear the Heartstone Core Dungeon 
  
       	  +2% to all stats, 50,000 Greater Essence 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
     Ryun did a double take at the reward and then smiled. The dungeon had given him a great deal of Essence, speeding up his advancement significantly. 
 
    He sensed Eerv and Anrosh, both staring at him, or at least that was what he thought they were doing. He jumped across the room as he let go of his techniques and landed near them. 
 
    “So, want to see what kind of treasure we got?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Ryun turned around and headed for the chest. He was really interested to see what they had won.  
 
    Eerv had implied that clearing a dungeon for the first time should give better rewards than what those doing it after would get. And since their rewards so far had been unremarkable, he was really hoping for something great. 
 
    He approached the treasure chest, first throwing a piece of rubble at it to check if it was a real chest. Then he opened it and sensed inside. 
 
      
 
    There were some Essence Crystals in the corner, as well as a basket filled with potions. But Ryun, sensing something more interesting inside, reached in and pulled it out. It was a soft fabric, and as Ryun felt around it he realized that it was a cloak complete with a hood. Its screen popped up in his head and he read through it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mantle of the Undying (L) 
  
       	  +50 to Vitality 
  While wearing this cloak, all healing effects on the user have 50% increased effectiveness. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Ryun’s mouth opened in surprise. It was an incredible item, and it would suit him perfectly. With his Feast perk it would synergize incredibly well, letting him heal even faster. 
 
    He put it aside, but planned on claiming it for himself. Then looked at the potions. He read each one and then smiled. The treasure at the end of the dungeon seemed to have lived up to what Eerv had suggested. 
 
    Ryun turned around to the others and let them see. 
 
    They had found many powerful treasures before now, things that Eerv felt they could sell for a good price, but what was in the last chest Ryun was going to keep for them, and for the sect. He had many half-formed thoughts, and perhaps it was time that he start turning them into plans. 
 
    He ruled a sect now, and he wanted to do something more, to be more than what he had become on Earth. 
 
    Ryun was free to do whatever he wanted—and for the first time in a long time, he was fully himself.

  

 
   
    End of Volume I 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    This might be the end of the volume, but it is not the end of the story! This is the e-book version of my webserial, which means that there is more to read. Volume 2 is also finished and available for free on RoyalRoad and my website (Volume 2 starts with chapter 110). Go and check it out! We are currently in volume 3! 
 
    If you liked the story, it would mean a lot to me if you left a review on Amazon!. Reviews are the lifeblood of a self-published author such as myself, and help immensely. 
 
    If you want to support this story, please check out my Patreon, where you can read chapters two weeks in advance. 
 
    Join my discord if you want to discuss the story (or my other works), there is a lot of stuff there to see; a deeper insight into the system, character calculator, art, competitions, and more! 
 
    If you prefer to read stories in book format, don’t despair! Volume 2 will be coming out in a few months. 
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